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Abstract 
Well-managed grasslands provide numerous ecosystem services. Ranchers who employ sustainable grazing 
practices limit grassland conversion and conserve critical habitats. This phenomenological study explored the 
grassland management decisions of progressive ranchers in Nebraska. Each individual interviewed for this study 
is proactive about the state of their grasslands, whether they are motivated by financial or conservation factors. 
Throughout the evolution of their businesses, these ranchers have taken steps to improve their management 
techniques and continue to employ new strategies while planning for the long-term productivity of their 
grasslands. For policy makers and educators seeking to improve grassland management decisions, demonstrating 
new methods to be economical, promoting stewardship, and allowing for flexible implementation may increase 
acceptance of recommendations. Because progressive ranchers’ livelihoods are connected to the land, and they 
are long-term goal oriented, they closely scrutinize, yet are open to advancing grassland management practices 
that benefit their cash flow, their pastures, their animals, and their families. 
Keywords: grazing, grasslands, ranching, holistic, phenomenology, qualitative research 

1. Introduction 
Well managed grasslands provide numerous ecosystem services (biodiversity, water filtration along riparian 
buffers, carbon sequestration, and habitat for an array of plant and wildlife species), while providing an 
economic resource for ranchers (Vaisey & Strankman, 1999). Ranching in a sustainable way provides food for a 
growing world population while simultaneously preserving an increasingly endangered habitat. Prior to 
European settlement, the North American Great Plains was dominated by perennial grasslands, and more than 
95% of Nebraska was grassland (Johnsgard, 2005). Today, approximately 98% of the tallgrass prairie in 
Nebraska has been destroyed or degraded (Noss & Peters, 1995; Samson & Knopf, 1994; Samson, Knopf, & 
Ostlie, 2004). Mixed grass and shortgrass prairies have fared only slightly better (Samson & Knopf, 1994; 
Samson et al., 2004). One of the main drivers for habitat destruction in the U.S. is row crop agriculture (US 
Department of Agriculture [USDA], 2013; Wright & Wimberly, 2013), with recent pressure to convert grasslands 
to cropland due to high returns for food and biofuel crops. Nebraska led the nation in the number of acres 
converted from non-cropland to cropland from 2011 to 2012: a total of 54,877 acres (USDA, 2013). Due to land 
use change and other factors, expanding annual row crop production can dramatically reduce the delivery of 
ecosystem services including diminished forage resources and habitat (Landis, Gardiner, van der Werf, & 
Swinton, 2008; Power, 2010).  

The fragmented nature of privately owned grasslands presents a challenge to habitat management (Hagen, 
Grisham, Boal, & Haukos, 2013). Because over 97% of Nebraska’s land is privately owned (USDA, 2012a), 
voluntary private landowner participation in conservation programs is critical to conserving Nebraska’s natural 
habitats (Powell, 2015). As economic pressures continue to increase, especially with regard to high corn prices, it 
is imperative to understand what factors influence landowners’ decisions to maintain their grasslands rather than 
converting to crop production or any other non-range use. In order to ease some of the pressures placed upon 
remaining Nebraska grasslands, it is also important to understand what leads ranchers to adopt and maintain 
sustainable grazing methods and other conservation practices. Ranchers who employ sustainable grazing 
practices limit grassland conversion and conserve critical habitats. 

Numerous studies have generally explored the characteristics that influence farmer conservation behaviors and 
decisions, but few have looked specifically at beef cattle producers (Sayre, 2004). Inconsistent predictors of 
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farmer conservation include environmental awareness, attitudes, farm size, other household characteristics, and 
education (Baumgart-Getz, Prokopy, & Floress, 2012; Kabii & Horowitz, 2006; Knowler & Bradshaw, 2007; 
Pannell et al., 2006; Prokopy, Floress, Klotthor-Weinkauf, & Baumgart-Getz, 2008). However, there are few to 
no universal determinants of conservation behaviors among farmers (Prokopy et al., 2008; Barr & Cary, 2000; 
Knowler & Bradshaw, 2007). There also are mixed results regarding the impacts of financial incentives on 
conservation efforts; several studies illustrate the adoption of conservation practices because of financial interests 
as well as personal factors (Atkinson, Romsdahl, & Hill., 2011; Barr & Cary, 2000; Czap, Czap, Lynne, & 
Burbach, 2015; Daley, Cobb, Bromley, & Sorenson, 2004; Sheeder & Lynne, 2011; Shulman & Price, 2000; 
Troy et al., 2005).  

One of the few studies of beef cattle producer conservation behaviors (Gillespie, Kim, & Paudel, 2007) found 
that the two most common reasons for non-adoption among cattle producers were unfamiliarity and 
non-applicability (or perceived non-applicability) of the practice. Kennedy and Brunson (2007) surveyed and 
interviewed ranchers from a successful Colorado field school in regard to how they put new range management 
information into practice. They found that ranchers' primary motivations for management change are values tied 
to the land base (forage production, range health, water quality) as well as desire to improve profitability and 
having clearly defined goals—personal and management—encouraged change. They suggest framing outreach 
messages so they align with common ranch goals. Emphasizing the links between range management options 
and said goals may help initiate change. Similarly, Didier and Brunson (2004) interviewed Utah ranchers to 
better understand innovation adoption among range livestock operators. They found that innovation was related 
to ranching full-time, dependence on ranch income, anticipated future of the ranch, extent of social networks, 
and a desire to illustrate stewardship. Barriers included lack of time and resources along with peer influences and 
perceived drawbacks including perceptions about political/legal constraints. Roche, Cutts, Derner, Lubell, and 
Tate (2015) examined variables that influence the grazing strategy preference of Wyoming and California 
ranchers. They found that variables associated with ranchers’ grazing preferences included a combination of 
human dimensions (goal setting, views on experiment and risk tolerance, information networks), ranch 
characteristics, and the ecoregions in which they lived. These authors assert that addressing the discrepancies 
between research and management will require substantive communication and participatory methods between 
researchers and ranchers. In another survey of beef cattle ranchers, Willcox, Giuliano, and Monroe (2012) 
examined intentions to consider wildlife management in routine cattle management activities. They found that 
attitudes and subjective norms best explained rancher intentions. 

Since little is known about beef cattle producer conservation behaviors, Sayre (2004) contends that qualitative 
research, specifically, is necessary to increase our understanding of ranchers’ grassland management because 
“existing studies using quantitative methods have found little correlation between ranchers’ management 
practices and a variety of social factors” (p. 6). According to Creswell (2007), qualitative research is conducted 
when a problem or issue needs to be explored or because the researchers need a complex detailed understanding 
of the issue. Since the issue of conservation behaviors on the ranch is relatively unexplored, qualitative research 
is an appropriate place to start. 

2. Method 
2.1 Research Design 

As noted above, the exploratory nature of this study favors a qualitative methodology. Merriam (2009) asserts, 
“Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they 
construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 5). Correspondingly, applied 
research methodologist Creswell’s working definition of qualitative research is as follows: 

Qualitative research begins with assumptions, a worldview, the possible use of a theoretical lens, and 
the study of research problems inquiring into the meaning individuals or groups ascribe to a social or 
human problem. To study this problem, qualitative researchers use an emerging qualitative approach to 
inquiry, the collection of data in a natural setting sensitive to the people and places under study, and data 
analysis that is inductive and establishes patterns or themes. The final written report or presentation 
includes the voices of participants, the reflexivity of the researcher, and a complex description and 
interpretation of the problem, and it extends the literature or signals a call for action. (2007, p. 37) 

Within the realm of qualitative methods, phenomenology was chosen as the research approach due to its focus on 
“first person reports of life experiences” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 84). In his synthesis of phenomenology Hustad 
(2015) explains: 

Giorgi (2009) pointed to two guiding principles that not only serve to guide, but empower 
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phenomenological research. The first insists that experiences must be described as they are presented, 
that is, nothing should be added or subtracted by an outside source. The second illuminates the role of 
free imaginative variation. In the pursuit of the essence of the experience, the researcher must expend 
energy exploring the characteristics of the phenomena, as he or she works to determine what is and is 
not essential. The benefits of using these two principles foster an approach to research characterized by 
both openness and rigor. (p. 64) 

In order for our research to encompass both of the aforementioned guiding principles, we specifically selected an 
interpretative phenomenological approach (IPA), because:  

[IPA] requires a combination of phenomenological and hermeneutic insights. It is phenomenological in 
attempting to get as close as possible to the personal experience of the participant, but recognizes that 
this inevitably becomes an interpretative endeavor for both participant and researcher. (Smith, Flowers, 
& Larkin, 2009, p. 37) 

Meaning is key to interpretative phenomenology. Because the goal is to understand the content of data rather 
than measure the frequency, IPA allows the researcher to have “an interpretative relationship with the transcript” 
(Smith & Osborn, 2007, p. 66). This gives the researchers the flexibility to interpret and help make sense of what 
the participant is trying to get across.  

This qualitative study explored progressive ranchers’ grassland management decisions. The term “progressive”, 
for use in this study, describes those ranchers who utilize conservation practices including holistic managing 
systems on their ranch, are innovative in their problem solving strategies, and use adaptive management 
strategies to deal with change. Our objectives are two-fold: first, to explore the impediments to sustainable 
grassland management practices, and second, to increase understanding about the beliefs, values, goals, and 
personality characteristics of beef cattle producers as related to grassland management. This study is guided by 
the overarching research question: What factors affect the grassland management decisions of progressive 
Nebraska ranchers?  

2.2 Participant Characteristics 

In the convention of qualitative designs, participants were selected based on their experience and knowledge of 
the central phenomenon of this study—ranching. The initial sampling pool of participants was selected from a 
rancher-mentoring program provided by the Nebraska Grazing Lands Coalition (NGLC) and producer members 
of the Nebraska Food Cooperative (NFC). Members of the NGLC were chosen due to the organization’s mission 
to improve grazing lands in Nebraska and to employ holistic principles, and because those involved in the 
mentoring program have been nominated by their peers for successful work in conservation and stewardship. 
Rancher members from within the NFC who graze for the purpose of selling to niche markets (i.e. organic, grass 
fed and finished) were also included. With the help of a rangeland specialist, the list was then narrowed to select 
a diverse group of ranchers from varying locations around Nebraska that fit the definition of progressive used in 
this study. Participants were recruited through email requests and then called to set up meeting times and choice 
of location, all of which were held at their ranch. Interview length averaged one hour. 

2.3 Data Collection 

Semi-structured, face-to-face interviews were the primary method of data collection. A total of thirteen 
interviews were conducted with ranchers in Nebraska. Most of these interviews began with a tour of the ranch 
and some general conversation about their ranch management. Interview questions varied from broadly asking 
the ranchers about their life experiences in regard to their ranches and how they see the future of their ranches, to 
more specific questions regarding grazing management philosophy/goals, and pressures to convert their 
rangeland to cropland. Follow-up questions were asked via email or phone call. 

2.4 Data Analysis 

Smith, Flowers, and Larkin (2009) elaborate on the analytic process for an IPA study: 

The analytic process here begins with the detailed examination of each case, but then cautiously moves 
to an examination of similarities and differences across the cases, so producing fine-grained accounts of 
patterns of meaning for participants reflecting upon a shared experience. In a good IPA study, it should 
be possible to parse the account both for shared themes, and for the distinctive voices and variations on 
those themes. (p. 38) 

Each interview was audio recorded and then transcribed. Transcripts were then read multiple times with the 
margins utilized for annotating significant or interesting statements, which were selected not only on the basis of 
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prevalence within the data, but also on richness. Emerging theme titles were then documented. Connections 
between the experiences of all of those interviewed led to a list of repeated themes. Each of the participants is 
represented in the superordinate themes (Smith & Osborn, 2007). In conjunction with maintaining rigorous 
methods throughout the study, validity for this analysis was evaluated using peer review, an external audit of the 
coding process, and member checking (Creswell & Miller, 2000). 

3. Results 
We found four major themes: 1) livelihoods are connected to the quality of the land; 2) variability is the very 
nature of ranching; 3) ranching is an enjoyable way of life; and 4) stewardship is a calling. Subthemes were also 
included to better articulate findings and provide further clarification of the superordinate themes. 

3.1 Theme 1: Livelihoods Are Connected to the Quality of the Land 

The first important finding from speaking with these ranchers is that their livelihoods are connected to the 
quality of the land, so stewardship can be financially motivated. This is an important finding in grassland 
management decisions as well as conservation behaviors in general, as it illustrates that they are not dichotomous 
issues. Generating enough income to cover expenses or make a profit is not a separate and competing goal from 
managing the land in a sustainable manner; they are connected. This alignment between income and 
environmental condition affects these ranchers’ decision-making and goals. As one rancher shared,  

The good thing about ranching is… that profitability comes from managing our resources well. 
If you don’t then it’s going to deplete it and over long term that’s bad. So we are fortunate that 
using our resources wisely is good for our business and good for profitability. 

3.1.1 Few Pressures from Commodities 

Accordingly, many ranchers recognized the need for good decisions that are based on “making it last over time”. 
This repeatedly came up when discussing the question of converting their grass to cropland during years of high 
corn and soy prices. Most of these ranchers do not feel pressure from commodity prices for two reasons. First, 
not all land is arable. Ranchers who live in the Sandhills area of Nebraska mentioned that their land was not 
suitable for crops, only suitable for grazing. Even those with soils suitable for farming pointed out places on their 
land that are not appropriate for crops such as wetlands or low-land areas. Study participants consistently 
explained that they base their goals on the “big picture” and not the short-term fluctuations of the market. No one 
wants to be stuck selling low and buying high: many remember a time when corn was $1.50/bushel, thus they are 
not going to base their decisions primarily on factors (such as the market) that are variable or cyclical in nature. 
The fluctuation of market prices was repeatedly mentioned during interviews.  

One rancher reminded us that, “The markets can have a big effect on how you do things [regarding cattle], when 
you sell, how you feed, target weights, and everything that is involved around marketing.” Markets do affect 
decisions within the context of grazing cattle, but, at least for this rancher, not whether to convert grassland to 
cropland. Another rancher thought that by the time he would till up the grass and have his land ready for crops, 
prices could be back down. Yet another mentioned not wanting to ruin all of the progress he had made with 
improving his grasslands, stating “maximizing profits on every acre” was not his goal. He said, “It certainly 
crosses my mind that right now we could make more money selling an $8 bushel of corn on this highly 
productive land than we could graze it right now, but it goes back to looking at the long term and the big 
picture”.  

All study participants consider the long-term implications of their actions when making decisions. One grazier 
shared: 

I am not just looking at the profitability of the ranch. Obviously that has to be a focus because 
if we are going to keep doing this sustainably it has to be economically feasible to do it, but it 
has to go beyond that. We want to manage our resources to the best of our ability.  

The importance of the grasslands as a resource was mentioned several times throughout interviews. One rancher 
stated:  

We are sitting on what I consider a pretty precious resource. One we could never, never put 
back is unbroken tallgrass prairie…we don’t have an aquifer underneath us. I don’t have an oil 
well…but our precious resource is our native tallgrass prairies. That is something we really 
want to protect, knowing that we are going to take some financial sacrifice to do it. 

Similarly, another rancher shared that “It has always been a goal to not only get more from the land but to have 
the land on an improving range trend at the same time”. Yet another individual said, “There is a good deal of 
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satisfaction that goes with improving the land and making it better over time. I definitely consider myself a 
conservationist”. Long-term goals, including conservation, help to outweigh the pressure of high price 
commodities.  

3.1.2 Working with the Natural Productivity of the Area (Holistic Ideas) 

Along with the idea of being a conservationist is the repeated idea of working with the natural productivity of an 
area. Many of the ranchers in this study specifically talked about having to work with nature or Mother Nature in 
order to be successful. When sharing his goals, one rancher explained, “…we are trying to just fit in with the 
environment. We are not out here trying to control Mother Nature… We try to coexist in a way that we can be 
profitable and not ruin the natural environment…” Another rancher also alluded to this balance. Regarding his 
grazing management philosophy, he shared that “It is kind of a balance between what is good for the grass, what 
is good for the soil and what is good for the animal”. Similarly, another participant stated his ultimate goal is “to 
have our stocking rate meet our carrying capacity. …We are always chasing it, we’ve got too many [cows] or we 
don’t have enough depending upon rainfall and temperature, but our goal would be to find that level....”  

When asked specifically about the kinds of variables that affect their grassland management decisions, Mother 
Nature was a prominent response. “Your best philosophies just go out the window when Mother Nature doesn’t 
cooperate”, shared one individual. On a list of these compiled elements, weather related factors were the most 
frequently reported: rain, moisture, precipitation, drought, weather, temperature, season, etc. One participant 
shared the uncontrollable factors that determine his actions: 

There are two variables that affect my management decisions. They are temperature and 
moisture. There is a tremendous amount of decision made in all agriculture on two variables. 
Obviously those are external and you have absolutely no control over either one of them. 

Responding similarly, another rancher shared: 

Those management decisions are really based on the weather, time of year, the amount of 
rainfall, the amount of sunshine and temperature. That is really the fun part of being an organic 
farmer or sustainable farmer to me is that every day you have to visually inspect your farm and 
your animals and make a decision based on what the weather is today, how tall the grass is or 
is not today and how much rain do we get. [You have to be prepared to make that decision] 
every hour of the day.  

As a consequence, these graziers are compelled to adapt their management strategies accordingly. 

3.2 Theme 2: Variability Is the Very Nature of Ranching 

“That is one of the things that makes ranching interesting. It is never the same from one year to the next. You just 
have to kinda get the pieces together to make it, to get the best results out of whatever is throwed at ya.” 

As the rancher’s quote above suggests, and these ranchers’ testimonies illustrate, variability is the very nature of 
ranching; nature is not static. With their jobs and livelihoods being centered on the natural environment, there is 
an acknowledged need for flexibility. These graziers assert that if Mother Nature does not work with you, you 
need to change your plan. One rancher mentioned that she and her father, “[very] rarely do things the same way 
every year…”, which corresponds to this theme’s title quote in which ranch management is likened to a 
puzzle—one that does not always fit together perfectly. Along the same lines, several of the ranchers who 
participated in this study specifically mentioned using holistic ideas or holistic management styles, which was 
described as “trying to keep all the pieces of the puzzle in mind as we operate”. Or, more specifically: 

To me the definition of a rancher would be somebody who [is] able to balance all of the parts 
and pieces of the ecosystem: the grass, the cows, the land. When do I need to be good to my 
land, when do I need to be good to my grass, and when do I need to be good to my cows—and 
try to balance those, where as much of the time as possible all three of them are being well 
taken care of… 

In reflecting upon all of the areas in which a rancher has to be flexible, one participant stated: 

There have been lots of changes every year. I think to stay successful we have to change all the 
time because prices changes, commodities change, land values change and our goals change 
and our age changes…I think when you quit changing then you need to turn it over to the next 
generation. 
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3.2.1 Always Looking for Ways to Improve 

For the reasons mentioned above, the ranchers interviewed in this study repeatedly mentioned learning from 
experience. Their philosophies and goals are constantly changing or evolving—the learning process is never 
done and as such, flexibility is key. One participant stated that his grazing management philosophy was to graze 
his cattle as long as he can without having to buy supplemental feeds. Another shared that he had taken some 
aspects he likes from several different grazing strategies and compiled them to make his own and he continues to 
do this, as his strategy is constantly evolving. He might use some things one year and hardly at all the next 
because techniques often depend upon the ecological context. Others mentioned changing their minds several 
times and needing to stay open-minded: “Never say never, or you may be eating your own words later”. 
Overwhelmingly, these ranchers agree that they learn from each year’s experiences and each year they get better. 
Fittingly, one participant said, “New ideas come up, whether from other ranches, the university, or even 
ourselves (what we might think and just to try new things) and that is how we learn and develop and become 
better land and grass managers”.  

While reflecting upon the evolution of their grazing practices, participants discussed several specific changes to 
their operations. Some of individuals talked about how their calving seasons have changed—how it just made 
more sense to work with the natural productivity of the area and match it up with the needs of the cow/calf. 
Specifically, this meant calving later in the season, trying to match the growth of the grass with the increased 
nutritional needs of the pregnant cows. One rancher mentioned the necessity of examining how many cows your 
grass could feed and basing decisions on that criterion. He believes in utilizing his own nutrients (hay) rather 
than having to purchase from outside sources, although during drought years this becomes difficult.  

Another participant mentioned continually looking for better and different ways to do things. He also indicated 
that in the area in which he lives, there are several successful ranchers and all of them are doing things 
differently. He shared,  

My grandfather, my great grandfather and my dad they took the knowledge and technology 
that was available to them at the time and I think they were all good land managers and ranch 
managers, but we have just tried to do it our way”.  

Flexibility is an important concept, especially with all of the change ranchers face.  

3.3 Theme 3: Ranching Is an Enjoyable Way of Life 

“Because I couldn’t think of anything else I would rather do” 

There is just something about being a cowboy… “I don’t know, there is just something internally… that says this 
is what you are meant to do”, shared one rancher. He is not the only one who feels this way. Each of the 
individuals interviewed for this study thoroughly enjoys the ranching lifestyle. When asked why they ranch, 
many shared similar ideas. One individual “just can’t see [himself] doing anything else”; there is “nothing else 
I’d rather do,” commented another, while two more stated they had “always had a soft spot” or “passion” for it. 
There were also those who felt that ranching was a “calling” for them.  

Overall, these ranchers acknowledged that ranching is hard work and that, “The physical energy it takes to 
manage rangeland is not something you can just automate…you just can’t get beyond hands on”. However, 
while ranching may be hard work, it is an enjoyable way of life. While most of these ranchers do a bit of farming 
alongside their cattle operations, several mentioned the monotony of farming and sitting in a tractor. “If I was 
just a crop farmer, it really takes a lot of heart and soul out of the farm”, replied one individual. Another spoke 
about the debt of commodity farming, saying, “It is a normal procedure to have humongous overhead that is 
going to always be there. It is just a way of life”. He does not prefer that way of life—to be at the mercy of the 
markets and bankers.  

Grazing is currently meeting the needs of all individuals who participated in this study, including providing for 
their families and their own psychological/emotional needs. Among interviewees there was a recurring theme of 
job enjoyment and the need for fun. One participant explained this idea in detail:  

It certainly is not for everybody. I think a lot of it has to do with I grew up ranching. I feel a 
small sense of obligation to maybe carry on the family tradition but at the same time it goes 
way beyond that. I enjoy working with nature and the kind of ranching I do allows me to be 
very creative. Holistic ranch management is what we follow and allows us to look at the big 
picture. I get to work with animals. I get to connect with the consumer. I get to be outside. I get 
to be my own boss and that is a big thing.  
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Another shared this sense of enjoyment that comes from life on the ranch: 

Well for me, I feel charged with a certain environmental responsibility. I feel that this ranch is 
one of the things I can do that not only can make money and live the lifestyle we have here is 
amazing, with the freedom and being our own boss—I mean that’s amazing, but I feel that it is 
also a good thing what we are doing for the plants, and the CO2 and, and keeping this ground 
as close to nature as we can while still making money on it, that’s important to me. I like that, 
that’s really important to me. 

There were other reasons given as to why these individuals ranch other than having freedom in “the great 
outdoors” or being a “country boy at heart”, but the most frequent response went along the lines of “I was just 
meant to do it”.  

3.3.1 Ranching Is a Family Business 

Part of the enjoyment that comes with ranching is that it is a family endeavor, as is illustrated by this quote:  

My dad did [ranch], my granddad did. They all raised their families that way and they had 
some of the worst times and they had some of the best times and we are going through the 
same thing.  

All but one of the study participants were born into a family of ranchers, and all of them have been involved on 
the ranch the majority of their lives. One grew up on a farm, but his love of livestock persuaded him to switch 
traditions when he became an adult. Accordingly, all of these individuals began ranch responsibilities during 
their childhood. Many of those who shared their experiences believe it was natural that they be involved in the 
family business. Illustrating this point, one stated, “We have always been in the cattle business—my 
great-grandfather, my grandfather, my dad…so it was kind of natural that I was going to have some interest in 
cattle and I did”.  

In discussing the history of their ranches, two participants specifically mentioned ancestors homesteading their 
ranches; another four mentioned being the fourth generation on the land they currently steward. One shared that 
his heirs will be the fifth generation to run this family business: “[We] are the fourth generation. We now have a 
fifth generation, my son and his wife, here on this end of the ranch that I now operate. My brother and his 
son-in-law and daughter operate what used to be the northern part of the ranch”. This is a multi-family and 
multi-generational operation. Another mentioned his wife being the fifth generation; his kids being the sixth 
generation and grandkids the seventh generation. As these ranchers age, each of them mentioned the importance 
of ranch succession and of the thirteen interviewed, twelve planned (or hoped) for their children to take over, 
even those with young children. One stated, “I have three young kids that are involved in my ranching and to 
truly be sustainable in an operation like farming and ranching it has to go to the next generation”. 

These ranchers shared that the ranching lifestyle can be a great way to instill responsibility and reward into 
children. Two with young children discussed making chores and ranch life fun, so that it would be an enticing 
legacy to continue. “Work hard, play hard” was a motto mentioned. One rancher shared, “…for now my 
intention is to really try to do this in a way that we can build it that the future generations have that opportunity if 
they wish….” He emphasized not pressuring them, but making ranch life an enjoyable and interactive process in 
which the kids have a part in the decision-making process. He has told his daughter, “[y]ou can decide whether 
you want to keep growing your herd as you get into college. If you decide you don’t like cattle and you want to 
go do something different you can just cash in your college fund and sell your cowherd”. 

While there is hope and preparation for future generations to take their place, these ranchers know it is not 
guaranteed, as interests vary among their heirs. The one rancher without a current successor shared that he had 
daughters, all of whom live in urban areas and have no interest in ranching. To that end, he and his wife will 
need to find someone to care for their land: “My wife and I are both really conscious to detail in all of our 
management, so we told each other it’s going to be difficult to find somebody to manage it the way we have and 
would like to see that continue”. He mentioned possible solutions, including specific lease agreements and 
working with interns who share similar management values. Another rancher, who is currently in the process of 
transitioning, shared, “I try to include my daughter and son-in-law in the business where we can carry on the 
operation to the next generation with responsibility; and try to treat people as I would like to be treated”. He 
mentioned that it can be difficult for the older generation to let go, especially when they love the ranch life, but 
that age and health push the process along. 

…[I]t doesn’t matter who it is, every person has a different way to do stuff, and it’s sometimes hard to 
watch somebody do it different than you do it. But that doesn’t mean it’s right or wrong. It doesn’t mean 
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I am right, and it doesn’t mean that the next person is wrong. It is just different. What works for one 
person won’t work for the other, and realizing that and accepting it and stuff, that is all part of the 
transition… 

The phenomenon of ranch succession will be an important area of study in coming years, as the average age of 
farmers/ranchers is 57 (USDA, 2012b). In discussing this aging demographic at a New Farmer Forum in 2012, 
US Secretary of Agriculture Tom Vilsack said, “If left unchecked, this could threaten our ability to produce the 
food we need – and also result in the loss of tens of thousands of acres of working lands that we rely on to clean 
our air and water” (USDA, 2012b). It is important to ensure not only the future of food, but also the continued 
stewardship of grasslands.  

3.4 Theme 4: Stewardship Is a Calling. 

[I] think for the perception of ranching we need to do a great job of taking care of our 
resources and whether its water or its grass or its soil, you just have to continually work to 
make it better, and to me that is what the ultimate rancher is, it’s to take care of what God’s 
given you to have control of. I know there is the financial part and all that but that isn’t, to me 
the satisfying part. [I] guess I’ve never been in it for the big bucks you know, I never have… 

This theme overlaps with each of the previous ones, but it delves a bit deeper in illustrating the character of these 
ranchers. For them, stewardship is not just an enjoyable job; it is a calling. None of the participants in this study 
would trade this lifestyle. As the previous theme stated: there is nothing they would rather do. Ranching allows 
them the flexibility to be home when their children get off of the bus and to attend their children’s sporting 
events. They are able to be independent, enjoy the outdoors, and work for themselves. Each person interviewed 
for this project very much enjoys animal husbandry. While not all of those interviewed consider themselves 
cowboys, there were a few who mentioned that aspect specifically, “Oh, I like to cowboy. I like to just be outside 
and I like animals, love to ride a horse.” 

In regard to their grassland management decisions, several of these individuals could be labeled as analytical: 
examining themselves and their practices frequently and changing when they thought it was necessary. Continual 
learning came up on several occasions. As previously discussed, constantly looking for ways to improve and 
trying new things are prevalent in this group. Whether it is joining pasture groups or talking with their neighbors, 
attending conferences, or searching the internet, most of these individuals do not assume to know it all and try 
not to “let [their] pride get in the way of [their] thought process”. This helps them in remaining open minded. As 
such, one characterized himself as fearless while another mentioned not being afraid to take risks and make 
mistakes and has no problem asking for advice.  

Stewardship was mentioned multiple times and there were multiple biblical references throughout the interviews. 
This was especially true when discussing what was special about their ranch or what their management 
philosophies were. Fittingly one participant stated, “We try to live by what the Good Book says; try to make it 
better every year”. Later when sharing his philosophy he said: 

Oh, just pass it on to the next generation and be profitable and take care of the ground like it is 
supposed to be taken care of. Like the good Lord says, you are supposed to leave it in better 
shape than what it was when ya took it over, and this is kinda our philosophy and we want to 
pass it on to the next generations”. 

Similarly, one rancher concluded his interview with this: 

You have to be thankful for one thing anytime you ever finish anything. It isn’t me and it isn’t 
you. That isn’t my land. The good Lord does what He does and I know there are times I throw 
my hands up and wonder why in the devil He is doing what He is and lately that has been 
happening a lot. We do need to be real thankful for what we have and where we are at, and 
what we are doing and [having] the ability to do what we are doing, because He is the one that 
makes the decisions to whether we come and go or fail or succeed or whatever. So, if I had to 
end the story with anything I would have to say that we have got to be thankful for Him and 
what He has given us and what He is allowing us to do. 

It is clearly important to these ranchers that they take good care of the soil, the grass, the animals, and their 
families. 

4. Discussion 
As the interviews with these progressive ranchers revealed, there are many factors internal and external to their 



www.ccsenet.org/sar Sustainable Agriculture Research Vol. 5, No. 2; 2016 

111 
 

operations that affect grassland management decisions. Nature or weather related variables appear to be the most 
recognized influences regarding decision-making. These factors are beyond individual control and require much 
flexibility in planning and goal setting. All of these ranchers base their grassland decisions on the “big picture” 
or “over the long-term” recognizing that what might make them a quick profit today may negatively influence 
their revenue stream in the future. Accordingly, managing the grass sustainably is understood to help the 
longevity and profitability of their businesses, so land quality is of the utmost importance. None of the ranchers 
interviewed for this study feel pressure to convert their pasture to cropland even with the recent price of corn and 
soy commodities. This is partly due to the areas in which some of them live, as the land is not arable, but also 
because some consider their land a valuable resource worth conserving. Several ranchers expressed lack of 
interest in full time farming as a deterrent to land conversion. Several farm part-time, although mostly as a 
complimentary business, but have no interest in full-time farm life. They very much enjoy their lifestyles as 
ranchers.  
In this way, grazing systems are connected with desired lifestyle. While these ranchers “enjoy a challenge”, do 
not mind hard work, and enjoy the outdoors and the freedom ranching allows, there is a personal diminishing 
return for their grazing system. They want to get the most out of their grassland and manage them to the best of 
their ability until it interrupts this desired lifestyle (i.e., does not allow for attending kids’ sports games, being 
available after school, etc.). This is the main impediment to the adoption of more intensive management 
practices. In fact, each of the participants interviewed mentioned that they have intensified their grazing practices 
throughout the evolution of their ranch. They see it as profitable and good for the environment; there is merely a 
cut-off point when moving cows gets in the way of their life.  

Although not mentioned specifically as an impediment to improved practices, many ranchers mentioned the 
increasing lack of mentorship available to them. Several mentioned former extension educators or grazing group 
leaders who had been integral to their current ways of thinking about grasslands and the way they make 
management decisions, but these mentors have since passed away and have not been replaced—or the positions 
have been filled, but now educators are responsible for several counties. Many of these ranchers continue to 
participate in social networking and attend conferences to stay up to date on information, but having someone in 
a mentor role to answer questions onsite is less frequent. Without someone to organize the group, there are fewer 
get-togethers. This leadership had been exceptionally valuable to these individuals and is certainly missed. 

Decision making on the ranch is complicated and while the management decisions that these ranchers make are 
made in real time, each of them plans for the long term. Accordingly, each of the individuals interviewed for this 
project care about the state of their grasslands, whether motivated by financial or conservation factors. As 
mentioned above, all of these ranchers have taken steps to improve their management techniques and continue to 
employ new strategies.  

Landowners will be more likely to change their grassland management in ways promoted by policy makers and 
educators if new methods can be shown to be economical, promote stewardship, and allow for flexible 
implementation. Because rancher livelihoods are connected to the land, and they are long-term goal oriented, they 
need to see how management recommendations or voluntary conservation programs will benefit their cash flow, 
their pastures, their animals, and their families. 
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