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Abstract This article identifies and compares meanings

of wildfire risk mitigation for stakeholders in the Front

Range of Colorado, USA. We examine the case of a col-

laborative partnership sponsored by government agencies

and directed to decrease hazardous fuels in interface areas.

Data were collected by way of key informant interviews

and focus groups. The analysis is guided by the Circuit of

Culture model in communication research. We found both

shared and differing meanings between members of this

partnership (the ‘‘producers’’) and other stakeholders not

formally in the partnership (the ‘‘consumers’’). We con-

clude that those promoting the partnership’s project to

mitigate risk are primarily aligned with a discourse of

scientific management. Stakeholders outside the partner-

ship follow a discourse of community. We argue that

failure to recognize and account for differences in the way

risk mitigation is framed and related power dynamics could

hamper the communicational efforts of the collaborative

partnership and impact goals for fuels reduction. We rec-

ommend ways that both groups can capitalize on shared

meanings and how agency managers and decision makers

can build better working relationships with interface

communities and other external stakeholders.

Keywords Circuit of Culture � Communication �
Community � Frames of reference � Fuels reduction �
Partnerships � Qualitative methods � Science � Wildfire �
Wildland–urban interface

In some parts of the world, a number of factors have

synergistically contributed to an increased risk of loss and

damage from wildfires. Some of the factors include

changing climatic conditions (McKenzie and others 2004;

Westerling and others 2006); steadily increasing numbers

of people living in interface areas, which are communities

and other private lands located in or near fire-adapted

forests and semiarid scrub (Davis 1990; Hammer and

others 2007; Radeloff and others 2005; Shumway and

Otterstrom 2001); and a century of aggressive wildfire

suppression and exclusion policies, especially in western

portions of the United States (Busenberg 2004; Cohen

2008; Dale 2006; Donovan and Brown 2007; Paveglio and

others 2009). In western regions of North America and

parts of Australia, for example, we are witnessing

an increase in frequency of large destructive wildfires

with catastrophic results for interface communities (e.g.,

Beringer 2000; Buxton and others 2011; Gorte 2008).

Wildfires of this nature have killed people and domestic

animals; disrupted watersheds; and destroyed public natu-

ral resources, private lands, homes, and communities. The

National Academy of Public Administration (2004)

reported that interface communities are evolving faster

than they are creating defensible space and faster than their

local governments’ capacities to regulate fire-safe devel-

opment. Wildfires are inevitable (Gorte 2008), and further

losses and conflicts related to living in interface areas are

likely to occur (Radeloff and others 2005).
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The setting for this study is in Colorado in the western

United States. Foreshadowing the current situation in the

United States, Cortner and Gale (1990) and Davis and

Marker (1987) characterized wildfire in interface areas as

one of the most contentious and elusive problems faced by

government agencies responsible for wildland fire protec-

tion. Wildfires and uses of fire by managers in interface

areas are not simple management problems, and there is no

one correct or optimal solution. This is compared with a

‘‘tame problem,’’ in which all stakeholders have a clear

mission and one agreed-upon solution that can be achieved

in a rationally engineered manner (Allen and Gould 1986;

Brooks and Champ 2006; Rittel and Webber 1973; van

Bueren and others 2003). Wildfire in interface areas and

options for mitigating its risks present stakeholders with

challenges and dilemmas that are shrouded in uncertainty

and complexity (Carroll and others 2007; Gill and Stephens

2009). We define a stakeholder group as a collection of

people sharing a common interest, activity, way of life

(e.g., culture), or relationship to the outcome of an envi-

ronmental-management decision (Findley and others

2001).

Brooks and others (2006a) argued that increased human

settlement in fire-adapted areas is primarily a social

dilemma: Whereas it is unanimously agreed that wildland

fires can be physically dangerous for human life and

property, people’s understandings of the problem vary

greatly, and perceptions of the risks are defined differently

by land managers, policymakers, and interface community

residents (Carroll and Daniels 2003; Slovic 1999). How the

numerous and diverse stakeholders understand and define

the issue of wildland fire and its risks largely determines

how the problem will be addressed (Brenkert-Smith and

others 2006; Cheng and Becker 2005). The wildland fire

problem is socially complex because stakeholders often

define and communicate the problem from differing van-

tage points or perspectives. These differing perspectives

can be thought of as different frames of reference that

people and groups use to make sense of information and

assign value to that information for their daily lives (Weber

and Word 2001). Wildfire-risk mitigation means different

things to different people, and the various perspectives

(i.e., frames of reference) for understanding it continue to

evolve.

In response to the current wildland fire situation in the

United States, agency land managers are working to stra-

tegically fulfill policy goals and directives to decrease the

risk of wildfires to interface communities and protect

landscape values (e.g., Forests and Rangelands 2011;

Western Governors Association 2001). The primary

objective is to make forests healthier or more like pre-

European settlement conditions, in which wildland fire was

thought to be a rejuvenating aspect of these landscapes

rather than a perennial threat. The management strategy is

to restore fire-adapted ecosystems and resilient landscapes

(Forests and Rangelands 2011; Healthy Forests Restoration

Act of 2003; Western Governors Association 2001). The

policy directives generally mandate a decrease in the

amount of flammable organic matter on the land (i.e., fuel)

by mechanically removing it, burning it under carefully

controlled conditions, thinning by removing mature trees,

or different combinations of treatments.

Researchers have found evidence that substantial sup-

port exists for prescribed burning and thinning among

certain groups of citizens in the United States, but confi-

dence in the management agency to successfully imple-

ment these treatments is low in some cases (e.g., Shindler

and others 2009b). There are other challenges associated

with options for treating fuels as a means to proactively

mitigate wildfire risk. Different stakeholder groups have

voiced ecological, social, and political concerns with

treatment options (Carroll and others 2007); they vary in

their acceptance of treatments (McCaffrey and others

2008); and they differ in their willingness to take action to

decrease risks (Nelson and others 2004). Although com-

munities in different geographical locations may value

their forested landscapes for similar reasons (Nelson and

others 2004), their concerns and opinions regarding treat-

ment options can differ from place to place (Brunson and

Shindler 2004; Shindler and others 2009a). Arvai and

others (2006) found that people do not necessarily hold

well-formed opinions about alternatives for wildfire-risk

mitigation but instead construct their preferences in

response to the cues they receive in how the issue is framed

or presented to them.

Given these challenges, proactive management of

wildland fire (including fuel-reduction strategies) requires

much more trust (Lijeblad and others 2009; Winter and

others 2004), collaborative learning (Daniels and Walker

1996; Schusler and others 2003), place-based planning

(Cheng and Mattor 2010), and interactive communication

and relationship building with the public (Paveglio and

others 2009; Shindler and Toman 2003; Toman and others

2006) than fire exclusion and suppression, which are lar-

gely reactive and expert-driven. In the context of wildfire-

risk mitigation, public land managers are being asked to

play a much different role today than they did in the past

(Shindler and others 2009b). Decreasing wildfire risk is a

shared responsibility, and land managers seek matching

cooperation and participation from municipalities and pri-

vate landowners in fire-adapted areas where they may have

limited or no management authority. Without this support,

managers foresee that untreated private lands will leave

pockets of unhealthy, highly flammable forest scattered

throughout the landscape, which may threaten both public

lands and nearby residential areas. To successfully meet
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policy directives to decrease the presence of fuels on public

and private lands and create fire-adapted communities, land

managers have been urged to organize, plan, and commu-

nicate in ways that will encourage broad support, engage-

ment, and cooperation from the public (Dale 2006; Healthy

Forests Initiative 2002; Shindler and others 2009a; United

States Department of Agriculture [USDA] Forest Service

2003). Land-management agencies (and other institutions

responsible for wildland fire and fuels management) have

been encouraged to introduce improved processes to allow

managers and the public to make better informed decisions

about wildfire-risk mitigation (Arvai and others 2006).

The Front Range Fuels Treatment Partnership

The Front Range Fuels Treatment Partnership (the part-

nership) in Colorado, USA1 is one example of the growing

call for improvement in agency efforts to address wildfire-

risk mitigation through collaborative processes. The part-

nership was formed after the 2002 wildland fire season and

the Hayman fire, which burned 136,000 acres and

destroyed 600 structures in the mountains and hills west of

Denver (Russell 2003; Shindler and others 2009a). This

consortium of natural resource-management agencies is

comprised of the Arapaho-Roosevelt National Forest, Pike-

San Isabel National Forest, United States Forest Service

Rocky Mountain Research Station, and Colorado State

Forest Service.

The partnership’s goal is to decrease wildland fire

intensity by restoring fire to its more historic role in the

landscape. Their plan for doing so includes facilitating

communications, relationships, and collaboration among

land managers and policymakers at the federal, state, and

local levels, as well as private land and home owners and

other stakeholders outside the partnership. These key

players are to work together to identify strategies to miti-

gate wildfire risk by treating fuels on the land, such as

burning away underbrush and small trees and shrubs in a

controlled way or cutting and physically removing such

material from the landscape. The partnership, aided by its

public affairs officers, creates effective outreach messages

about how to decrease the threat of wildfire and transfer

those messages to local governmental institutions and large

and small private landowners to educate and encourage

support for decreasing fuels and related management

actions (Brooks and others 2005; Shindler and others

2009a; USDA Forest Service 2003).

Study Purpose

Our case study focuses on the communications work of the

partnership. Our research purpose is to compare formal

members of the partnership, such as expert managers and

policymakers (i.e., a group we labeled ‘‘producers’’) with

stakeholders outside the partnership, such as private land-

owners and other members of interface communities (i.e., a

group we labeled ‘‘consumers’’) in the context of how they

understand and frame wildfire-risk mitigation. The ways in

which the producers and consumers understand this issue

result from shared (or different) ‘‘mental models’’ or social

‘‘constructions of the world around them’’ (Paveglio and

others 2009, p. 78; see Zaksek and Arvai 2004 for a cog-

nitive approach to mental models in risk communication).

We assumed that these socially constructed understandings

(or meanings) of wildfire-risk mitigation are created and

negotiated by way of communication, exist in language and

discourse, and change according to time and place (Pave-

glio and others 2009). We examined how meanings of

wildfire-risk mitigation were shared between the producers

and consumers and how meanings differed to learn how

socially constructed meanings are negotiated in this case of

stakeholder collaboration.

Two primary questions guided our effort to compare

how producers and consumers construct and communicate

meanings:

1. How are these meanings being shared or not? In other

words, in what ways did meanings surrounding

wildland fire issues in the Front Range of Colorado,

USA, overlap for these groups, or not, and why?

2. How might we use this knowledge to account for the

negotiation of meaning related to the partnership’s

endeavor? For instance, if there are differences

between producers and consumers, how are these

differences being used in the construction of meaning?

In other words, how might one meaning (or sets of

meanings) be competitively established and prioritized

over others at the loss of those who might construct

alternative meanings or those who define the issue

differently than the partnership?

The Circuit of Culture

To this purpose, we applied a theoretical model of human

relations and communication known as the Circuit of

Culture (Acosta-Alzuru 2003; Benwell 2003, 2005; Bur-

gess 1990; Champ 2008; Champ and Brooks 2010; Curtin

and Gaither 2005, 2006, 2007; Dean and Jones 2003;

Levine 2001; Norton 1996; Soar 2000; Squire 1993, 1994a,

b; Taylor and others 2002; Terry 2005; Wilcox 2003).

1 Colorado’s ‘Front Range’ is a subalpine zone bordered by the Great

Plains to the east and the Rocky Mountains to the west that stretches

from the Wyoming border south to Pueblo. The state’s largest cities

lie in this region as well as 85 % of its population.
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Scholars of cultural studies argue that researching socially

constructed meanings (and making statements about those

meanings in the context of environmental communication)

is only appropriate after one has accounted for important

elements of human relations and culture. Ultimately,

researchers who apply the Circuit of Culture model are

interested in what Hall (1997, p. 6) called the ‘‘effects and

consequences’’ of certain structural arrangements of cul-

tures and societies. This model, Hall wrote, seeks to

examine how a given arrangement, such as the partnership,

‘‘connects with power,’’ regulates behavior, constructs

identities, and defines how ‘‘things are represented, thought

about, practiced, and studied.’’ Based on this model, we

assume that human relations occur not in a static envi-

ronment but in a broad process that evolves with time.

Cultural Processes

The Circuit of Culture is theorized and applied in terms of

five interrelated ‘‘cultural processes’’ (du Gay and others

1997, p. 3): production, consumption, identity, represen-

tation, and regulation (Fig. 1).

Production

‘‘Production’’ (du Gay 1997) represents the creation of

many forms of goods, services, and experiences. It is cru-

cial to consider the way institutional constraints (e.g.,

federal policies) limit or at least control the way these

goods, services, and experiences are produced (i.e.,

attempts to encode particular meanings; see Curtin and

Gaither 2005, p. 100). We view the partnership’s efforts to

create and disseminate a particular message of wildland fire

management and fuels reduction to be a process of cultural

production.

Consumption

‘‘Consumption’’ (Mackay 1997) is the act of decoding

(Hall 1980) these goods, services, and experiences

produced by the culture. Decoding is the process in which

we ‘‘appropriate and make sense of various cultural forms

in our routines in everyday settings’’ (Mackay 1997, p. 1).

Identity

‘‘Identity’’ or ‘‘identities’’ (see Woodward 1997) are

‘‘types’’ (du Gay and others 1997, p. 15) or ‘‘social pro-

files’’ that groups and individuals use to assign meaning to

people, places, things, or events (Champ and Brooks 2010).

The frequency and complexity with which humans share

stories of identity are one of the characteristics that make

us unique in the animal kingdom.

Representation

These stories are told within the process of representation

(Hall 1997). ‘‘Representation’’ ‘‘stands for the way lan-

guage… can play a fundamental role in meaningful expe-

rience. Languages establish and essentially hold meanings

in place by defining how things and concepts are different

or similar to other things and concepts’’ (Champ and

Brooks 2010, p. 574). Language is a process that influences

meaning, and the language and symbols used to produce

messages for public consumption matter a great deal. It is

easy to think of representation in terms of real texts that

people can experience, such as agency reports, news

releases, brochures, and Web sites disseminated to public

audiences.

Regulation

‘‘Regulation’’ is the final process in the Circuit of Culture

model and includes formal governmental policy as well as

informal, on-the-ground social norms and other types of

social- or self-regulation (Champ and Brooks 2010;

Thompson 1997). We did not specifically focus on regu-

latory processes related to the partnership’s work on

wildfire risk mitigation in this study.

A Theory of Meaning

Researchers who examine human relations and communi-

cation using the Circuit of Culture model argue that

meaning is dependent on the way these five processes

interrelate. These interrelationships may seem static, even

permanent, or they might seem quite fluid and subject to

change depending on conditions from one time or place to

the next. The connection or overlap among and between

the processes is called ‘‘articulation’’ (Curtin and Gaither

2005, 2006, 2007; du Gay and others 1997; Hall 1994,

1996, 1997; Taylor and others 2002). The arrows in Fig. 1Fig. 1 Circuit of Culture (du Gay and others 1997)
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capture this sense of overlap among and between the five

processes (du Gay and others 1997). The meanings that

individuals and groups create, hold, and attribute regarding

environmental problems are related to the nature of the

articulations or overlap among and between the processes

in this model. In other words, meaning is understood in the

way that people find these five cultural processes to interact

in their daily experiences as observers of and participants

in a culture and its social arrangements, such as collabo-

rative resource planning and management (e.g., the

partnership).

We assume that the producers hold particular meanings

and understandings of wildfire risk mitigation that they

intend to transmit to consumers in the form of media (e.g.,

Web sites and brochures) and face-to-face communications

(e.g., public meetings, education sessions, and one-on-one

interactions). The producers assume that their understand-

ings of the problem will be interpreted as is (retaining

original meaning) by consumers when they read or expe-

rience these media and interpersonal communications.

Consumers also create representations on their own during

interpersonal interactions (e.g., community meetings) and

increasingly in the form of online communications (e.g.,

social media, blogs, and emails). The partnership produces

various messages in its work, but the meaning of these

messages is not ultimately defined at the moment of pro-

duction. Although meaning is a process that is often sub-

stantially influenced by the act of production, meaning

continues into the moment of consumption as consumers

interpret messages from their position and on their own

terms (Hall 1980).

Methodology

We focused on the experiences of two groups of people

involved in the work of the partnership. Specifically, we

described and compared meanings for producers and con-

sumers. We examined the overlap (i.e., shared meanings)

and the lack thereof (i.e., differing or contested meanings)

between the cultural processes of production and con-

sumption in the partnership’s effort to communicate about

wildfire-risk mitigation. In this case, the producers are land

managers and policymakers, and the consumers are mem-

bers of the general public and private landowners. We used

interviews and focus group discussions to represent

meanings for the producer and consumer groups. As

described later in the text, discussions were further cap-

tured by video and audio recordings and ultimately, tran-

scripts, which provided the data for our analysis.

Our methodological approach was guided by a research

paradigm known as ‘‘productive’’ (Patterson and Williams

2002) or ‘‘philosophical’’ (Freeman 2006) hermeneutics.

These investigators describe the interview/focus group

setting as the active coconstruction of meaning and

understanding among participants and researchers.

According to this approach, people use dialog to construct

the meanings that make up their realities, and these realities

are best thought of as emergent narratives (rather than

predictive outcomes resulting from pre-existing social,

psychological, or environmental variables). Unlike the

inductive orientation of Glaser and Strauss’s Grounded

Theory approach (1967), productive hermeneutics holds

that the researcher undertakes his or her study with pre-

conceived theories about how the social world works

(Patterson and Williams 2002, p. 23). In our case, we

assumed that an investigation of the communication efforts

of the partnership would show shared and contested

meanings of wildfire-risk mitigation and perhaps relations

of power and authority between those working inside and

outside the partnership.

We interviewed a sample of producers and consumers

who could openly discuss the partnership’s goals, objec-

tives, and strategies (Holtzhausen 2000). We chose focus

groups and qualitative interviews because of their flexi-

bility, potential for active dialog, and ability to both con-

struct and capture meanings (Greenbaum 2000; Lindlof

and Taylor 2002; Mishler 1986a, b; Paveglio and others

2009). All interviews were jointly conducted by two of the

investigators. We used an informal question guide

(Appendix) derived from a focused literature review

(Brooks and others 2006a). All questions were asked in

each interview; however, the interviewers allowed spon-

taneous conversations about risk mitigation to emerge and

be recorded.

To begin, we interviewed 6 individual key informants.

This was followed by 11 focus group interviews. Com-

bined with the individual interviews, 61 people partici-

pated. Focus groups represented many of the key

stakeholders involved with this issue. The groups inter-

viewed were selected by peer referral or snowball sampling

(Miles and Huberman 1994). The individual interviews

were audiotaped and transcribed, and the focus groups

were videotaped and audiotaped and transcribed to yield a

total of 472 single-spaced pages.

We separated the interviewees into two groups: pro-

ducers and consumers. We categorized producers as

interview participants and groups who have a direct role in

the partnership’s mission and its execution, particularly its

objectives for communicating with the public. The pro-

ducers literally have a seat at the table. The six producer

interviews included an individual interview with a federal

public affairs officer, focus-group interviews with the

partnership’s communications and management teams (one

interview with each team), and focus groups with repre-

sentatives from three nongovernmental organizations
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(NGOs). The NGOs included two conservation organiza-

tions and one watershed advisory board. Leaders of the

partnership invited representatives from these NGOs to

participate in planning discussions after they had directly

asked the partnership to be formally included.2

We categorized consumers as those outside the producer

group; they may be interested in and even observe the part-

nership, but they have no formal opportunity to participate.

We conducted five individual interviews with consumers,

including a county wildland fire specialist, a county extension

agent, a state funding specialist, a social scientist, and a hus-

band and wife living in an interface forested area.3 Focus

group interviews with consumers included a group of volun-

teer firefighters, an interface homeowners’ group, a local

organization working to decrease fuels, a group of journalists

who cover wildfires, a group of researchers, and representa-

tives of a plains community that coordinates efforts to sup-

press grassland fires in eastern Colorado.4

Analysis of data occurred in a five-stage process

(Champ and others 2009): (1) discussions between the

interviewers immediately after each interview; (2) in-depth

study of individual interviews and focus groups to gain a

deep understanding of each informant and stakeholder

group (Patterson and Williams 2002); (3) tracking topics

(i.e., categories and themes) that emerged within and across

interviews during verbatim transcription (Hoover and oth-

ers 2004; Patterson and Williams 2002); (4) repeated

readings, discussions, and negotiations about topics in the

transcripts by two team members while searching for

additional topics (Hoover and others 2004); and (5) use of

qualitative analysis software (ATLAS.ti [version 5.0],

ATLAS.ti GmbH, Berlin, Germany) by one analyst as a

tool to manage the data and comprehensively code, query,

and compare shared and differing meanings across inter-

views (Patterson and Williams 2002).

While coding the topics, we assessed the tone of the

discussion and cross-coded transcripts in terms of whether

statements expressed barriers or facilitators. The coding

software allowed us to demonstrate the prominence of

particular topics across the interviews, how often those

topics were associated with barriers or facilitators, and

which producers and consumers felt one way or the other

about particular topics. We used Fig. 2 to organize and

present our findings and bring order to the interview data

(Tesch 1990, p. 139).5

Findings

We identified [300 separate topics in the interview tran-

scripts. These topics were organized under several broad

codes (i.e., communication, funding, philosophy, stake-

holders, policy, wildland fire, and wildland–urban interface

[WUI6]). We used Figure 2 to summarize our findings and

comparison of producers and consumers according to three

key themes: (1) barriers and facilitators (i.e., qualitative

value), (2) shared meanings (i.e., articulation), and (3)

differing meanings (i.e., lack of articulation).

Barriers and Facilitators

It became evident that both producers and consumers dis-

cussed ideas related to wildland fire and fuels reduction in a

dichotomous way. It was common to hear stories that

communicated what we considered a negative value, which

we coded as barriers, such as this excerpt in which a

government public affairs officer described one challeng-

ing aspect of her job:

2 Note that these environmental advocacy groups may identify with

both consumers and producers, as evidenced in this focus group

excerpt: ‘‘… we are a conservation group—a science-based conser-

vation group—and our mission is to protect biological diversity. I

think that every problem that you work on in forest health you take a

broad view and think about community needs and everything else as a

necessary part of protecting biodiversity, but the lens through which

we look at forest health tends to focus on protection of biodiversity

and the importance of forest health… recognizing that community

protection is an important issue that is being addressed as well.’’

Despite that, we are labeling them as producers because of their close

relationship with the Partnership, particularly their direct participation

in Partnership planning.
3 This couple requested that they be interviewed together. We treated

it as an individual interview.
4 This last group was included for comparative purposes to see how a

grassland community functioned in comparison with a forested

community in the foothills or mountains.

5 Figure 2 is a helpful, yet coarse, representation of our interview

interpretations. The order of themes in Fig. 2 is not meant to imply

any sort of hierarchical order representing frequency, salience, or

values in our interviews. Instead, it is intended to reflect general

differences and congruencies between producers and consumers. It is

helpful to think of Fig. 2 in terms of six zones: The themes producers

consider to be facilitators (upper left); themes producers consider

barriers (lower left); themes consumers consider facilitators (upper

right); themes consumers consider barriers (lower right); themes both

producers and consumers consider facilitators (upper middle); and

themes producers and consumers consider barriers (lower middle).

We located a theme in the central section of Fig. 2 (Shared Meanings)

if producers and consumers seemed to share similar discussion

frequencies, saliencies, and valuation on that topic. The themes were

listed on the left and right zones of Fig. 2 if the producers and

consumers differed on frequency and/or saliency and values. Within

each zone, the order of themes generally follows the order within the

discussion of this article.
6 The WUI is an exurban region where human development meets

and mixes with undeveloped, often forested landscapes such as

foothills or mountains. In recent decades, more people have migrated

to live in the WUI because of the attractiveness of what is thought to

be a pristine, authentic, rural lifestyle with access to amenity

resources. Many WUI residents have had to confront natural threats

such as encounters with wildlife and wildland fires.
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… there is this attitude out there about, ‘We’re from

the government, and we’re here to help you,’ and

quite frankly, most people (laughing a little)… They

see us come out there, and we’ve got a uniform on,

it’s like, ‘Don’t even come on my land!’

It was nearly as common to hear the opposite—positively

valued stories—which we coded as facilitators. In this

excerpt, the caretaker of a subdivision located in a heavily

forested, fire-adapted area noted the positive potential of

community attachment.

… it has been a royal project in a lot of different

ways, but we still love it, and if you love a commu-

nity, you still try to do everything that you can to take

care of it.

Early in the research we discussed the possibility that we

should rely on a simpler dichotomy of ‘‘positive’’ versus

‘‘negative’’ statements, but we ultimately observed that the

positive claims were communicating instances in which a

participant’s goals were being facilitated. Conversely, the

negative statements reflected a sense of barriers to one’s

goals.

Shared Meanings

We found evidence of a variety of shared meanings

between producers and consumers. Wildland fire fuels

reduction was the most often mentioned topic across the

interviews. This topic was frequently discussed by both

producers and consumers. We observed a substantial

overlap in understandings of fuels reduction to be a facil-

itator for both producers and consumers (Fig. 2). It makes

sense that the producers (i.e., those formally associated

with the partnership) would optimistically view fuels

reduction as a facilitator because they are directed by

agency policy to mitigate the threat of wildland fire by

decreasing fuels. Moreover, the positive benefits of fuels

reduction is precisely the message the producers wish to

communicate. We also observed consumers describing

fuels management as positive in many of their interviews,

such as this quote from a man who valued the increased

networking potential of being part of a community wild-

land fire organization:

… many different mitigation concerns get brought to the

table that we might not be aware of with our own little

sphere of influence, and we can share stories, and

although we have an awful lot of differences that are

unique to our little areas, there are a lot of commonalities.

And by sharing those and by sharing solutions to those—I

think it puts us all ahead of the game.

Both groups appear to understand the role of volunteer

firefighters and their departments in encouraging and

facilitating fuels reduction. For example, a representative

of an NGO that is part of the partnership (i.e., producer)

underscored the importance of shared meanings with vol-

unteer fire departments, ‘‘It is great because we are all

talking the same talk. We are all saying the same things

about fire and fire management.’’

Fig. 2 Interpretation of

producer and consumer themes
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Both producers and consumers generally expressed

agreement about the importance of practicing inclusive com-

munication to build relationships. One member of a commu-

nity wildfire risk-mitigation group not involved with the

partnership (i.e., consumer) has seen an evolution in the way

the United States Forest Service has reached out to commu-

nities after a number of devastating wildfire events.

Before the fires, I saw this real clear separation

between the private lands and the public lands, or the

federal Forest Service. I think because of the fires and

seeing that fact that we have subdivisions surround-

ing the Forest Service [land], and that really impacts

the Forest Service [management] of those public

lands—I see that they are moving toward learning to

work with the private lands also, and learning to do it

cooperatively and you must look at things on a

watershed basis.

This comment also provides evidence that both producers

and consumers in our study understand bottom-up commu-

nication (i.e., communication that encourages participation

from those who are normally outside the decision-making

agencies, such as the consumers in this study) to be a

facilitator. In addition, both producers and consumers

shared an understanding of the contribution of education in

increasing awareness of the issues.

The producers and consumers expressed agreement that

direct experience with wildland fire (e.g., actually having

witnessed and/or been threatened by wildfire) generally

results in favorable responses to mitigation measures. One

community leader from the consumer group saw big

changes in mitigation behavior of second homeowners

after a wildfire that threatened their subdivision.

… I know before they were coming up to relax and

enjoy, and they didn’t really realize how much could

and how quickly it did happen, and I think now it is

more, ‘Oh boy, that really can happen! and we must

be more prepared.’

There appeared to be a sense in both groups that the

work of researchers of wildland fire-related issues, both

ecological and social, could be beneficial. In fact, in a focus

group with NGO members associated with the partnership,

respondents expressed enthusiasm for our examination of

the organization. ‘‘I think that it is encouraging that they

launched you guys on this mission. I sense a genuine desire

to figure out this collaboration thing and how to do this.’’

In terms of barriers, the producers and consumers both

pointed to the problem of public ignorance about wildland

fire issues. Although we did not survey the public at large,

these stakeholders perceived levels of ignorance in the

general public regarding wildfire risk and its mitigation.

This makes sense for the producer group with a goal of

spreading the word about wildfire-risk mitigation, but it

also was common among interviewees who represented the

consumer group. For example, one community member,

working with a wildfire risk-mitigation group, underscored

a particular problem with realtors refusing to disclose to

potential buyers the fact that many interface properties are

at risk of wildland fire.

I had a realtor come to my house this weekend

because I’m contemplating selling it, it’s simply too

big, and I wanted him to evaluate it, what it might be

worth, and I told him that I had performed the

wildland fire mitigation on my lot, and we have an

active program in the neighborhood, and he said,

‘Well, we won’t mention that because people won’t

want to hear about fire.’

In a related topic, producers and consumers were gen-

erally critical of nonmitigators, defined as people who live

in or near the forest and who do not actively remove or

otherwise control the potential flammability of fuels on

their properties. Again, this is understandable among pro-

ducers, but it was interesting to see how consumers shared

this concern. Another WUI resident, working with a

wildfire risk-mitigation group and representing consumers,

stated, ‘‘I live in an area where citizens just believe that,

‘No, just leave everything alone. I want to keep this nat-

ural,’ and it’s frightening to me.’’

One caution, however, is the fact that it can be difficult in

this type of research to successfully recruit participants who

do not manage fuels or take other measures to mitigate risks;

those who do not mitigate are less likely to take part in such a

study (Brenkert-Smith and others 2006). For example, one

interviewee (part of the journalist focus group and a WUI

homeowner) openly confessed her failure to mitigate.

It’s overwhelming; I can’t even begin to think about

any of that. I’m trying to get my dishes done every

day. I’m just trying to live much less mitigating

around my house. We’re talking about new land-

scaping. We’re talking about [new] roofs.

As reflected in this excerpt, we observed shared concerns

among producers and consumers about the lack of time and

resources available for mitigation (i.e., capacity issues). In a

majority of the interviews, both groups also discussed the

negative aspects of a changing WUI, including more people

and development moving in, which is believed to put greater

pressure on the forest ecology and forest managers.

Differing Meanings

There is much we can learn about how producers and

consumers seem to articulate, or share, meanings. How-

ever, as discussed previously, we also have much to learn
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from the ways in which cultural processes do not articulate

but differ (Hall 1997, pp. 234–238). We observed such

differences for producer and consumer groups in a number

of topic areas (Fig. 2). For example, whereas the producers

were more likely to cast mass media in a negative light in

terms of their coverage of wildland fire issues, the con-

sumer interviews expressed ambivalence (this is repre-

sented in Fig. 2 as lying on the border between Facilitators

and Barriers [see right-hand center of diagram]). Because

the producers are affiliated with institutions (i.e., agencies

and organizations) that both depend on and are occasional

targets of what were perceived to be negative, or inaccu-

rate, media reports, it was more common for producers to

see media as barriers to their efforts. In support of this

observation, Fearn-Banks (2002, p. 65), studying crisis

communication, wrote, ‘‘… a negative story is deemed

more newsworthy than a positive one.’’

Another difference involved discussions about the

partnership’s goals for fuels reduction. We observed the

producers expressing their goals as positive facilitators.

The consumers, however, tended to view the goals of the

partnership as barriers. One member of a group doing

wildfire-risk mitigation questioned the partnership’s com-

mitment to truly involve private landowners.

I just don’t see it in the [partnership] plans. The maps

still end at the forest boundary, and yes, they appear

to be moving treatments in the direction of homes,

but it doesn’t appear that they are actually planning

landscape scale fuel treatments.

More importantly perhaps was a difference in the

amount of discussion devoted to the partnership. All of the

producer interviews involved extensive discussions of the

partnership, but it was only meaningfully discussed in 6 of

the 11 consumer interviews. In almost every one of these

interviews, the participants expressed a lack of knowledge

and awareness of the partnership and its goals, such as in

this excerpt from a focus group with homeowners living in

an interface community.

‘‘How many of you have heard of the Front Range

Fuels Treatment Partnership?’’ (This question was

followed by silence.) Homeowner 1: ‘‘No.’’ Home-

owner 2: ‘‘[We] never heard about it here.’’ Home-

owner 1: ‘‘Is this a recent development?’’

From a public relations perspective, this lack of

awareness of the partnership’s work among stakeholders,

who are important to the partnership, is arguably a prob-

lem. These citizens cannot engage with the partnership and

come to understand its goals unless they know it exists.

Yet another difference involved a topic coded as top-

down communication. One focus group participant, a

partnership manager in the producer category, described:

It’s top-down to strategize and educate and inform,

coerce if we must, well we won’t do that (all laugh

loudly), but to stimulate conversation …

Top-down communication originates among those having

authority. These communicated representations, or messages,

are imagined by those in authority to move, for the most part

intact, ‘‘down’’ to those outside the institutions of power and

authority. Top-down communication was understood to be a

facilitator in a slight majority of the excerpts among both the

producers and consumers. The two differed, however, in how

salient this topic was to them as indicated by how much they

had to say about top-down communication. Among the pro-

ducers, we saw a relatively large number of excerpts associ-

ated with this topic: These excerpts were generated in five of

the six interviews with producers. In contrast, top-down

communication was mentioned in less than half of the con-

sumer interviews.

The same general pattern held true for the topic coded as

wildland fire healthy natural in terms of an ecological

process. It was a popular idea among producers that

wildland fire must return to its important role as an element

of a healthy forest ecosystem. One producer, a watershed

advisory group member, put it this way:

If we’re managing the land right, we’re restoring

conditions that can then accommodate the right kind

of fire …

We did not see the same positive perceptions of

returning fire to the landscape in the consumer group. This

pattern was also evident in relation to the topic we coded

philosophy of scientism. This topic is best summed up in

this statement by a producer working for an NGO:

We have an incredible amount of scientific attention

to fire ecology and fire management issues in Colo-

rado that we must be gathering and applying as fast as

possible. It is evolving really rapidly. It is a great case

study in how important it is to incorporate science

into decision making in a real-time basis. There are

researchers out there right now today this minute

gathering data that are going to inform where it

makes the most sense to treat fuels and what the

nature of those treatments ought to be.

We understand scientism to be the belief that science

and its methods will ultimately provide humans with their

best guide for existence (Leiss 1972). In this case, the best

available science is considered to be a template, or model,

for coexisting with wildland fire in healthy forests. Again,

this was a common theme in producer interviews but not

something developed or even discussed by the consumers.

We also observed interesting ambivalences in the way

both groups discussed a topic that we coded as stakeholders
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aware of risk. Both producers and consumers expressed

the positive belief that stakeholders realize that wild-

land fire risk exists in interface areas and that this

awareness on their part is a facilitator. One consumer

representative from a local fuels-treatment organization

summarized:

First, you’re looking at creating… awareness. Now I

think that’s been performed pretty effectively up and

down the Front Range [in Colorado]. People are

aware of the issue.

For producers, one partnership manager explained in a

focus group interview:

I think the awareness is definitely coming. You know

there’s… just by the way people have backed off of the

concerns about treatment of fire fuels in the forest. I

think the fact that there’s been, in general, pretty good

acceptance of that legislation rather than just outright

uninterrupted skepticism about it I think is just a good

indication that a lot of awareness is coming along.

However, there was a substantial distinction in the sal-

iency of this topic—a subtle yet potentially important fact

not reflected in Fig. 2. It was observed only 7 times in the

producer interviews but 28 times among consumers.

We see a similar pattern in discussions coded community

leaders. Again, in these interviews, it is apparent that both

producers and consumers generally speak favorably about

the existence of community leaders as facilitators. For

example, one producer, a conservation NGO representa-

tive, explained that ‘‘a good charismatic leader could do

amazing things’’ in leading a community toward a healthy

forest. However, the topic appears to be more prominent

for consumers, with 26 excerpts in 8 interviews, compared

with producers, who mentioned it just 8 times in 4

interviews.

The same is true with the topic of face-to-face com-

munication. Both groups were more likely to speak posi-

tively about face-to-face communication as a facilitator of

fuels reduction, but it was much more common for the

consumers we interviewed, such as this social scientist who

has studied the issue for years:

… we know from 100 years of cooperative extension

and from other things, is what people really want is…
to be talked to, and they want information that’s

available to them when they want it.

The interviews indicated that this topic was more salient

among the consumers who brought up face-to-face com-

munication 23 times in 10 interviews compared with pro-

ducers mentioning it just 5 times in 4 interviews.

The discussion of the topic coded private lands and/or

homeowners also showed differences. Producers discussed

this topic at length, more often than not as a perceived

barrier to their success. A partnership manager explained:

… a key issue, and one we’ve been trying to figure

out for a number of years is that whole social

dynamics involved with how private landowners can

be motivated to undertake mitigation efforts it seems

to us, and we’re too close to the subject, that any-

body, once they’re informed, should take action, and

people have a million and one reasons why they don’t

want to do it, and they employ them all.

The topic of private lands and/or homeowners was not

as commonly discussed by consumers, but when it was, it

was more likely to be discussed in a positive way, indi-

cating a perceived facilitator. One focus-group participant

from a community wildland fire-mitigation group (i.e., a

consumer) explained that a critical development in their

efforts to improve fuels reduction was buy-in from private

property owners. The 2002 Hayman fire prompted private

property owners to work with the Forest Service and this

mitigation group. ‘‘It took a catastrophic fire to get us all

communicating better and doing things better (laughs), but

at least we have come a long way since then,’’ he said. The

same pattern was observed in discussions of a topic coded

the general public; we heard few comments from con-

sumers about the general public but a notable level of

comments among producers, indicating that they view the

general public as a barrier to their work, such as this

exchange between public affairs specialists (PAS) in the

partnership:

PAS 1: Well they [the general public] don’t see

flames in their backyard, if they saw flames then they

would get off dead center. PAS 2: (breaking in)

However, it is human nature, part of that is human

nature… PAS 1: … but by that time, it’s too late…
PAS 2: … [same with] any hazard… PAS 1: … and

when the flames are gone, and they’ve had a little

snow, a little rain, they say, ‘‘Ah, we’ve made it,

we’re safe.’’ No, they’re not. And you can only… you

can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink.

Implications and Recommendations

The success of collaborative environmental management

hinges on understanding communication processes and

related barriers and facilitators (Brooks and others 2005;

Jakobsen and McLaughlin 2004). In our interpretation of

study findings, we discuss (1) the implications of contested

meanings for the communicational efforts of the partner-

ship while highlighting (2) how the partnership and outside

stakeholders can capitalize on shared meanings of risk
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mitigation. Then we discuss some of the challenges and

realities associated with (3) communication, (4) relation-

ship building, and (5) agency authority. Throughout the

remaining sections, we offer recommendations for over-

coming the challenges and improving the practice of col-

laborative risk mitigation for all stakeholders.

Contested Meanings

We found a lack of articulation between the cultural pro-

cesses of production and consumption (Fig. 2). We inter-

pret the differences in meanings and understandings

between the partnership and outside stakeholders as evi-

dence that these two groups are constructing, or framing,

risk mitigation/fuels reduction using different lenses.

Brenkert-Smith and others (2006) found that different

communities use different discourses to define and address

issues of wildfire-risk mitigation. For example, wildfire is

viewed by some communities as a prevention issue and by

others as a response issue. Similarly, we found that the

producers understand four key topics as facilitators for

decreasing hazardous fuels: (1) the goals of the partnership,

(2) fire’s role in healthy ecological processes, (3) top-down

communication, and (4) management based in science. We

suggest that these findings indicate that a discourse of

scientific management is driving communication for pro-

ducers. For many of the producers, the priority solution to

the problem of wildland fire and fuels management is

approaching it in a systematic scientific way. The pro-

ducers believe that the success of wildland fire manage-

ment results from a process of thoroughly and rigorously

showing the truth of forest health and ecology. The infor-

mation they amass through the methods of science (i.e.,

truth) will then be communicated to homeowners and

members of the public living in and near fire-adapted lands.

The producers aim to give the consumers the proper tools

to make decisions so that they behave appropriately in

relation to wildland fire. We see this discourse of rational

and science-based management in the frequent and positive

discussions of these topics by the producers.

However, communication based in a discourse of sci-

entific management appears to be the opposite of how the

consumers understand the problem in this case. The lower

right-hand section of Fig. 2 shows that consumers view (1)

the goals of the partnership, (2) wildland fire as a healthy

ecological process, and (3) a management philosophy

based in science to be barriers to addressing the problem.

The consumers were more likely than the producers to

view private landowners, homeowners, and the general

public as facilitators. Unlike producers, the consumers

more frequently and positively discussed community

leadership and face-to-face communication as facilitators

for addressing risk mitigation. We interpret the divergent

discussions of the producers and consumers about these

topics as evidence that consumers are framing the problem

using a discourse of community.

Contested meanings indicate that the producers and

consumers understand, and thus communicate about,

wildfire-risk mitigation in different ways. In this case, the

partnership places trust and authority in a model of scien-

tific management, whereas the stakeholders outside the

partnership place trust and authority in private property

owners and community structure, values, and leadership.

These differences can produce barriers to success for the

communicational efforts of the partnership. It is part of the

resource manager’s stewardship role to identify and

remove barriers to understanding that can interfere with

protection of natural resources (Brunson 1992, p. 293).

Managers and policymakers must first recognize that some

stakeholder groups define wildfire-risk mitigation using

discourses that differ from their own. Then the producers

should give alternative discourses equal weight and per-

haps equal authority during collaboration, communication,

and education. The producers in this case should work

more closely with the consumers to learn how to speak a

community language in addition to, and perhaps in concert

with, their language of scientific management when com-

municating about wildfire-risk mitigation. This can allow

stakeholders to begin to develop and speak the same risk-

mitigation language (Paveglio and others 2009; Zaksek and

Arvai 2004) and take a different perspective (Weber and

Word 2001) on the wildland fire problem in interface areas.

The new frame of reference is different in that it is a shared

perspective or hybrid of the original discourses of scientific

management and community.

Shared Meanings

To begin to develop a common language and shared frame

of reference, both producers and consumers should pay

close attention to the shared meanings identified in this

study. That is, how do meanings overlap or articulate for

producers and consumers (Fig. 1)? For example, both

groups view volunteer fire departments as facilitators for

decreasing fuels in interface communities. Volunteer fire

departments are embedded in local communities and

should be enlisted by both the partnership and the com-

munities as liaisons for communicating about risk mitiga-

tion. Members of local volunteer fire departments and other

community leaders can act as sounding boards for how

different agency ideas and plans may or may not contribute

to decisions about risk mitigation at the local level.

Experience with wildfire, forestry, or agriculture and

time spent living in interface areas tends to increase peo-

ple’s knowledge and awareness of wildfire risks (McGee

and Russell 2003). Similarly, producers and consumers
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interviewed in this study agreed that direct experience with

wildland fire generally results in favorable responses to

mitigation measures. Agency managers should identify and

invite well-respected leaders and fire fighters living in

interface communities, and who have experienced fire

events in the past, to go with them to visit communities that

are at risk but have not yet been threatened by an event.

Both groups could ask such experienced opinion leaders to

help design and deliver key mitigation messages.

We found evidence that both producers and consumers

understand that inclusive bottom-up formats work best for

communicating about this problem. The two groups think

that education and research can facilitate wildfire-risk

mitigation. The producers should closely involve the con-

sumers in developing media as well as planning and

implementing education programs and research studies.

Scientific research can help inform the development of a

shared discourse of wildfire-risk mitigation in interface

areas, and scientists can evaluate the success of mitigation

decisions (Thomas and Burchfield 1999).

Time, resources, and other capacity issues have been

identified as factors that influence the outcomes of col-

laborative resource management (e.g., Cheng and Mattor

2010; Schusler and others 2003). In this study, producers

and consumers both view lack of time and resources as

barriers to addressing the problem. The partnership and

outside stakeholders should prioritize creative solutions to

these basic capacity issues. This will remain a major

challenge in current times of decreasing agency budgets

and economic recessions.

The articulated meanings shown in the center of Fig. 2

represent some common ground on which the partnership

and outside stakeholders can build. It will remain important

for all partners to understand that the commonalities they

may build together and share will change as stakeholders,

interface areas, and agency policies change through time.

Two-Way Communication

The professional culture of natural-resource management

has tended to over-rely on technical expertise and sound

judgment, purportedly grounded in the best-available sci-

ence (Brunson 1992; Haas 2003; Nelson 1999). Until

recently, the general thrust of agency communication about

wildfire risk was a unidirectional flow of information from

experts to citizens (Paveglio and others 2009, p. 81). Our

analysis supports the existence of this traditional narrative

in relation to the partnership’s efforts to communicate with

outside stakeholders. Critics (Curtin and Gaither 2005,

2006, 2007) have questioned such normative, functional

approaches to communication that they believe fail to

properly represent ‘‘the dynamic characteristics of [human]

relationships and discursive nature of meaning’’ (2005,

p. 91). They argue that often it is not as simple as deliv-

ering an effective message from sender to receiver. Forces

throughout the communicational process vie for legitimacy

and control in ways that may defy even the most effective

message strategies, such as differing frames of reference

and professional biases (Brunson 1992; Weber and Word

2001).

In the context of wildfire risk, some research has shown

that interactive symmetrical communication (Grunig 1992)

is preferred by members of the public and proves to be

more effective for learning about and increasing accep-

tance of mitigation options than unidirectional top-down

formats (e.g., Edwards and Bliss 2003; Farnsworth and

others 2003; McCaffrey 2004; Monroe and others 2003;

Monroe and Nelson 2004; Toman and others 2006).

Agency experts who use face-to-face two-way formats seek

to create an open line of communication between parties in

which messages back-and-forth are honestly considered.

This requires a willingness of all parties to adjust their

views and understandings of the problem, redefine it, and

arrive at common ground. Doing so can ensure success in

terms of both balancing and valuing the viewpoints and

needs of all involved. In this way, it is assumed that land

managers and other stakeholders can learn from one

another and proceed in the best interests possible for all.

Although we see this as a positive development in both

natural resource and wildland fire communications practice

and research, we remind readers that this model has been

critiqued, particularly in critical and postmodern public

relations scholarship (Duffy 2000; Roper 2005). These

researchers argue that the presentation of equality in

communication is often a ploy that hides true arrangements

of power between players with unequal authority, thus

serving to ward off disapproval of unfair relationships

while maintaining the status quo.

Overcoming Challenges in Relationships

We illustrate a critique of the status quo with the words of a

public affairs officer, who is charged with representing the

partnership but dubious about his agency’s ability to build

the relationships required to successfully communicate

about wildfire-risk mitigation:

I’m seeing a relatively painful, slow change. When

we were first dealing with wildfire, and even pre-

scribed fire, it was a matter of providing information,

and now, you take this agency that culturally is not

really tuned into anything but providing information

from the scientific standpoint, from an effects stand-

point … we just focused on the [fire] event, and we

said, ‘This is what happened, this is what’s going to

happen,… your house is gone.’ Now, because of
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having to work with people, and having to work with

that social side, our communications efforts are

moving toward more relationship-building. We have

absolutely no expertise in that, none at all. Nor do we

have the type of information that we would need to

start developing it. I truly believe, and this is a per-

sonal opinion, that we do not have the personalities in

the agency along with the culture to really develop

relationships.

Perhaps the first step in addressing the concerns of this

public affairs officer involves recognizing and properly

valuing the range of potential meanings that surround any

given interface situation. We have attempted to demon-

strate that it is not enough to account for meanings of

producers and consider the task complete. One must also

consider meanings of consumers, including the way these

meanings may both align and compete with those of the

producers. Furthermore, these arrangements may change

over time. We believe that informing communication with

Circuit of Culture research can ease situations, such as

those described by this public affairs officer, and contribute

to increased levels of trust and working relationships

between agency managers and other stakeholder groups. In

the past, these agencies have almost exclusively focused on

the moment of production as illustrated in the statement of

the public affairs officer. The Circuit of Culture prompts us

to truly pay equal attention to cultural participants that

might not otherwise be heard (i.e., the consumers in this

study) and also critically evaluate the assumptions and

intentions of those in the more powerful position (i.e., the

producers in this study). The Circuit of Culture model helps

us demonstrate how meaning does and does not overlap or

articulate (Hall 1997, p. 234–238). Further research in this

arena can help managers to both understand and provide

the necessary ‘‘expertise’’ and ‘‘culture’’ to really develop

relationships.

In addition, managers should ensure that stakeholders

are adequately aware of their management programs

(Paveglio and others 2009), an issue that emerged in our

research when it became clear that many consumers had

not heard of the partnership or its goals. Increasing

awareness of such collaborative partnerships may be

facilitated by crafting programs that are community ori-

ented and less focused on expert-driven management and

the science of ecological health and restoration. Increasing

awareness of the goals of the partnership can help to

decrease the divide in understanding between agency

experts and the communities they serve and, at the same

time, increase both trust and shared meanings.

We do not recommend that science-informed manage-

ment be abandoned; rather, substantially more thought

should be directed at the way desired scientific and

management practices might coexist with the mitigation

goals of interface communities and other external stake-

holders. To do this, managers should recognize the his-

torical and cultural realities of interface communities and

work with members to learn how those communities

understand and value information about wildfire-risk mit-

igation (Mendez and others 2003). That sort of under-

standing on the part of agency experts requires careful

listening, observation, and sensitivity to unique social

arrangements and community histories and values. This

requires a revised planning and decision-making process

(Arvai and others 2006) based on a different perspective; it

‘‘means assimilating and accommodating others’ frames of

reference’’ (Weber and Word 2001, p. 493). Although

managers rarely have the time and resources to engage in

lengthy interviews, workshops, or community-listening

sessions, they should give these activities higher priority as

tools for building relationships with communities and other

consumer groups.

Agency Position of Authority

Despite the case that we gave equal interpretive weight to

those within as well as outside the partnership, the first

implication for management is to recognize that meanings

held by producers usually will carry more weight in deci-

sions about natural-resource management. Agency man-

agers and decision makers are often in a position that

allows them to define environmental problems as they see

them and control cultural processes, such as communica-

tion and collaboration. After all, differing frames of ref-

erence arise from actual differences in power among

individuals and between individuals and institutions

(Weber and Word 2001, p. 493). This position of authority

can intentionally or unintentionally create and enforce

unequal positions for those participants who are not pow-

erful enough to control the construction and negotiation of

the multiple meanings surrounding complex environmental

problems. Moreover, these power dynamics significantly

predate contemporary wildland fire issues. Carroll and

others (2007, p. 240) argued that the wildland fire contro-

versy in the United States has been building for more than

100 years:

This controversy, we argue, is another chapter in the

longer-standing debate over the management and

condition of public forests, in which terms such as

‘forest health’ and ‘forest restoration’ have been used

by opposing sides to win public support for their

preferred policy objective.

Although recognizing and acting responsibly from this

position of authority is the ethical thing to do, in the long
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run producers may encounter difficult obstacles in their

efforts to communicate if they consistently fail to recognize

the understandings and meanings of consumer groups

outside the partnership. We recommend that resource

managers think of human experience in terms of a cultural

dialogue in which meanings are continually negotiated and

to remember that those negotiations are not always fair and

equal.

Conclusion

This study underscores the importance of being realistic

and honest with constituents. Brooks and others (2006b,

p. 40) advised, ‘‘Practitioners can start by honestly telling

communities that there is no guarantee that enough

resources exist to stop all interface fires that might threaten

them.’’ Wildfire-risk communication is a process with no

beginning, no ending, and no right or wrong solutions.

Managers and policymakers cannot and should not attempt

to define the general public and private landowners in ways

that they hope will generate expert-derived solutions. In the

context of wildfire-risk mitigation, communicators should

not rely on persuasion to change the behaviors of con-

sumers. That perpetuates a relationship of the powerful

with the powerless. Instead, all parties must understand that

healthy communities and healthy forests require healthy

relationships, which in turn, require an open dialogue

framed as a never-ending and articulating process in the

Circuit of Culture.
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Appendix: Interview Question Guide

Part A: Fire History

(For homeowners, recreationists, and other representatives

of organizations outside direct partnership participation):

Has your home/property/favored place/study site(s)/juris-

diction ever been threatened by fire?

(For agency/NGO personnel [i.e., partnership partici-

pants]): What sort of fire activity has occurred in the

region(s) you manage/focus on?

Part B: General Management History

(For homeowners, recreationists, and other representatives

of organizations outside the partnership): What has been

the history of wildfire management for your home/prop-

erty/favored place/study site(s)/jurisdiction?

(For agency/NGO personnel): How have you managed/

focused on for wildland fire in the past?

Part C: Individual Management History

(For homeowners, recreationists, and other representatives

of organizations outside the partnership): What has been

your history with fuels mitigation (i.e., defensive strategies

to minimize wildfire intensity) around your home/property/

favored place/study site(s)/jurisdiction?

Part D: Mapping Informational Pathways

How have you heard/learned about wildfire management?

Probes: (For homeowners, recreationists, and other

representatives of organizations outside the Partner-

ship]: Do you learn from agency communications (i.e.,

face-to-face meetings, literature, Website(s)? From the

news media? From local government or local organiza-

tions? From family, friends, neighbors, business owners?

From other?

(For agency/NGO personnel): What is the educational,

scientific and philosophical background for your approach to

wildland fire management? How do you interact/communi-

cate with the public about wildland fire management?

Part E: Best-Management Practices (i.e., Ideas About

How It Should Take Place)

(Same question for all): In your opinion, what is the best

way to manage for fire along the Front Range?

Probes: Should we manage for fire along the Front

Range, or should we let nature take its course? The

president and others are calling for increases in tree

harvest in the Western forests? Do you think this is a

good idea? Why or why not?

Part F: Communications (If They Haven’t Already

Discussed These Issues in the Previous Question)

(For homeowners, recreationists, and other representatives of

organizations outside the Partnership): Do you ever think

about the ways that land and fire managers communicate about

fuels treatment? [If they report thinking about it] Are you sat-

isfied with this communication? If yes, how? If no, why not?

(For agency/NGO personnel): What strategies have you

used to communicate about fuels treatment? Do you have a

way to gauge public reaction to this communication? Are
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you satisfied with this communication? If yes, how? If no,

why not?

Probes: For example, public meetings; phone calls; mailings;

public service announcements in the newspapers, radio,

television; videotapes, CDs, and DVDs; Web site(s); other?

Part G: The Front Range Fuels Treatment Partnership

(For homeowners, recreationists, and other representatives

of organizations outside the Partnership): Have you ever

heard about The Front Range Fuels Treatment Partnership?

If so, what have you heard? [If not, ask them to describe the

partnership and its mission.] How do you feel about the

creation of an organization such as the Front Range Fuels

Treatment Partnership?

(For agency/NGO personnel): Could you share your

thoughts about The Front Range Fuels Treatment Partner-

ship? Positives? Negatives? Ways to improve (or is it

already effective)?

Part H: The Collaborative Process

We realize it may seem to be a little unusual to join a group

of strangers (if they were previously unfamiliar with one

another) to share your views about wildfire management,

but how did you feel about the process?

Probes: How did you feel about getting the opportunity

to share your opinions with others. How did you feel

about the responses of others in the group? Has this

experience changed your feelings about wildland fire

management in any way? Have your opinions stayed the

same? Why or why not? If others had the opportunity to

participate in this sort of exercise, do you think it would

be beneficial? Why, or why not?
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