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West Virginia Woodland Welcome Wagon: Design,
Implementation, and Evaluation in Three Priority Areas

Abstract
The majority of West Virginia's forested land is owned by private family forest owners. It is essential
that natural resources professionals work with and support these individuals as they establish their
ideal woodlands and sustain ecosystem services, which are at risk from parcelization and
fragmentation. The West Virginia Woodland Welcome Wagon was carried out in three priority areas to
connect new landowners with natural resources professionals. Over the course of 6 months, absentee
landowners, landowners with fewer than 50 acres, and those interested in socializing with other
woodland owners were found to be more likely to participate in the project.

    

Introduction

Family forest owners are defined as families, family partnerships, individuals, trusts, estates, and
other unincorporated groups of individuals that own forestland (Butler, 2008). Over 7 million acres of
West Virginia's landscape is in the hands of 243,000 family forest owners (Widmann, Cook, Barnett,
Butler, Griffith, Hatfield, Kurtz, Morin, Moser, Perry, Piva, Riemann, & Woodall, 2012). Clearly, family
forest owners are vital to the conservation of resources and ecosystem services (clean air and water,
nutrient cycling, etc.) provided by these wooded properties.

A key role of today's natural resources professionals (NRPs) and Extension educators is to promote
conservation initiatives and sustainable forestry practices to family forest owners. A primary
challenge for the natural resources management community is to keep "forests as forests" (USDA
Forest Service, Northeastern Area, 2005); however, parcelization—the division of land into smaller
ownership parcels (Gobster & Rickenbach, 2004)—poses a considerable threat to forestland and is a
process that can limit forest ecosystem services (Gustafson & Loehle, 2006; Mehmood & Zhang,
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2001). Increasing land taxes, intergenerational property transfers, and residential and industrial
development all increase the risk of parcelization (DeCoster, 1998; Best & Wayburn, 2001). The
significant amount of impending intergenerational land transfers and the expected increase in the
number of new landowners in West Virginia are seen in the fact that 71% of the state's family forest
owners are over the age of 55 and nearly 20% are over the age of 65 (Widmann et al., 2012; USDA
Forest Service, 2012).

As land is transferred from one owner to the next, new landowners may be unsure of how to
approach the care of their newly acquired property. Currently, very few direct marketing efforts
promote forestry education exclusively to new landowners. Fifty-one percent of new landowners in
Virginia showed a very positive reception to free information about various topics (Kendra 2003).
This seeming enthusiasm contrasts with the 14% of all family forest owners in the U.S. have
received professional advice about their woodlands (Butler, 2008). Hence, there is some evidence
that reaching out to new woodland owners might bring about higher program impacts that exceed
those targeting a broader audience.

The Ohio Welcome Wagon (Apsley, Bagley, & Samples, 2005) was one program that targeted new
woodland owners and was set up to provide these landowners with woodland management
information. In 2011, we established the West Virginia Woodland Welcome Wagon (WVWWW) project
to connect family forest owners with the professional forestry community. The following article
documents the design, implementation, and evaluation of this project.

Methods

A three-phase project called the WVWWW was established to connect woodland owners with natural
resources professionals. The project focused on 10 counties in three rapidly urbanizing regions in
West Virginia. Regions included: 1) the Eastern Panhandle (Berkeley, Jefferson, and Morgan
counties), often thought of as a bedroom community for the Baltimore/Washington, D.C. area; 2) the
Technology Corridor (Monongalia, Harrison, Marion counties); and 3) the highly developed Metro
Valley (Putnam, Kanawha, Cabell, Lincoln counties; see Figure 1).

Figure 1.
Map of Counties Within the Three Priority Zones: 1. Metro Valley; 2. Technology Corridor; and 3.

Eastern Panhandle.
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Project phases were as follows.

Phase 1: Identification of new woodland owners. The first phase of the project was simply
identifying new landowners in the 10 counties who had acquired 10 acres or more of woodland
within the past 1 to 2 years. State tax records from 2009 and 2010 were purchased from the West
Virginia State Tax Department. Because date of acquisition was not available in the tax data, we
used the unique map and parcel number to select those parcels with name changes that occurred
between the 2009 and 2010 data; from these parcels we recorded the 2010 names as new
landowners.

Phase 2: Contact and outreach education effort. Contact was made with 900 "new" woodland
owners using an invitation letter and pre-posted return postcard (Figure 2); the postcard allowed a
recipient to request an information packet, to be invited to upcoming workshops, or to respectfully
decline the invitation. From June 2011 to November 2011, interested participants were invited to 10
different events or workshops, including a series called "meet your forester," which was offered at
six different times and locations, twice in each of the three project areas.

Figure 2.
West Virginia Woodland Welcome Wagon Initial Contact Postcard
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Phase 3: Evaluation. An evaluation questionnaire was sent 6 months after the initial postcard
contact. The questions included in the survey inquired about possible behavior changes (e.g.,
management planning and contacting a forester) as a result of contact with the WVWWW.
Questionnaire responses received from landowners were matched to their initial postcard responses
in the follow-up study reported here.

Data Analysis

The evaluation questionnaire was used to investigate two primary questions related to participation
and program impact. These questions were explored as a means of evaluating the effectiveness of
the WVWWW:

Evaluation question 1 (EQ1): What woodland owner attributes, if any, were associated with
respondents' participation level, and

Evaluation question 2 (EQ2): What impacts or changes in behavior or woodland practices could be
linked to their participation with the program.

The original list of 900 WVWWW contacts was categorized into participants and non-participants and
used as a binary dependent variable (participant/non-participant) in logistic regression to explore the
factors associated with participation (EQ1). Explanatory variables represented demographic
information, woodland management perspectives, tenure time and residency, and certain social
indicators (e.g., interest in coming to workshops). Variables used in the evaluation have been found
to be important indicators in explaining landowner motivations (Allred, Goff, Wetzel, & Luo, 2011;
Joshi & Arano, 2008; Rickenbach & Kittredge, 2009). Based on determinants used in other studies,
14 explanatory variables were chosen as potential participation indicators from the survey (Table 1).
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In addition to these variables, a variable called "level of contact" classified respondents into low
(LOW), medium (MED), and high (HIGH) levels of contact (LOC) with the WVWWW:

a. LOW—individuals who had received the initial invitation postcard, but did not want to participate or
had simply not responded,

b. MED—individuals who requested the informational packet, but not the invitations to workshops,
and

c. HIGH—individuals who asked for the informational packet and to be invited to workshops.

Table 1.
Variables Examined for Relationship with Participation in the WVWWW

Variables Definitions

Owner characteristics

AGE Age in years (1=61 -70+ yrs., 0= 18 -60 yrs.)

EDU 1=some college to Ph.D., 0=some high school -some college

GENDER 1= male, 0= female

INCOME 1=income > $60,001, 0=income< $60,000

TENURE TIME 3 states, new/new, new/long, long/long (most recent
property/first property)

RESIDENCY 1=resident, 0= absentee landowner

TOTAL
ACREAGE

1= 1 to 50, 0=51+

GEOGRAPHIC
ZONE

1= Metro Valley, 2=Technology Corridor, 3=Eastern Panhandle

Management characteristics

SELL Likelihood of selling timber in 10 years (1= very or somewhat
likely, 0= not likely or don't know)

FINANCIAL Binary variable from the attitudinal segmentation (1=
supplemental income, 0=otherwise)

WOODLAND
RETREAT

Binary variable from the attitudinal segmentation (1= woodland
retreat, 0=otherwise)

Social characteristics

SOCIALIZE Interest in socializing (1=interested, 0=not interested)

NETWORK Interest in building a network (1=interested, 0= not interested
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TOUR Interest in touring another's woodland (1=interested, 0=not
interested

The variable "tenure time" is divided into three states:

a. New/New—most recent property is the same as the first property, making this group the truly
"new" landowners.

b. New/Long—established owners (owned more than 5 years), yet recently acquired a new property.

c. Long/Long—have owned their land for at least 5 years or more and do not have a recent
acquisition.

PROC LOGISTIC was used in SAS® (SAS Institute 2004) to assess associations between response
and explanatory variables. Significance level for logistic regression assessments was alpha=0.10.

EQ2 explored impacts associated with the WVWWW project. Changes made by respondents between
the initial contact and the questionnaire period (approximately 6 months) represented indicators of
program outcomes. Two indicators were "contacting a forester" and "developing a written plan."

Results

WV Woodland Welcome Wagon Project: Initial Contact

Of the 900 invitation postcards sent out to invite new landowners to participate, a total of 218
postcards were returned. Including three ineligible, this yielded a 24% response rate and an 86%
cooperation rate (willing participants/total respondents). A total of 187 woodland owners requested
and were mailed an informational packet; of these, 108 (58%) requested to be invited to upcoming
workshops.

Evaluation Questionnaire

Six months following the initial invitations, evaluation questionnaires were mailed to the original
Welcome Wagon list. Two hundred and four were returned and classified as "complete"
questionnaires, producing a response rate of 24% (with 30 ineligible) and a cooperation rate of 82%.

Despite the fact that 900 woodland owners received an initial invitational postcard, over two-thirds
(n=133) did not remember receiving the WVWWW postcard (Table 2). Interestingly, 50 of those
respondents asked to be sent a packet and or to be invited to upcoming workshops. Questionnaire
respondents were also asked about any actions taken since participating in the project in addition to
whether or not they had contacted a forester or developed a written plan. One participant reported
that he had attended two workshops as a result of being sent direct invitations through the mail.
Two respondents noted their interest, but commented on having time and date conflicts with the
scheduled workshops.
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Factors Associated with WVWWW Participation

Three landowner attributes were found to be statistically related to program participation (p<0.10).
Respondents interested in socializing and discussing productive woodlands (SOCIALIZE) were more

likely to be a participant of the WVWWW (Table 3; χ2=15.8332, p=<0.0001). Total acreage was also
found to be an indicator of participation, where those with less land (1-50 acres) were more likely to

be participants (χ2=5.0780, p=0.0242). Residency was statistically significant with those who were

absentee landowners being more likely to be participants of the WVWWW (χ2=3.5190, p=0.0607).

Table 2.
Comparison of Postcard Responses to WV WWW Invitations with Recollections

Reported in Mailed Evaluation Questionnaire

Evaluation questionnaire:
Did you receive a
postcard?

Number of postcard responses

Total

No
thanks

Send
packet
only

Send
packet

and invite

No
postcard
Returned

Answered Q401

No 6 24 26 77 133

Yes 0 12 24 22 58

I don't know 1 1 1 1 4

Did not answer Q40

No answer2 0 1 3 5 9

Non response3 24 41 54 577 696

Total 31 79 108 682 900

1Question #40 (Q40) inquired Within the past year have you received a
postcard from the WV Woodland Welcome Wagon Project?

2No answer represents questionnaire respondents who did not answer this
question.

3Non response includes all of those individuals on the original mailing list that
did not respond (696), this was made up of those that were deemed ineligible
(30), refused to answer questionnaire (47), and non-contacts (619).

Table 3.
Significant Variables Associated with West Virginia Woodland Welcome Wagon
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Participation

Independent Variablea ORb 90% CIc P > χ2d

Residency 2.09 1.10–3.97 0.061

Socialize 4.93 2.55–9.52 <0.001

Total acreage 0.45 0.25–0.81 0.024

aLogistic regression using binary dependent variable 'associated with WVWWW

participation', bOdds ratio (OR), c90% confidence interval of the odds ratio

point estimate, dProbability values for Wald 2 test for respective independent
variables.

Other indicators of outcomes from the project were whether or not the participants had contacted a
professional forester or developed a written management plan since receiving a packet. Most (61 of
88) were consistent in their responses that they had not contacted a professional forester, either at
the time of the initial WVWWW postcard or 6 months later on the evaluation questionnaire (Table 4).
However, nine woodland owners who indicated they had no contact with a professional forester on
the initial postcard responded 6 months later on the questionnaire that they had indeed contacted a
forester. Each of these nine respondents was a WVWWW participant who was sent an information
packet; seven of the nine were HIGH contact participants receiving both a packet and workshop
invitations.

Table 4.
Contact with Professional Forester According to Postcard Responses and

Respective Questionnaire Responses 6 Months Later

Questionnaire response

Postcard response

TotalNo forester Forester No answer

No forester 61 2 11 74

Forester 9 9 3 21

Total 70 11 14 95

Another measure of potential impact was whether participating in the WVWWW led participants to
develop a written forest management plan. The majority of respondents (67) replied on both the
initial postcard and on the questionnaire that they did not have a written plan for their woodlands
(Table 5). Interestingly, three participants who indicated on the postcard that they did not have a
written management plan revealed on questionnaire that they did in fact develop a written plan. Two
of these participants were HIGH levels of contact, the other MED.
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It is difficult to state exactly what prompted this change in forester contact and written plan status;
however, the fact that only participants of WVWWW had made these changes points strongly to the
WVWWW as a motivator of this change. This aspect of the project should be explored in more detail
in future program evaluations.

Table 5.
Written Woodland Management Plan According to Postcard Responses and

Respective Questionnaire Responses 6 Months Later

Questionnaire response

Postcard
response

TotalNo plan Plan

Yes 3 7 10

No 67 1 68

I don't know 3 1 4

I have contacted a forester but do not have plan
yet

2 0 2

Total 75 9 84

HIGH contact respondents were familiar with an average of 3.2 natural resources organizations and
programs. This was significantly higher than those who had only received the invitational packet and
non-participants, who reported familiarity with only 1.9 and 2.2 organizations, respectively (Tukey's
HSD; p<0.004).

Discussion

While few in number, respondents of our survey who did carry out new woodland stewardship
activities (e.g., new stewardship plans or recent contacts with a professional forester) had been in
the high level of program contact (being invited to multiple workshops). From this we conclude that
more mailings in the first 2 years of ownership may be beneficial to more firmly encourage and
support new stewardship activities among program participants. While it was not an objective of the
WVWWW project to generate brand recognition (Keller, 1993), doing so might increase program
recollection by respondents.

While there is no accepted minimum or maximum time period for assessing results for an outreach
program like the one reported here, the 6-month time period between the initial WVWWW postcard
invitation and the evaluation questionnaire was likely not sufficient time to measure full impacts.
Waiting at least 1 year before evaluating the program might have shown a greater number of
outcomes, especially because it takes time to carry out activities like developing a forest
management plan.

New landowners were the intended target of the WVWWW project. We identified three classes of
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landowners based on tenure time: 1) recent or "new" landowners, 2) long-term landowners who
recently acquired more property, and 3) long-term landowners. Among WVWWW questionnaire
respondents, 42% were new woodland owners. Research on family forests in other areas of the
eastern U.S. have seemingly more efficient access to their tax records (Apsley, Bagley, & Samples,
2005; Kendra & Hull, 2005), yet these other studies made no mention of this additional category;
long-term landowners with recent acquisitions. While we did not find any significant statistical
association of length of landownership with participation, this may be a factor to explore in future
research to consider the differential behavior of these general classes of woodland owners.

Some evidence points to an interest in social benefits as a reason for participating in the WVWWW.
This finding is compatible with Allred and others (2011), who found that over 35% of volunteers in a
New York Master Forest Owner Program listed social connectivity as the "favorite aspect" of being an
outreach volunteer. Social appeal may be the primary reason for someone to initially join an
outreach education program, as well as being a reason for continuing involvement in the program.
Therefore, marketing outreach education programs and woodland owner networks might be made
more efficient by promoting the aspects of peer-to-peer interactions and the opportunity to share
information with other like-minded landowners. Though it may be hard to target a particular group
interested in networking, using the "peer-to-peer" aspect as a featured program benefit might
produce optimal participation.

Conclusions and Implications

1. Pre-posted postcard invitations worked effectively as a way to establish a connection with new
woodland owners.

2. Over the course of 6 months, absentee landowners, landowners with fewer than 50 acres, and
those interested in socializing with other woodland owners were found to be more likely to
participate in the outreach project.

3. While a few respondents made changes in woodland stewardship in the 6 months of the project, it
is likely that these changes take a much longer period to evolve.

4. Extension educators should promote the social aspect (networking, socializing, etc.) of educational
programming to encourage participation.
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