
 

 
 
Invited Paper on Trust in Land Management 
 
The Intersection of Trust and Recreation Management 

by Patricia L. Winter and George T. Cvetkovich2 

A portion of this paper was originally presented at the 20th International Conference of the International Association 

for People-Environment Studies, Rome, Italy, July 28-August 1, 2008. 

The management of public land as venues for a wide variety of outdoor recreation interests is a highly complex 

professional field. Understanding of the relationship between the visitor, general public values, the natural resource 

base and the politics of management policies requires training, experience and savvy. Recreation planning for forest, 

park, preserve, wilderness, and wildlife habitat public lands is multi-dimensional and include an understanding of 

recreationist values and behaviors in nature-based settings; a mix of social science discipline (e.g., psychology, 
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social psychology, sociology, anthropology, economics and other social sciences); and natural sciences discipline 

applications (e.g., biology, ecology, forestry, wildlife management, hydrology, soils, climatology and geology). (The 

original paper submitted by Dr. Winter has been reduced in length to fit publisher’s guidelines, but can be obtained 

upon request to smou@fs.fed.us.) 

Introduction 

Trust involves expectations about another’s intentions or behaviors. Trust has been presented as an essential 

component of land management because it greatly influences how public citizens and agency managers interact(see 

Winter and Cvetkovich and Cvetkovich and Winter 2007). Drawing from a series of studies we conducted in the last 

few years, this paper examines the role of trust in outdoor recreation resource management. Each study included has 

approached trust through the “salient values similarity model”. This model suggests that perception of similarity of 

values between self and another helps predict existence of trust (Cvetkovich and Winter 2007; Earle and Cvetkovich 

1995). Our summary of studies provides an overview of findings, notes some extensions of the similarity model, and 

points to some implications for outdoor recreation management. 

Methods 

The studies summarized employed a range of qualitative and quantitative methods including on-site visitor surveys 

(Winter and Cvetkovich 2000), mailed surveys following an onsite visitor contact (Winter 2006; Winter and Knap 

2008), focus group discussions with self-administered surveys (Cvetkovich and Winter 2002, 2003), and multi-state 

telephone surveys (Cvetkovich and Winter 2004; Winter and Cvetkovich 2007, 2008a, 2008b). Participants in these 

inquiries included recreation visitors, individuals within communities of interest and of place, high school students, 

and residents of the southwestern U.S. (Arizona, California, Colorado, and New Mexico). This mix of methods and 

respondents is important because it is more reliable than single studies or methods. 

Findings 

Across our studies a common set of findings emerged. First, we found through assessment of open-ended comments 

on surveys and in direct discussions that participants weighed agency actions in light of their own salient values 

regarding management of natural resources (Cvetkovich and Winter 2003). When people see agency actions as 

aligning with their values, they perceive that the agency has similar values (Cvetkovich and Winter 2002). Using 

later data from surveys this hypothesis regarding value similarity was confirmed. However, we also found that 

perceived similarity may still emerge if members of the public believe the agency actors share their values, but that 

extenuating circumstances preclude actions aligned with those values (Cvetkovich and Winter 2004, 2007; Winter 

2006; Winter and Cvetkovich 2008a and b). For example, a member of the public may believe that an individual in a 

land management agency shares their opinion that certain areas should be kept open for recreation use. However, 

when the area has to be closed to protect endangered species, and recreational opportunities have to be found 

elsewhere, an awareness of the factors leading to closure offer a sense of legitimacy for the decision to close. In such 



cases, we have ample evidence that trust can be maintained (see for example Cvetkovich and Winter 2007). It is 

important to note that in any case myriad values may be imbedded in the determination of similarity. Moreover, 

these values tend to be more specific than general, particularly when it comes to public-agency relationships. 

Perceived similarity of values is of interest because of its significant association with trust and distrust. Our studies 

have demonstrated that perceived similarity of values is usually a significant predictor of trust, such that those who 

believe they share values with the agency are also likely to trust that agency (Cvetkovich and Winter 2003). In the 

opposite direction, those who believe they do not share values with the agency are likely to distrust the agency 

(Cvetkovich and Winter 2007). 

Exploring the role of trust and salient values similarity has revealed a number of findings of importance in recreation 

management. For example, we found that trust and similarity of values is significant in the prediction of approval of 

management practices designed to protect threatened and endangered species (Cvetkovich and Winter 2003).Trust 

has been especially important for the exploration of more intrusive management practices, such as limiting or 

banning recreation access in sensitive areas (Winter 2003; Winter and Knap 2008). It should also be noted that 

similar values and trust have often exceeded the predictive power of a number of socio-demographic variables that 

might be expected to be determinants of public response to agency initiatives, including gender, education, racial 

and ethnic group, and income level (see for example Winter, Palucki and Burkhardt 1999).  

More recent explorations of variations by gender within communities of color revealed a pattern of distrust among 

groups with typically greater social advantage (White and Asian males), an important finding that challenges the 

predominate view that disadvantaged populations are more likely to distrust managing agencies (Winter and 

Cvetkovich 2007; Winter and Cvetkovich 2008b). Across a number of studies we have found a tendency towards 

trust rather than distrust in the Forest Service related to a number of management issues (Winter and Knap 2008). 

We have also reported some exceptions to this trend, for example in a community with a history of conflict with the 

agency (Winter and Cvetkovich 2000). However, since trust is specific, rather than general, and is aimed at 

judgment about particular actions (for a clear demonstration of this see Langer 2002), and likely varies with personal 

experiences surrounding an issue, we suggest caution in assuming that the public trusts the Forest Service in the 

majority of recreation resource management matters. In spite of this admonition towards caution in making 

assumptions about trust levels, we also feel that the reverse assumption that publics do not trust the Forest Service is 

just as likely to be erroneous.  

Part of the distance between our findings and those of others may lie in methodological differences. In particular, 

some of the differences may be accounted for by how trust is measured (Pidgeon, Poortinga, and Walls 2007; 

Winter and Cvetkovich 2004). However, one key finding is that qualitative methods, such as interviews, focus group 

discussions, and public comment records, may be more likely to lead to a conclusion that the public distrusts the 

Forest Service. This is likely due, at least in part, to a human tendency to spend more time considering negative than 

positive information. For example, negative information is typically more salient in in-depth discussions and 

individuals are more likely to pursue the underlying meanings of this information. However, pairing quantitative and 



qualitative inquiries of the same individuals shows that in spite of a mix of both negative and positive remarks on 

open ended items, with a tendency to consume more space with the negative remarks, quantitative measures of trust 

levels on these same issues show majority trust rather than distrust (Pidgeon, Poortinga and Walls 2007; Winter and 

Cvetkovich 2004). This is important in the examination of trust in agency land management. While distrust is 

important and its implications well worth the attention they have been afforded, a fair assessment of the balance 

between trust and distrust is also important in examining issues of shared concern. 

The research findings above point to the importance of similar values in trust. They suggest that agencies should 

clearly communicate values underlying decisions affecting recreation resources. Agencies may need to invest more 

in clear communications about their core values and mission. These communications can occur in a variety of ways 

such as web presence, print materials, radio and television, messages through key community networks, and direct 

personal contact. The building of direct personal relationships with the public is a key component of maintaining 

trust. However, not every member of the public is interested in, nor requires, direct agency contact to trust the Forest 

Service. In fact, some publicsprefer to trust the agency to fulfill its mission while they deal with personal matters of 

greater urgency such as health care or education (Winter and Cvetkovich 2008b). Once values are clearly outlined 

and similarities identified, an agency can benefit by considering and perhaps aligning with those core values 

(Cvetkovich and Winter 2007). If an agency must take action deemed inconsistent with core values, it is valuable to 

communicate the reasons for that inconsistency (Cvetkovich and Winter 2007; Winter and Cvetkovich 2008a). For 

example, a local national forest district 

may agree that multiple use and 

recreation access are important, but 

may have to close an area to protect an 

endangered species. 

A number of recommendations 

regarding trust have been offered 

elsewhere, but it is unclear how they 

apply to the diverse situations and 

publics in outdoor recreation 

management. Susskind and Field 

(1996) highlighted some problems with 

oversimplification of trust in agency-

public interactions. Public expectations 

may vary across circumstances, even for 

some of the most straight-forward ones 

such as demonstrating fairness (see for example Kasperson, Golding and Tuler 1992) or objectivity (see for example 

Renn and Levine 1991). Perceptions of what constitutes ‘fair’ and ‘objective’ might vary considerably across 

situations, groups, communities of interest, communities of place, and individuals. Some evidence suggests that 

Archival photograph in 1957 of entrance sign to the Tonto National Forest 
(From the TNF website). The sign is on the "Apache Trail" highway, near 
Mesa, Arizona. The Superstition Mountains are in the background. (Photo by 
D. O. Todd) 



evaluations of fairness and objectivity are related to trust. In the absence of longitudinal data it is difficult to know 

which comes first, although trust seems to be the core judgment (see Cvetkovich and Nakayachi 2007). It might also 

vary considerably based on perceived personal impact and personal cost. Losses to oneself might be of greater 

concern than losses to another. 

Implications for the Future 

Trust and similarity of values will remain an important consideration in agency-public interactions. Research has 

lent some insights, including the additions of value-action consistency and legitimacy of inconsistency. The addition 

of the diversity-focused work has added value to the exploration of the role of trust in recreation management, 

particularly because the nation continues to expand in cultural diversity (Winter and Cvetkovich 2008b).  

However, the dynamics of trust building and maintenance need further examination. For example, the impacts of 

varying approaches (such as techniques for communication and collaboration) need to be tested rigorously across a 

mix of methods and populations. Longitudinal studies are needed to lend insight into the short- and long-term 

impacts on trust of varying approaches practiced in management. Only with extended research can we be confident 

that our recommendations for managers are well founded. We also need to understand when trust becomes less 

important in agency-public interactions; and which factors may surpass the importance of trust. For example, direct 

personal experience and knowledge have been offered as mitigating influences in the study of trust. It has been 

asserted that for some publics distrust is solidly entrenched and unlikely to change. In these circumstances it is also 

important to offer management strategies that allow for mutually satisfactory outcomes for agencies and publics. 

This may be an especially important contribution to our dialogue about trust and management, given the clear 

specificity of trust surrounding sets of issues. In a management toolbox a suite of recommendations and approaches 

that can be tailored to diverse publics across varied situations, geographic settings, cultural backgrounds, and 

historical relationships offers far more power than a rigid, standardized guide would offer. 
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