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Common Approach to Conservation

Conservation  

Target
Strategy ?

CONSERVATION

CONTEXT



How Do the Conservation Social 

Sciences Help Us?

 Better understand the context we work in

 More meaningfully engage with stakeholders

 Improve our ability to influence conservation behavior

 Improve management practices and governance processes

 Normalize conservation actions

 Facilitate socially equitable and just conservation processes/outcomes

 Add rigor, consistency and scientific excellence to our approaches





Application of 

theories, 

methods & 

analysis to 

understand…

• Norms

• Demographics

• Economics

• Governance

Social Phenomena

• Communicating

• Marketing

• Educating

• Decision Making

Social Processes

• Values/Beliefs

• Knowledge

• Perceptions/Preferences

• Behaviors

Individual Attributes

Adopted from Bennett, et al. 2017



“We contend that the social sciences 
can help facilitate conservation 
policies, actions and outcomes that are 
more legitimate, salient, robust and 
effective.”

“Ignoring…the social sciences will 
undermine the acceptability and 
effectiveness of conservation. At worst, 
it may even lead to conflict and active 
opposition to conservation initiatives at 
all scales…”

“The conservation social sciences are 
not an optional compliment but a vital 
component.” 



Conservation Social 

Science Toolbox

 Surveys – mail, phone, web

 Interviews

 Focus groups

 Behavioral observation

 Stakeholder analysis

 Content analysis

 Participatory mapping

 Social network analysis





A Model of Behavior Change?

Knowledge Attitude Behavior





Behaviors

Behavioral  

Intentions

Attitudes and 

Norms

Beliefs

Values

Numerous

Faster to change

Peripheral

Specific to 

situation

Few in number

Slow to change

Central to beliefs

Transcend 

situations

What’s Your Theory?



Positions

Interests

Values

Positions

Interests

Values



America’s Wildlife Values: 
Bringing Social Values to Wildlife 

Conservation Decisions in a Changing World



The many challenges of wildlife management in a changing society…



Conditions of

Modernization
Changing  

Social Life

Changing Values

& Behavior

Manfredo, MJ, Teel, TL, et al. 

(2020). The changing 

sociocultural context of wildlife 

conservation. Conservation 

Biology.

http://a7.vox.com/6a00b8ea0716ac1bc000d4144e50bf6a47-pi
http://www.proteinpower.com/drmike/wp-content/uploads/2007/01/kids-watching-tv-blog-size.jpg




Data

• 2004 Wildlife Values in the West (19 states, n > 12,000)

• 2018 America’s Wildlife Values (50 states)

• 2018 Agency Culture Survey (30 States)

2018 Survey Methods

• Two extensive pilot tests to compare phone, mail, and e-mail

• Public – combined mail & e-mail panel (2 waves, one for boosting numbers 
overall, one targeting diverse populations; n = 43,949)

• Agency – e-mail administered to agency employees (n =10,669)

Summary of Methods

Manfredo MJ, et al. (2018). America’s wildlife values: The social context of wildlife management in the U.S. – National

report from the research project entitled “America’s Wildlife Values”. Fort Collins, CO: Colorado State University



Mapping the Geographic Distribution of Wildlife Values – Percent Mutualists as an Illustration



Manfredo, MJ, Berl, REW, Teel, TL, &

Bruskotter, JT. (2021). Bringing social

values to wildlife conservation decisions.

Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment.

Advancing Applications of Wildlife Values Information – Sociocultural Index



Sociocultural Index Applied to Wolf Recovery in Colorado

Manfredo, MJ, Berl, REW, Teel, TL, &

Bruskotter, JT. (2021). Bringing social

values to wildlife conservation decisions.

Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment.



UNDERSTANDING 
WILDLIFE VALUES 
FOR EFFECTIVE 
CONSERVATION

Strategies to minimize 
conflict in Mexican wolf 
recovery

Photo: USFWS



BACKGROUND

• Rarest subspecies of gray 
wolf in North America

• Endangered (1976), 
extirpated from the wild

• Captive population 
established

• Reintroduction and 
recovery efforts (1998-
current), US and Mexico



“WOLVES ARE EASY; 
PEOPLE ARE HARD.”

-Ed Bangs, USFWS

Photo: USFWS



EXPECTATIONS 
VARY WIDELY 
ACROSS 
STAKEHOLDER 
GROUPS

Photo: USFWS



STRENGTHENING 
INTERAGENCY 
COLLABORATION
Tribal, State, County, and Federal 
Partners:  

• MOU for Mexican Wolf 
Management and Recovery

• 3 levels of collaboration    
(field, management, executive)

Photo: Victoria Pickering/Flickr



IMPROVING 
COMMUNICATION 
AND 
RELATIONSHIPS 
WITH TRIBES

Photo: White Mountain Apache Tribe

● Tribal Working Group

● Tribal Perspectives on 
Mexican Wolf Recovery 
(white paper)



MITIGATING 
WOLF-
LIVESTOCK 
CONFLICTS
• Proactive 

Management/New 
Techniques

• Evolving funding 
mechanisms 
(Depredation 
Compensation and  
Pay-for-Presence)

Photo: USDA





The Vision

Service policies, actions and outcomes for 

conserving fish, wildlife and their habitats are 

improved by the integration of social science 

 Grows our legacy of being a leader and trusted 

partner in conservation

 Builds a nimble and adaptive workforce 

equipped with diverse expertise 

 Continues our pursuit of science excellence 

 Betters our understanding of the American 

publics we serve

 Ensures the future of conservation by connecting 

people with nature



Strategic 

Direction

 Increase recruitment and integration of social 

science expertise

 Support growth of social science through a 

network strategy

 Increase social science literacy

 Deepen a robust community of practice

 Active senior leaders as champions for social 

science mainstreaming



Increase social 

science literacy

 New tools and resources

co-designed with practitioners

 Socioeconomic Profile Tool

 Stakeholder Engagement Wayfinder

 Social Science in Action Storymap

 Human Dimensions curriculum in 

partnership with National 

Conservation Training Center



USFWS Socioeconomic Profiles Tool

https://headwaterseconomics.org/tools/usfws-indicators/


USFWS Stakeholder Engagement Wayfinder

https://fws.gov/stakeholder-engagement


Social Science in Action Story Maps

https://storymaps.arcgis.com/stories/9f00c71f13cc4ea1a7dbb94631b9f414


Private Lands 
Conservation

We work on private lands 
adjacent to our Refuges 
to build a conservation 
estate, ensure strong 
relationships with our 
neighbors, and support 
local economies.



A Program Ready for Reflection

• Why do landowners engage?

• How satisfied are they?

• What happens post-agreement?

• Why maintain conservation actions?

• What effect does PFW participation 
have on future conservation?



Highlights

Landowners keep their voluntary conservation projects in place

Convenience, a sense of control, and a clear understanding of expectations 
leads to project persistence and increased landowner collaboration

Motivations for engaging with PFW Program go beyond their bottom line

Landowners are satisfied with the PFW Program

Landowner participation in the PFW Program often leads to future 
conservation behaviors



Better Metrics for Partnerships



Improving PFW Partnerships

• Develop metrics to measure, monitor, and evaluate 
the quality and impact of partnerships

• Enhance communication products and outreach y 
incorporating guidance from social science research

• Develop metrics to monitor and evaluate outcomes 
of communications and outreach

• Enhance the social science literacy and competencies 
of our workforce

• Develop metrics to measure social outcomes of 
individual projects AND community-level impacts of 
partnerships with new audiences



Hiring for Interdisciplinary Skillsets

• Knowledge of conservation social science 
concepts…to identify and engage with 
landowners and local communities.

• Skill in building partnerships…with other 
organizations and private landowners.

• Skill in strategic communication 
including…different value-orientations.

• Skill in natural resource conflict 
resolution, negotiation, mediation and/or 
facilitation.




