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Multiple stretches of the Vermillion 
River are impaired





How do we 
increase 
landowner 
engagement in 
conservation?



Study Purpose
Understand landowner 
beliefs, norms, and behaviors 
associated with water 
resource conservation



Research 
Questions

1. What are landowner 
values and attitudes 
associated with water 
resources and water 
resource management?

2. What are differences in 
perceptions between 
2011 and 2021 survey 
respondents?



WHAT
drives conservation behavior?



1 Not solely driven by 
knowledge and self-
interest

Information Action



2 Behaviors are an 
expression of values



3 Triggered by beliefs 
and norms

Action

Norms

Beliefs



Study 
Methodology



• Self-administered 
mail survey

• 1000 landowners in 
the Vermillion River 
Watershed

• 3-wave mailing
• February to May 

2021
• 25% response rate (n 

= 253)



Beliefs about water 
resource protection

Perspectives about 
conservation practices

Current and future 
conservation actions





2021 Survey 2011 Survey

No. of respondents 253 318

Gender: Male 59% 67%

Race/Ethnicity: White 90% 95%

Median age 60 52

Education: Bachelor’s degree of 
higher

50% 47%

Household income: $75,000 or 
more

62% 49%



2021 Survey 2011 Survey

Own and manage land
79% 77%

Use land for agricultural production
20% 39%

Property borders streams/ditches or 
has streams/ditches running through 
it

59% 76%

Own 20 or fewer acres
82% 68%



What are landowner values and 
attitudes associated with water 
resources and water resource 
management?

2021 Survey





0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Rain gardens

Rain barrels or cisterns to store water

Temporary flood easement (i.e., temporary water storage on
property)

Low maintenance turf (e.g., no-mow, drought tolerant turf)

Permanent conservation easements

Wetland restoration

Buffer/filter strip along streams and ditches or field edges

Irrigation water management

Native plants or shrubs in my yard

Pollinator friendly plantings

Minimize use of fertilizers/pesticides on lawns and gardens n ≥ 140



0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Agricultural manure management facility or system

Variable rate technology

Land in conservation cover (e.g., CRP)

Water and sediment control basins

Cover crops

Conservation drainage management practices on individual fields

Comprehensive nutrient management

Drainage tiles

Grass waterways

Conservation tillage practices on individual fields (e.g., no till,
minimum till)

Planting trees as a windbreak n ≥ 35



0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Use conservation
practices on my
land/property

Maintain a
streamside buffer

on my
land/property

Use conservation
drainage

practices on my
land

Follow a nutrient
management plan

on my land

Talk to others
about

conservation
practices

Work with other
community
members to
protect the

environment

Attend meetings
or public hearings

about water

% probably to certainly will
n ≥ 180





0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Written a letter or called a government official to support
environmental protection

Attended a meeting, public hearing or community discussion
group about an environmental issue

Joined or been a member of any group whose main aim is to
protect the environment

Given money to an environmental group

Discussed water quality issues with a neighbor or other
community member

Read any newsletters, magazines or other publications written
by environmental groups

Never Once to every few months Once or twice a month Weekly or more n ≥ 247

Agricultural landowners more likely to have taken action than non-agricultural landowners





0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

For cultural or religious practices

Consistent water supply for watering lawns and
landscaping around my neighborhood

Lakeshore landowners to maintain their
property values

Ricers to be able to harvest in historically
abundant wild rice waters

Consistent water supply for water watering
vegetable gardens

The heritage and identity of Minnesota

Access to public waters for all Minnesotans

Habitat for native fish and wildlife to survive

Beaches and lakes that are safe for swimming
and playing

Equitable access to clean drinking water

Future generations

Drinking water that is safe and clean

% very to extremely important
n ≥ 244





0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

The effects of water pollution
on public health are worse

than we realize.

Water pollution poses
serious threats to the quality

of life in my community.

Water resources in my
community are adequately

protected.

Water resources in
Minnesota need better

protection.

% somewhat to strongly agree
n ≥ 247



0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Conservation practices
contribute to quality of
life in my community.

Conservation practices
protect aquatic life.

Streamside buffers
help to improve water

quality for people
living downstream.

Streamside buffers
reduce the value of

land.

Streamside buffers
should be maintained
because they provide

habitat for wildlife.

% somewhat to strongly agree
n ≥ 244



0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

It is my personal
responsibility to help protect

water quality.

It is my personal
responsibility to make sure
that what I do on my land

does not contribute to water
resource problems.

Landowners/property
owners in my community
should be responsible for
protecting water quality.

Local government (i.e.
county, city/township)

should be responsible for
protecting water quality.

% somewhat to strongly agree
n ≥ 243



0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Do whatever I can to
prevent water

pollution.

Use conservation
practices on my
land/property.

Maintain a streamside
buffer on my

land/property.

Talk to others about
conservation

practices.

Work with other
community members

to protect the
environment.

I feel a personal obligation to…

% Somewhat to strongly agree
n ≥ 239

Agricultural landowners agree to a greater extent than non-agricultural landowners





0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Property rights organizations

A local Ag Cooperative Extension advisor

My local government

Sportspersons' clubs

Farm Support Organizations (e.g., Farm Bureau or Farmer's Union)

People in my community

My local US Department of Agriculture (USDA) office staff (e.g., NRCS, FSA)

My neighbors

University of Minnesota Extension Agronomist/Ag advisor

The MN Pollution Control Agency

My local Watershed Management Organization

Environmental organizations

The MN Department of Natural Resources

My county's Soil and Water Conservation District

My family

% Somewhat to strongly trust
n ≥ 247

Agricultural landowners more likely to trust than non-agricultural landowners





Intentions to use 
conservation 

practices in the 
future

Belief about ecological benefit of conservation 
practices
(Conservation practices protect aquatic life)

Higher (+)

Personal responsibility for water protection
(It is my personal responsibility to help protect water quality) Higher (+)

Feelings of personal obligation
(I feel a personal obligation to use conservation practices on my 
land)

Higher (+)



What are differences in 
perceptions between 2011 and 
2021 survey respondents? 2021 vs. 2011 Survey 

Respondents



0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

2011 2021

% rated good to very good
n ≥ 245



0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

The effect of water pollution
on public health are worse

than we realize

Streamside buffers reduce
the value of land

Landowners/property
owners in my community
should be responsible for
protecting water quality

Local government (i.e.,
county, city/township)

should be responsible for
protecting water quality

2011 2021

% somewhat to strongly disagree
n ≥ 244



0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

Attended a meeting,
public hearing or

community discussion
group about an

environmental issue

Read any newsletters,
magazines or other

publications written by
environmental groups

Given money to an
environmental group

Written a letter or
called a government

official to support
strong environmental

protection

Joined or been a
member of any group
whose main aim is to

protect the
environment

2011 2021

% Yes
n ≥ 247





Value clean water Concerned about water pollution Believe it is personal responsibility 
and obligation to protect water



Benchmarking Goal setting Commitment



Connection between water and 
community issues

Perceive ecological and 
community benefits of 

conservation

Knowing more about practice 
benefits likely to motivate 

adoption



Link 
conservation to 

community 
benefits

Tailored 
information



Soil and Water Conservation 
District

Local Watershed Management 
Organization



Outreach 
through 

trusted groups

Consistent 
messaging Build trust



Questions?
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