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The gendered contexts of rangeland decision-making in the southwestern United States are poorly understood.
We conducted life-history interviews with 19 ranchingwomen and analyzed the resulting transcripts using nar-
rative analysis. Interviews revealed eight common themes in these women ranchers’ experiences: 1) learning
from older generations, 2) finding a personal career path, 3) operating livestock businesses, 4) breaking gender
barriers, 5) leading communities, 6) aging and going on alone, 7) living close to the land, and 8) passing the
ranching tradition to the next generation. Women’s roles as ranch decision-makers, community-keepers, and
business operators evolve throughout their lifetimes, as do their needs for decision-making support from out-
reach. We suggest that women’s life stages and gendered contexts be considered in further rangeland manage-
ment research, policy, and extension.

© 2016 The Society for Range Management. Published by Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Introduction

What’s the hardest part about being a rancher? Putting up with
droughts and endless wind and dirt blowing. But every time we go
through one of those spells, [like] this year, then I think about a city. I
think about buildings everywhere, and I think my gosh I’m glad I’ve
got dirt blowing in my face, and I get over it right quick.

[Lucy, New Mexico]

The effects of the 2012−2013 drought weighed heavily on the
minds of southwestern U.S. ranchers, like Lucy, whose livelihoods and
way of life depend upon rangelands. Recently, the field of rangeland sci-
ence has seen amarked social turn, an increased emphasis on exploring
the connection between rangeland ecosystems and human decision-
making (Bestelmeyer and Briske, 2012; Brunson, 2012; Sayre et al.,
2012, 2013). Although previous scholarship has explored land-
manager decision-making related to economic and innovation adoption
decisions (Didier and Brunson, 2004; Habron, 2004; Kennedy and
Brunson, 2007; Rowe et al., 2001; Smith and Martin, 1972; Tanaka
et al., 2005), little research has explored how those dependent upon

rangeland systems of the southwestern United States experience
change. That is, although we may understand ranchers’ innovation
adoption behavior and that many take an opportunity cost to stay in
ranching (Torell and Bailey, 2000), we know little about the nuanced so-
cial processes and gendered experiences that drive rangeland system
change from ranchers’ perspectives. Understanding these processes is
critical to developing policies and research that support the sustainable
management of social-ecological systems (SESs), including rangelands
(Ahlborg and Nightingale, 2012; Beratan, 2007; Briske et al., 2011;
Farmar-Bowers and Lane, 2009; Sayre, 2004).

Theoretical Framework

SES researchers have struggled to find research tools that link social
and cultural knowledge from the members of ranching communities
with ecological and technical knowledge (Brunson, 2012; Cote and
Nightingale, 2011; Crane, 2010). A few studies have documented US
ranchers’ local ecological knowledge (Knapp and Fernández-Giménez,
2009; Knapp et al., 2011). This approach holds promise for incorporat-
ing the content of local knowledge into rangeland research and man-
agement, but the context of this knowledge is also important (Cote
and Nightingale, 2011; Cruikshank, 2001).

By contextwe refer to the historical, cultural, and subjectivemeanings
of knowledge from the perspective of those who are involved in the
process of knowledge creation and application (Cote and Nightingale,
2011; Cruikshank, 2001). Research that attempts to understand and in-
corporate the historical, cultural, and gendered contexts of decision-
making of diverse stakeholders in rangeland systems may help
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bridge a gap between the academic field of rangeland science and
actual rangeland managers (Briske et al., 2011; Crane, 2010; Sayre
et al., 2012). The contextualization of local ecological knowledge
includes an exploration of the multidimensional social processes, re-
lationships, and identities that influence decision-making in these
systems (Cote and Nightingale, 2011).

In the following subsectionswe develop a theoretical framework for
our study by reviewing past research on gender and rangeland and nat-
ural resource management. Gender is one category of social identity
throughwhich rangeland scholars can explore the heterogeneous social
context of rangeland systemchange. Gender is an underexamined, com-
plex, and deeply personal performance with implications for broader
social power asymmetries. Thus it provides an important starting
point in the effort to contextualize the social processes driving change
on rangeland systems.

Diverse Perspectives: Why Gender Matters to Rangelands
Women are major stakeholders in rangeland systems, but the range-

land science literature is all but silent on women’s contributions to
rangeland stewardship in the United States. What we do know about
the contributions ofWestern ranchingwomen comes from a small num-
ber of studies on women in the livestock industry (Pilgeram, 2007; Pini,
2005) and from biographies and historical accounts, like the memoir of
Alice Marriott, who efficiently noted, “The cattle business is a damn
fine business for men and mules, but it’s hell on horses and women”
(Marriott, 1953). A sample of this literature is steeped in romantic imag-
ery of the socially and economically empoweredWesternwoman,work-
ing beside or without her husband on the land (Fink, 1992; Peñaloza,
2001; Stefanco, 1987). Recent explorations of women’s experiences in
ranching provide a more specific and nuanced view of ranching life, an
existence blessed and challenged by traditional gender roles, rugged so-
cial and economic landscapes, and geographic isolation (Schackel, 2011).

Rangeland scientists still have a limited understanding of how
women contribute to rangeland management. The dearth of research
in this area was highlighted during a special symposium on Women
as Change Agents on Rangelands at the 2013 meeting of the Society
for Range Management (Coppock et al., 2013). This event came on the
heels of decades of gender studies from the fields of agriculture, devel-
opment economics, sociology, and natural resource management that
explored the connection betweenwomen and natural resource systems
around the globe (Meinzen-Dick et al., 2014).

Much of the research on women in agriculture and natural resources
has been focused at the family-farm level (Sachs and Alston, 2010). This
work considered the gendered divisions of farm-household labor, the im-
pact of intrahousehold inequality on women’s access to resources
(Folbre, 1984), and women’s roles in production and food security. At
the community level, recent work has explored howwomen take leader-
ship and governance roles in agriculture and forestry (Farmar-Bowers,
2010;Meinzen-Dick andZwarteveen, 2001; Pini, 2005) and the gendered
implications of numerous innovations and practices in natural resources
and agriculture (Arndt et al., 2011; Kiptot and Franzel, 2011; Moser and
Barrett, 2006). The gendered challenges of rural realities (Pruitt, 2007),
including access to educational resources (Trauger et al., 2010) and credit
(Anderson et al., 2002), as well as barriers to securing power in resource
management (Meinzen-Dick and Zwarteveen, 2001), have been well ex-
plored across disciplines and locations. Scholars have also celebrated the
gendered contexts of cultural, economic, and spiritual connections to nat-
ural resources (Kassam and Soaring Eagle Friendship Center, 2001).

Gender has implications for environmental issues, beyond
rangelands, where social inequalities are reflected in the impacts of cli-
mate change and access to natural resource management decision-
making in two important ways. First, women’s perceptions of, vulnera-
bility to, and efforts to address the impacts of climate change have been
well explored from the perspective that gender is a demographic vari-
able that explains manager perceptions (Liu et al., 2014; Sakellari and
Skanavis, 2013). For example, Liu et al. (2014) found that female

farmers and ranchers in Nevada had a greater concern for the effects
of climate change than did their male counterparts (controlling for cli-
mate change knowledge, regardless of political party affiliation).
Glazebrook (2011) used evidence from Ghana to argue that climate
change contributes to women’s hardships because of the connections
among gender, poverty, and environmental degradation.

The second way that gender has important implications for environ-
mental issues is through the work of feminist scholars who have re-
thought the relationship between environmental science and gender
inequality, the privileging of male epistemologies in policy and
decision-making, male/female and nature/culture dualisms, and the link
between environmental and health issues (Cheney, 1987; Harding,
2006; Seager, 2003; Smith, 1999). Arora-Jonsson (2004) notes that differ-
ences between men and women’s perceptions of environmental issues
arise not strictly from gender roles, but from the specific social contexts,
networks, and relationships throughwhich gender is performed. She crit-
icizes social research on women and the environment that emphasizes
gender binaries andwomen’s vulnerability and virtuousness but neglects
the issue of unequal access to decision-making (Arora-Jonsson, 2011). In
the past decades, different scholars have called for a more nuanced anal-
ysis of gender and environmental issues. Like Arora-Jonsonn, many
feminist scholars reframe the discussion of gender through postmodern,
de-colonial, and intersectional views of gender (e.g., Carr and Thompson,
2014; Rocheleau et al., 1996; Seager, 2003; Shiva, 2013).

The need to explore the gendered experience of rangeland systems
originates from the almost complete omission of gender from rangeland
social science literature. There is mounting evidence that women are
key drivers of change within rangeland systems in the western United
States and that the impact of change in natural resource systems is gen-
dered (Coppock and Desta, 2013). There is concern that researchers
have little understanding of the diverse perspectives, labor responsibil-
ities, and needs of ranching and pastoralist women (Coppock et al.,
2013). Concerns that women are vulnerable to change in natural re-
source systems contrast with the discourse about women as a source
of labor and leadership in production, development, and conservation
activities that help solve both social and ecological problems (Mayoux,
1995; Pilgeram, 2007; Sachs and Alston, 2010).

Gendered Management Contexts
We approach gender in rangeland management as one of many

identities and diverse experiences that may contextualize ranching
women’s experiences of change and adaptation on rangelands
(O’Shaughnessy and Krogman, 2011). We do not look for trends
among universal, binary categories of men andwomen or directly com-
pare the roles of men andwomen (Radel, 2009; Sachs and Alston, 2010;
Young, 1994). Instead, we explore gender as a category that organizes
social experience but that does not necessarily dictate group status or
activity (Young, 1994). We consider the existing research on rangeland
decision-making to have described the experience of men, and this
paper focuses on the specific experiences of women in the southwest-
ern states of Arizona and New Mexico.

Thus in this study, we address a gap in the rangeland social science
literature and focus on an underexamined group of ranchers by explor-
ing, through narrative analysis, the subjective experiences and roles of
women ranchers in rangeland system change. We examine how
women ranchers experience and facilitate change in rangeland systems
over the course of their lifetimes.

Methods

Analytical Framework: Narrative Inquiry

Narratives are a way that humansmake sense of the world; they are
a reconstruction of stories across time and place and show transforma-
tions on many levels (Squire, 2008). In ranching, narratives are part of
daily social life. They are used to organize ranch history, internalize
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gendered experiences, and explain ranching culture. As a research
methodology, life-history narratives link such meaning-making pro-
cesses to events, locations, and characters through sequential stories
(Daly, 2007; Squire, 2008). Life-history narratives are rooted in an eth-
nographic tradition recognized in family and gender studies for its
value in exploring relationships, habits, and private and public experi-
ences through a unique blend of art and science (Buch and Staller,
2014; Daly, 2007; Järviluoma et al., 2003). Narrative inquiry reverses
the usual researcher-subject power dynamic by inviting greater
participant agency in the research experience. The researcher still
plays an active role in both data collection and analysis. Although inter-
viewees can frame their narrative, its characters, and events as they see
fit, researcher and interviewees construct the narrative together. Narra-
tive inquiry subscribes to the idea that there is no “wrong” narrative. It
allows the researcher to recognize that the data from interviews are an
interpretation ofwomen’s experiences and actions and thatmany inter-
pretations may exist (Daly, 2007).

Study Sites and Sample

The participants in this studywere self-identified “ranchwomen” in
Arizona and New Mexico. Research participant decision-making roles
ranged from primary ranch operator or co-operator to retired. Sampling
for this study followed a snowball, or network, sampling technique
(Lincoln and Guba, 1985). For introductions to ranching women we
reached out to community gatekeepers, including public land manage-
ment agency staff and known ranchers in the study sites. Women
interviewed early in the study helped us contact other ranching
women from their social networks. A total of 19 women ages 28−85
were interviewed; all but two grazed cattle on public lands. We have
omitted the names of the communities and ranches where the
women live and used pseudonyms when referring to individuals. This
research was conducted under Colorado State University IRB Protocols
10-1829H and 11-3178H.

Data Collection

Data collection occurred in two phases. Participant observation was
conducted in 2012 and 2013. Formal semistructured life-history inter-
views were conducted in 2013. Some interviews were concurrent
with participant observation. Participant observation is an ethnographic
research technique where the researcher engages directly in social and
cultural life of a household or community as both a participant and an
observer (Buch and Staller, 2014). Participant observation also provides
more data for triangulation, or cross-checking of interpretation,with in-
terview data. In the summers of 2012 and 2013, the first author con-
ducted a total of 6 weeks of participant observation on seven ranches,
selected for this phase in the research because they were located in
the ranching communities of interest and known to the researchers
through their social networks andpast research. These ranches included
three operated by the women who were later interviewed for the pro-
ject and four ranches operated by other ranching families. During par-
ticipant observation the first author took part in ranching activities
including gathering and branding livestock, fixing fences, cooking,
childcare, rangeland extension activities, and attending agricultural or-
ganization meetings and social and religious gatherings. This stage of
data collection was important in networking with potential inter-
viewees, as well as selecting an appropriate theoretical framework
and narrative inquiry method.

To initiate digitally recorded life-history interviews, participants
were asked to narrate their lives and to explain the changes in
rangelands and ranching they had experienced. The participants were
encouraged to start their narrative at any point in their life stories. We
asked clarifying and prompting questions where necessary.

Data Analysis

During narrative analysis we assumed that these narratives 1) are
sequential and meaningful but not necessarily linear, 2) contribute to
how intervieweesmake sense of their lived experiences, 3) reconstitute
and express experience, and 4) display change (Squire, 2008). To con-
duct our analysis, we immersed ourselves in the data, reading and re-
reading the transcripts and research notes (Lincoln and Guba, 1985)
to identify and examine patterns, sequences, and themes and identify
negative cases.

First, we reduced the data by identifying narratives within the inter-
views. A total of 208 narratives were identified. Each described a life-
determining episode andwas separated from other narratives by natural
breaks in the interview (Bamberg, 2006). Second,we used detailed notes
of the narratives to construct a list of codes, or descriptive themes that
identify meaning or action in qualitative data. We assigned each narra-
tive one or more codes. Next, we checked the patterns in these codes
against the content of each rancher’s whole life-history interview, fol-
lowing Lielblich et al. (1998). We also checked our coding across all 19
interviews, in order to identify cases that did not fit. During this iterative
step, we narrowed or expanded code definitions until we had construct-
ed a total of eight core themes that relate the qualitative complexity of
women’s experiences in ranching over their lifetimes. Research memos
documented the research process for (academic) peer and participant
feedback, which was used to modify coding and interpretation.

The quality of the research processes was maximized using conven-
tional qualitative approaches (Glesne and Peshkin, 2001; Lincoln and
Guba, 1985). We enhanced the credibility of the data by interviewing
ranchers within the context of their homes or communities, rather
than in an institutional setting, by recording the interviews with a digi-
tal recorder, transcribing the interviews verbatim, and providing copies
of the transcripts to research subjects for their feedback. To ensure the
validity of our interpretations, we asked follow-up questions during in-
terviews, cross-checked our interpretations with field notes from par-
ticipant observation, and invited the interview subjects to review
earlier drafts of thismanuscript.We enhanced confirmability by provid-
ing a detailed (“thick”) description of the ranchers’ responses through
extended interview excerpts, which allow readers to assess data inter-
pretation themselves (Lincoln and Guba, 1985).

Findings

We constructed eight common themes in the interviews related to
how women experienced and enacted change in ranching over the
course of their lifetimes. These themes follow women’s life stages and
included1) learning fromolder generations, 2)finding a personal career
path, 3) ranch management, 4) breaking gender barriers, 5) leading
communities, 6) aging and going on alone, 7) living close to the land,
and 8) passing the ranching tradition to the next generation.

These eight themes provide insight into women’s experiences with
changes in ranching. They also highlight the challenges that the
women interviewees faced as changes in economic, community, gover-
nance, and ecological circumstances posed new technical, managerial,
and social problems for ranch operations. Together the eight themes de-
scribed below highlight the women’s roles in maintaining the ranching
way of life by supporting both material and cultural needs. We present
each theme as a life stage in the general sequential order in which it ap-
peared across the life-history narratives of the ranching women, with
supporting excerpts from the narratives, and analytic commentary.

Theme 1: Learning from Older Generations

The theme of learning from older generationswas described in 10 in-
terviews (17 of 208 narratives). Herewe present a narrative from Lucy’s
interview. At the time of the interview, Lucy was a ranch owner/opera-
tor on a cow-calf ranch. Lucywas born towhat she described asmodern
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ranchers, parents who emphasized self-sufficiency and stewardship.
Lucy described her postsecondary education, marriage, and learning a
different style of ranching from her father-in-law:

I convinced myself that I could learn everything I needed to know on a
ranch, so I didn’t finish college. I ended up getting married and living on
a ranch and I learned a lot there. That type of ranching was totally dif-
ferent from themoremodern approach thatmy parents had taken, but I
did learn a lot about how old timers thought and how they got through
the weather and how they made it. It had a big impact on how I think
now. [This approach was] from 1940, the 50s, early 60s mindset of
ranching at that time. That was kind of what I was exposed to by my
father-in-law and some other ranchers. They ranched big ranches and
they had huge pastures and the cattle ran wherever they wanted to.

Lucy’s discussion illustrates the role of older generations in shaping
many of these women’s skills as ranchers. The women described how
experienced ranchers passed along a set of cultural values, including
self-sufficiency and hard work. Within interviews describing this
theme, women told of learning specific livestock husbandry skills,
ranch business management, and philosophies from older ranchers.
These mentors were primarily male, although two of the participants
mentioned women mentors.

Theme 2: Finding a Place on This Place

During 15 interviews (30 narratives), participants told of the pro-
cess of finding a personal career path, or a purpose and identity in
ranching. These narratives provided insight into how women found
meaning, purpose, andmoral strength in their way of life. Those find-
ing themselves in a ranching lifestyle because of the decisions of
family members struggled to find a place or purpose in the family
ranch business. Others juggled numerous responsibilities. Cara,
quoted as follows, described how she pursued her interests and busi-
ness skills on the ranch, as well as how she developed habits of self-
care, which she called taking “sanity-time.” Once stressed by the
pressures of daily life as a mother, off-ranch wage earner, and
ranch operator, she described learning to slow down and enjoy the
natural world around her:

I don’t leave [the ranch] and I don’t go to the spa and get a facial or
whatever, obviously, I [do not] spend a lot of time on my hair. But just
[to] be out there and say, you know what, this is beautiful and I’m just
going to sit here and watch these clouds for 20 minutes. And maybe
that’s all it is, is 20 minutes. But it’s sanity time, and I enjoy it and then
when I think, oh, I’m going to go on to the next pasture now, then I’m
better. Andwhen I come back [to the house], then I’mbetter […] I would
feel so much pressure and so many demands and so many different di-
rections that I felt like I could never say no. And that has been the
hardest and the slowest process for me.

Other women described finding pride in managing their own herds
or operations, or helping others find a place and sense of purpose on the
family ranch. Jane, quoted as follows, described helping her grandson
decide if he was going to stay on the family ranch:

… you know everybody inmy family has died exceptmy grandson and I
so we have a two generation gap. He got mad at me not too long ago,
and I said, ‘if you do not want to ranch this is not where you need to
be because it is this way, you know it is this way. It’s never going to
be big dollars.’ And he got mad at me, he said, ‘I’m going to leave.’ And
he left once before and went to [another state] and got a job on a ranch
calving heifers, riding up on the mountain, and doing great, and I
thought he was going to stay there, but he came back home. But [later]
he got mad and he said, ‘I’m thinking about leaving,’ and I said, ‘That’s
fine if this isn’t what you want, that’s fine. But let me tell you when
you leave, you’re not coming back […] You have to look at it as your

place, where your place, where your place is in this place.’ And I said,
‘If you’re going to take over, you have to do so.’

Jane’s and Cara’s narratives demonstrate that personal and family as-
pirations of many of thewomen factored into negotiations about family
ranch businesses, including ranch labor distribution, business strategy,
and succession decisions. An individual’s personal career path or per-
sonal aspirations did not always coincide with the goals or motivations
of the ranching family or ranching business, but many of the women’s
individual skills and interests broadened opportunities for the family
ranch business.

Theme 3: Supporting Material Needs Through Ranch Management

Narratives related to ranch management included discussions of
daily ranch operations, evidence that ranching was a life-long learning
process for these women that often involved “doing everything,” or
practicing a broad skill set in ranch management. Narratives relating
women’s roles as ranch managers, laborers, and owners shed light on
how these women played a role in maintaining viable ranching liveli-
hoods that supported material needs. Twenty-six of the narratives by
eight womenwere labeled with the “running a ranch” theme, which de-
scribed day-to-day decision-making processes and labor responsibili-
ties such as communication strategies, decision roles, indicators for
decision-making, and methods of time prioritization. These day-to-day
decision-making processes were diverse across interviews but often
involved discussion, observation, and prioritization on the basis of
the urgency of a task, prior planning, seasonality, and priorities for
financial stability.

For manywomen, ranchingwas a lifelong learning process. Lucy de-
scribed gaining knowledge and skills in ranch management on a num-
ber of different ranches. She applied this knowledge to ranch
operationwhen she and her husbandpurchased a ranchnear her home-
town. She described her philosophy of rangeland management: A
rancher’s footsteps are the best fertilizer for her land. That is, Lucy be-
lieved that a rancher is best able to make good decisions if she spends
time on the ground observing and discussing ecological and production
changes. Other women discussed changes in animal genetic or health
management or innovations such as artificial insemination. Six
women described adaptations to long-term changes in rainfall and dif-
ferent approaches to ranch or grazing management philosophies in-
cluding the introduction of holistic resource management, rest-
rotation grazing, and managing for wildlife.

“Doing everything” to support ranching livelihoods was described
by six women who took on a broad spectrum of material responsibili-
ties, from horseshoeing to homeschooling. JoAnne, a woman in her
late 20s, discussed her experience as the first woman hired at a guest
ranch, which required employees to shoe horses:

[I] got in touch with [the ranch owner] to see if he would hire me to
guide down here, which was a little dicey because beyond his sister
they’d never hired a woman to be in the barn. There’s a requirement
that you learn how to shoe horses, and there’s not tons of women far-
riers and there’s not tons of women who volunteer to learn and proba-
bly there’s not tons of women that [the rancher] trusts to learn. That
would also be a fair part of it […]

Like JoAnne’s account of working on a ranch, these narratives relate
ranching labor and ranch decision-making responsibilities. The women
described a broad range of technical skills and knowledge, frommanag-
ing genetics to developing long-term natural resource management
plans and raising independent, capable children. Though she later had
to balance her role as amother with her employment, Lucy spent a por-
tion of her 20s “cowboying” on large ranches in her home state:

… I would go work cattle in the fall and the spring on big ranches all
over [the state]. I got into the cowboying end of it, it was nice. A lot of
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ranchers were nice enough to let me work like a cowboy. And I tried my
darndest to. And I’ve been blessed that they thought that I was a top
hand and I tried real hard for them. Sowe just worked. I worked just like
the cowboys. Andwehad some pretty tough times, you know, long days,
we’d camp in some places and gather big pastures, brand. Then I’d gath-
er a lot of maverick cattle and roped them and tied them down. I had a
cowgirl life like a cowboy, which is exactly what I wanted to do.
[Laughing] But I learned a lot, going on different ranches and seeing
how they do things, and just kind of stored it in my mind and I loved
it. I could have just done the wild cowboying always. But it wasn’t sen-
sible. I guess, and then it doesn’t get you anywhere just to be able to go
handle wild cattle or however whether you’re horseback and they’re
running off or you can get in control of them or whether you can rope
’em and bust ’em and tie ’em down. It’s a wonderful thing. Doesn’t
happen much anymore, but I was one of the few women that ever got
to do that.

Narratives in this category also included examples of dual roles. The
women described working off-ranch to maintain financial security and
health insurance for their families, all the while maintaining an identity
as a “rancher.” They also told stories of mothers or grandmothers who
performed roles inside, such as cooking or cleaning, but preferred to
be outside riding, working cattle, or otherwise conducting ranch opera-
tions. One woman recounted how her mother “worked two shifts” for
years, cooking and making a home while taking a role in animal hus-
bandry and riding, even into midterm pregnancy. These ranching
women could, and often had to, develop a diverse set of skills to main-
tain the ranching way of life.

In sum, this third theme, supporting material needs: narratives of
ranch management, highlights the ranch management roles of the
women interviewees in the family ranch business. Fulton and Vanclay
(2011) develop the concept of the family farmbusiness as a complex in-
teraction among a farming (or in this case, ranching) family, the land,
and the family business (p. 99). They note that the common conceptu-
alization of a farmer or rancher as only the eldest male head of house-
hold fails to account for the decision-making roles, needs, and
aspirations of individualmembers, bothmen andwomen, of that family
ranch business (Fulton and Vanclay, 2011). In this study, many of the
women’s roles as ranch managers shaped their personal contributions
to business, land management, and family goals.

Theme 4: Breaking the Grass Ceiling

Women in this study overwhelmingly described experiencing great
agency in ranch, family, and community decision-making and leadership.
Many of them said they had never experienced barriers in the livestock
industry because of their gender and described working beside, as well
as managing and mentoring, the men in their lives. However, five
women relayed narratives of breaking the “grass ceiling” (Alston, 2000)
as they dealt with patriarchal succession planning or discrimination
from people outside of their immediate ranch-management community.

The fact that Wendy was a third-generation rancher raised horse-
back and capable of backing a semitrailer in tight figure-eights did little
to convince the bank that she—a single, young woman—knew how
to ranch:

The first time I met with [the bank] I drove a truck, I drove a cattle truck
for my father and I had been hauling cattle all day and all night and I
came in and took a shower of course and those were the days of, the
starched [jeans] and the boots that matched, I went to [the bank] there
in [town] and the guy just looked at me and said, ‘Ranching on your
own, young lady, is not like sitting on the fence watching your daddy.’

Throughout eight narratives of gendered power dynamics, ranching
women relayed how they defied gender barriers and directly addressed
gender discrimination. Wendy continued her story:

I got mad, because I had been horseback since I was two years old. And
my dad very seldom made any concessions to me because I was a girl.
Once in a while he would, but you know, not much, not much, and in
those days, I don’t know, we didn’t know what we know now. We left
and we didn’t take water with us and we were gone all day and we
sucked on little rocks when we got thirsty and we ate peanut butter
and crackers… andweworked from daylight, literally, came in at dark,
and generally took Sunday off because we went to church. I can’t rope
… I never learned how to rope, and I never did learn how to ride any-
thing that bucked, but other than that, I can do about everything there
is to do out here, so I wasmad. Andmy dad, he did laugh, and thatmade
me mad at him.

And he said, ‘You’re doing it wrong. If you came in off of that truck with
cow manure all over you, they would say you know how to ranch. You
went home, took a shower, make-up, starched pants, and they’re going
yeah right.’ And he said, ‘You know I appreciate always that you don’t
look like a girl that drives a truck, and I [laughing] appreciate that you
don’t necessarily look like something that’s been drug through the
corrals, but you are going to have to look like a cowgirl to get a
cowgirl loan.’

When Wendy was finally offered an operating loan, the credit was
extended under the stipulation that a loan officer be allowed to count
her cows monthly. She described her interactions with the loan officer:

And he came out, hemademe gather the cattle, he didn’t make anybody
else that I ever heard of but hemademe, this guy from [the bank], gather
the cattle once a month so he could count them. And he harassed me.
And he showed up and counted cattle until the day, and this is one of
my happier memories in life, I was out there, I didn’t know he was com-
ing, wouldn’t have mattered. Anyway I had a cow that had rotten after-
birth in her. And I mean rotten after-birth. Get in there, drag it out, and I
had two sticks together and you know the deal, you don’t want to break
it off again, you don’t want to have to. And that idiot came walking up,
he stood on the outside of the fence of the chute, obviously. And he said,
‘Well I’ll be damned, maybe you do know something about ranching.’

And I pulled the afterbirth out and put it through the fence and dropped
it on his boot. And he threw up. [Laughing] And he never came back and
harassed me ever again, and I was so happy, I just walked around for
like three days just going, like, woohoo! [Laughing] Because that was
just, that was so cool, the minute that hit his boot, he just up-chucked
a lot. Yes, yes, yes.

Wendy’s narrative provides insight into not only the institutional
barriers that she faced as a ranchingwoman but also how she navigated
this gendered experience and took control of the situation. Other narra-
tives in this theme included stories of taking on material roles in ranch
labor and buying and operating ranches despite barriers or constraining
discourses about the appropriate role of women on ranches and in the
community. Other women described making a greater effort to
ensure that their voices were heard in ranch and community manage-
ment contexts.

The connection between gender norms and the agricultural labor
contribution of women in the western United States has been a well-
explored area of interest for gender literature. Historically, the
homesteading or ranching woman was often held as the agrarian femi-
nist ideal. Empowered by her contribution to the family claim, free from
the gender issues that constrained women of the East, she was seen as
the predecessor of the modern career woman (Fink, 1992; Peñaloza,
2001; Stefanco, 1987). However, historical and more recent empirical
examinations of the connection between gender empowerment and ag-
ricultural livelihoods have countered this vision of the Western
ranching/farming woman, documenting the demanding physical,
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rural, and patriarchal conditions of life in the livestock industry (Fink,
1992; Pilgeram, 2007; Schackel, 2011). This fourth theme in the study,
breaking the grass ceiling: narratives of agency, highlights somewomen’s
experiences in breaking gender barriers in a male-dominated agricul-
tural sector. But the themedoes not suggest that ranchingwomen expe-
rience empowerment simply because of their roles as ranch laborers,
mothers, or wives, as the agrarian ideal would imply (Fink, 1992).
Again, the women interviewees’ experiences were diverse and highly
localized. Although most narratives in our data set reflected women’s
strong sense of agency, others supported the concerns of scholars and
thinkers (Fink, 1992; Pilgeram, 2007; Schackel, 2011) about the social,
economic, and physical challenges women face in ranching life.

Theme 5: Leading Communities Through Advocacy and Collaboration

Narratives of women’s community leadership provided insight into
how these ranchers described their roles and philosophies regarding
public lands or community resource management. Theme 5, activism
and collaboration, was identified in 11 interviews. These women were
involved in leadership roles that supported political activity. Consider
this excerpt from Shannon’s interview.

Why do I do it is because my passion is this activism, it’s really not the
ranching itself. My husband likes the ranching. When we bought the
ranch, I didn’t want cattle. [My husband] likes having his friends over
and we work a few cattle, you know, it’s a very western-y experience.
But what attracts me to this industry is it is really the heart of
America. It is the heart of our culture and our heritage. You see the ur-
ban people going off and doing their own thing and losing their connec-
tion with where their food comes from, and they lose their connection
with their values, their moral values […]

In contrast to Shannon, a self-described activist, eight women in the
study described their own collaborative leadership roles in public-lands
management. Two quotes from the same interview, below, illustrated
how Lisa built relationships in her community by working with a di-
verse management team on the public-lands ranch that she and her
husband manage:

[The ranch management team members] were still creating those rela-
tionships with our neighbors that were so essential. And so we didn’t
have that natural larger [social] landscape. I think we pretty well have
it now, which is where my passion is for the next ten years of my life.
But the relationship that we established with the agencies and with in-
terested people that have come and gone on our team have been hugely
supportive of letting the land do what it’s going to do. And learn some
different things.

This rancher also described her vision of finding common ground
with those who disagree with ranchers about the use of public lands
for grazing:

If we [in the public-lands ranching community] could have a PR cam-
paign. If we would change our paradigm, if we would change our focus
on how we, what we can do for those people who don't like us, and tell
'em about it and show 'em, they'd be on our team in a heartbeat. Instead,
we […] fight 'em in court. I don't understand, and it worries me.

These narratives emphasized the importance to this rancher of in-
volving, understanding, and collaborating with nonranchers in
decision-making on public lands.

Community engagement activities also extend to outreach activities
and agricultural education− or agricultural literacy−promoting activi-
ties, which included 15 narratives. These roles included teaching agri-
culture in the classroom, volunteering in local extension activities
such as 4-H, hosting farm tour days for local children, and mentoring
college-level interns. These 15 narratives demonstrated women’s roles

in promoting agriculture as an industry and way of life for the sake of
ranching’s future.

In sum, this fifth theme explores how the women interviewees de-
scribed their advocacy and collaborative roles in leading communities
and the ranching industry. These descriptions continue to complicate
the discussion of women as invisible producers (Alston, 2000; Trauger
et al., 2010; Williams, 1992). The overall prevalence and depth of this
theme suggest that many of these women developed prominent roles
as community, regional, and industry leaders and decision-makers.
The women interviewed in this study took proactive approaches to ed-
ucating nonranchers about their views of the cultural, economic, and
ecological value of their livelihood.

Theme 6: Going on Alone

My dad died at 42 when I was 17 and my uncle immediately informed
me that girls didn’t inherit ranches. And that immediately pulled a red
flag on my forehead. And I said, ‘You watch, I’m not leaving.’ The men-
tality was for years that men were in control. I was secretary for the
[State] Cowbelles for a year, and in the process of doing that I called Col-
orado to talk to the National Cattlewomen. And I asked them, I said, how
many, what percentage of ranches are owned by women? Well, they
didn’t know. I said there are a lot of ranchlands that are owned by the
rancher’s daughter, but when she got married she put it in her hus-
band’s name, but the deed still says, you know, it’s so-and-so [husband’s
name] ranch but belongs to [the wife’s family], you know.

And I happen to be the only one left in our family, and it was a very large
ranch, and I’m the only one that has any of it left. And it’s not something
that I take lightly. Times can get hard and you just suck up and hang
with it. Because there is no tomorrow for it if you walk away, that’s it.
There is no replacement value. And you struggle with it, and I have
struggled a lot, and nothing makes my heart feel better than to see a
banker that has tried to close me down at a meeting that comes up
and says, do you remember me, and I say, yes, call him by name, and I
said I’m still on the ranch. You asshole.

We identified 10 narratives in seven interviews that dealt with
women’s experiences as aging ranchers. Three of these narratives spe-
cifically described how the rancher came to be the last member of her
generation to inherit and manage a large family ranch. Two of these
women were the primary decision-makers on the ranch, and one
owned her ranch with her husband, but all three women had children
or grandchildren who were involved with the ranch.

These narratives highlighted the women’s continued efforts to learn
and adapt as managers in their later years. This adaptation addressed
rangeland system complexity and was forward-looking. For example,
the women described initiating long-term economic and political strat-
egies with family members. They discussed creating new social and po-
litical networks to support their ranch through knowledge, labor, and
skill sharing. They also continued to build their own knowledge and
skills in ecosystemmanagement. In sum, these seven described remain-
ing flexible to ecological and economic challenges, all the while plan-
ning for a future on their ranches.

Theme 7: Living Close to the Land

Many of thewomen’s narratives described the complex financial, re-
source management, and social decision-making processes that
ranchers deal with on a daily basis as stressful and sometimes heart-
breaking. For some women, the stresses of financial hardship, serving
as family peacekeepers, or dealing with broader social changes were
overwhelming. But for 10 of the women interviewed in this study (as
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described in 22 narratives), living on the landwas a “wonderful”way of
life, as it was for Lucy:

I think it’s the most wonderful way of life, there’s so much reward just
going out there and seeing the land and watching your cows as they
raise calves or as they fatten up or, you know, working them, being able
to gather them and brand. So I guess it’s just I couldn’t think of anything
else that would be as rewarding. We really enjoyed the horses and
showing the horses. That’s really rewarding. If everything goes well.
It’s a challenge and it’s really hard to learn, we learned it. All the little
babies I think [are] probably the best part. And watching. Watching
them grow and making sure they do well.

Despite worries over climate, markets, animal health, and the seem-
ingly ever-rising costs of operation, 11 narratives described ranching as
an essentially important way of life. Consider Fay’s description of the
blessings of living off the power grid:

… we raised our kids through their whole lives without even a phone,
really, because we were in such a remote area. Of course now we have
everything, you know, Internet, phone, everything. But, we still only
have a generator. We cut it off at night, even in the heat of the summer.
And, well, it’s a blessing. Because it helps you maintain your family life
and communication with your husband, you know. My husband and I,
all these years, we’ve been married 40 years this year, when that gener-
ator goes off… there’s no TV, no computer, no telephone, you know. So
we always get up early, andwe sit and have coffee in the dark, and talk,
and set the tone for the day.

This theme gives a voice to women ranchers who maintained non-
economic motivations to go into and stay in ranching, including
ranching lifestyle amenities and tradition. These motivations have
been documented by a body of economic research (Smith and Martin,
1972; Tanaka et al., 2005). In Fulton and Vanclay’s conceptualization
of the family ranch business, as well as in research by Farmar-Bowers
(2010), the motivations of individuals and ranching families have key
implications for both business operation and natural resource decisions.

The experience of maintaining this lifestyle and a core tie to the land
was an essential, even primal, motivation for women in all three com-
munities where we conducted interviews.

Theme 8: Sustaining a Tradition

My daughters had the opportunity to learn to shoe horses and brand
calves and they got their own brands and their own calves early on.
They had possessions, their own horse, their own saddle, things like that,
that they had to work for […] early on, so, it’s such a precious thing. But
it takes that mix of knowledge of the world and still that love of the
country life, and basic things. Because life does come down to the basics.
You’ve got to eat, drink, love your family, depend on each other.

What can be expected in the future for ranching as away of life? The
above excerpt from Fay’s narrative introduces the final theme of the
study: the importance of passing on the way of life to the next genera-
tion, described in 14 interviews (26 narratives). Like Fay, Lucy relayed
hopes that she could build a ranch that her children could take over, if
they wished to do so, in the future. During our interview at her kitchen
table, she took a short break to instruct two children, relatives she was
watching for the day, on their barn cleaning chores. We asked her if she
thought the ranch made better kids. She replied, “Better grown-ups.”

Together with the first theme described in the findings of this study
(learning from older generations), this eighth theme contextualizes the
education of ranchers as an important lifelong issue for ranching
women. Mechanisms of formal knowledge transfer of agricultural sys-
tems literacy, and women’s roles therein, have been well explored

(Frick, 1991; Kleihauer et al., 2013; Martin and Kitchel, 2013). However,
this work has not specifically described the informal transfer of range-
land and ranch management knowledge and skills in the face of current
economic and climatic challenges in the Southwest. Together, the first
theme, learning from older generations, and final theme, sustaining a tra-
dition, suggest that the women interviewees played important roles in
the transfer of both cultural and technical knowledge across generations.

Discussion

In this study we examined women’s experiences as ranch managers,
community leaders, mentors, students, and decision-makers on family
ranch businesses. The eight themes we described suggest that women
may have research and extension needs related to their evolving roles
as theymove through life stages characterized by changing relationships
to family, ranch businesses and natural systems. The point here is that
rangeland researchers cannot easily understand the motivations and
roles of rangeland stakeholders, or the material and cultural value of
rangeland resources to ranchers, if we see ranching communities or fam-
ily ranches only through research on the values, attitudes, and behavior
of male ranchers (Buch and Staller, 2014; Fulton and Vanclay, 2011).

The eight themes identified by this study illustrate women’s varied
economic, cultural, and land-management decision-making roles and
aspirations. At the same time, these themes suggest that women
ranchers experience complex constraints as they take up roles in
ranching, reproduction, caregiving, and culture-keeping. Women’s ef-
forts to fill diverse roles that support successful family ranch businesses
are notwithout physical and psychological costs. Ranchingwomen are a
great resource of energy and skill in solving natural resource manage-
ment problems, but we must consider the lessons learned by the field
of development: greater involvement of diverse stakeholders in partic-
ipatory or community-based projects is not a soft alternative to directly
addressing power and oppression (Mayoux, 1995). That is, drawing
upon women’s knowledge and skills in rangeland research or outreach
projects should not be used as away of avoiding politically sensitive dis-
cussion of gender inequality (Mayoux, 1995).

This study suggests that ranching women’s life stages contribute to
women’s decision-making roles and motivations. The analysis of
ranching women’s life histories serves to contextualize ranch decision-
making as a lifelong process requiring ranching women to develop a
broad set of management and technical skills. Ranching is not only a
profession—it is a process of personal and professional development
that unfolds differently for different members of a family ranch busi-
ness. For example, early in their careers, women ranchers may depend
more heavily upon mentorship and guidance from experienced pro-
ducers related to ranch management decisions (theme 1). Women in
later life stages can, in part, provide that mentorship. Those experienc-
ing theme 6, going on alone, may bemaking rangelandmanagement de-
cisions alone for the first time or may need information related to long-
term estate or financial planning resources. Women ranchers involved
in collaborative or advocacy roles (theme 5) may be apt partners for
participatory research and extension. The needs and contributions of
women ranchers change as they move through different roles and life
stages, as do their approaches to rangeland management, community
involvement, and family business operation.

Narrative inquiry, like rangeland management, is a blend of art and
science. The narrativemethodology precludes statistically generalizable
findings about women’s roles in ranching or their common experiences
of change on rangelands. However, narratives reveal, in a way that sta-
tistics cannot, the cultural, social, and gendered contexts of decision-
making processes in rangeland systems.

We recognize several potential limitations to our approach. First, our
network sampling technique may have selected for progressive or so-
cially empowered participants, leading to possible overrepresentation
of narratives of agency and empowerment. In addition, there is poten-
tial for response bias to questions about gendered power dynamics
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(particularly in relation to theme 4), wherein participants may not fully
reveal their experiences in order to protect self, family, or community
image. Our sample also reflected the experiences of European-
American women primarily or exclusively; we did not ask participants
about their ethnic or racial identities. Future research that considers
how gendered performances are racialized and intersectwith class, sex-
uality, and ethnicity might enhance or challenge these results.

Research methods like narrative inquiry that gather and analyze
voices of ranching women align with efforts to develop postnormal
rangeland science that bridges cultural, epistemological, and political
gaps among stakeholders in rangeland systems (Sayre, 2004; Sayre
et al., 2012). Narrative inquiry’s emphasis on documenting subjective
experiences and socially constructed knowledge reverses the usual
researcher-interviewee power dynamic. As such, narrative analysis, to-
gether with other qualitative and participatorymethodologies, may ad-
vance future efforts to bridge the gap between scientists and other
rangeland stakeholders in crafting relevant research and the resulting
policy and management recommendations.

Implications

On the basis of the findings of our study, wemake three recommen-
dations for how women’s voices might be incorporated further into
rangeland research and extension. First, we recommend that rangeland
research, outreach, and policy consider the contributions and needs of
women ranchers, which stem from women’s diverse roles, responsibil-
ities, and skills in ranching systems. Second, we recommend that range-
land researchers and extension professionals consider the significance
of ranching women’s life stages in women’s decision-making roles and
motivations and tailor education and support activities accordingly.
Third, we recommend that the field of rangeland science continues to
explore gender and other areas of social theory and methodology that
can inform our understanding of manager decision-making processes.
This study offers one of many possible approaches to applying gender
theory and methodologies.

The field of rangeland ecology and management should continue to
engage with gender theory and use gender studies methodologies not
because issues of sustainable rangeland stewardship are specifically
“women’s issues” but because they are issues that ranching women are
concerned with and that women work to address every day. The lack
of research on women’s roles in sustainable rangeland management in
the western United States mirrors a gap in other natural resources fields
in theWestern Hemisphere, though gender has been a “critical variable”
in assessing equality, resource access, and resource management and
conservation in the developing world for years (O’Shaughnessy and
Krogman, 2011). This gap is perhaps based on the assumption that
women ranchers or farmers do not have a specific stake in natural re-
source management or that gender research is not applicable to range-
land management on the ranch scale. This study suggests otherwise,
that women’s experiences can help us understand the contexts of range-
land decision-making on ranches in the southwestern United States and
beyond. The women ranchers interviewed in this study were active
managers, advocates, leaders, and collaborators in the social, ecological,
and economic aspects of rangeland systems and deserve specific atten-
tion from researchers, educators, and policy makers.
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