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WHAT’S A WEED ANYWAY?
Communicating conservation amid 

varied values and perspectives

Bob Hartzler

• Indiana native

• Purdue Alum

• Extension specialist

• Retired

• Weeds

Adam Janke

• Indiana native

• Purdue Alum

• Extension specialist

• Not [even close to] retired

• Wildlife (weed lovers)
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Outline

• What’s a weed anyway?

• The science of science communication.

• Effective communication practices

• Practice! 

Scan this to engage with 
questions during the talk!

So are these weeds?

Photo source: https://www.linncountyiowa.gov
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WHAT’S A WEED ANYWAY?

Source: Fortune of the Republic (1878) (from https://simple.wikiquote.org/wiki/Ralph_Waldo_Emerson) 

"What is a weed? A plant whose virtues 
have yet to be discovered.“ 

- Ralph Waldo Emerson



10/10/2023

4

WHAT’S A WEED ANYWAY?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=MU4JUPZX2uc
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Some definitions….
• “A plant out of place” – Everyday people

• “Plant adapted to colonizing disturbed habitat, and able to 
persist with continued disturbances.” - Matt Liebman, retired 
ISU professor of agroecology

• “Plant that causes economic loss or ecological damage; creates 
human or animal health problems, or is viewed as undesirable 
where it is growing.” - Weed Science Society of America 

• Bob’s definition
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What’s a weed?

Knowledge deficit model of communication

What’s a weed?

Two-way communication

The science of science-based communications

• Understanding
• Values and the Cognitive Hierarchy Theory 
• Theory of Planned Behaviors and behavioral control
• Barriers and motivators
• Risk perceptions

• Building
• Dialog
• Trust
• Compelling messages
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Values: Transcend situations, change slowly, finite and few in number, harder 
to observe, harder to change.

Values
Value orientations

Attitudes and norms
Behavioral intentions

BehaviorsCelebrating prairie in roadsides! Opposing roadside as “weeds”.

Cognitive Hierarchy Theory
Behaviors: Situation-specific, change readily, numerous, observable

Source: Fulton et al. (1996). "Wildlife value orientations: A conceptual and measurement approach." Human Dimensions of Wildlife 1(2): 24-47.

Wildlife Values Orientation
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Source: Stephenson 2013, M.S. Thesis, Iowa State University

Mutualistic

Humans and wildlife are to       
co-exist or live in harmony

Distanced

Less interested in               
wildlife; ambivalent

Utilitarian

Wildlife should be used and 
managed for human benefit

Utilitarianism

Mutualism

2,353 Iowans surveyed
Pluralistic

Context-dependent utilitarian   
and mutualistic.

11%31%

31%27%

Wildlife Values Orientation 
Among Iowa Residents

Environmental Schwartz Value Survey

• Biospheric – concern for environment –
• Appreciation of biodiversity and scientific heritage benefits.

• Altruistic – concern for others –
• Appreciation of intrinsic values and/or heritage.

• Egoistic – concern for personal resources –
• Appreciation of health benefits, wisdom and way of life, economic 

values, wellbeing, and lifestyle.

• Hedonic – concern for pleasure and comfort –
• Appreciation of spiritual, artistic, and esthetic opportunities. 

Source: Marshall et al. 2019. “Our environmental value orientations influence how we respond to climate change.” Frontiers in Psychology 10:938
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Environmental Schwartz Value Survey

Source: Marshall et al. 2019. “Our environmental value orientations influence how we respond to climate change.” Frontiers in Psychology 10:938

Altruistic
concern for others

Biospheric
concern for environment

Egoistic
concern for personal resources

Hedonic
concern for pleasure and comfort

Source: Estévez et al. 2015 "Clarifying values, risk perceptions, and attitudes to resolve or avoid social conflicts in invasive species management." Conservation Biology 29.1:19-30.
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Invasive species and values conflicts

• Utilitarian values – primary interest in direct use and economic 
value of nature. 

• Ranchers in Australia depend on non-native invasive forages.

• Moralistic values – ethical connections between humans and 
non-human nature. 

• Conflicts over feral cats or horses for their intrinsic rights to life. 

• Aesthetic values – capacity for nature to evoke satisfaction in 
humans.

• Conflict over eradication of feral pigs in the south by sport hunters.

Source: Estévez et al. 2015 "Clarifying values, risk perceptions, and attitudes to resolve or avoid social conflicts in invasive species management." Conservation Biology 29.1:19-30.

Theory of Planned Behavior

Attitude toward the behavior

Subjective norms

Perceived behavioral control

Behavioral 
Intention

Behavior

Source: Kan, M. P. H., & Fabrigar, L. R. (2017). Theory of Planned Behavior. In V. Zeigler-Hill & T. K. Shackelford 
(Eds.), Encyclopedia of Personality and Individual Differences (pp. 1–8). Springer International Publishing.
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Intention to 
manage forest 

insects

Cutting or removing trees infested by 
insects is a good thing to do.

Cutting or removing trees infested by 
insects improves the health of the woods.

I think other landowners who I most 
respect would cut or remove trees infested 

by these insects from their woodland. 

I think most people wo are important to me 
would think trees infested by these insects 
should be cut or removed from my woods.

It would not be expensive to cut or remove 
trees infested by these insects. 

It would be easy to have trees infested by 
these insects cut or removed. Source: Holt et al. (2021) Using the Theory of Planned Behavior to Understand Family Forest Owners’ Intended 

Responses to Invasive Forest Insects, Society & Natural Resources, 34:8, 1001-1018

Source: Witzling et al. (2015). “Incorporating Information Exposure Into a Theory of Planned Behavior 
Model to Enrich Understanding of Proenvironmental Behavior.” Science Communication, 37(5), 551-574. 
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Motivations and Barriers: river and dam analogy

BARRIERSMOTIVATIONS
• I think it’s the right thing to do
• I can make a difference. 
• It’s what others expect of me.
• People like me do it. 
• Someone I respect appreciates it. 
• I get something out of it.
• It’s fun. 

• Am I able to do it?
• I don’t have the confidence 

to do it.
• I don’t know how. 
• I don’t think it makes a 

difference. 
• It’s not for people like me. 
• It’s not possible. 

Source: Routman et al. 2022 "Beyond inspiration: Translating zoo and aquarium experiences into conservation behavior." Zoo Biology 41.5: 398-408.

behavior

Risk perceptions 

Source: Estévez et al. 2015 "Clarifying values, risk perceptions, and attitudes to resolve or avoid social conflicts in invasive species management." Conservation Biology 29.1:19-30.



10/10/2023

13

Risk perceptions 

• Heightened amid uncertainty in consequences or efficacy of 
interventions. 

• Lack of or erosion in institutional trust amplifies risk perception 
differences. 

Source: Estévez et al. 2015 "Clarifying values, risk perceptions, and attitudes to resolve or avoid social conflicts in invasive species management." Conservation Biology 29.1:19-30.

Then craft 

Simple
Personalized
Action-oriented
Repeated

messages. 

TWO-WAY COMMUNCATION
Listen to understand.1

2

Rules for engaging in effective and meaningful 
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“Targeting communication efforts toward the cultural values that people 
hold for natural resources is likely to be more effective in shifting people’s 
… attitudes and responses than trying to swing … denialism.”  

- Marshall et al. 2019

“Understanding the root of the conflict should allow the identification of 
more effective management actions and reconcile tensions before they 
become entrenched, unmanageable, and destructive.” 

- Estévez et al. 2015 

“Building trust and encouraging participation and dialog are crucial 
components of successful biodiversity management.” 

- Estévez et al. 2015 

Listen to understand.1

Sources: Marshall et al. 2019. “Our environmental value orientations influence how we respond to climate change.” Frontiers in Psychology 10:938
Estévez et al. 2015 "Clarifying values, risk perceptions, and attitudes to resolve or avoid social conflicts in invasive species management." Conservation Biology 29.1:19-30.

Then craft 

Simple
Personalized
Action-oriented
Repeated

messages. 2
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Source: Routman et al. 2022 "Beyond inspiration: Translating zoo and aquarium experiences into conservation behavior." Zoo Biology 41.5: 398-408.

Source: Routman et al. 2022 "Beyond inspiration: Translating zoo and aquarium experiences into conservation behavior." Zoo Biology 41.5: 398-408.
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A rural acreage owner is in opposition to the counties’ roadside 
vegetation management program because of the “unclean” look 
of the roadsides around her home where she moved recently, 
from a major metropolitan area. 

Practice! 
Scenario 1: Keeping the countryside “clean”

Part 1: What clarifying questions will you ask to gain more understanding?

Part 2: What personalized message(s) would you emphasize? 

A gentleman that farms next to one of your roadsides is critiquing 
your roadside vegetation because he says it’s the source of 
noxious weed introductions into his row crop fields. He thinks the 
county should have zero tolerance for all weeds and mow more. 

Practice! 
Scenario 2: Saying “no” to “noxious weeds”

Part 1: What clarifying questions will you ask to gain more understanding?

Part 2: What personalized message(s) would you emphasize? 
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A person from town called the office after they observed your 
crews spraying something in the roadsides. They said the have 
deep concerns for the environment and think that there should 
be an outright prohibition on the counties’ use of herbicide.

Practice! 
Scenario 3: The herbicide hater. 

Part 1: What clarifying questions will you ask to gain more understanding?

Part 2: What personalized message(s) would you emphasize? 

• Everyone’s definition of a “weed” is different: structured by the 
values, norms, and beliefs they hold or subscribe to.

• Seek first to understand the messenger to identify different: 
values, attitudes, motivations, barriers, or risk perceptions. 

• Craft compelling messages that are:
• Simple 
• Personalized
• Action oriented
• Repeated

• In public campaigns, use a diversity of messages to broaden 
appeal and maintain broad support.

WHAT’S A WEED ANYWAY?
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Questions. 

Thank you!
This institution is an equal opportunity provider. For the full non-discrimination statement or accommodation inquiries, go to www.extension.iastate.edu/diversity/ext


