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Where has range research been
recently and where should it
go in the future? We asked a

representative group of Society for
Range Management (SRM) members
these questions. You may be surprised
at their answers.

This question is important because
SRM has always been involved in help-
ing to direct how some research dollars
are spent. So, we need to know what is
really important to the Society, not just
to the persons writing the grant applica-
tions.

We made a random selection of SRM
members and phoned 97 of them to get
their ideas on 3 questions: 

1. What have been the most impor-
tant accomplishments in range re-
search over the past 10 years?

2. What are the most important prob-
lems for range researchers to ad-
dress in the next 3 years?

3. What do you predict will be the
most important range research
question 10 years from now?

Multiple replies (up to 3) were encour-
aged for the first 2 questions, but only 1
response was taken for question 3.

The respondents were asked to catego-
rize themselves as primarily an educator,
a researcher, or a manager (a manager
included ranchers and land management
agency personnel). Of the 97 respon-
dents, there were 38 researchers, 36 edu-
cators, and 23 managers. Individual an-
swers to each question were classified as
follows: (1) the primary topic of the re-
search; (2) whether the research was
basic, applied, or basic research with im-
plications for application; and (3) cate-
gory of science (i.e., natural sciences,
human sciences, or a combination of
human and natural sciences).

The majority of all answers to ques-
tion 1 (important accomplishments) fell
into 5 topic areas. 

1) Succession—responses in this cate-
gory dealt with models; state and transi-
tion, and thresholds. This topic area
ranked highest with educators and re-
searchers, but was not considered im-
portant by managers who voted live-
stock production and vegetation mea-
surements as the research areas where
greatest accomplishments had been
made (Table 1). 

2) Systems approaches to manage-
m e n t —progress in ecosystem manage-
ment and in whole watershed and land-
scape level management were consid-
ered important by educators. 

3) Invasive plants—accomplishments
in integrative management and control
were noted by both educators and man-
agers. 

4) Ecological sustainability— a n-
swers in this category mostly dealt with
both human and natural disturbance fac-
tors. Surprising, this politically correct
item was among the top 4 answers for
all of the 3 categories of respondents,
but none ranked it number 1.

5) Grazing management and

restoration ecology—intensive man-
agement, time control grazing and
restoration of rangelands were often
mentioned by researchers as being im-
portant accomplishments, but were not
considered as important by educators
and managers.

When asked "what are the most im-
portant problems in range research over
the next 3 years?", all 3 categories of re-
spondents felt that new practical ways to
measure range vegetation were needed
(Table 2). Systems approaches to man-

agement and livestock production were
also important to 2 (educators and re-
searchers) of the 3 groups of respon-
dents. Other important problem areas
that should be addressed included inva-
sive species, ecological and economic
sustainability, grazing and livestock pro-
duction, and water quality issues.

When asked what would be the most
important problem in range research 10
years from now, ecological and econom-
ic sustainability was considered very
important by most respondents (Table
3). Problems with increasing urbaniza-
tion and the need for social awareness
were also considered important by 2 of
the 3 groups. Managers placed high em-
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Table 1. The highest value (1 = highest value) topic areas of research, by category of respondent:
educator, researcher, or manager. The question asked, What have been the most important ac-
complishments in range research over the past 10 years?

Response topic                                                                Classification of respondent                         
Educator Researcher Manager

--------------------------- ranking ------------------------------------ 
Successional models 1 1 —
Systems approaches 2 — —
Invasive plants 3 — 4
Ecological sustainability 4 2 3
Grazing management — 3 —
Restoration ecology — 4 —
Livestock production — — 1
Vegetation measurement — — 2



phasis on water quality issues in both
short- and long-term priority needs.

Of the 22 topic areas identified as pri-
orities, 7 or 8 fit into the general category
of human (social) sciences, while 12 to
14 may be more accurately termed as
natural sciences. Sustainability and sys-
tems management share elements of both
human and natural sciences. Among the
most important accomplishments over
the past 10 years, the only topic among
the top 8 that includes a social compo-

nent is that of systems approaches. In the
near-term, economic sustainability joins
systems approaches as a priority human
science need. In the 10-year horizon, ur-
banization is added to economics and
systems, thus illustrating an important
perception among the SRM membership
interviewed for this survey; that human
sciences should have an increased pres-
ence on our research agenda.

Each category of respondent (educa-
tor, researcher, and manager) weighed

into nearly all of the 22 priority topics
identified in the survey. However, there
tended to be greater agreement between
educators and researchers about which
topics were highest priority than be-
tween other groups. For past accom-
plishments, educators and researchers
characterized basic, applied, and com-
bined basic/applied research efforts as
contributing about equally to the more
important research findings over the
past decade (Table 4). Managers found
that applied investigations were more
important, as expected. 

There were no great surprises in the re-
sults from this survey. However, there
are a few interpretations that deserve
mention. First, while water quality and
animal waste issues seem to be the pre-
vailing environmental problems in disci-
plines throughout the agricultural sector,
SRM members identified a much broad-
er array of environmental problems re-
quiring study; including biological diver-
sity, ecological sustainability, and
restoration ecology. Second, non-live-
stock uses of rangelands were perceived
by many respondents as growing in im-
portance; including identifiable topics
such as land-use conflicts, wildlife,
recreation, and urbanization. Finally, it
should be noted that we tend to view ap-
plied research as appropriate for address-
ing short-term problems, but long-term
issues will require investigations that
combine basic and applied approaches. 

In addition to the new emphasis on
sustainability issues, our members have
indicated a continuing need for research
in areas we all know as core subjects,
i.e., succession, measurements, and
grazing management. Interviewees also
pointed to some emerging areas of con-
cern that are a result of modern society's
impacts on and demands for rangeland
resources; i.e., urbanization, water quali-
ty, and invasive species. Finally, we ap-
parently all have come to the conclusion
that systems approaches to management
will address many of the ills of some
past poor management.
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Table 3. The highest priority topic areas of research, by category of respondent: educator, re-
searcher, or manager. The question asked, What will be the most important problem for
rangeland research 10 years from now?

Response topic                                                                Classification of respondent                         
Educator Researcher Manager

--------------------------- ranking ------------------------------------ 
Invasive weeds 1 — —
Ecological sustainability 2 3 4
Economic sustainability 3 2 —
Biological diversity 4 — —
Systems approaches — 1 —
Urbanization — 4 2
Water quality — — 1
Livestock production — — 3

Table 4. Categorization of either rangeland research accomplishments or short- and long-term
needs as basic, applied or combined basic/applied research by category of respondent.

Question Respondent                                  Classification                                          
number category Basic Applied Combination

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - % - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -
1 Educator 41 34 25

Researcher 32 41 26
Manager 3 68 29
Weighted mean 32 42 26

2 Educator 26 45 29
Researcher 21 50 29
Manager 2 72 26
Weighted mean 20 52 28

3 Educator 42 22 35
Researcher 34 18 50
Manager 4 70 22
Weighted mean 30 32 38

Table 2. The highest priority (1 = highest priority) topic areas of research, by category of respon-
dent: educator, researcher, or manager. The question asked, What are the most important
problems for range researchers to address in the next 3 years?

Response topic                                                                Classification of respondent                         
Educator Researcher Manager

--------------------------- ranking ------------------------------------ 
Invasive weeds 1 — —
Ecological sustainability 2 — —
Vegetation measurements 3 1 1
Systems approaches 4 3 —
Grazing management — 2 —
Livestock production — 4 3
Water quality — — 2
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