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FIA National Woodland Owner Survey 
 
The fate of the forest lies largely in the hands of the people and organizations that own 
and manage it. An estimated 60% of U.S. forests, excluding interior Alaska, is privately 
owned, 38% is managed by public agencies, and 2% is within Tribal reservation 
boundaries. As part of the USDA Forest Service’s Forest Inventory and Analysis 
program, the National Woodland Owner Survey (NWOS) is charged with collecting 
information related to the attitudes, behaviors, and other characteristics of America’s 
forest owners. Currently the NWOS focuses on family forest owners, corporate and other 
private forest owners, and residential urban landowners, but future iterations of the 
program may expand to include other target populations. 

History — The first national survey of private forest owners in the U.S. occurred in 1978 
(Birch et al. 1982) with subsequent surveys completed in 1993 (Birch 1996), 2006 (Butler 
2008), 2013 (Butler et al. 2016), and 2018 (Butler et al. 2021). The methods and content 
evolved over time but began to largely stabilize with the 2006 iteration.  

Topics — The topics covered by the current iteration of the NWOS vary slightly 
depending on the target population, but, in general, include: forest/land characteristics, 
ownership objectives, ownership history, forest use, forest management, information 
sources, concerns, intentions, and demographics.  

Data Collection Methods — The NWOS contacts approximately 6,000, randomly 
selected ownerships from across the United States every year. These ownerships are 
chosen using an area-based, systematic random sampling design. A tailored design 
approach is used to solicit responses with a current cooperation rate of 40 percent. 

Data Confidentiality — No information provided by landowners will be released that 
can be used to identify an individual landowner. This confidentiality is assured and 
mandated by Federal law.  

Reporting and Data Distribution — Results from the NWOS are distributed through 
reports, presentations, and on-line tools that can be accessed via the NWOS website.  

The Future of the NWOS —The NWOS is implemented on an annual basis with full 
survey cycles completed every 5 years. The current NWOS cycle will be completed in 
2023 and planning for the 2024-2028 cycle has commenced. 
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The Forest Inventory and 
Analysis (FIA) program of the 
USDA Forest Service conducts 
the National Woodland Owner 
Survey (NWOS) to quantify: 

• Who owns the forests of the 
United States 

• Why the forests are owned 

• How the forests are used 

• What the intended future uses 
of the forests are 

The NWOS serves as the social 
complement to the biophysical 
forest inventories and economic 
mill surveys FIA conducts. 

 

Target Populations 
The NWOS currently collects 
information regarding: 

• Family forest ownerships 
across the U.S. 

• Corporate and other private 
forest ownerships across the 
U.S. 

• Private forest ownerships on 
selected U.S. affiliated 
protectorates and territories 

• Residential urban landowners 

Future iterations of the NWOS 
may include additional target 
populations. 

 

For more information: 

 www.fia.fs.usda.gov/nwos/  

or contact Brett Butler at 
brett.butler2@usda.gov 
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