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By Mike Wolcott, ACF, CF

The role of a
successful
consulting

forester often tran-
scends the skillset
normally associated 
with the profession. 
Sure, sound forest
management knowledge, business exper-
tise, and basic communication proficien-
cy are all critical. However, many times 
an understanding of human psychology 
is the key to achieving a positive client 
relationship. 

As my 38-year career in consulting 
forestry has developed, the importance 
of tactfully navigating through family 
disputes, false client perceptions, and 
multi-owner dynamics have become par-
amount. Sometimes I think a psychology 
major with a forestry minor would have 
been a more appropriate educational 
route! To illustrate this point I will share 
two true stories, with names and details 
changed to protect confidentiality. 

Brothers in conflict
Bill and Roger inherited a significant 

forestland ownership that included two 
parcels located many miles apart. We 
completed numerous projects on one of 
the parcels over many years. Bill was our 
contact person and Roger had lukewarm 
involvement. Everything went smoothly, 
and the brothers were happy with the 
results. 

Enter parcel number two. This land 
was adjacent to Roger’s house, and he 
had been reluctant to pursue active man-
agement. Well, wildfires in the vicinity 
changed Roger’s perspective, and after 
Bill’s prodding, they decided to consider 
a timber sale. Roger happened to know a 
local logger and he arranged for a private 
tour for the logger of the property. Bill 
was upset being excluded from the meet-
ing and that I wasn’t involved. Bill then 
arranged a tour of the forest with Roger, 
himself, and me. 

Upon my arrival, there was palpable 
tension between the brothers. Roger was 
somewhat distant, repeatedly crossed 
his arms, and avoided eye contact. Bill 
was also fairly quiet and asked me to 
make a case for why I should handle the 
logging operation. As I discussed the 
advantages of my service, Roger became 
combative. He countered that the logger 
said there was no need for my involve-
ment—he knew what he was doing, etc. 
With Roger’s interruptions and accusing 
manner, I couldn’t make any headway in 
the conversation. Bill then became upset 
about how the conversation had devel-
oped. As you might imagine, things did 
not go well. 

Over the years I have occasionally 
encountered similar situations. With 
Bill and Roger, I suspect the reason for 
the family conflict was likely rooted in 
childhood. By observing the brothers’ 
interaction, it was clear there were power 
struggles, lack of trust, and pent-up anger 
issues. Experience taught me to walk 
away from these situations, which I did. 
Although I must say, it was a difficult 
decision for several reasons: I greatly 
respected Bill; my services would have 
ensured a better outcome, both finan-
cially and ecologically, for the property 
and the brothers; and the fact that my 
company needed the work. 

Unhappy Daughter
The Andrews family was one of my 

company’s first clients. In many ways 
they have been model small forest 
landowners to work with because they 
were thirsty for knowledge, embrace new 
ideas, fun and motivated to improve their 
forest. Over the years we have assisted 
them by writing management plans, har-
vesting significant volume, and planting 

thousands of trees. 
Through all these activities, one 

daughter, Libby, remained resistant to 
tree cutting. She commonly walks in 
the forest, and like many people, resists 
change. Unfortunately, portions of the 
Andrews Forest are being significantly 
impacted by root disease. And to com-
pound matters, Douglas-fir is their dom-
inant species, which is highly susceptible 
to root disease. Where root disease is 
prevalent, we have historically created 
openings and planted pine and larch, 
species that are less susceptible. 

Aesthetics are very important to the 
Andrews. Creating opening in their forest 
wasn’t welcomed idea originally, but 
over time, the parents had embraced 
the concept after seeing the long-term 
results. Libby never has. 

Last year the parents approached me 
about logging a visually sensitive area 
where root disease had killed many trees. 
We all knew Libby would be a tough sell.

First, we had a meeting in the woods, 
which Libby reluctantly attended. 
Although anxiety was present, a loving 
atmosphere encompassed everyone. Lib-
by stood off from the group and quickly 
expressed her concerns. Her voice 
carried heart-felt emotion, her pleading 
eyes searched everyone for support, and 
she paced as she talked. She also listened 
when others spoke up and her point of 
view was acknowledged. However, at the 
end, she expressed her need to remove 
herself from the discussion and went on 
a walk. 

The parents, although sensitive to 
Libby’s thoughts, felt compelled to move 
forward with the harvest. They had 
observed most of the trees die in the area 
over a 50-year timeframe. So, the harvest 
was conducted. After the logging was 
completed, the parents arranged for a 
family meeting at their house to discuss 
the harvest, with me invited as well. 
When they contacted me to attend, we 
kidded about the “dangerous setting” I 
would be entering. 

To lighten the mood, I arrived at the 
meeting wearing my hard hat and asked 
Libby not to shoot me. Laughter pre-
vailed around the table, and we were 
off to a good start. Libby still remained 
somewhat skeptical for the reason of the 
harvest, but her body language (leaning 
toward the table, open arms, easy smiles) 
and tone of voice indicated she had 
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accepted the results. 
And, she didn’t shoot 
me! 

Lessons learned
I am far from an 

expert in psychology, 
but through a some-
times painful journey, 
and many mistakes, I 
have numerous lessons 
learned I bring to each 
site visit.

• Ask clients many 
questions. When 
appropriate, repeat 
back to them what 
you heard to confirm 
you’re on the same 
page and they feel 
empowered. 

• When families are 
in conflict, express 
interest in all points 
of view. Try to put 
yourself in everyone’s 
position. Let them 
know you heard them 
and can see their per-
spective. 

• Watch body 
language and facial 
expression for clues. 
If an individual avoids 
looking at you or has 
a defensive posture, 
be sure their concerns 
are being heard. Bring 
them into the conversation. Ask ques-
tions. Listen. 

• If there is disagreement among own-
ers regarding one aspect of a harvest, first 
focus on what everyone agrees on, build 
camaraderie, and then circle back to the 
sensitive subject.

• Use tactful humor to defuse tense 
situations.

• Leave your ego in the truck. Yes, you 
are an expert in forestry, but by being 
humble and sincerely striving to under-
stand each owner’s perspectives you will 
be more successful. 

• Don’t be forceful with your knowl-
edge, which might put some people on 
the defensive. Convey your information 
in a friendly, disarming manner. 

• Look everyone in the eye and use 
their names in conversations. As Dale 
Carnegie once said, “A person’s name is 

to him or her is the sweetest and most 
important sound in any language.” 

As a consulting forester, my goal is to 
learn what is important to my clients, 
evaluate their forest, and then use my 
expertise to help them achieve their aspi-
rations. Often the lessons I have learned 
from non-forestry settings become crit-
ical to reach this objective. Also, I have 
greatly benefited from being a member of 
the Association of Consulting Foresters, 
where many colleagues have provided 
sage advice about ticklish situations. 

I must say there is special satisfaction 
when a backwoods forester can use high-
falutin psychology to help bring family 
harmony to an otherwise disagreeable 
situation.  WF

Mike Wolcott, ACF, CF, is owner of 
Inland Forest Management, a firm he 

cofounded in 1984. In addition to being 
an SAF member, he is the western region 
director of the Association of Consulting 
Foresters. Wolcott can be reached at 208-
263-9420 or ifm@inlandforest.com. 

Association of Consulting
Foresters of America

ACF is an organization repre-
senting 750 independent consulting 
foresters across the United States who 
advise and assist private forest land-
owners. Regional chapters include 
Oregon, Northwest (Washington), 
and the Inland Empire.

Benefits of ACF membership
• Instant credibility with clients, 

potential clients, landowner groups 
and agencies

• Exceptional workshops and 
training opportunities to further 
your consulting forestry knowledge, 
including small business skills

• Networking with like-minded 
professionals

• Communication and information 
on timely topics

• Referrals and tools for efficiency

Membership requirements:
• Adhere to a comprehensive Code 

of Ethics ensuring no conflict of inter-
est exists in representing clients

• Meet education, business, and 
experience requirements

• Submit professional and client 
references

• Complete continuing education 
requirements

ACF members represent the gold 
standard for consulting foresters. If 
you’re a consulting forester, come 
join us and further your career.
Association of Consulting Foresters
of America
376 McLaws Circle, Suite 1A
Williamsburg, VA 23185
(703) 548-0990
Membership@acf-foresters.org
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Being a successful consulting forester is more than helping 
landowners achieve their forest management goals. The work 
also entails navigating family dynamics and adapting your 
communication style to each situation.


