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Abstract 
 
 Stakeholder participation has become a critical aspect of sustainability and 

conservation programs worldwide. In order to assess whether conservation projects are 
meeting their goals, formal project evaluations have become increasingly important. 
However, while the inclusion of stakeholders in the projects themselves has been highly 
desirable, the evaluations of local stakeholder inclusion in conservation work have been both 
difficult to implement and harsh in their results. Considering the complexity of effectively 
meeting the stakeholders’ needs in conservation and development projects, it logically 
follows that the inclusion of stakeholders in the evaluation process represents a key 
methodological component. Thus, the challenge for actors at the conservation development 
nexus is to develop effective participatory evaluation methods. This paper presents a history 
of community stakeholder involvement in conservation planning and subsequent evaluation 
in less developed countries, examining the critical issues with reconciling conservation and 
development, the evolution of the ethical underpinnings to stakeholder inclusion, and best 
practices for sustainable development practitioners. 

 
1. Introduction 

 
 Stakeholder participation has become a critical aspect of sustainability and 

conservation programs worldwide (1, 2). Recent conventional wisdom holds that including 
stakeholders in decision-making is requisite, yet practitioners continue to disagree about how 
that participation can be meaningful, fair, and productive. This issue is especially salient in 
the context of sustainable development and conservation in less developed countries 
(LDCs), where cultural/language barriers and inherent power dynamics render successful 
community participation in conservation projects immensely difficult (1).  

 In order to assess whether community conservation projects are meeting their 
goals, formal project evaluations have become increasingly important (2, 3). However, while 
the inclusion of stakeholders in the projects themselves has been highly desirable, the 
evaluations of local stakeholder inclusion in conservation work have been both difficult to 
implement and harsh in their results (4). These assessments attempt to measure either the 
environmental accomplishments of a project or its ability to produce genuine and democratic 
participation within communities (or in some cases, both); many projects have fallen short in 
these reviews (1). However, despite past setbacks, the ability to effectively evaluate 
sustainable development/conservation projects remains imperative, as the failures of 
community-based conservation projects can provide justification for a return to exclusionary 
practices in biodiversity conservation (5).  

Considering the complexity of effectively meeting the stakeholders’ needs in 
conservation and development projects, it logically follows that the inclusion of stakeholders 
in the evaluation process represents a key methodological component, as the determination 
of whether they have been meaningfully included in the project can only be fully determined 



by the stakeholders themselves (6). Thus, the challenge for actors at the conservation 
development nexus is to develop effective participatory evaluation methods.  

This paper presents a history of community stakeholder involvement in conservation 
planning and subsequent evaluation in LDCs, examining the critical issues with reconciling 
conservation and development, the evolution of the ethical underpinnings to stakeholder 
inclusion, and best practices for sustainable development practitioners. The paper is 
structured as follows: First I offer an overview of participation and ethics in conservation 
thought and practice in the 20th century. After that I discuss some of the issues with 
reconciling conservation and development goals. Then, I offer a brief history of participation 
in conservation, including the justification for and barriers to its effective use. Following this is 
a similarly structured section on evaluation in conservation. I then offer ideas for best 
practices in conservation evaluation and its relevance to sustainable development. To 
conclude, I will offer some final thoughts on the matter.  

Throughout this paper, unless otherwise noted, I speak about stakeholder 
participation in conservation broadly, referencing program development, management, and 
evaluation simultaneously. This choice reflects the general nature of much of the existing 
participation and conservation literature. Additionally, while I discuss conservation broadly, 
most of my text and examples come from land/biodiversity conservation and protected area 
management literature.  

 
2.1. A Brief History of Conservation 
 
The modern environmental movement’s ethical origins can be traced to 19th century 

romanticism and early 20th century utilitarianism, defined by notable scholars such as Henry 
David Thoreau, Gifford Pinchot, and Aldo Leopold (7). Early environmental rhetoric featured 
a strong appreciation for nature and a moral obligation to preserve and manage it. This belief 
has led to a tradition of extensive domestic land protectionism in the West. The ensuing 
enthusiasm for global biodiversity conservation in the 1960s came in response to a political 
climate in which the world was being awakened to the damages done by western 
industrialization (i.e. Carson’s Silent Spring) (8), and where Ehrlich’s Population Bomb and 
Hardin’s Tragedy of the Commons ignited a global fear that our natural resources would be 
depleted before we realized what was happening (9, 10). This “crisis narrative” coincided 
with the portrayal of LDCs as chaotic, unregulated social environments, which justified the 
intervention of northern governments in southern conservation decision-making (11). 

While northern environmentalists held these abstract romantic and pragmatic views 
towards protecting the environment, in practice, the move to conserve natural areas in LDCs 
was a direct transition from colonial protectionism (12). Natural areas had been strictly 
protected by colonial powers as game reserves and national forests (13), and the belief 
persisted post colonialism that the best way to preserve biodiversity was to set aside land to 
be entirely free of humans. This type of conservation became known as “fortress 
conservation” (14). Fortress conservation was also closely aligned with a top down 
management approach, rooted in an authoritarian model that “science knows best” (15). This 
philosophy helped decision-makers justify both the protection of natural areas from 
development and the displacement of millions of people, creating animosity towards 
biodiversity conservation so acerbic it sometimes turned violent (16). Ideas of stakeholder 
participation were undeveloped at this time; in the 1960s and 70s there was a growing 
awareness of local perspectives in conservation, there were no good tools to help 
incorporate them meaningfully into decision-making (17). 

The idea of participation in conservation came primarily as a response to the 
oppressive neocolonial environmental politics of the 1960s and 70s. While classical 
economic theory and traditional poverty alleviation strategies place little value on the 
environment, the anthropocentric narrative in the conservation arena values the environment 
via human needs (18). Essentially, this perspective highlights the interconnectivity of 
environmental conservation and quality of life for humans. This view suggests that both 
human communities and natural areas will fare better if conservationists include local people 
in land management decisions and permit them to use nearby natural resources for 



sustainable livelihoods. Concern for the human environment produces a “win-win” situation 
for the environment and humans in this narrative (19). And of course, this perspective 
became the new practical narrative as traditional conservation measures had exacerbated 
poverty (20) and were ineffective at conserving biodiversity (21). 

This narrative facilitated a shift in the international community to an emphasis on 
community-based management, livelihood strategies, and economic viability of protected 
areas in the 1980s and 1990s (22). Where governments in LDCs could once depend on 
international financial and political support to restrict human use in natural areas, the funding 
opportunities switched into more integrated human development programs. These funding 
structures serve as legitimizing forces, so the funding shifts represented greater acceptance 
for socially inclusive strategies. In these new conservation regimes, stakeholder participation 
was an indispensable aspect of the agenda (17). This change was also accompanied by a 
surge of interest in IUCN protected area classifications V and VI, which are mixed-use 
landscapes (12). 

Today, the dominant mentality in the conservation arena can be seen as a 
combination of disillusionment with past strategies and determination to develop best 
practices (17). The call to include humans more directly in conservation persists in the 
literature (23),  largely because the calls of the past have been unmet.  Additionally, the shift 
towards participatory strategies has not necessarily produced truly inclusive or effective 
participatory regimes (24, 25). Participatory evaluations are considered one of the primary 
methods to help conservation practice move forward, as they simultaneously include local 
communities and work to correct past mistakes. With so few universally accepted methods or 
practices in participatory conservation, there are at present a diversity of ideas, actors, 
landscapes, and possibilities available to practitioners and researchers alike (12); the 
challenge now is to synthesize this information to produce recipes for success. 

 
2.2. Reconciling conservation and development 

 
 Nowadays, it is safe to say that conservation projects in LDCs more often than 

not include a development component. While these projects go by many names (e.g. ICDP, 
CWM, CBC, CCA, CBNRM, CBET, etc.), essentially all of these types of projects share a 
common goal, which is to meet both conservation and development targets simultaneously. 
However, there are issues at all project stages, from planning to evaluation, with 
incorporating development goals into conservation management (26).  

 Conservation biology, which is the driving academic force behind 
conservation, has been accused of failing to study the most pertinent problems plaguing 
natural systems. Conservation biologists mostly study non-human organisms in intact 
habitats, whereas the real problems facing natural resource conservation originate with 
people and are situated in mixed-use landscapes (27, 28). They also tend to focus on narrow 
measures of ecosystem health, such as species count, and not on the broader impacts of 
conservation actions, and rarely do they publish evaluations of these conservation actions 
(29). They also boast about the interdisciplinary nature of their field, but in the major 
conservation biology journals in 2001, only 13% of the articles were cross-disciplinary (29). 
Thus, conservation biology’s contribution to the salient problems facing socio-ecological 
systems has been disappointing. 

Conservation biologists are also more inclined to collect quantitative measures of 
success. Not only does conservation biology value the “truth in numbers,” but technical data 
is also easier to collect and less politically volatile, thus it is preferable in the face of political 
or financial pressure. The scientific obsession with proof and causality does not lend itself 
well to the conservation-development nexus; in some cases, the connections between 
conservation and development are so diffuse, causality is essentially unprovable (30).This 
limitation provides a source of notable frustration and an ongoing challenge for scientists 
working in conservation. 

 Conservation biology also has two disparate personalities, which hinders its 
effective integration with development (31). On one hand,  some view conservation biology 
as a field capable of answering the hard science questions in resource management through 



unbiased, straightforward use of the scientific method (32). On the other hand, it is a value-
driven discipline, in which people work to preserve biodiversity because it is the morally 
correct thing to do (33-35). Franz (36) calls this latter side of conservation its “vivantary 
responsibility.” These two identities combined allowed the field to dominate conservation 
projects in the developing world for several decades, by arguing both scientific and moral 
authority, but over time both types of authority have eroded in the face of competing 
interests. The definition of conservation biology in this more politicized landscape has been a 
source of disagreement within the academic field, as some conservation biologists have 
been wary of advocacy whereas others feel a calling to it (34, 37). Some social scientists 
even question whether conservation biologists are the right professionals to conduct 
conservation projects. Conservation biologists’ training simply may not lie in the areas of 
expertise needed to deal with the complex socio-ecological systems conservation projects 
are embedded within (38, 39). While conservation biology has over time slowly become more 
diverse and collaborative (40), the field has a long way to go before it is truly ready to tackle 
the challenges it faces, most notably the politics of conservation (39). 

 Evaluations in conservation suffer from the general trend in the hard sciences 
where research journals and grants reward theoretical research and marginalize practitioner 
reports (41, 42). Scientists need to give up the “self-serving belief that an increase in our 
scientific knowledge by itself will always move us toward effective conservation” (43). The 
research produced in academic peer-reviewed journals is typically not used by conservation 
practitioners because these resources are too hard to locate or understand, so most 
managerial decisions are based on anecdotal information or existing practices (44-46). This 
inability to translate conservation research and assessments into action falls into the well-
known “knowing-doing gap” common to other sciences as well, including environmental 
psychology, ecology, restoration ecology, landscape ecology, and ecosystem management 
(41). In short, not enough overlap exists between conservation science and conservation 
practice. 

Another problem with traditional scientific evaluation structures is their ultimately 
western origin. While some argue that the fortress conservation was the true imperialist (47), 
the reality is that even participatory conservation uses western ideals, bringing democracy, 
autonomy, participatory decision-making, and even biocentrism (in that nature nearby is 
“worth saving”) into communities who may not have cultural context for these ideas (48). In 
places without history of colonialism or western influence, it is now considered unethical to 
introduce participatory models that represent a large cultural shift for the participants (49). 
Alternately, in post-colonial countries where these western ideals bear cultural significance, 
the history they evoke often leads to political backlash, not improved implementation. Thus, 
both exclusionary and inclusionary conservation models have failed to fully accommodate 
local culture and needs, but unfortunately, there are not enough indigenously-generated 
evaluations in the literature to provide information on alternatives (50).  

Despite these problems with integrating conservation and development, it cannot be 
denied that the ethics/practices of these two fields have been merging for some time now 
(38). However, even with this improved synergy, Adams et al. (20) provides some harsh 
realities: 1) poverty and conservation remain separate policy goals; 2) conservation will be 
undermined unless poverty is alleviated; 3) conservation has a moral obligation not to 
compromise poverty reduction; 4) poverty reduction depends on conservation of living 
resources (20). So the two fields are caught in a web of disparate but dependent forces, and 
solutions that truly synthesize conservation and development goals are difficult to produce 
given these limitations (26). 

 In opposition to other types of scientific research, evaluations are explicitly 
intended for use, they are derived from applied program questions, they are by their very 
nature judgmental, they call for specific actions, they acknowledge conflicts, and 
unfortunately, most of them go unpublished (51). In order to carry out effective evaluations, 
conservation biologists have to abandon the idea of scientific superiority or objectivity, and 
embrace the value-laden face of conservation biology. Also, the forces at work destroying 
biodiversity are much too great for one field to handle alone (12), and only through a more 



interdisciplinary, participatory, and multi-scalar approach will conservation science gain the 
relevance it needs to address pressing natural resource conservation issues (26, 52).  

 
 

3.1. Call for Participation 
 
Participation is defined by Stringer as “a process in which individuals, groups and 

organizations choose to take an active role in making decisions that affect them” (53). There 
is a diversity of ways in which this participation has manifested in conservation. Many refer to 
Arnstein’s “ladder of participation”, which ranges from a minimalist top-down approach (e.g. 
soliciting public comments) to a grassroots approach in which stakeholders are allowed to 
design and implement the entire project (24, 54-56). However, in response to evidence that 
more participation is not always better, the “ladder” has also been referred to as a “spectrum” 
or a “wheel” (17, 38).  

There are additional ways researchers have partitioned participation. Participation 
can be active or passive (57), or it can provide internal benefits (personal development for 
the participant) or external benefits (by way of generating useful data for public use). It can 
also be instrumental or transformative (58). In instrumental participation, a participant fills a 
role defined by others, whereas transformative participation changes the participants’ view of 
his/her role both in the project and the wider public sphere (58). Lawrence argues that 
transformative participation can occur in both top-down or bottom-up approaches (58). 
Participation can also be included at different stages of a project, including program and 
evaluation design, implementation, analysis, monitoring, and results communication (50).  

The call for better participation mechanisms came partly from an ethical obligation to 
represent those whose land was commandeered by outside interests, but it also emerged 
from a pragmatist view that participation was a more effective way to produce success in 
conservation. Even though local people are often portrayed as possessing little power, they 
also have the ability to subvert even the most well-funded fortress conservation projects if 
they are not adequately included or compensated (57). In other words, there are two main 
reasons to include locals in conservation: first, the normative reason, which argues that the 
benefits for a democratic society and equity are indispensable; second, the pragmatic 
reason, which states that participation improves the quality and durability of conservation 
decisions (17, 59). In conservation, researchers tend to use participation for pragmatic 
reasons, whereas in participatory development, normative argument has been more 
prominent (38). Either way, the benefits to participation are palpable; participation develops 
local trust (23), improves a program’s “efficiency, self-reliance, and sustainability” (60). and it 
supports the theory that complex environmental problems must be met with diverse 
knowledge, values, and ideas (59). 

 
3.2. Limits to participation 

  
 Common across all literature dealing with participation is the issue of whether 

there is true empowerment in participation. Participation can give the illusion of inclusion, 
which can end up masking power dynamics within diverse groups that prevent less powerful 
people from being heard (61-64). Even relatively functional group identities can include 
people in their form but exclude them by crowding out dissident voices (62). Both structure 
and structurelessness have potential to exclude, either through structural discrimination or 
rule-less social networks (62). Clearly, participants need both the incentive and the capacity 
to participate (65).  Prestby (66) describes a catch-22 in participation: people need to be 
empowered so they can participate in decision-making but they also need to be included in 
decision-making to help empower them. 

Participation is also explicitly about devolving power, which is hard in any field, but in 
conservation biology the long-held belief that scientists are “correct” has made the true 
empowerment of communities especially difficult (38). Participation has previously been used 
in conservation as a mechanism to get local support for a project that has already been 
planned by experts, and altering this practice has been difficult because both communities 



and scientists alike support the notion of scientific expert legitimacy (67, 68). This is why 
participation facilitation can quickly devolve into “facipulation” (69) when the facilitator pushes 
for an agenda instead of allowing the group to define their terms.  

 
4.1. Evolution of evaluation  

 
In response to the failed attempts at both exclusionary and inclusionary conservation, 

as well as to the mounting threats to biodiversity, scientists and practitioners alike are calling 
for better monitoring and evaluation of projects (44, 50, 70, 71). Theoretically the inclusion of 
evaluations should be quite easy, because there is a wide breadth of literature on 
evaluations from international development to public health to education, and researchers in 
these different fields stand to learn a great deal from one another (50). Evaluation can be 
seen as a trans-discipline; in other words, you can evaluate anything, even evaluation itself 
(72).  

Evaluations can play multiple roles within a conservation program. This includes, but 
is not limited to, knowledge development, program improvement, accountability, 
transparency, resource allocation, oversight/compliance, advocacy, and assessment of merit 
(50, 72). Evaluations also serve two wildly different purposes; on the one hand, they are 
meant for accountability, either to the stakeholders, donors, or wider public; on the other 
hand, they can be used to learn lessons and best practices for future conservation efforts 
(73). There are also different ways of thinking about the process of defining success. In some 
cases, participants describe a “picture” of success, which is what the program would look like 
in a successful iteration, and in other cases, they describe the “ingredients” of success, 
which identifies the necessary procedures and tools for a program to be considered 
successful (74). Success is also generally thought of as containing both a process and an 
outcome aspect, with process being more important to stakeholders and outcomes more 
important to donors, but both being key for overall success (50, 56). 

According to Terre Blanche, Durrheim and Painter (75), there are three major types of 
evaluations. The positivist evaluation style was most popular until the 1960s and it contends 
that one can only evaluate what can be objectively observed and tested. This type is typically 
conducted by outsiders. Interpretive evaluation emerged in response to the positivist model, 
and it requires the evaluator to be engaged, subjective, reflexive, understand the perceptions 
of stakeholders, processes, and context. While this type is more qualitative, incorporating 
focus groups and lots of contact with participants, the evaluator is still in charge. Finally, in 
response to interpretive evaluations, critical evaluation emphasizes social concerns and 
participant agendas. In a critical evaluation, the evaluator is an advocate, working to correct 
both wider injustices and internal power imbalances in the group (75). Alternately, Guba and 
Lincoln (76) identify four stages of evaluation evolution: measurement, description, judgment, 
and finally responsive constructivist evaluation. They argue evaluation should be responsive 
and constructivist because there is no objective reality in evaluation. This reveals perhaps 
the most compelling argument for including stakeholders in evaluation: human values 
determine the important variables to measure, so including stakeholders ensures that their 
values are included alongside scientific metrics (56, 72). 

Traditionally in conservation biology, evaluations were (and still often are) done in the 
positivist style, by scientific experts, with very little if any input from the local community (73). 
However, much like the rest of conservation practice, evaluations are becoming more 
participatory. There are definitely compelling pragmatic reasons to include stakeholders in 
evaluations in conservation. In a field where budgets are typically inadequate to cover all 
needs identified for the program, participatory evaluations are sometimes seen as a luxury 
(4, 77). However, including them can actually end up saving money in the long run by helping 
to avoid costly mistakes and gathering local support which will help promote program 
sustainability. (78, 79). Participatory evaluations also can have benefits beyond the 
evaluation itself; they can help build trust and accountability among stakeholders and 
promote synergy between the outcomes of the project and the community (4, 80). 
Additionally, research has shown that participatory processes produce conservation 
decisions that are just as good as or better than expert-driven processes, because they are 



better at considering new resources and knowledge systems, and that participants can be 
adequately and easily trained in evaluation methods (73, 80). 

This trend towards participatory evaluations in conservation has been accompanied 
by a push to include stakeholders in all phases of decision-making, as the evaluation will be 
more likely to reveal successes if the program was designed around locally-relevant 
indicators (49, 81). And of course, participatory evaluations in conservation programs are 
becoming increasingly common as “win-win” scenarios for conservation and development 
have proven incredibly difficult to produce. When serious tradeoffs must be made, 
stakeholders’ input in all phases alleviate potential conflict (46).  

However, despite these positive trends, monitoring and assessment in conservation 
is still considered to be in relatively poor condition, which is “a shocking situation given the 
considerable budgets of many ICDPs” (82)(83). Even the relatively well-accepted theory that 
rural development can lead to biodiversity conservation has remained essentially untested 
(26, 30). Conservation is failing to learn not only from its own mistakes, but from research in 
other fields (38). 

 
4.2. Barriers to effective evaluation  

 
Perhaps the biggest underlying problem with evaluations in conservation is how to 

define success.  Defining success is different in terms of ecological, economic, attitudinal, 
and behavioral parameters, and success is defined differently by different actors (74, 83).  
Success can be defined by the project objectives themselves, but sometimes practitioners 
need other metrics in addition to pre-existing goals (74). Whether or not additional goals are 
used could depend on whether stakeholders were included from the outset; this begs for the 
inclusion of stakeholders early in the process, and not just in the evaluation, because if the 
stakeholders have divergent goals from the “experts” then finding common ground for 
success will be more challenging (17). Plus, even if participants can agree on the variables to 
include in success, there are still often huge gaps between perceptions of adequate levels of 
compensation, employment, and communication in locals and managers (57). 

 There are also some specific problems that arise when attempting to evaluate 
the outcomes of a conservation project. The first problem concerns the combining of both 
biological and social metrics. Of course, one needs metrics for both biological and social 
targets to conduct a thorough conservation evaluation, as well as biological, social, 
economic, political, and cultural variables (50, 84). But how do you compare these types of 
metrics when their units are wildly different? Weighing the variables is an incredibly difficult 
task, one that is nearly impossible to do without the input of stakeholders (65).  

Participation itself is also a difficult thing to evaluate, as there are many activities and 
objectives housed under this term (58, 69). This is why there are not many examples of 
public participation evaluations in the literature; they are hard to do and they do not have a 
lot of established benchmarks or established instruments (56, 85). For example, there are no 
good measures for “cultural significance” of a project that can adequately be measured and 
compared with other data (86). Measuring participation based on sheer numbers is 
misleading, as it tells us nothing of the nature of the participation (24). Additionally, 
community conservation tends to have both positive and negative social impacts of some 
kind, so determining whether the project has an overall positive or negative effect is very 
difficult, again only possible with community stakeholder input (87).  

 There is also a general problem with confusing language as these 
conservation and development projects lie at the intersection of many disciplines, bringing 
diverse sets of concepts terms with them. For one project, there are outcomes, for others, 
there are results, for others, there are impacts (50). This can make synthesizing results from 
multiple evaluations extremely difficult, and it hinders the use of best practices. There are 
even multiple definitions of sustainability that get confused within the conservation literature. 
First, there is the environmental sustainability of the project, which is self-evident. But in the 
evaluation literature, one is more likely to refer to the sustainability of the program itself; there 
is even talk of the sustainability of conservation discourse (77, 88).  



Existing conservation evaluations have also failed to explore some critical topics in 
program design/management. First, not many projects have evaluated the explicit tradeoffs 
between conservation and development; as the “win-win” strategies are proving more elusive 
than expected, more information is needed about the nature of these tradeoffs (46). 
Additionally, there is little research as to whether attitude changes within a target population 
actually leads to conservation behaviors; conservation has been very focused on getting 
people to view conservation more positively, but there is little evidence as to whether this is 
linked to conservation behavior (69, 89). The effects of conservation on human populations 
have also been neglected in the literature (90).  

Kiss (71) sums up some of the problems with current conservation evaluations:  
“reports are often vague about criteria for success, lack baseline and monitoring data, focus 
on just a few species, do not distinguish between revenues and profits, and overlook issues 
such as income distribution and displacement effects” (91)(71). Because of these problems, 
not all conservation practitioners even agree that monitoring and evaluation are a good use 
of money; in a field where the “crisis narrative” still tends to dominate, evaluations pull 
valuable resources from other high-priority actions (42, 92). It is true that evaluations should 
not be done just for the sake of doing them; whether or not they are useful depends on 
information needs, decision context, political climate, competing information, personal 
characteristics of practitioners, and commitment or receptiveness of potential audiences (93). 
Conservation practitioners must strike a balance between taking action and conducting good 
assessments (18).  

 
5.1. The Balance: Experts and Locals 
 

A recurring theme at the conservation-development nexus is that of balance. That 
balance can be between top and bottom, insider and outsider, or big and small scales. 
Conservation planning has historically of course been top-down and expert-led (94), but the 
push to the other end of the spectrum has produced mixed results (95).  

There are forces pushing for and against systematic production of knowledge from 
evaluations. Some argue that local contextual issues make generalization difficult, if not 
impossible (50, 74). However, a major impetus to conduct evaluations is to prevent repeating 
mistakes by using consistent scientific methods to take lessons from one situation and apply 
them to a wider framework (34, 45). This also relates to issues of scale; participation is often 
employed to solve a local problem, because it is the most readily observable and workable 
scale for conservation (55). However, if participation is relied upon too heavily it can mean 
the project might be ignoring issues at wider scales (49).  This is often seen where 
environmental destruction is seen at a scale much wider than the community for which the 
conservation project is intended (35, 39).When the driving forces in the landscape are that 
large, no amount of local participation can fix them (39, 87, 96).  Landscape approaches are 
quickly becoming the strategy du jour (46, 96), but the methods for how to combine local 
participation with wider mechanisms for change remain underdeveloped (46, 49). 

A balance must also be struck between local and expert control. A common complaint 
among social scientists is that communities are only given nominal control over resources 
(67). Participatory conservation typically only includes locals in management decision-
making, not the initial decision to conserve. However, not all communities can or should be 
expected to support sustainability initiatives (5, 12, 46, 68, 86). Empowering people does not 
mean conservation must be internally produced by the community. Instead of expecting 
locals to “get on board,” conservation enthusiasts can be thought of as one party at the table, 
and their will must be considered alongside local development interests (46). In this case, 
good processes and facilitation (not “facipulation”) is key to empowerment and cooperation 
(69). And of course, communities can make the valid choice not to participate; non 
participation does not equate to social exclusion in all cases (24). Making participation good 
and non-participation bad encourages practitioners to include local stakeholders “just 
because” and not with an end goal in mind (24, 56, 62).  

There is also debate about whether an outsider or an insider is best-equipped to 
evaluate a conservation program. While traditionally outsiders are seen as the best 



“objective” observers (23), the newer literature often favors insiders (95), because it fits with 
the empowerment discourse and they have the best contextual information. However, both 
types of evaluators can have conflicts of interest and exercise biases, and minimizing these 
factors is perhaps more important than ensuring either an insider or outsider is in charge 
(69). Both insider- and outsider-generated evaluations are considered acceptable in the 
literature; Van Vlaenderen (77) calls an evaluation led by an outsider who collects data from 
insiders a “stakeholder evaluation,” whereas when stakeholders take the lead in goal setting, 
monitoring, and evaluation it is called an “action evaluation.”  

There is also evidence that participation does not inherently result in better decisions, 
and can sometimes even hinder rather than support sustainability (97). Without proper 
supporting information and processes, groups can rationalize harms and risk (62).  And 
practically speaking, local indigenous management practices, which have been heralded as 
the answer to many environmental management problems, have not been shown to function 
better than externally-generated ones (18). In response to the frenzy of participatory 
methods, there is even an alternative narrative of exclusion developing in which the non-local 
stakeholders are now being excluded from the process (96). In other words, sending 
conservation management to the other end of the spectrum may be a communities’ natural 
reaction to the injustices of the past, but treating science overly dismissively can run the risk 
of losing any measurable conservation benefits and missing key information for decision-
making (39, 98).  

In short, both locals and experts have much to contribute to conservation planning 
and evaluation. Conservation programs should be “conceptualized, negotiated and run by all 
stakeholders jointly” (99), and stakeholders in this case should include interests from multiple 
scales and backgrounds. Brooks et al. (83) say that more community control of the programs 
is good for attitudes and behaviors, but some kind of expertise is helpful to guide it. Push and 
pull between stakeholders via consensus building and collaboration has a lot of potential to 
produce solutions that are satisfactory to all parties (95). In this balance, there should be 
both top-down and bottom-up paradigms, because “it emphasizes the importance of 
participatory approaches setting the context for sustainability assessment at locals scales, 
but stresses the role of expert-led methods in indicator evaluation and dissemination” (100). 

 
5.2.      Best Practice in Conservation 
 
 Generally speaking, many researchers in the field are building systems from 

scratch, without learning from past monitoring and evaluation projects (18, 38). There are 
many recommendations in the literature about how conduct evaluations at the 
conservation/development nexus and how to better incorporate participation in the process.  

Several authors mentioned that evaluations and participation should happen at all 
stages of a conservation program, from initial planning to follow-up (17, 56, 101). 
Accomplishing this sets the program up for success on several levels: the program will be 
less likely to create conflict, more likely to have synergy between goals and outcomes, and 
more likely to have long-term sustainability in the local community. The ideal program 
structure has little separation between implementation and evaluation, as evaluation should 
occur simultaneously with all other project elements. 

While predicting project success has proven difficult, there is substantial information 
available about what conditions are more likely to lead to success (44). Roe et al. (87) listed 
conditions spanning several project areas. For example, when it comes to the wildlife 
population in question, it should require management at a small scale, be relatively scarce, 
possess substantial value, and be easy to monitor. The community involved should maintain 
secure land tenure systems, bestow cultural significance on wildlife, have institutions built on 
existing motivation, possess capacity for layered alliances, and be adaptable and resilient, 
have conflict-resolution capability, etc.  These variables can be evaluated in the initial stages 
of a conservation project so that practitioners can better understand how to face the 
challenges before them and determine whether it is a good area for intervention.  

There are also process criteria for success that can be used in project design and as 
indicators in evaluation. Rowe and Frewer’s (56) criteria include: representativeness of 



participants, process independence, early participation (but not too many people, could be 
chaotic), procedural impact on policy, and transparency. There are also criteria in the 
conservation literature that are perhaps unsettling to protectionists: permitting natural 
resource use, allowing market access, and involving community in conservation projects all 
help contribute to success (83).  

There are also conditions for success in related areas. Cousins and Earl (93) 
identified prerequisites for the evaluator: they must have appropriate training, be accessible 
to participant organizations, have access to resources, play a pedagogical role in process, be 
motivated to participate, and have tolerance for imperfection. The World Bank identified six 
dimensions of governance with which ICDP effectiveness is correlated: voice and 
accountability, political stability/no violence, government effectiveness, regulatory quality, 
rule of law, and control of corruption (44).  

Stakeholders should be represented systematically throughout a project, and 
practitioners should be very clear with them about their role in the project (in terms of goals, 
procedures, project phases, techniques, and participatory objectives) to avoid conflict in the 
future (59, 102). Many argue the importance of allowing participants to define the linkages 
between livelihoods and conservation using their own values systems (35); if those are 
externally defined then the benefits may not be understandable or “real” to participants (65, 
98). Generally, good clarity and linkages are seen as desirable program components. 
Brandon and Wells (18) concluded that projects will be more successful when there is a clear 
link between conservation and the project and when threats to resources are clear and 
direct.  

 The call for improved and increased evaluations includes more process 
evaluations, because they better demonstrate cause and effect and can highlight links 
between goals, objectives, and activities. It is a time-consuming process, but in the end this 
kind of evaluation helps uncover historically overlooked information that can help improve 
project design (50, 98).  In that vein, evaluations should not be done unless they will be done 
correctly. For example, circumventing baseline data collecting can cause misidentification of 
the threats and needs and render the rest of the process useless (30). There is also 
evidence that if participation is to be included in a conservation plan that it must also be “all 
or nothing.” If participation is done poorly simply due to financial or time constraints, it will 
end up being a waste of limited resources; if a conservation program wants to maximize 
resource effectiveness, participation must be done fully and earnestly (56). 

 It is also recommended to collect both qualitative and quantitative data when 
measuring social impacts (4). Natural scientists (and donors) tend to prefer methods like 
questionnaires, surveys, and wealth rankings for social data, but anecdotes and narratives 
will help flesh out the data to make it more useful for practitioners, who may find the 
information more accessible and relevant to the ground realities they face (4, 56). In this 
case, “practical utility is more relevant than absolute truth in assessing evaluation results.” 
(103). Because conservation biologists tend to be ill-equipped to carry out a narrative-based, 
nuanced approach (70, 90), conservation teams would benefit from both lessons from and 
partnerships with the participatory development sector (4). 

 Adaptive management is an effective framework in which to incorporate many 
of the other recommendations about participation, management, and evaluation (34, 42, 56, 
94, 96). Extended from Holling’s principles of dynamic systems and the concept of resilience, 
adaptive management rejects the traditional assumption that systems move towards a stable 
equilibrium or that system responses are linear and predictable (104, 105). Adaptive 
management strategies and subsequent evaluations are flexible, holistic, and inclusive, and 
the program participants constantly evaluate, learn, and apply new information to the existing 
management strategies (3, 57, 106). Adaptive management is “deliberate experimentation 
and systematic monitoring of the results” (6)(107) so by this definition the evaluation is 
inseparable from the project.  

Adaptive management also relates to the idea of collective or active learning (50, 85, 
95). While learning in conservation historically refers to locals learning how to manage 
resources, local scientists and practitioners have important knowledge about the resources 
that is essential to evaluating conservation programs (17, 102). In collective learning, both 



experts and locals integrate their knowledge spheres and learn both from each other and 
from the decision-making and implementation process (27, 95). This technique seeks input 
from local citizens and managers on conservation planning in terms of both local knowledge 
and local needs (108). Active learning fits into an adaptive management framework by 
promoting constant change in the participants themselves and the project design, and it also 
facilitates consensus-building activities, reduces conflicts, and diminishes cultural barriers 
(98, 109).  It also produces indicators and methods that are understandable to all 
stakeholders (98) and locally appropriate strategies (110). Failure can also be viewed as part 
of the “learning process” so that evaluations can be more honest and thorough (44).  

Researchers mention consensus-building frequently as an ideal way to conduct 
participatory evaluations, and this also fits into an adaptive management framework (69). 
The consensus can even regard the outcome of the evaluation itself, because 
measurements alone cannot inform a group as to the nature of the success of the project. 
What consensus requires is a partnership in which former “outsiders” voluntarily relinquish 
power and become truly vested insiders, reaching out to the group’s most marginalized 
members (62, 98), (49).  In fact, Warner argues that “consensus-building, not empowerment 
or institutional sustainability, should be the driving force behind participation” (111). 

 Several authors mentioned the medical field as a shining example of what 
conservation should aim for in terms of evaluation strength. Medicine is evidence-based, in 
that decisions incorporate evidence that has been critically evaluated and widely 
disseminated (45). Conservation biology, like medicine, is trying to cure ailments, but unlike 
medicine, conservation has neither consensus regarding what constitutes „health“ nor does it 
have a system in place to monitor the success of programs in order to improve them (27). 
Medicine has a rich history of synthesizing information and testing against a null hypothesis, 
two areas in which conservation biology literature is lacking (45, 112). Systematic reviews, 
which are a common tool in medicine, are more than just extensive literature reviews; they 
set out to answer a specific applied question, and because it is done using systematic 
methods, systematic reviews do not require an expert practitioner to do them (113). If 
conservation researchers could do more systematic reviews based on specific management 
questions, it would help local practitioners access the literature and use it in practice, and 
allow for science to be used to empower locals. 

 There are some good existing non-indicator based monitoring and evaluation 
methods in which participation is key (for a list see Wilder and Walpole (4)). One method that 
seems to have received good reviews is that of Multi-Criteria Analysis (MCA). MCAs “provide 
a flexible way of dealing with qualitative multidimensional environmental effects of decisions” 
(81)(114). MCA theory acknowledges that no solution can optimize all criteria at once, so 
compromises must be made. Subjectivity is taken into account by weighing of criteria and 
interactive procedures (81).  MCA is useful when there are too many criteria to think of 
simultaneously. It accommodates participation, qualitative and quantitative data, and it is 
simple for people to grasp (69). This process is related to the participatory multi-stakeholder 
impact assessment approach described by Mendoza and Prabhu (69). In it they use value 
trees and value focused thinking method, which helps stakeholders identify parameters to be 
evaluated. This method breaks problems down into smaller manageable units within a 
hierarchy, and people express their preferences using that hierarchy so they can weight 
criteria. The object of this kind of assessment is not to prove success; rather, it identifies 
changes in perspectives and determines if these changes lead to propensity to make 
decisions that are more eco-friendly. 

 
5.3.     The overlap with sustainable development  
 
So the question at this point is how does sustainable development (SD) fit in with this 

discussion? I would argue that SD has evolved from and overlapped with conservation 
sufficiently so as to merit this research entirely relevant for the SD field.  

SD is usually defined as “meeting the needs of the present without compromising the 
ability of future generations to meet their needs”(115) SD was loosely borne from various 
conservation and development programs in the 70s and 80s, notably the Man and Biosphere 



program, the UN Conference on Human Environment, and the World Conservation Strategy 
(34); SD was solidified as a concept in the Brundtland report in 1987 (38). SD is essentially a 
catch-all for the blending of environmental, social, and economic goals (34, 38, 69). Some 
argue that conservation has been entirely absorbed into sustainable development because 
conservation programs without human inclusion are no longer viable, and once you have 
both conservation and development you essentially enter the SD discourse (39, 68). 

The main difference between participatory conservation and SD lies in the delineation 
of ethical responsibility. In conservation and development programs, often the end is 
conservation of natural resources and the mean includes human development (116). In 
sustainable development, the moral target is people and the means to get them out of 
poverty is development that considers ecological and social issues. There is considerable 
overlap between conservation and sustainable development in practice (49), in that they both 
reconcile human and environmental targets, but the differences in ethical underpinnings 
might influence, for example, which metrics to select for evaluation. The reason I delineate 
sustainable development here is to note that while the history and discourses of the two are 
not completely synonymous, many of the issues with participation and evaluation can be 
considered interchangeable between conservation and sustainable development. 

 
6.       Final Thoughts 

 
Participation and evaluation share many qualities in common, and for this reason they 

are often spoken of simultaneously in the literature. For example, it is argued against both of 
them that they are too expensive, too time-consuming, and the benefits of doing them may 
not outweigh the costs. However there is compelling evidence to suggest that their inclusion 
ends up saving funds in the long run by promoting program sustainability and responsible 
use of other resources. They are both ideally included in every stage of conservation project 
design, from initial decision-making all the way through lessons learned, because these two 
processes help project coordinators set relevant goals and promote synergy between goals 
and outcomes. Both are key aspects of adaptive management, which is seen as the most 
practical way forward in the field. And finally, both provide practical tools for reconciling 
disparate conservation and development goals, because they promote dialogue and 
learning.  

Essentially, both participation and evaluation can improve the success of 
conservation programs which have historically been short on inclusion and reflection. But 
perhaps the reason they are paired together in the literature and theory so frequently is 
because they both represent a way to bring depth and improved perspective to a project. 
This is why participatory evaluation is seen as the new way forward, because it perfectly 
combines the things so obviously missing from traditional conservation. Together, 
participation and evaluation can help practitioners produce conservation/sustainable 
development programs that are both more empowering and more humbling.  
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