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GUIDELINES FOR USING HOMEOWNER'S TREES IN
URBAN RESEARCH
by John J. Ball and Gary A. Simmons

Abstract. Urban tree research is sometimes impeded by the
lack of an adequate number of research subjects. One possi-
ble source of research trees is the trees owned by the
homeowner. Studies on birch dieback were conducted using
homeowner's trees. People are willing to allow their trees to
serve as research subjects if they are approached in a careful,
thoughtful manner. Guidelines for working with the public are
discussed.

Tree research in an urban setting calls for a dif-
ferent approach to designing experiments than re-
quired for forest tree studies. One major dif-
ference is the manner in which trees are selected
for experimentation. The forest researcher
generally can locate the necessary number of
trees within the ownership of a single organization
or individual. Requesting permission to use these
trees for a study can be a simple procedure. This
same task can be very time consuming for the ur-
ban researcher since the ownership of urban
trees is more fragmented. Each tree used in a
study may be owned by a separate individual. Ac-
quiring these trees for research studies can be
very trying, but this process can also be very
beneficial to the urban tree researcher and the
homeowner.

Why we needed homeowner's trees. A major
tree problem in Michigan urban areas is birch
dieback (Ball and Simmons, 1980). Our study of
this decline required the procurement of one hun-
dred European white birch (Betula pendula).
Trees used in this study would represent all
stages of decline. Some trees would be felled and
examined; others would be simply observed.

We were not able to locate the necessary
number of trees in the age class or crown condi-
tion required at the university nursery, nearby
commercial nurseries or on city property. Our only
option was to turn to the trees owned by
residents. Recently there has been a push for in-
cluding citizens in the care of the urban forest
(Cole, 1979). Since this involvement has general-
ly been successful, we decided to solicit citizen
cooperation in selecting trees for our study. This

paper will explain how we accomplished the task
of gaining homeowners' cooperation.

Soliciting homeowner's cooperation. The
area we chose was the community of Okemos, a
small town adjacent to the eastern boundary of
East Lansing, close to the campus of Michigan
State University. We drove every street in
Okemos, starting at the northern boundaries and
working southward. During these drives, a
notetaker recorded the street address and crown
condition of every European white birch. Once
this task was completed, decisions were based
upon tree crown condition and driving distance.
Once the list was compiled, homeowners were
personally contacted to enlist their support.

Initially, visits were made during the day, but
usually only one of the owners was home and was
reluctant to make a commitment until the spouse
was present. Thereafter, we limited our visits to
evening hours between 6:30 and 8:30 p.m. Once
the homeowner came to the door, we would iden-
tify ourselves. Our university vehicle was parked
in a location visible from the door to further add to
our credibility. After establishing who we were,
we briefly explained the purpose of our visit and
why we needed their cooperation.

In this study, we were asking permission to
remove or conduct experiments on homeowner's
trees. First we had to ask ourselves what would
motivate people to cooperate with this project.
Generally motivation for volunteering or
cooperating can be placed into one of two
categories (Schindler-Rainman and Lippitt, 1 971).
People may be driven by a desire to enhance per-
sonal growth (I can learn about trees) or to serve
the community (unless someone helps, this pro-
blem will not be solved). The two categories are
not mutually exclusive; people may be motivated
with incentives representing both categories.

One benefit was for us to provide advice on any
of their plant problems. This offer was usually ac-
cepted immediately and it was not uncommon to
spend 60 to 90 minutes wandering around their
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yards identifying problems and plants. We did not
attempt to perform pest management operations.
If the task was too involved for the homeowner,
we suggested that they call a tree care profes-
sional. We explained what they should have them
do and approximately what it should cost. Another
incentive was for us to provide information
resulting from the project or associated studies.
This would be reported to them so that they could
incorporate it into their gardening routine.
Homeowner's appreciated this and it also provid-
ed us with valuable feedback on how practical our
information would be.

When we removed a homeowner's tree, we also
removed all brush and the stump. We returned the
wood cut to fireplace length. We aided in select-
ing another tree for planting if one was desired. A
major motivating force for this group was the
desire to serve the community. Birch dieback
was, and continues to be, an extremely common
problem in Okemos. Many homeowners donated
trees that were in reasonably good health
because they believed the tree would become
stricken with the disease within several years. By
donating the tree to our research project they felt
they would be saving their neighbors' trees.

We benefited from this experience in a number
of ways. The studies were performed on mature
trees growing in an urban environment, a situation
precisely where the problem occurs. We also
received valuable feedback on how homeowners
perceived the problem of birch dieback and its
management.

The homeowners benefited by their new aware-
ness that managing tree problems does not begin
and end with pesticide usage. They also learned
that research can be time-consuming and com-
plex. Homeowners gained an appreciation of birch
dieback. They became accomplished at recogniz-
ing the symptoms of the decline. By the end of our
study, most homeowners understood how to
manage the dieback and several even began ad-
vising neighbors on the problem.

Guidelines. Since other urban researchers may
find themselves in a similar situation, we offer the
following guidelines in working with the public:

1. Make your request in person and view
yourself as a salesperson. After all, you are selling
your project. If project personnel do not enjoy

talking with strangers, leave them out of this step.
2. Explain what you propose doing and why you

need their cooperation in simple and concise
terms. You should be able to explain why you are
there in about five minutes.

3. Talk with husband and wife if possible and do
not make any assumption about who has the final
say; you might be wrong.

4. Leave a written copy of what is going to be
done at their home, when it will be done, why and
how it relates to the overall project. People like to
see how their tree relates to the whole project.
This is extremely important when appealing to
people's desire to serve.

5. On the same sheet, leave a phone number
where someone from the project can be reached
if the homeowner has any questions. Someone
should be available at this number during evenings
and weekends as this is when most questions
occur.

6. Crews working at a house should be aware of
the homeowners' names and whether or not they
have children. Children are naturally drawn to any
unusual activity and it is easier to keep them away
if they are referred to by name.

7. At the completion of the project, home-
owners should be personally thanked for their
cooperation. This is also an opportunity to
evaluate their role in the project. Their input can
provide you with valuable information as to how to
better solicit homeowners' cooperation for future
projects.
If you enjoy working with people, few problems
will occur that cannot be smoothly resolved.
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