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Landowners and the Conservation Reserve Program: 

Understanding Motivations and Needs to Cultivate Participation, Retention,  

and Ongoing Stewardship Behaviors 
 

Human dimensions researchers at Virginia Tech are working with Bird Conservancy of the Rockies (BCR), Playa Lakes 

Joint Venture (PLJV), and USDA Farm Service Agency (FSA) to study the behavior and motivations of current and past 

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) participants within the Playa Lakes region of the United States. CRP, which is the 

largest private lands conservation program in the U.S., establishes vital wildlife habitat by paying producers a yearly 

rental payment to remove cropland from production and restore grasslands and playas. Two-thirds of the acreage covered 

under CRP contracts in the Playa Lakes region are due to expire between 2020-2022, creating the potential for substantial 

habitat loss for migratory birds and other species if these lands revert to crops. This study seeks to understand producer 

decision-making and behaviors both during and after CRP participation in order to improve CRP enrollment and the 

persistence of wildlife-friendly land stewardship after CRP contracts end. It thus focuses on four critical questions: 

1) Why do landowners participate in CRP? 

2) To what extent do landowners who no longer participate in CRP continue to keep their land in grass without the 

financial incentive to do so? 

3) If landowners continue to manage their land consistent with CRP guidelines without the financial incentive to do 

so, what factors predict this continued behavior?  

4) What do landowners need that would help catalyze stewardship behavior after CRP contracts end? 
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Methods 

We are conducting a mixed-methods study using both qualitative and quantitative data collection. In the summer of 2017, 

project personnel interviewed and performed participant observation with producers and FSA and Natural Resources 

Conservation Service (NRCS) staff in southwestern Kansas and southeastern Colorado. We also held focus groups with 

landowners in three locations across the study region (Figure 1, next page). This portion of the project provided in-depth 

understanding of landowner perspectives and informed the development of two mail surveys: one for current CRP 

participants and another for producers who left the program within the last five years, either voluntarily or due to limits on 

enrollment. These surveys were administered during the summer of 2018, and our team is currently analyzing the 733 

completed responses we received. 

 

Preliminary Findings 

Our research has provided insight into how CRP is functioning for landowners currently and how it can be improved to 

better serve and engage private landowners in the future. In our interviews, informal conversations, and focus groups, 

producers have described the ways in which their CRP enrollment and post-CRP land management are driven by 

financial and familial considerations as well as the physical characteristics of their fields. For these landowners, the 

decision to maintain grasslands is multi-dimensional, contingent upon a variety of factors including other options for 

generating revenue from the land; the need to stabilize and improve soil conditions on their property; behavioral inertia 

and the availability of equipment; and their long-term aspirations related to farming. Our interactions with landowners 

have also unearthed tensions between landowner priorities and the programmatic focus and rules of CRP. The producers 

we met with are interested in CRP management that is flexible and farm-specific, accommodating local site conditions 

and producer knowledge. In our ongoing analysis of survey responses, we are exploring the resonance of these 

perspectives from the qualitative phase among a broader sample of producers in the Playa Lakes region.  
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Next Steps 

➢ Co-production of recommendations. In January 2019, the research team will be hosting a workshop with partners 

at BCR, PLJV, and FSA and NRCS staff to discuss the results of this study and co-produce related 

recommendations for CRP policy and implementation. 

➢ Finalization of study report. A complete study report, including recommendations for effective CRP delivery, 

will be available in early spring 2019. 

➢ Publication of findings. Members of the research team, in collaboration with study partners, are preparing 

manuscripts for peer-reviewed publication that communicate study findings and their broader relevance for 

habitat conservation incentive programs. One of these papers will focus on the factors that predict the persistence 

of conservation behavior after CRP participation ends. Another manuscript will compare producer perceptions of 

the impact of CRP on the landscape with measurements of field quality produced by United States Geological 

Survey (USGS) staff.  

➢ Translation and implementation of research. To ensure that this study shapes conservation practice on the 

ground, Virginia Tech researchers will plan in-person work sessions in each state where research was conducted 

and in the national FSA office in order to discuss the utility of study results and provide support necessary for 

their application. The research team will also develop print and web-based materials to aid in the translation and 

dissemination of study findings.  

 
Research Team includes Virginia Tech (Dr. Ashley Dayer, Dr. Mike Sorice, Dr. Jessica Barnes, Ashley Gramza, Ally 

Steinmetz, Mary Sketch, & Tomás Nocera), Bird Conservancy of the Rockies, Farm Service Agency, and Playa Lakes 

Joint Venture.  

 

For more information: contact Ashley Dayer, dayer@vt.edu, (540) 231-8847. 

 
Figure 1. Study area within the Playa Lakes Joint Venture region, indicating the 

counties in which qualitative and quantitative data collection was conducted. 
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