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How do those in resource conflicts perceive each other? 
Members of 
both forest industry 
and environmen-
tal organizations 
acknowledged 
that no completely 
objective, unbiased 
science exists, that 
all groups possess 
part of the truth, 
and that all have 
their perceptions of 
history.

by Mike Simpson, Principal, M.F. Simpson Consulting 

The forest industry and environmental organiza-
tions have different world views, stereotypes, 

organizational cultures, approaches to knowl-
edge and information, and communication styles. 
But how do these differences affect interactions 
between the two groups and how they perceive 
each other? I hoped to shed light on this difficult 
question in a recent research project carried out as 
a Master of Arts candidate in Conflict Analysis and 
Management at Royal Roads University. 

To identify the stereotypes, differences in orga-
nizational culture, and assumptions held by each 
group about the other, I conducted a Web-based 
survey and focus group interviews with members 
of the two groups. This work was based on the idea 
that a better understanding of the groups’ percep-
tions and world views could help reduce natural 
resource-related impasses, or resolve them more 
quickly. The survey took place in early 2004, and 
was followed by with three half-day focus groups 
in Vancouver, Williams Lake, and Kamloops in April 
2004. 

The findings show that differences were perceived 
to be greatest when non-local groups (such as 
multinational environmental organizations) were 
involved. Representatives of local and regional 
environmental organizations and forest industry 
members from British Columbia tend to rely on ex-
perience as a vehicle for understanding reality, and 
perceived that members of larger multinational 
environmental organizations relied on models not 
based on experience. Members of local and re-
gional environmental organizations did appreciate 
the ability of large national organizations to raise 
important issues. 

Members of both groups acknowledged that no 
completely objective, unbiased science exists, that 
all groups possess part of the truth, and that all 
have their perceptions of history. They also felt it 
took maturity and experience to acknowledge that 
it was acceptable for others to disagree with them. 
Although members of both groups believed that 
new information does not necessarily persuade 
those with strongly held views to change their 
opinions, many still believed that education is the 
key to reducing conflict.

Members of local and regional environmental 
organizations and forest industry members held 
similar stereotypes about large national or interna-

tional environmental organizations. Forest industry 
representatives felt that they responded differently 
to various environmental organizations, based on 
each organization’s history. Traditional stereotypes 
persist despite efforts, such as consensus-based 
land-use planning, which have required these 
groups to interact with each other. These stereo-
types appear more polarized on larger geographic 
scales and less so on smaller geographic scales. 
Group members tend to hold themselves in higher 
esteem compared with how group members with 
opposing views see them. 

Culture affects the interaction of the forest industry 
and environmental organizations in many ways. 
Members of both groups felt that academic, organi-
zational, and professional cultures can constrain 
an individual’s ability to fully understand natural 
resource management issues. The organizational 
culture of a forest products company or environ-
mental organization was often perceived as differ-
ent by the outside group than by the individuals 
comprising it. There is great diversity within every 
organization, and within the forest industry and 
environmental movement as a whole. 

As components of culture, communication and 
language were seen as contributors to natural 
resource management conflicts. Members of each 
group believed they communicated effectively, 
but that other groups didn’t. Forest industry and 
local environmental representatives felt that it was 
more productive communicating on the ground in 
the presence of an issue rather than communicat-
ing in an office or meeting room about abstract 
ideas. Ownership, or control over the process of 
interaction, whether granted by government or an 
initiative taken by a group, was important in how 
successfully diverse interests interacted and man-
aged conflicting opinions about natural resource 
management. 

Recommendations
This research led to the following recommenda-
tions that I believe can help diverse interests to en-
gage effectively when discussing natural resource 
management issues.

• Promote interdisciplinary approaches to natural 
resource management and the environment by: 

–  including mandatory courses on philosophy 
and epistemology in post-secondary natural 
resource programs;

– encouraging group members to expand their 
knowledge and perspective beyond their niche; 
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Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada
Alex Fraser Research Forest
British Columbia Community Forest Association 
British Columbia Wildlife Park
BC Conservation Foundation
BC Ministry of Agriculture and Lands
BC Ministry of Environment
BC Ministry of Forests and Range
BC SFI Implementation Committee (SIC)
Bulkley Valley Centre 
Canadian Association of Petroleum Producers
Canfor–Canadian Forest Products Ltd.
Cascadia Natural Resource Consultants Inc.
Cirque Resource Associates Ltd.
College of New Caledonia 
Columbia Mountains Institute of 
 Applied Ecology
Council of Forest Industries– 
 Southern Operations
Destination Osoyoos
Ditidaht First Nation
En’owkin Centre
FERIC–Forest Engineering Research   
 Institute of Canada
Forest Management Institute of British   
 Columbia 

Grasslands Conservation Council of BC
Highland Valley Copper Corp.
Inner Coast Natural Resource Centre
Interfor–Adams Lake Lumber
Interfor–Coast Forest Operations
IUFRO–International Union of Forest Research  
 Organizations 
Kamloops and District Woodlot Association
Ktunaxa/Kinbasket Tribal Council
Lillooet Tribal Council 
Malaspina University-College
Malcolm Knapp Research Forest
McGregor Model Forest Association 
National Aboriginal Forestry Association
Natural Resources Canada– 
 Canadian Forest Service
Nicola-Similkameen Innovative Forest Society
Nicola Tribal Association–TmixW Research
Nicola Valley Institute of Technology
Northern Lights College
Okanagan Nation Alliance
Pandion Ecological Research Ltd. 
Pope & Talbot Ltd.
R. Keith Jones & Associates
Revelstoke Community Forest Corp.
Rocky Mountain Trench Natural Resources   
 Society

Royal Roads University
Secwepemc Cultural Education Society
Secwepemc Natural Resources Society
Selkirk College
Shuswap Nation Tribal Council
Simon Fraser University 
Snowy River Resources
South Okanagan–Similkameen Conservation  
 Program
South Peace Enterprise Centre Society
Southern Interior Growth and Yield Co-operative
Sustainable Forest Management Network  
Tembec Industries Inc.
The Land Conservancy of British Columbia 
Thompson Rivers University
TimberWest
Tolko Industries Ltd.
UBC Okanagan 
University of British Columbia (UBC)– 
 Faculty of Forestry
Vizon SciTech Inc. 
West Fraser Mills Ltd.–Williams Lake Division
Western Forest Products
Weyerhaeuser Company Ltd.
Whiskey Jack Forest Sciences
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–  merging resource professions (e.g., foresters 
and biologists) into one organization to elimi-
nate cultural barriers between professions and 
to highlight similarities and common interests.

• Decentralize provincial and federal govern-
ment decision making about natural resource 
management and environmental issues to the 
community or regional level. Research shows 
that the most durable, long-lasting solutions to 
complex issues are best derived by the people 
who care most about the area, and who are af-
fected by the consequences. 

• Recognize and respect the knowledge, commit-
ment, interests, and energy of local and regional 
environmental organizations. For adequate 
participation in local planning processes, 
government funding of these organizations is 
required to support information gathering and 
to provide opportunities for them to participate 
at a level similar to that of the forest industry.

• Stay focused on the group’s vision when 
discussing natural resource management or 
environmental issues. This vision may be inter-
preted as a desired future condition, which the 

group hopes will be the outcome of the plan-
ning process. Focusing on the end result, rather 
than on how to get there, may reduce conflict 
and allow diverse groups to identify a shared 
vision. This will also encourage groups to talk 
about their interests, rather than their posi-
tions—a basic tenet of conflict management.

• Increase awareness of how each group’s world 
view, culture, and communication affect group 
interaction. Natural resource managers and in-
dividuals in environmental organizations must 
recognize that social and psychological factors 
are at work (e.g., categorizing, stereotyping, and 
reliance on previously held views), and that an 
objective reality may not exist for every situa-
tion, issue, or circumstance. Awareness of these 
factors is a skill that can be acquired through 
training and workshops. 

• Use appropriate information and communica-
tion styles to suit a particular audience. If an 
audience is targeted in a way that doesn’t take 
into account who they are, then the outcome 
may be a reinforcement of previously held 
views and stereotypes, rather than education 
and enlightenment.  
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