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W R I T T E N  B Y   C O L L E E N  R O B I N S O N ,  F O R E S T  S T E W A R D S  G U I L D .  

F E A T U R I N G   O R E G O N  S T A T E  U N I V E R S T Y ' S  W O M E N  O W N I N G  W O O D L A N D S  N E T W O R K .  

I N  P A R T N E R S H I P  W I T H  T H E  S U S T A I N I N G  F A M I L Y  F O R E S T S  I N I T I A T I V E ,  W I T H  A  G R A N T  

F R O M  T H E  U S  F O R E S T  S E R V I C E ,  S T A T E  A N D  P R I V A T E  F O R E S T R Y .  

In  2005  Oregon  State  Univers ity  Forestry  and  Natural  Resources  Extension

brought  together  a  female  forest  landowner  steer ing  committee  to

develop  Oregon ’s  Women  Owning  Woodlands  Network .  This  i s  their

success  story .
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SUCCESS LOOKS 
LIKE. . .

AN IDEA BORNE 
OUT OF NEED

She  had  lost  her  husband  two

years  before .  He  was  always  the

one  to  do  the  forest  management

stuff  while  she  managed  horses !

Now  she  was  left  without  a  clue  of

how  she  should  manage  the  forest .

Her  plan  was  to  just  -  let  i t  be .

Accompanying  her  f r iend  who

invited  her  on  an  informal  Oregon

WOWNet  hike  changed  everything

and  left  her  in  tears  of  rel ief .  After

talking  with  women  on  the  hike

who  are  managing  forests  on  their

own ,  she  said  she  felt  l ike  she

could  do  i t  too .  She  instantly  felt

she  had  a  support  network  and  a

huge  barr ier  was  l i f ted .  I t ’s

amazing  what  a  walk  in  the  woods ,

with  peers ,  can  do !  

In  2005  at  Oregon  State  Univers ity

(OSU )  Forestry  and  Natural

Resources  Extension ,  Nicole  Strong

was  the  only  female  extension

forester  on  staff .    

OSU  was  not  unique  in  this  regard .

In  fact ,  at  the  t ime ,  the  forestry

workforce  and  forest  landowner

base  were  male -dominated .  Many

women  felt  marginal ized  and  were

often  in  the  back  of  the  room  and

disengaged  i f  they  attended

forestry  programs  at  al l .  Nicole

attended  an  Oregon  Woodland

Owner  Associat ion  forestry  tour

and  a  group  of  f ive  women  in  the

back  of  a  truck  mentioned  having

their  own  group ,  so  they  could  talk

about  this  stuff  and  ask  the

“stupid ”  quest ions .    
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IDEAS INTO 
ACTION
Ideas  into  action  

In  2005  Oregon  State  Univers ity

(OSU )  Forestry  and  Natural

Resources  Extension  brought

together  a  female  forest

landowner  steer ing  committee

to  develop  Oregon ’s  Women

Owning  Woodlands  Network

(WOWNet ) .  This  Extension

program  was  designed  to :   

a )  recognize  the  growing

number  of  women  taking  a

wide  array  of  active  woodland

management  roles ,   

b )  raise  basic  forestry  and

decis ion -making  ski l l  levels

among  women  woodland

managers  through  hands -on

educational  opportunit ies ,   

c )  support  and  increase

women ’s  access  to  forestry -

related  resources ,  and   

d )  encourage  communication

among  Oregon ’s  women

woodland  managers  through

the  development  of  statewide

and  local  networks .   

In  i ts  f i rst  four  years ,  this

program  grew  to  include  over

300  members  in  nine  counties ,

holding  24  -  36  local  programs

per  year .  

Nicole  ran  with  that .  She  knew  women

were  playing  an  increasing  role  in

forest  management  and  ownership

and  said ,  “Just  because  most  of  them

are  not  out  there  running  a  chainsaw ,

they  are  st i l l  managers . ”   She

researched  the  increasing  number  of

women  landowners ,  ref lected  on  a

Pennsylvania  group  that  did  a

women ’s  workshop  she  attended ,  and

she  built  her  ideas  for  Oregon

WOWNet .  

2



ABOUT OSU

BARRIERS THEN 
AND NOW

Tif fany  Hopkins ,  who  now

coordinates  the  OSU  program  says

that  “Oregon  WOWNet  i s  a  peer

learning  group ,  so  we  focus  on

part ic ipants  being  able  to  learn

from  one  another .  We  put  value  on

the  knowledge  they  bring  to  the

table . ”  Typical ly ,  experts  come  and

do  a  presentat ion  or  interact ive

learning  experience ,  but  then

always  incorporate  t ime  for

quest ions ,  learning ,  and  sharing .

That  i s  what  sets  WOWNet  apart

from  other  forestry  education

programs  that  women  attend .  Most

of  the  WOW  groups  national ly

str ive  toward  that  goal  because

anecdotes  and  peer -reviewed

research  say  women  are  looking  for

a  community  they  are  a  part  of  and

fit  into .  One  OSU  WOWNet  program

member  said ,  

OSU  WOWNet  offers  dif ferent  types

of  workshops :  

Weekend  retreats  for  women  al l

over  the  state .  

Local ized  events ,  which  are  in  a

specif ic  county ,  with  local

part ic ipants .  

I don’t have a lot of 
other women friends 
who want to talk to 

me about trees. I 
come here for that.

The  program  currently  has  about  150

members ,  spanning  18  Oregon

counties .  Some  areas  are  more

developed ,  and  some  counties  just

have  a  few  women  who  are  interested .

For  those  more  scattered ,  they  might

just  come  to  retreats ,  or  part ic ipate

virtual ly ,  or  drive  very  far ,  or  get

together  with  each  other .  2017  had  6

local  workshops .  Retreats  are  every

other  year .  

Start ing  and  maintaining  programs

are  not  s imple  tasks .  For  Oregon

WOWNet ,  Nicole  remembers

start ing  out ,  “Our  biggest  barr ier

was  overcoming  the  concern  that

we  would  be  competing  with  other

resources  or  f ragmenting  the

community .  Early  on ,  there  was  a

feel ing  that  there  was  only  a

l imited  amount  of  landowner

support  or  engagement  to  go

around .    
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In  response ,  we  were  very

thoughtful  about  art iculat ing

program  goals  and  strategies  that

complemented  exist ing  programs ,

and  focused  on  engaging  women

landowners  with  our  other

resources ,  educational  programs ,

technical  assistance ,  and

landowner  organizat ions .  After  the

f i rst  year  or  two ,  we  al l  real ized

that  the  more  inclusive  you

become ,  the  more  your  support

and  community  grows .  In  fact ,  the

WOWNet  program  fostered  a  more

hol ist ic  view  of  forest

management ,  which  broadened

the  f ie ld  of  benefic iar ies . ”  

After  a  few  years ,  the  barr ier

shi fted  to  leadership  capacity .

Nicole  said ,  “We  just  couldn ’t  get

part ic ipants  comfortable  leading

and  organizing  events ,  they  always

wanted  an  ‘expert ’  there . ”  

Today ,  barr iers  st i l l  exist  and  the

WOWNet  program  works  hard  to

break  them  down ,  with  increasing

success .  The  top  three  chal lenges

Ti f fany  sees  are :  

1 .  How  women  view  themselves .  She

said ,  “We  would  have  more  women  in

our  network  i f  women  could  identi fy

easier  as  a  woodland  owner  or

manager .  Most  don ’t  identi fy  that

way . ”    

2 .  A  lack  of  confidence  in  making

management  decis ions .  Tif fany

explains ,  “This  stems  f rom  a  lack  of

knowledge  or  education  around

part icular  management  areas .  Women

come  to  us  to  build  that  education  and

knowledge  base  in  an  environment

that  feels  comfortable  to  them .  

3 .  The  same  lack  of  confidence  at  other

educational  events  and  workshops .

Many  women  won ’t  ask  quest ions ,  or

they  feel  l ike  they  wil l  be  viewed  as

dumb  or  stupid ,  so  they  don ’t

part ic ipate  actively  outside  of  the

WOWNet  experiences  and  resources .  

We offer a welcoming 
and comfortable network 

regardless of a participant’s 
level of management 

knowledge or experience.
- Tiffany Hopkins
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Tif fany  says  these  barr iers  are

general ly  present  across  the  nation .

She  started  a  WOW  group  in  West

Virginia  in  graduate  school  and  recal ls

many  s imilar it ies .  On  a  whole

national ly ,  “We  are  try ing  to  break  this

down .  We  offer  a  welcoming  and

comfortable  network  regardless  of  a

part ic ipant ’s  level  of  management

knowledge  or  experience , ”  said

Ti f fany .  The  results  take  t ime  to

manifest ,  and  the  Oregon  WOWNet  i s

soon  to  publish  results  regarding  the

program ’s  impact .  Nicole  shared  that ,

“We  are  seeing  an  increase  in

management  actions .  For  example ,

women  who  have  written  a

management  plan ,  managed  invasive

species ,  assessed  forest  health ,  and

conducted  a  harvest .  In  addit ion ,

women  are  increasing  furthering  their

stewardship  education  by  attending

other  woodland  owner  events ,

contacting  forestry  professionals ,

jo ining  their  woodland  owner

associat ions ,  and  more ,  based  on  their

init ia l  part ic ipation  in  WOWNet .  

According  to  Tif fany ,  key  aspects  to

success  are :  

1 .  Helping  people  identi fy  accurately

from  the  start ,  by  naming  your

program  “Women  Owning  Woodlands ”

or  something  s imilar ,   

2 .  The  peer  learning ,  so  people  have  an

opportunity  to  be  the  “expert ”  and

learn  f rom  others  with  s imilar

backgrounds ,  and   

3 .  General  education ,  provided  through

dif ferent  opportunit ies  to  part ic ipate

at  var ious  levels ,  so  people  can  feel

comfortable  talking  about  the  topics .

Offer  whatever  you  can  for  f ree ,  using

common  language .  “We  inst i l l  the

confidence  of  knowledge ,  so  they  can

talk  about  dif ferent  i ssues  and  go  to

workshops  and  speak  about  this  stuff , ”

Tif fany  says .  “So  many  women  say  they

feel  confident  going  to  other  forestry

events  or  becoming  part  of  the  Oregon

Forest  Owners  Network  because  they

went  to  the  WOWNet  workshops  f i rst .  

Tif fany  and  Nicole  offer  the

fol lowing  pieces  of  advice  to  anyone

thinking  of  start ing  a  WOW  program

in  their  area :  

1 .  Especial ly  in  places  where  there

isn ’t  much  support  or  knowledge  of

the  need  already ,  be  prepared  for

the  push  back ,  and  know  i t  i s  worth

the  struggle .    

KEYS TO 
SUCCESS

ADVICE TO 
PEERS
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Tif fany  said ,  “ I  had  worked  with

Oregon  WOWNet  as  a  volunteer

and  there  was  a  lot  of  support .  I

thought  when  I  went  to  West

Virginia  to  start  something ,

everyone  would  think  i t  was  as

great  as  I  did .  They  didn ’t ,  at  f i rst .

But ,  as  soon  as  you  offer  a

successful  program ,  i t  i s  mind -

blowing  how  much  posit ive  energy

comes  out  of  the  workshops . ”   

2 .  Find  a  couple  of  women  who  are

passionate  about  i t  and  start  there .

They  wil l  motivate  you  to  keep

going  and  remind  you  that  people

are  interested .  They  wil l  help  you

f ind  others  who  are  interested .  The

rest  of  the  stuff  starts  to  fa l l

together  after  that .  They  wil l  help

you  get  through  inert ia ,  naysayers ,

and  small  budgets .  

A  wife  of  a  ret i red  forester  always

f igured  he  had  a  head  start  on  her

regarding  aspects  of  woodland

management .  She  didn ’t  know

about  WOWNet  before  she  went

through  a  Master  Woodland

Manager  (MWM )  Program ,  str iv ing

to  learn  and  “catch  up . ”  Then ,  she

attended  WOWNet  workshops  to

learn  even  more .  She  didn ’t  have  a

management  plan  when  she

started .  Now  she  does .  She  hosted

a  WOWNet  workshop  and  talked  to

others  about  management

planning .  She  shared  her  plan ,

walked  to  those  areas  of  her

property ,  and  pointed  stuff  out  to

workshop  part ic ipants .    

In  addit ion  to  real ized  goals ,  success

can  come  in  the  form  of  pleasant

surprises .  The  most  rewarding  may

be  f r iendship  and  community .  Many

landowners  are  either  coming  back

to  rural  l iv ing  or  are  new  to  i t .  In

that  environment ,  i t  can  be  hard  to

make  f r iends  and  build  a  social

support  network .  WOWNet  serves

the  same  role  as  other  community

centers ,  such  as  churches .  Their  love

of  the  land  establ ishes  common

values ,  and  they  grow  f rom  there .  

        

Surprise success!

SUCCESS 
LOOKS LIKE. . .

Now ,  she  has  taught  so  many ,  so

much  about  forest  management ,  al l

of  i t  f rom  someone  who  thought  her

husband  knew  more  than  she  ever

could ,  because  of  his  head  start .  

Oregon  WOWNet  wants  to  reach  more

women  in  the  less  active ,  more  rural

counties .  Funding ,  travel ,  and

coordination  there  i s  more  dif f icult .

There  appear  to  be  fewer  women

interested  too ,  so  the  effort  to  impact

rat io  i s  dif f icult .  WOWNet  i s  hoping  to

pi lot  a  program  this  year  for  interested

local  women  to  coordinate  and  run

those  events .  These  “spark  plug  ladies ”

wil l  be  experts  in  their  area .  


