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Abstract 
The Driftless Forest Network (DFN) is a collaboration of local, state and national 
organizations working together to increase landowner engagement in the Driftless Area of 
Southwestern Wisconsin (USA). The region is home to nearly 32,000 family forest owners 
that collectively own 825,000 ha. DFN’s objectives are threefold.  

1. Develop and implement tools and strategies to increase private family forest owner 
engagement toward active forest management.  

2. Create capacity to sustain and enhance relationships among resource professionals 
and owners over time.  

3. Evaluate DFN activities toward a systematic understanding of their efficacy and 
applicability both within the Driftless Area and beyond.  

In this paper, we outline the breadth and functioning of the initiative that include My 
Wisconsin Woods and a collaborative network supported by a knowledge system. We also 
describe central role of developmental evaluation to answer key operational and policy 
questions. Overall, one can envision the DFN as a learning laboratory, in which we apply 
research findings, experiential knowledge, and continuous data collection to collaboratively 
and adaptively engage landowners to increase learning and land management. 
 

Introduction 
Natural resource professionals responsible for managing forest resources and assisting 
woodlands owners have long sought ways to increase landowner engagement. Yet, such 
efforts have often yielded mixed results, with only a modest portion of landowners actively 
managing their land as defined by traditional benchmarks (i.e., forester contact, management 
plans). Moreover, changing landowner demographics, decreased land tenure, and reduced 
scale economies (Kendra & Hull 2005) present new challenges to effective and efficient 
landowner engagement. Further complicating engagement strategies is the increasing need 
for landscape and regional scale outcomes classified under the rubrics of ecosystem services 
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and multifunctionality. Such outcomes necessarily often require some levels of aggregation 
and coordination (Goldman et al. 2007; Schulte et al. 2008).   
 
In 2010, partners from over 15 state and federal agencies, and not-for-profit organizations 
(table 1) came together as the Driftless Forest Network (DFN), centered on promoting 
sustainable forestry in Southwest Wisconsin. The DFN partners all work with landowners as 
part of their individual missions with varying degrees of coordination and collaboration. The 
DFN, though, takes these to a whole new level to foster further landowner engagement. 
Desired ecological outcomes include oak restoration and bird habitat (Knoot et al. 2009). A 
novel comprehensive engagement strategy to promote sustainable private forestry in 
Southwest Wisconsin emerged to address three key challenges. 

1. Can we effectively and efficiently apply social marketing techniques that move 
interested woodland owners toward greater forestry knowledge and competency with 
an emphasis on implementing forestry practices? 

2. Can we build a collaborative landowner assistance network (i.e., increase collective 
capacity) of partners and others to support active engagement and emergent 
opportunities? 

3. Taken together, do we have the potential to effect landscape-scale changes in 
provisioning ecosystem services and attaining multifunctionality? 

 

Aldo Leopold Foundation 
American Forest Foundation 
American Tree Farm System 

Driftless Area Initiative 
Kickapoo Woods Cooperative 

Southwest Badger RC & D 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 

University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 
USDA Forest Service, Northeast Area State & Private Forestry 

USDA-Natural Resource Conservation Service 
UW-Extension-Regional Natural Resource Education Program 

Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources 
Wisconsin Family Forests 

Wisconsin Tree Farm Committee 
Wisconsin Woodland Owners Association 

Table 1: Driftless Forest Network Project partner list. 
 

Driftless Forest Network Project 
Note: In this paper, we introduce the Driftless Forest Network project and its key elements. 
This is not a research paper or project, but has and will generate new knowledge through 
practice and intensive evaluation. If you would like to learn more or have suggestions, please 
contact us. 
 
Conceptually, the DFN project encompasses four core elements (figure 1) applied in the 
Driftless Area (figure 2), the first two of which bring together major streams in the forestry 
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literature into broad-scale application. First, it uses landowner segmentation to drive a social 
marketing and engagement campaign (i.e., My Wisconsin Woods). Second, it applies 
network concepts and metrics toward effective (professional) network collaboration to initiate 
and maintain landowner engagement. Third, we rely on a comprehensive knowledge system 
to track, coordinate, and assess landowner assistance and engagement. Fourth, we apply a 
developmental evaluation framework (Patton 2011) to adaptively refine or reformulate 
engagement strategies, support network configuration, and overall goals. Next, we describe 
the above four elements in greater detail.  
 

My Wisconsin Woods 
Understanding that language and branding matter when communicating with an audience, 
DFN partners decided to use the brand “My Wisconsin Woods” when interfacing with the 
landowners. A similar branding scheme “My Minnesota Woods” has been successfully used 
in the neighboring state (University of Minnesota 2009).The brand is user centric and 
therefore more likely to resonate with landowners.  It is under this brand that social marketing 
strategies to reach and engage landowners are being tested. Our current marketing campaigns 
depend on an initial landowner segmentation component. Direct mail campaigns test 
messages based on those segments and assistance offers, including the offer of peer-to-peer 
advisers (Woodland Advocates) and their training.  

 
 
Figure 1: Conceptual diagram displaying the four core elements of the Driftless Forest Network Project. 
 

Landowner segmentation 
Recent studies from various geographies suggest segmenting landowners based on 
demographic characteristics and owner interests could be one approach to increasing 
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engagement (Ingemarson et al. 2006; Karppinen 1998; Kendra and Hull 2005; Surendra et al. 
2009). Moreover, different landowners will seek information through different methods and 
also will look for information to appear in a variety of formats (Butler 2008; Ferranto et al. 
2012). However, a gap exists in applying segmentation such that messages and assistance 
offers are crafted in such ways as to be more appealing to one segment or another.  
 

 
Figure 2: The Driftless Area of the Midwest showing the 12 Wisconsin counties where the DFN pilot project is 
working. 
 
The DFN seeks to use and test landowner segmentation as part of its engagement strategy, 
hence an initial action was to segment landowners in Wisconsin’s portion of the Driftless 
Area. While the full methodology and its results will be published elsewhere (Butler et al. in 
preparation), segmentation of all landowners in the project area depended on three steps. 
First, 1,200 woodland owners in the project area were surveyed (response rate = 54%). 
Second, secondary marketing data (i.e., InfoUSA) were also purchased for all landowners. 
The survey included questionnaire items that allowed for the segmenting of respondents into 
landowner typologies following Butler, et al. 2007 and for the development of proxies to 
apply segmentation to the secondary marketing data. Third, we were able to associate all 
landowners in the project area with segments found in the National Woodland Owner Survey 
(NWOS). (Most fell into either the “Woodland Retreat” or “Working the Land” NWOS 
segments.)  The survey and market data are two of several datasets that populate the database 
of our knowledge system and are key to the targeted marketing campaigns. 
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Direct mail campaigns 
Our primary approach to initiate landowner contact is direct mail using the segments 
described above to both design and target message.  Over the course of this project, we intend 
to experimentally test combinations of messages, offers, and delivery methods to increase 
landowner engagement.  In Spring 2012 testing began with a direct mail campaign 
experimental design focused on testing two offers (i.e., receive free landowner handbook 
versus free public forester consultation), each paired with two types of messages (i.e., 
wildlife versus wildlife and financial) based on the two most dominant segments in the 
project area. The purpose of this campaign was to see if there was a differential response 
based on offer and message by segment. The offers reflect passive (i.e., receive handbook) 
and active (i.e., discuss woodlands with forester) engagement, and evaluation tasks later this 
fall (2012) include analyzing respondent versus non-respondent characteristics that will 
inform future marketing efforts. In addition, by responding to an offer, the status of a 
landowner is changed in our database and is tracked in terms of future engagement. 

Woodland Advocates 
Peer-to-peer education is one strategy for increasing engagement being tested through the My 
Wisconsin Woods marketing campaign. Woodland owners are offered the services of a peer 
through a direct mail offering. Peers in our project are called, “Woodland Advocates” and 
their role is to connect woodland owners to resources they need and provide “moral” support 
toward the woodland owners managing their land. When appropriate they connect these 
owners to a Department of Natural Resource Forester or consulting forester to address the 
technical aspects of sustainable forest management. Currently, Woodland Advocates are 
available in one Driftless Area county.  
 
Various studies indicate that peer-to-peer learning can be a preferred mode (Schubert & 
Mayer 2010; Rickenbach et al. 2005). However, master training programs can be resource 
intensive in that volunteers must be, at a minimum, found and trained. Within the project, we 
hope to better understand the demand for this type of service and examine the capacity 
needed to develop and maintain a group of peer mentors over time. As with other aspects of 
the project, peer services are fully integrated into our system of tracking and evaluation. 
Woodland Advocates report interactions with peer woodland owners to the project 
coordinator so information regarding the nature of the interaction and any action steps or 
practices identified can be documented.  This feedback loop is critical to maintaining the 
relationships between the advocates, the peer landowners, and, as appropriate, the 
professionals over time and generating content for future follow-up conversations which may 
provide encouragement or resources to allow further advancement towards the landowner’s 
objectives. In evaluating woodland advocates our key question is: do they provide a more 
efficient and/or an alternative path to landowner engagement?   
 
Driftless Forest Network 
While our efforts are focused on engaging landowners and improving forest stewardship on 
private woodlands, the project is also intent on increasing capacity among resource 
professionals and organizations. The Driftless Forest Network is comprised of resource 
professionals and key landowners from government agencies, NGO’s, and, to a lesser extent, 
the private sector. Two of these foresters are new and at least partially funded on the USDA 
Forest Service grant that support portions of the project. Partners are committed to the vision 
of a healthier landscape through increased landowner engagement. A core belief (and 
important evaluation question) is that each partner brings unique perspectives, experience, 
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and expertise to the network and that working together we can have a greater impact than 
individually. For example, state agency involvement provides technical resources and creates 
a conduit for partners’ feedback and project results to impact future policy decisions 
influencing the landscape beyond the region of focus (Leach & Pelkey 2001; Genskow 2009). 
Whereas, NGO and private sector actors with less formal rules and regulations can more 
quickly implement and test new tools and strategies. 
 

 
Figure 3:These network diagrams depict the differences in relationships between DFN partners prior to the start of 
the network and one year after the formation of the network. Each box and number represents an individual partner.  
Pre-network data was generated from partners recalling the frequency of interaction prior to the network existing.  

In a short time, we have seen an increase in the frequency of interactions among network 
members (figure 3). These data emerged as part of our network evaluation (see below) 
through a web-based partner survey. Additional longitudinal analysis is needed, but anecdotal 
evidence suggests such interactions may be fostering improved landowner engagement. For 
example, a Department of Natural Resource Forester recently contacted DFN to see if the 
network could provide technical assistance to approximately 20 landowners who requested 
property visits and management plans. The landowners had been placed on a waiting list; 
some had been waiting for months.  The forester added that while it is their role to serve these 
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landowners, they couldn’t do it as soon as they would like and did not want their limitations 
to influence the interest expressed by these owners to take action on their land.  The DFN was 
able to allocate resources within the network to serve the waiting landowners, making initial 
contact within two weeks of the request. Hence, the DFN is able to respond to new partner 
needs and emerging opportunities. Whether that is enough to justify the costs and impositions 
of collaboration is yet to be seen.  
 

Knowledge system 
Central to DFN’s efforts to manage landowner engagement is a knowledge system that 
allows for continuous updating and tracking. The knowledge system, while impossible 
without a powerful relational database, is most dependent on partners to provide, analyze, and 
interpret data. Indeed, one person is dedicated to managing the database and several others 
have key roles in shaping input and interpretation. The database itself was specifically 
designed for the American Forest Foundation and the DFN and relies on ClearVantage 
Association Management Software as the platform.  The database was initially populated 
with landowners owning 10 or more wooded acres based on county tax rolls purchased from 
each of the twelve counties selected for the pilot project. This database adds capacity to the 
project in four main ways. We can... 

1. Identify and select landowners for My Wisconsin Woods targeted outreach (e.g. direct 
mail campaigns); 

2. Track responses to My Wisconsin Woods outreach activities; 
3. Sustain relationships between landowners and the My Wisconsin Woods and DFN 

resource professional with capacity to record progress on recommended management 
projects and facilitate follow-up contact via a “tickler” system, among others; and 

4. Evaluate the effectiveness of outreach activities, landowner progress toward greater 
engagement, and pathways of engagement. 

 
The data and relationships maintained through use of this tool will be the source of emerging 
information, garnered by the evaluation process, which will assist partners in identifying 
engagement priorities and impacts. In the end, we hope that the knowledge system will allow 
us to effectively and efficiently direct resources to support landowners where they are in the 
engagement process.  
 

Developmental Evaluation 
Evaluation has been a key component of the DFN since its start. The intent has always been 
to learn something that advancing forestry in the Driftless Area, as well as help others 
elsewhere grappling with landowner engagement. However, the evaluation model has 
evolved. Initially, the intent was to apply traditional formative and summative evaluation to 
determine answers to relatively straightforward questions. For example, does targeting based 
on landowner segmentation efficiently and effectively begin landowner engagement? While 
such questions remain important, we have come to envision the evaluation as addressing a 
broader and markedly murkier question: does the DFN work?  
 
In essence, the DFN brings together a suite of landowner engagement programs, support 
tools, and partners to expand a coarsely defined concept, “landowner engagement.” While 
there is a need to generate formative and summative evaluation metrics to satisfy our funding 
agencies and foundations, this is not enough for most partners, who envision the DFN is a 
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possible new way of doing business in private forestry assistance. As one partner noted, 
“…my point would be even if the specific elements of what occur here don’t bear a lot of 
fruit, there’s still this great potential that it spawns something else that no one even 
envisioned in year one — that happens in year six...It’s just the fact that there have been 
relationships established and connections made that will bear fruit down the road, even in 
areas outside of forestry potentially, for example.” Hence, it has become evident that we are 
actually engaged in developmental evaluation (Patton 2011).   
 

Developmental evaluation is tailored toward understanding and adaptively managing 
complex situations and interventions. It may rely on a range of data collection efforts, but the 
central premise is one in which data and analysis inform the program development and design 
often in response to unexpected developments. As such, the evaluators are engaging in near 
constant dialogue with practitioners and managers, and must adapt (and document) methods 
as best inform the effort and maintain adequate rigor. Such twists and turns are regularly 
present in the DFN project. For example, our direct mail campaigns offer landowners a free 
consultation with a forester. There is an initial question as to how many such offers should 
we send out as to not overwhelm the capacity to provide forester visits and achieve sufficient 
sample size to detect statistical differences. Moreover, once a landowner requests a visit there 
is a need to evaluate the speed and quality of our response (i.e., how well does the knowledge 
system interact with foresters to provide the service?). These latter evaluations offer insights 
that suggest alternatives in response, which then feedback into DFN efforts. Moreover, DFN 
doesn’t control the operating environment (or even partners). Hence, opportunities and 
challenges emerge that serve as “tests” that are important learning opportunities for the DFN 
and its efforts to effectively engage woodland owners.  

 

Conclusion 
The Driftless Forest Network project reflects a systematic and collaborative effort to engage 
woodland owners. It entails a broad partnership and novel strategies that seek to effect 
change in the complex area of woodland management to improve practice and to increase our 
understanding of how that works and how it could work. These are still formative days, but 
partners are enthusiastic and starting to think about where we are headed. Perhaps the most 
novel piece of this effort is the commitment to test, learn, and adapt, i.e., it is our learning 
laboratory. How things will ultimately unfold is, of course, unknown, but our hope is that we 
will be able to understand and communicate how and why.  
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