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Project Overview

• Project started in the fall of 2024

• Goal: Gather data to strengthen the capacity of Soil and Water 
Conservation Districts (SWCDs)

• Focus: Understanding challenges to recruitment and retention of 
skilled conservation professionals

• Why it matters: Important to protect soil and water quality in the 
Great Lakes region with the best “boots on the ground”



Project Team

Partners: 

• Representatives from conservation district associations from 
the eight Great Lakes states, 

• International/national partners: GLLC, NACD

• GLC: Nicole Zacharda and Connor Roessler

• OSU: Dr. Ramiro Berardo (OSU), Eli Schwartz-Yermack (OSU)

• Dr. Matthew Hamilton (University of Wyoming, formerly at 
OSU) 



Interviews (summer 25)-

State Assoc Reps

Online Survey (spring 

26)-District Staff & Board 

Members

Research Approach: Mixed Design
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Figure 2. Frequency of statements made during interviews associated 
with different themes



Key Interview Findings

• Stable and predictable funding underpins every aspect of 
district capacity

• Recruitment, retention, compensation, and training are 
interconnected workforce challenges

• Conservation districts depend on trusted relationships with 
external partners to accomplish their mission

• Collaboration enables districts to accomplish more than they 
could independently



Online Survey—Spring 2026

• An approximately 20-minute survey 
to was released online in February 
2026

• Tailored questions for Staff (Junior & 
Senior), and Board members



1,570 total responses across 8 states (response rate 
of 26%)



By district role…



Findings!

Key Takeaway #1: Compensation is the single most important factor affecting 

both recruitment and retention across all respondent groups.
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Findings!
Key Takeaway #2: Respondents have more confidence in retaining employees 

than recruiting them, although confidence in both remains modest.





Findings!
Key Takeaway #3: Many employees see limited opportunities for long-term 

professional growth within SWCDs.
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Figure 5. Hurdles for retention identified by staff 
members. 





Findings!

Key Takeaway #4: Board members and staff generally report positive relationships with 

each other, but they differ in their perceptions of communication needs

Figure 6. Quality of reported relationships between board 
members and staff.





Findings!

Key Takeaway #5: 

Strong collaboration 

provides an 

important 

foundation for 

addressing future 

workforce 

challenges.



But there is variation across states!



Compensation Challenges Vary Substantially Across States 



• Some states rely primarily on annual state appropriations 
supplemented by local funds or grants, while others have more 
diversified funding portfolios that include county appropriations, 
dedicated state aid, property tax agreements, or local levies. 

• For example, Minnesota districts receive funding from multiple 
state and local sources, including general service grants, Clean 
Water Fund resources, and county funding agreements, potentially 
providing greater financial stability than systems that rely more 
heavily on annual appropriations



Recruitment Challenges Are More Consistent Across States 
Than Retention Challenges.



Likelihood of remaining with the district three 
years from now… 



Concerns About Career Advancement Are 
Widespread Across States



Perceptions of Board–Staff Communication Differ 

Across States 

Illinois Indiana Michigan Minnesota

Board Improved communication Improved communication Improved communication Improved communication

Staff
Increased board 

engagement

Increased board 

engagement
Increased board training 

and role clarity
Increased board training and 

role clarity

New York Ohio Pennsylvania Wisconsin

Board Improved communication Improved communication Improved communication Improved communication

Staff
Increased board 

engagement

Increased board 

engagement
Increased board 

engagement
Increased board 

engagement



Interdistrict Collaboration Is Highly Valued Across 
the Region, but Participation Varies





What’s next?
• Final conversations with our state associations representatives

• October: Final Report ready!

• Appending new data to our database (e.g. county-level data 
from the US Census Bureau) 

• Why  do we see what we see?



Thank you!
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