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Abstract

The use and management of rangelands involves both ecological and social processes, and it is in the interaction of these that
conservation is or is not achieved. Overall, the ecological dimensions of rangelands and rangeland management have been studied
in greater detail and are better understood than the social dimensions. This paper argues that qualitative methods are necessary to
understand the management of rangelands by ranchers. Existing studies using quantitative methods have found little correlation
between ranchers’ management practices and a variety of social factors. One consistent finding of these studies, however, is that
profit is a secondary or insignificant motivation among ranchers, casting doubt on the premise that economic self-interest
motivates ranchers to embrace improved management practices. The theoretical and methodological implications of this finding
have not been adequately recognized in rangeland science. With its greater flexibility and attention to context, qualitative research
can reveal social, historical, political, and economic factors that affect ranch management but have eluded quantitative studies.
In addition, qualitative methods are better suited to capturing both the processes that generate ranchers’ “mental models” and
the historical information needed in light of recent theoretical advances in rangeland ecology. Suggestions for future research on
ranch management include conducting case studies of smaller areas over longer temporal periods, focusing on interactions
among ranchers, giving ranchers a greater role in identifying research needs, studying urbanization and other “new” rangeland
issues, and drawing on research about pastoralist societies elsewhere.

Resumen

El uso y manejo de los pastizales involucra tanto procesos ecolagicos como sociales y es en la interaccion de estos que la
conservacion se logra o no. En general, las dimensiones ecologicas de los pastizales y del manejo de ellos han sido estudiadas en
mayor detalle y son mejor entendidas que las dimensiones sociales. Este articulo discute que métodos cualitativos son necesarios
para entender el manejo de los pastizales que realizan los rancheros. Los estudios existentes que han usado métodos cuantitativos
han encontrado poca correlacion entre las practicas de manejo de los rancheros y una variedad de factores sociales. Un hallazgo
consistente de estos estudios es que las ganancias son una motivacion secundaria o insignificante entre los rancheros, causando
duda sobre la premisa de que el interés econémico motiva a los rancheros a incluir practicas de mejoramiento de pastizales. Las
implicaciones teoricas y metodologicas de este hallazgo no han sido reconocidas adecuadamente en la ciencia de pastizales. Con
esta gran flexibilidad y atencion al contexto la investigacion cualitativa puede revelar factores sociales historicos, politicos y
econdmicos que afectan el manejo del rancho pero que han sido eludidos en los estudios cuantitativos. Ademas, los métodos
cualirativos son mas apropiados para capturar tanto los procesos que generan los "modelos mentales" de los rancheros y la
informacion historica necesaria a raiz de los recientes avances tedricos de la ecologia de pastizales. Las sugerencias para la
investigacion futura del manejo de pastizales incluyen: conducir estudios de caso en pequeiias dreas por periodos largos de tiempo;
enfocarse en las interacciones entre los rancheros, dando a ellos un papel mayor en identificar las necesidades de investigacion;
estudiar la urbanizacion y otros "nuevos"problemas de los pastizales e inspirar la investigacion sobre las sociedades pastoriles de
otros lugares.
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Introduction processes” (Lynam and Stafford Smith 2003). If so, there is

equal need to understand the social processes that determine

The use and management of rangelands involves both ecolog-
ical and social processes (Huntsinger and Hopkinson 1996).
Whether a rangeland use is sustained depends not only on
biophysical processes such as photosynthesis, water and min-
eral cycling, and competition but also on how economics,
politics, and other social phenomena influence those processes.
“The human processes are as important as the ecological
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rangeland use and management as there is to understand
biophysical processes. Overall, however, the ecological dimen-
sions of rangelands have received greater research emphasis and
are better understood than the social dimensions.

A central premise of traditional programs in rangeland
research and extension is that private producers will choose
to apply best management practices out of enlightened self-
interest—that is, because they themselves stand to benefit
economically from improved ecological conditions, at least in
the long term. However, studies conducted over the past 4
decades consistently indicate that profit is not the primary
motive of western ranchers, and that in many cases it is not
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even a secondary motive. Ranchers do not behave like idealized
economic firms, and the social processes that lead to good
management cannot be reduced to the standard calculus of
monetary costs and benefits. How, then, should ranch manage-
ment be studied? Alternative models of how land managers
adopt technology have been developed to incorporate factors
such as risk and uncertainty, community and demographic
characteristics, and communication (Fliegel 1993; Zepada
1994). But the intangibility of some of these factors has made
resting the models difficult (Kreuter et al 2001).

This paper argues that qualitative methods are needed to
improve our understanding of rangeland management by
ranchers. The first section critiques the quantitative methods
employed in most studies of ranchers published in the range-
land science literature. This research has found little correlation
between ranchers’ management practices and either demo-
graphic characteristics or expressed value orientations, Curi-
ously, moreover, these studies descend from research by
agricultural economists who concluded that nonquantitative
methods were necessary to understand ranchers’ decision
making. The second section presents 3 arguments for qualita-
tive research. First, qualitative methods are capable of discov-
ering factors that are unanticipated and thus undetectable using
purely quantitative methods. Second, qualitative methods are
better suited to the spatial and temporal scale of the key
processes at issue: interactions between ranchers’ “mental
models” (Lynam and Stafford Smith 2003) and the biophysical
landscapes they manage. Third, recent theoretical develop-
ments in rangeland ecology indicate a strong need for greater
historical research, which will have to rely heavily on qualita-
tive data. The final section suggests directions for further
research to improve the relationship between rangeland science
and ranch management in today’s West,

Limitations of Quantitative Methods

Most studies of US ranchers published in range-oriented
journals in the past 40 years rest on quantitative methods.
Generally, researchers have employed survey instruments (usu-
ally questionnaires administered in person or by mail) to gather
data from ranchers over a given area (usually one or more
counties, a state, or in one case the entire West) and then sub-
jected the resulting data to statistical analysis. Some studies
have addressed management issues directly, others only
obliquely. Often the main focus has been policy issues such as
grazing fees, planning and zoning, or environmental regula-
tions. Only a few dependable patterns have emerged from these
studies regarding how ranchers make management decisions.
One such study, based on questionnaires mailed to 7 000
ranchers in Texas (Hanselka et al 1990; Rowan and White
1994; Rowan et al 1994a, 1994b), revealed that off-ranch
employment and investment were important income sources for
ranchers throughout the state, larger ranches were less de-
pendent on off-ranch income than smaller ranches, and ranchers
located closer to urban centers tended to be less dependent on
livestock for their livelihoods. Two correlations were observed
between demographic characteristics and management deci-
sions: more livestock-dependent ranchers were more likely to
invest in weed and brush control, and ranchers practicing
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“decisional rotation” (unplanned rotation of multiple herds)
were slightly more dependent on ranch income. But no other
correlations were significant.

Methods of factor analysis and principal component anal-
ysis, intended to elicit “patterns of behavioral similarities”
among ranchers, produced a model that explained only 2% of
the variability in grazing program decisions. The factors that
most strongly influenced decisions to change stocking rates—
drought and rainfall—were unrelated to ranchers’ individual
characteristics or backgrounds. The authors concluded that “a
number of points about rancher decision-making are indistinct
and should be studied further” (Rowan et al 1994b).

Another study (Liffmann et al 2000) used questionnaires
from 245 ranchers in 3 counties in California: 2 experiencing
rapid urban development and 1 not (the 2 urbanizing counties
were grouped together for analysis). Significant differences were
found between the 2 groups of ranchers in terms of education,
income, dependence on ranch income, duration of tenure on the
ranch, and size of private holdings. Ranchers in the rural county
were more likely to hunt and fish on their ranches, and ranchers
in the urbanizing counties were more likely to raise horses. The
rural ranchers placed a greater emphasis on protecting scenic
values and were more favorably disposed toward state co-
operative extension programs. Numerous significant differences
were found in management practices, but most appear to have
reflected differences in the landscapes’ natural features and
ownership patterns rather than rancher propensities (eg, use
of irrigation and commercial fertilizers, raising of sheep, fenc-
ing of riparian areas, installation of water developments, and
use of continuous year-round or rotational grazing schemes).
Overall, the 2 groups appeared basically similar in their goals
and motivations, their propensity to implement various man-
agement practices, and their commitment to conservation. In
and of itself, proximity to urban development did not strongly
determine rangeland management practices.

Coppock and Birkenfeld (1999) utilized questionnaires from
340 randomly selected Utah ranchers with public land grazing
permits to identify patterns in management practices, concerns,
and coping strategies. They identified 3 socioeconomic vari-
ables—dependence on off-ranch income, dependence on family
labor, and dependence on public land—which clustered ranchers
into 5 groups (see the following discussion); group membership
appeared to influence rates of use of 9 out of 26 management
practices in the survey, including rest and deferred rotation and
prescribed fire. (Four of the 9 concerned finance and marketing.)
Higher income and education levels and larger scales of
operation correlated with greater use of management practices
overall. Other factors varied widely, however, and all groups
showed “remarkably similar” concerns and coping strategies.

Later, Peterson and Coppock (2001) extended the study with
393 phone surveys: 192 with ranchers from the earlier study
and 201 with randomly selected, private-land-only ranchers.
The 2 groups were similar in average age, education, manage-
rial experience, and community involvement, but permittees
were more profit-oriented and less hobby-oriented than the
private ranchers. This appeared to reflect the fact that permit-
tees were also much larger-scale operators, controlling the vast
majority of private grazing land, beef cattle, and sheep in Utah
despite being slightly less numerous overall. Eighty percent of
all Utah ranchers were described as “passive™ managers, 39%


















