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Short Summary 19 

 This article describes an analysis of two studies that look at trust between community 20 

members and local land management agencies in the context of fire management in Australia and 21 

the United States. Findings suggest common characteristics exist and can be focused on to build 22 

trust in both countries. 23 
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 24 

Abstract 25 

As a result of the increasing environmental and social costs of wildfire, fire management 26 

agencies face ever-growing complexity in their management decisions and interactions with the 27 

public.  The success of these interactions with community members may be facilitated through 28 

building community-agency trust in the process of providing public input opportunities and 29 

community engagement and education activities.  Without trust, the public may become 30 

frustrated in their interactions with the agency and withhold support for management decisions.  31 

This study takes a comparative case approach using interview data from communities near the 32 

King Valley Fires in Victoria, Australia, and the B & B Fires in Oregon, USA.  Several themes 33 

emerge that are common to both sites, including components of trustworthiness and actions or 34 

activities that contribute to a trusting relationship or environment.  Key findings suggest trust and 35 

trustworthiness can be addressed interpersonally and institutionally and that flexible policies are 36 

important for implementation of locally-appropriate outreach and management plans.  37 

 38 

Introduction   39 

Wildfires have increased in frequency and severity in both Australia and the United 40 

States, causing considerable environmental, economic and social consequences to fire-prone 41 

communities in recent years (Victorian Government 2008; National Interagency Fire Center 42 

2012).  For example, in the Australian state of Victoria, wildfires have burned extensive areas 43 

(e.g., more than one million hectares burned in the 2002-03 and 2006-07 fire seasons) and caused 44 

significant loss of life and property (e.g., 173 lives, more than 2000 homes lost during ‘Black 45 
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Saturday’ in 2009). In the US, annual wildfire acreages have surpassed one million hectares 46 

every year since 2000, with six of those years topping three million hectares.   47 

As a result of the increasing environmental and social costs of wildfire, fire management 48 

agencies face ever-growing complexity in their management decisions and interactions with the 49 

public.  In both countries, agencies are challenged to find a balance among their mission and 50 

goals, institutional constraints, scientific and technical expertise, public input and concern, and 51 

competing contexts, values and political pressures (Shindler 2000; Dombeck et al. 2004; 52 

Davenport et al. 2007; Jakes and Nelson 2007).  Additionally, managing agencies frequently find 53 

themselves needing to work with and communicate management decisions to fire-prone 54 

communities to help them prepare for and recover from wildfire (Olsen and Shindler 2007; CFA 55 

2008; Steelman 2008).  Successful community-agency interactions may be facilitated through 56 

trust built in the process of providing public input opportunities and community engagement and 57 

education activities (DSE 2005; Longstaff and Yang 2008; Elsworth et al. 2009; Olsen and 58 

Shindler 2010).  Without trust, the public may become frustrated in their interactions with the 59 

agency and withhold support for management decisions or actively oppose planned public lands 60 

activities (Shindler et al. 2002; Winter et al. 2004; Stern 2008).   61 

An increasing number of studies examine the role of trust in facilitating constructive 62 

dialogue and decision-making, and generating public support for agency management strategies 63 

(e.g., Paton 2007; Vaske et al. 2007; Longstaff and Yang 2008; Stern 2008; Shindler et al. 2009; 64 

Toman et al. 2011; Smith et al. 2012).  However, there has been little effort to bring together the 65 

lessons learned from international settings.      66 

 67 

Literature Review 68 
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Conceptually, trust may be considered a unique form of a relationship that entails 69 

vulnerability to and uncertainty about another party’s actions when one or both parties are 70 

dependent on the other to fulfill its interests (Rousseau et al. 1998; Mollering 2006; Earle et al. 71 

2007). It is often posited that trust is based on positive expectations that the other party will 72 

fulfill its obligations in the relationship (i.e., trust is based on perceptions of trustworthiness) 73 

(Mayer et al. 1995; Rousseau et al. 1998).Therefore, trustworthiness is a quality of the person 74 

being trusted while trusting is something that the person doing the trusting does (Mayer et al. 75 

1995).  Hence, a person’s trustworthiness is likely to influence how much you trust them to do 76 

something for you.  Most trust research does not distinguish between trust and trustworthiness, 77 

instead referring to ‘types’ or ‘levels’ of trust, or describing trust as part of a dispositional trait 78 

(e.g., Ryan and Klug 2005; Earle and Siegrist 2006; McFarlane et al. 2012; Smith et al. 2012).  79 

However, others have clearly delineated trust and trustworthiness as distinct concepts (Mayer et 80 

al. 1995; Sharp et al. 2012) and many trust researchers examine both concepts but do not 81 

illuminate the distinctions (e.g., Davenport et al. 2007; Earle et al. 2007). 82 

Considerable research effort has gone into improving our understanding of how trust and 83 

trustworthiness is gained or lost.  Factor analytic studies (e.g., Poortinga and Pidgeon 2003) and 84 

literature reviews (e.g., Johnson 1999) in risk management research have suggested that the 85 

trustworthiness construct can be reduced to two or three key components: competence, care, and 86 

honesty/ openness/ consensual values. These components mirror the seminal work of Mayer et 87 

al. (1995) who summarized numerous components identified in previous business studies into 88 

three key trustworthiness components of ability (i.e., competence), benevolence (i.e., care, 89 

sincerity) and integrity (i.e. honesty, openness, shared values). Earle et al. (2007) suggest that the 90 

characteristic of ability reflects a perception of performance which ultimately influences 91 
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perceptions of confidence, and the characteristics of benevolence (e.g. sincerity) and integrity 92 

reflect a perception relevant to morality which influences a relational form of trust.  93 

The type, duration, history and intensity of a relationship are suggested to influence the 94 

development of trust. For example, the number of past interactions, the duration of the current 95 

relationship (Shapiro et al. 1992), the frequency of interactions, the emotional closeness between 96 

trustor and trustee, and the parties’ relationships with mutual contacts (Burt and Knez 2006), are 97 

all relationship characteristics which are positively associated with trust. Negative events 98 

affecting relationship parties are believed to damage trust more quickly than positive events can 99 

build it (Slovic 1999), yet in other circumstances the presence of trust may provide a buffer 100 

against negative events (Earle and Siegrist 2006; McCool et al. 2006; Burns et al. 2008). 101 

Similarly, Davenport et al. (2007) suggest that most trust research focuses on the positives of 102 

trust because distrust is considered a barrier to effective management; however, distrust may be 103 

seen as positive when it involves a healthy skepticism and critical thinking about whether a 104 

person or agency is acting within established norms and frameworks (Parkins 2010).  105 

Previous research in the natural resource management context has shown that trust is 106 

critical in achieving public acceptance of fire and fuels management strategies (Brunson and 107 

Evans 2005; Vogt et al. 2005; McCaffrey 2006; Olsen and Shindler 2010) and diminishing 108 

opposition and skepticism between communities and natural resource management agencies in 109 

collaborative planning processes (Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000; Lachapelle and McCool 2012). 110 

It is suggested that trust can act as a social lubricant in relationships (Putnam 2000) through 111 

encouraging open communication, cooperation and continuing interactions (Rousseau et al. 112 

1998; Six 2005).  For example, Toman and colleagues (2008a) found community participants on 113 

an agency-sponsored field trip indicated an increase in trust and good will for the USDA Forest 114 
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Service in one Oregon community because of the agency’s openness and opportunities for 115 

interpersonal communication with agency personnel. Synthesis work by McCaffrey and 116 

colleagues (2012a, b) also highlight the importance of interactivity. Recent research posits that 117 

building trust also helps build a sense of ownership that is key to community wildfire plan 118 

success (Lachapelle and McCool 2012).  Similarly, when community members lack knowledge 119 

about a hazard like wildfire, trust has been found to positively correlate with perceived risks and 120 

benefits of the hazard (Cvetkovich and Winter 2007). Other research has found trust correlates 121 

highly with acceptance of agency management strategies on public lands after fire (Olsen and 122 

Shindler 2010).      123 

A range of factors at the individual, agency and institutional level may influence public 124 

trust in wildfire management agencies.  Specific characteristics of agency staff, such as sincerity, 125 

commitment, inclusiveness (Shindler and Aldred-Cheek 1999), care, competence, credibility 126 

(Winter et al. 2004), consensual values (Earle and Cvetkovich 1995; Winter and Cvetkovich 127 

2003), as well as beliefs about how agency staff will act and their capacity to do so (Liljeblad et 128 

al. 2009), are all considered to be important contributors to public perceptions of trustworthiness.  129 

Research in the context of water resource management suggests that trust built at the individual 130 

manager level may impact trust in the broader agency (Leahy and Anderson 2008). At the 131 

agency level, research suggests that trust is centered on community members’ perceptions of the 132 

similarity of values between the agencies and themselves (Vaske et al. 2007; Winter and 133 

Cvetkovich 2008).  Institutional characteristics, such as the processes used for public 134 

consultation and engagement, may also influence trusting relationships (Zucker, 1986; Rus 2005; 135 

Toman et al. 2008b).  For example, public trust in managing agencies may be diminished if 136 

community members feel that their concerns are not effectively addressed or that they have no 137 
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voice in the wildfire preparation and planning process (Olsen and Shindler 2007; Cottrell et al. 138 

2008; Sharp et al. 2009).   139 

 Despite the growth in trust literature related to natural resource management there has 140 

been little effort to bring together the lessons learned about trust across international settings. 141 

This study accomplishes this by re-examining two existing trust studies conducted in wildfire 142 

settings, one in Australia and another in the United States, in an effort to assess whether there 143 

was variability in trust dynamics across countries. Specifically, the research questions examined 144 

by this paper include: 1) What common factors influence community-agency trust-building in 145 

wildlfire management in Australia and the United States?, and 2) What specific characteristics 146 

and activities do local residents and managers attribute to being trustworthy and fostering 147 

relationships?  148 

 149 

Study Areas  150 

Two cases were examined: one in Victoria, Australia, and one in Oregon, United States 151 

(Figures 1 and 2).  Comparison of the cases showed that a primary purpose of each original study 152 

was to identify factors affecting community-agency interactions and trust.   Further comparison 153 

of the cases showed that all involved lightning-caused, large fires that commanded considerable 154 

media attention and posed threats to relatively small, rural communities.  These similarities 155 

suggested it would be useful to conduct a more formal comparison of the studies’ findings to 156 

generate an understanding of common factors affecting community-agency trust across contexts 157 

and countries.  Table 1 shows some of the similarities and differences of the cases. 158 

 159 

[Figures 1 and 2 and Table 1 about here] 160 
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 161 

Victoria, Australia (King Valley Fires)  162 

The King Valley study focused on fire-affected communities in the Rural City of 163 

Wangaratta local government area, approximately 2.5 hours north of Melbourne (see Figure 1).  164 

The King Valley population is just under 2,000, and the area is dominated by agricultural 165 

production, primarily premium wine grapes, dairy and beef cattle, and horticultural crops.  166 

Tourism is also important as the area is a key access point to surrounding public land.   167 

Wildfire management in Australia is primarily state-based.  In Victoria, the Country Fire 168 

Authority (CFA) on private lands, and the Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE) 169 

are responsible for wildfire planning, preparation and response on private and public lands, 170 

respectively.   The CFA has local brigades (roughly equivalent to volunteer fire departments) 171 

that are comprised of volunteers drawn from the local community and centrally-organized by 172 

paid staff at the regional and state level. The DSE is organized at the state level and staffed with 173 

paid employees.  The CFA and DSE work together to manage large fires which span public-174 

private boundaries.   175 

Lightning ignited two rounds of fires in the King Valley in 2006-07, burning much of the 176 

public land in the southern part of the valley.  In the area, no one was killed but four homes were 177 

lost and 5,433 hectares of private land were burned.  After the fire, information about recovery 178 

services and details about issues residents were likely to encounter, such as replacing fencing and 179 

attending to stock injuries, was available at community meetings.  The DSE and CFA staff also 180 

explained strategies for rehabilitating public and private land.  Community organizations such as 181 

the local health department, St. Vincent De Paul and financial counselors also attended these 182 
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meetings.  Later, community debriefs provided opportunities for the community to provide input 183 

into existing or future emergency plans. 184 

 185 

Oregon, United States (Bear & Booth Complex Fires) 186 

The Bear & Booth (B&B) Complex Fires study focused on fire-affected communities in 187 

the foothills of the Cascade Mountains of central Oregon (see Figure 2), an area where recreation 188 

and amenity benefits are of high value.  The large majority of the burned area was on national 189 

forest lands, though some other ownerships were also affected.  Communities near the fire share 190 

similar amenity interests and have a history of citizen-agency cooperation over the last dozen 191 

years.  A number of communities in the region also have a strong history of timber dependent 192 

economies.  The city of Bend (pop: 76,000) is in this area, but most other communities are 193 

considerably smaller; Sisters is one of the other biggest cities at less than 2,100.  Many 194 

communities are dominated by absentee owners, with a high proportion of summer rentals in 195 

many of the neighborhoods.     196 

Lightning caused the 37,250 hectare B&B Complex Fires in summer 2003, which burned 197 

almost entirely on public land.  Wildfire management on public land in the United States is 198 

predominately handled by the USDA Forest Service, though other federal, state, local, tribal, and 199 

private entities often participate and cooperate as well.  Post-fire management plans for effected 200 

public lands were developed from 2003-2005.  Numerous outreach activities were implemented 201 

during the planning phase of the B&B Fire Recovery Project, including several agency-led 202 

public field trips conducted within weeks of containment, agency-led public meetings, and one-203 

on-one discussion with feedback from key local community groups on planning choices.  204 
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Overall, more than one hundred written comments were received by the public agencies 205 

regarding plans for the burned area.   206 

 207 

Methods 208 

Findings in this manuscript result from two distinct phases of work: 1) original individual 209 

case research, and 2) joint cross-case analysis.  210 

 211 

Phase One: Original Individual Case Research 212 

In each of the two separate studies, semi-structured interviews were independently 213 

conducted resulting in rich, qualitative data. In both cases, a qualitative approach was chosen to 214 

provide a better understanding of participants’ experiences and perceptions about trust in their 215 

own words; in other words, to address a complex issue in its natural context (Lincoln and Guba 216 

1985). Purposive sampling was used at both research sites, allowing the researchers to select 217 

potential participants based on relevant categories of interest and likely ability to answer the 218 

research questions (Robson 2002; Rubin and Rubin 2005). In both cases, interviews were 219 

concluded when a broad representation of participant types had participated and when interview 220 

responses became repetitive, suggesting the saturation point had been achieved for the research 221 

questions (Robson 2002). 222 

In Victoria, 38 fire-affected residents and ten land managers were interviewed in autumn 223 

2008 (12-18 months after the fires). In Oregon, ten fire-affected residents and five land managers 224 

were interviewed in spring 2005 (18 months after the fires). The interview protocol of both 225 

projects focused on community-agency relationships surrounding fire, and while some aspects of 226 

the projects differed (e.g., questioning on tangentially or unrelated topics), the interview 227 
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questions on trust and the ensuing discussions that took place on trust were very similar between 228 

sites. Interviews generally lasted 1-2 hours and were recorded and later transcribed at both sites. 229 

To examine the data, both an open, inductive and iterative, deductive coding process was used 230 

(Rubin and Rubin 2005; Berg 2009). Codes were then grouped into broader themes that 231 

addressed the research questions. Further details of the individual project’s analysis procedures 232 

can be found in Toman and colleagues (2008b) and Sharp and colleagues (2012).  233 

 234 

Phase Two: Joint Cross-Case Analysis 235 

The findings in this manuscript represent a cross-case analysis (Yin 2008) of qualitative 236 

data, with the case being the individual research site. A cross-case analysis is a type of case study 237 

in which more than one case is examined where some common features are studied (Robson 238 

2002; Yin 2008). This approach is appropriate because each research site does constitute a clear 239 

and independent case with distinct fire events and community responses, yet the cases could be 240 

examined and compared to address the research questions due to similarities in original research 241 

design and largely identical bodies of literature that informed both projects.   242 

The researchers began working collaboratively by initially discussing potential trust-243 

related research questions that could be answered given the respective projects and completed 244 

data collection and analysis procedures. The research questions identified in this manuscript 245 

(above) are the final set agreed upon. With these questions in mind, the researchers 246 

independently reviewed each case, noting emergent themes about building community-agency 247 

trust that were common to both cases. The researchers then worked collaboratively to compare 248 

and merge the independently-generated themes. Findings presented in this paper represent the 249 

themes with the greatest amount of supporting data common to both cases.    250 
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 251 

Results  252 

 Common findings clustered around two orientations of trust: characteristics of 253 

trustworthiness, and activities that contributed to a trusting atmosphere or relationship.  This 254 

presentation of trustworthiness as separate from trust is supported by earlier work (e.g., Mayer et 255 

al. 1995; Rousseau et al. 1998, Sharp et al. 2012). Within these two orientations, a number of 256 

themes emerged from the data, consistent to both the U.S. and Australian sites, as having a 257 

positive influence on community-agency trust-building. A visual representation of the key results 258 

can be found in Figure 3.     259 

 260 

[Figure 3 about here] 261 

 262 

Characteristics of trustworthiness 263 

Two traits arose from the collective data that constitute characteristics important to 264 

judging trustworthiness: integrity and sincerity.   265 

 266 

Integrity 267 

The concept of integrity emerged in a variety of ways in these interviews, all with the 268 

underlying point of the importance of shared norms and values.  Overall, the data showed that 269 

community trust could not be engendered if the community did not perceive that the agency or 270 

its staff would “do the right thing,” even if competence and skill in carrying out decisions was 271 

clearly demonstrated.  It appeared that some held the sometimes erroneous assumption there 272 

would be agreement on what “the right thing” includes.  For example, this Oregon resident 273 
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suggested the USDA Forest Service’s actions differed from those considered appropriate by the 274 

community:  275 

 276 

I don’t believe decisions were made for the good of the land…. People have 277 

spoken up loud and clear that they did not want [activity], yet the Forest Service 278 

did it anyway.  I don’t understand how the Forest Service makes decisions if it is 279 

obviously not for the good of the land or with the will of the people. 280 

 281 

Other participants echoed this sentiment, questioning agency management practices when 282 

it was perceived that those practices were not the best choice for the land.   283 

A related point emerged about openness and honesty, and being transparent in the 284 

planning and decision-making process; without transparency, community members 285 

voiced concerns that suggested they were unable to tell if the agencies were upholding 286 

their values, or if decisions were being made soundly. One community member in 287 

Oregon perceived that management plans were presented in a way that appeared to 288 

disguise the agency’s true intentions:  289 

 290 

One of the things…I hate is when [the agency] blurs the truth.  Just call a spade, a 291 

spade.  If the [plan] is all about economic recovery, don’t talk about restoration in 292 

the Purpose and Need.  Don’t muddle it.  I think it becomes offensive and I think 293 

it harms the credibility and trustworthiness of the agency. 294 

 295 
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 Following through on promises surfaced as a very important trait of integrity in these 296 

studies.  Promises could include large items such as planned infrastructure improvements, or 297 

smaller items such as returning phone calls or responding to enquiries about post-fire recovery 298 

assistance.  Community members in Victoria provided examples of both positive and negative 299 

experiences with promise-keeping.  For instance, an individual can positively stand out for 300 

following through: “You trusted Becky because she followed it through…whatever she said…. 301 

The trust is because she followed it through. She was the only one who did that.”  On the other 302 

hand, when community members recognize a pattern of not completing projects, agencies may 303 

lose credibility and respect as evidenced in this comment from another Victorian resident about 304 

the Department of Sustainability and Environment (DSE):  305 

 306 

We didn't have a lot of respect for the DSE at all…. No one seems to make 307 

decisions. It's all this convoluted process where no one will actually say what's 308 

happening or what's going on. They'll get things started but not seem to finish 309 

them later. 310 

 311 

As the above two examples indicate, integrity was an important characteristic not only at 312 

the interpersonal level but also at the organizational level. Indeed, some participants 313 

differentiated between a trustworthy staff member and the agency itself.  For example, one 314 

Victorian interviewee who perceived animosity between the managing agency and local 315 

landowners described one particular staff member as being trustworthy and “exceptionally good 316 

to deal with, so you don’t feel obliged to treat him in the same broad brush that you would the 317 

department [that is] bound by their token bureaucracies.”  At the same time, negative experiences 318 
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with individual personnel can also degrade the perceived integrity of the agency.  For instance, 319 

one Oregon interviewee suggested that “bad experiences with agency staff reduces the credibility 320 

of the manager but also of the agency itself and makes you a bit more distrustful for the future.”   321 

 322 

Sincerity 323 

Participants in both countries frequently talked about the importance of managers being 324 

sincere, commonly referred to as “keeping the public’s best interests at heart.”  For many, this 325 

meant paying attention to local concerns.  A resident in Oregon explained his appreciation of this 326 

local focus:  327 

 328 

One of the real pleasures here is that there are some real high-quality people here 329 

on the local ranger district.  There are 7-8 people I look on as really sensitive to 330 

the environment and local concerns, plus they’ve been here a long time.  We are 331 

lucky.   332 

 333 

This sentiment was also echoed in Australia, particularly about the Country Fire Authority’s 334 

local, volunteer-based brigades.  When local issues were not addressed, people also spoke up.  335 

Non-local state and national attention, both from the media and managing agencies, can create a 336 

barrier to trust. Demonstrating that a national approach does not engender trust, one Oregon 337 

resident said, “Overall it sure smells like politics from the national level, and I really don’t like 338 

that.” 339 

Being caring and compassionate also surfaced as key to sincerity, especially in 340 

communities that recently experienced fire because of how emotional such an event can be.  341 
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Participants noted that not all staff members and agencies demonstrated similar levels of 342 

sincerity.  For example, one Victorian interviewee described how staff from some agencies were 343 

“very empathetic and seemed to understand the emotional exhaustion which accompanies 344 

campaign fires.”  Yet, he also said one particular agency “did not exhibit much compassion” to 345 

residents who had experienced significant property damage.  Oregon respondents echoed this 346 

sentiment, tending to recognize more locally-identified agencies or personnel (e.g., local ranger 347 

district) as being more sincere than regional or national-level personnel.  For some, being caring 348 

and compassionate also meant having the integrity to be open and honest, as demonstrated by 349 

this individual from Victoria:    350 

 351 

[It is important] for them to be open, and just to be honest. Just state when they 352 

can’t do something. And state it in a - particularly after an emergency - in a way 353 

that doesn’t upset you. Because you’re not functioning for six months afterwards, 354 

really….  355 

 356 

Activities that contribute to a trusting atmosphere or relationship 357 

Two activities arose from the collective data that speak to key ways to create a trusting 358 

relationship or atmosphere: the message and process of communicating and meaningful 359 

engagement of the public.  Participants from both countries endorsed these ideas by stating in 360 

multiple ways, “it’s not only what you do, but how you do it.”   361 

 362 

Communication  363 
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Communication appeared to have a critical influence on building a trusting atmosphere or 364 

relationship in both countries.  The findings suggested that trust could be built or lost through 365 

communication in two ways: 1) the information message itself, and 2) how the communication 366 

process occurred.  In regards to the message, interviewee comments suggested that it is vital for 367 

agency staff to explain events, actions, options, activities and consequences which have impacted 368 

or have the potential to impact the community.  For example, one Victorian community member 369 

desired a more thorough explanation of events following the fire: 370 

 371 

It just absolutely amazes me…. their lack of communication, basically. Not even 372 

a letter of - not necessarily apology, but you know, an explanation: ‘this is 373 

why…’. And that doesn't seem to be really hard. To me. They would know that. 374 

They would have known that when they did it. So why is it such a big deal in 375 

telling me? 376 

 377 

Being up front about what might be “sensitive” subjects was also seen as important.  Some 378 

individuals noted that openly addressing controversial or emotionally-charged topics would 379 

make people more prepared for fire, even though some personnel were hesitant to talk about such 380 

sensitive topics.  An Oregon resident explained:   381 

 382 

The Forest Service and staff should talk about fires, because fires are going to 383 

happen and the public is starting to realize that.  We need to talk clearly about 384 

how management work now will work to give us more resilience and a greater 385 



In Press with International Journal of Wildland Fire 

18 

 

ability to absorb fire.  We must plan ahead for understanding what the impacts of 386 

fire will be on the communities. 387 

 388 

Some agency staff acknowledged that if information comes from local managers rather 389 

than regional/state/national personnel, community members seem to trust it more. In 390 

Victoria one staff member explained it well: 391 

 392 

[At community meetings, it] probably [helps] having local members of the fire 393 

brigade giving some of the information to start with. I think that helps a lot to 394 

build trust. And also if the whole operations are being coordinated and run 395 

reasonably locally as well…they respond better I think than if they are just being 396 

told and it’s a message coming from a lot further away and they don’t know 397 

whether the one sending that message actually knows what’s going on or not. 398 

  399 

The findings suggested that the process agencies used for communication also influenced 400 

trust-building.  Process includes reaching out to those who don’t typically participate, fostering 401 

two-way communication opportunities, and targeting issues that are of concern to communities, 402 

among other things.  For example, one manager in Oregon explained how they communicate 403 

with local residents:  404 

 405 

The purpose of our public outreach efforts is to get feedback, share information, 406 

answer questions, and to build a little trust...  We focused our communications on 407 

public issues …don’t spend as much time talking to the choir.  And go after those 408 
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folks who may be impacted but don’t typically come to our meetings... And 409 

whenever possible, try to talk face-to-face.  Makes you seem human, you know. 410 

 411 

Meaningful engagement 412 

Participants in both study sites wanted meaningful and inclusive opportunities for the 413 

public to contribute to forest and fuels management decisions.  An important component of 414 

making engagement meaningful for participants is ensuring it is clear how their input will be 415 

used.  A major concern of interviewees in both countries who were dissatisfied with public 416 

participation opportunities was that providing input (via written comment, public meeting, or 417 

face-to-face conversation) did not visibly influence agency decisions and actions.  One Oregon 418 

community member explained: “The Forest Service has the public input process down, they just 419 

ignore responses.  They already had their minds made up.”  Similar comments were heard in 420 

Victoria:  421 

 422 

The overall feeling I got was we were being listened to out of politeness rather 423 

than anything else. Basically, I think it was a PR exercise that they listen to our 424 

concerns. From what I’ve heard since the debriefs and that, not a lot has been 425 

taken on board. 426 

 427 

 While a few complained of public participation requirements taking too long and 428 

delaying decisions, most interviewees felt public engagement was both meaningful and 429 

appropriately cautious.  One Oregon resident expounded:  430 

 431 
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I think the public process has all been excellent – A+!  Public bus tours… gave 432 

the public a sense of what was going on and had a chance to talk about prior 433 

treatments and how they survived the fire.  Their newsletters, emailings, 434 

availability of key staff was really great.  It all may have contributed to length of 435 

time a little.  I’ve read a complaint that the team they put together was ultra-436 

cautious and covered every base.   I think that is a conservative approach …for an 437 

area that is near and dear to a lot of people’s hearts.  I think that kind of cautious 438 

approach is warranted here. 439 

 440 

Interactive and meaningful public participation activities which give community members a 441 

voice in agency decisions can lengthen the public input process, but as the individual reflects 442 

above, it can be critical in some circumstances due to the complexity of some ecological and 443 

social systems.  As one individual commented about the agency he represented: “People really 444 

appreciated that we tried to get all the science and lots of comments”.     445 

 446 

Discussion and Management Implications 447 

This study reviewed qualitative findings from communities in two countries that have 448 

different land management approaches and quite different histories with large fire, yet a number 449 

of these results suggest that the dynamics of trust and trustworthiness operate similarly in these 450 

different contexts.  Several findings are noteworthy.   451 

First, a number of the trust and trustworthiness traits and actions uncovered in this study 452 

support prior work. The trustworthiness traits of sincerity and integrity emerged as key themes in 453 

this work and included a number of subthemes (i.e., similarity in values, openness, honesty, etc.), 454 



In Press with International Journal of Wildland Fire 

21 

 

which reflect important components identified by Mayer and colleagues (1995: ability, 455 

benevolence, integrity), Johnson (1999: competence, care, consensual values) and Poortinga and 456 

Pidgeon (2003: competence, care, fairness, openness). Specific activities identified in this 457 

research that contribute to a trusting atmosphere or relationship support or parallel prior work 458 

done by Toman and colleagues (2008a, b) and key points identified in synthesis work by 459 

McCaffrey and colleagues (2012a, b). It is important to note, however, that some key stances on 460 

trust (i.e., the importance of similarity in values), emerged only as subthemes here, while other 461 

researchers have found them to be more critical in the understanding of trust. 462 

Second, it is noteworthy that most comments from interview participants were negative.  463 

In other words, community members were quick to notice when trust was missing or when 464 

agency personnel were not behaving in a trustworthy manner.  Prior research suggests there are 465 

two interpretations to consider. Other authors have highlighted the important role that skepticism 466 

or critical trust plays in risk and natural resource management (e.g., Earle et al. 2007, Parkins 467 

2010), and several quotes presented here suggest some interviewees had a healthy skepticism 468 

towards the agencies. An alternative view comes from work that suggests negative events carry 469 

more weight than positive events on trust levels (Slovic 1999).  Indeed, several agency staff 470 

members also referenced how difficult it is to recover from a single negative event.  This 471 

interpretation suggests staff must remain diligent to avoid negative labels or experiences, even in 472 

communities that have some base level of trust already built as was the case in Oregon in this 473 

study.   474 

Third, the importance of being open and honest in communication and behavior was a 475 

subtheme to integrity in this analysis, but it also emerged in a number of other places and quotes 476 

throughout the work suggesting it may be an important underlying premise to acknowledge in 477 
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community-agency interactions in fire-affected communities. While primarily occurring at the 478 

interpersonal level, this data seemed to illustrate that openness and honesty could also have an 479 

effect on how trusted agencies are as a whole. This supports earlier work by Davenport et al. 480 

(2007) and Leahy and Anderson (2008) whose research linked interpersonal trust with agency 481 

trust in federal management of grasslands and water resources, respectively.   482 

A fourth noteworthy point is that many of these same traits and actions can also be 483 

addressed at the institutional level.  Although much community-agency interaction occurs on-484 

the-ground and in person, these findings suggest that agency rules, regulations, strategies and 485 

protocols also have the potential to promote interpersonal trust-building.  For example, 486 

participants in this study spoke positively about field trips, a sentiment that echoes previous 487 

research (Toman et al. 2008a).  While field trips tend to be more resource-intensive than some 488 

other communication activities, this research and others agree they are worthwhile and can lead 489 

to better relationships (Toman et al. 2008a). The implication here is that supervisory and 490 

institutional support for staff on these endeavors is often necessary for such activities to occur, 491 

and when they do it may foster improved relationships and trust.     492 

A related point is the importance of flexible policies that can be molded to fit local 493 

contexts, a sentiment highlighted by participants from both countries.  Some respondents 494 

perceived that local agency staff were constrained from doing their jobs by national/state level 495 

restrictions.  The importance of flexible policies also manifested in relation to public 496 

engagement, as some believed that policies limited how managers could collect information and 497 

what could actually be considered during planning and decision-making, even naming state or 498 

national-level policies as the obstacle here.  While true in some circumstances, this and other 499 

research suggests that is not always the case. For example, Shindler and colleagues (2009) found 500 
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that among survey respondents in the Great Lakes region of the United States, the majority did 501 

not agree that local staff were prohibited from doing their job because of national-level 502 

restrictions. One possible explanation of this difference is that communities which have 503 

experienced a recent fire (i.e., the Victorian and Oregon examples) may have a fresher memory 504 

of the urgency of post-fire activities and associated frustrations when “red tape” seems to get in 505 

the way. In contract, communities without a large, recent fire event would not have that urgency 506 

and associated frustration to draw from in recent memory when assessing whether local staff are 507 

constrained by national-level restrictions. Further research is warranted to investigate this 508 

relationship.    509 

Finally, these findings speak to the impact of prior events and stages of the fire cycle on 510 

current impressions of trust and trustworthiness.  Several quotes presented here reference or 511 

imply prior actions or the history of interactions when talking about current levels of trust and 512 

trustworthiness, and this message emerged even more clearly from the interviews taken as a 513 

whole.  This all supports prior research on the importance of the number of past interactions, the 514 

duration of the current relationship (Shapiro et al. 1992), as well as the emotional closeness and 515 

frequency of interaction on trust in a relationship (Burt and Knez 2006).   516 

 It is important to acknowledge possible biases or oversights within this research. While 517 

much of the findings are in line with prior work in fire, natural resource, and risk literature, some 518 

caveats of the methodological approach must be considered as potentially influencing the results. 519 

The original cases were developed independently and conducted in different years. Though both 520 

targeted trust, the interviews were conducted as part of separate and, at the time, unrelated 521 

projects. The protocols were not identical on all subjects, which may have led participants to 522 

interpret some questions differently. However, to minimize the impact this may have, the authors 523 
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met in person on several occasions to conduct the joint analysis and were mindful of having 524 

different protocols.  525 

This study suggests that in fire-affected communities, trust and trustworthiness appear to 526 

operate in many similar ways across two sites in different countries, highlighting the importance 527 

of taking these concepts into account in land management practices. The findings also 528 

demonstrate that trust and trustworthiness are not mysterious processes but are in fact shaped by 529 

every day activities. In other words, personnel are largely already doing most of the work and 530 

engagement where trust and trustworthiness could be influenced. With acknowledgement and 531 

recognition of the opportunity to influence trust in these every day activities, they could be 532 

adapted in a locally-appropriate way to achieve desired change in the agency-community 533 

relationship. An overarching recommendation might be to ensure resources are allocated, 534 

including personnel time and institutional support, for developing long-term relationships and 535 

plans for outreach and land management.  Additionally, the themes identified here are useful for 536 

improving understanding of community and agency behavior around future fuel reduction 537 

practices and fire events.   538 
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 714 

Figure 1. Map of United State showing Oregon and approximate location of the B&B Fires 715 

and subsequent interviews. 716 

 717 
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 718 

Figure 2.  Map of Australia showing Victoria and approximate location of the King Valley 719 

Fires and subsequent interviews within the Rural City of Wangaratta local government 720 

area (LGA) 721 
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 741 

Figure 3. Key traits and activities within orientations of trust for building community-742 

agency trust in Oregon, US and Victoria, AUS cases.  743 

  744 
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Local concerns 
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Caring 
Compassionate 
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Table 1.  Key similarities and differences among the two study sites 745 

 B&B Fires, Oregon, 
US 

King Valley Fires, Victoria, 
Australia 

Size of fires (ha) 37,250 
1,030,000  

(includes fires outside the study area) 
Ignition source Lightning Lightning 
Approximate size of local 
communities 

~ 100,000 < 2,000 

Predominant economy Recreation/Amenity Agriculture 
Predominant land 
managing agency 

USDA Forest Service 
Department of Sustainability and 

Environment (DSE) 
Predominant fire 
management agency – 
public land 

USDA Forest Service  
Department of Sustainability and 

Environment (DSE) 

Predominant fire 
management agency – 
private land 

Oregon Department of 
Forestry 

Country Fire Authority (CFA) 

Private area burned ~ 1.2% of total fire area ~ 2.5% of private land in local area 

Evacuation Policy 

Evacuation mandatory 
on two occasions for 

one community.  Other 
communities on alert. 

Evacuation not mandatory.  Most 
research participants stayed and 

defended their properties. 
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