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A B S T R A C T

Conservation actions most often occur in peopled seascapes and landscapes. As a result, conservation decisions
cannot rely solely on evidence from the natural sciences, but must also be guided by the social sciences, the arts
and the humanities. However, we are concerned that too much of the current attention is on research that serves
an instrumental purpose, by which we mean that the social sciences are used to justify and promote status quo
conservation practices. The reasons for engaging the social sciences, as well as the arts and the humanities, go
well beyond making conservation more effective. In this editorial, we briefly reflect on how expanding the types
of social science research and the contributions of the arts and the humanities can help to achieve the trans-
formative potential of conservation.

Conservation actions most often occur in peopled seascapes and
landscapes. As a result, conservation decisions cannot rely solely on
evidence from the natural sciences, but must also be guided by the
social sciences, the arts and the humanities. The well-documented risks
and harms of ignoring the human dimensions of conservation are sub-
stantial, with past conservation initiatives engaging in exclusionary
planning and implementation processes, producing significant negative
social impacts and leading to conservation backlash (Holmes and
Cavanagh, 2016; West et al., 2006; West and Brockington, 2006). Ac-
knowledging these negative consequences has led to a greater re-
cognition of the need to pay attention to the social aspects of planning
and ongoing management of conservation initiatives. There have been
subsequent calls for the ‘mainstreaming of the social sciences in con-
servation’ (Bennett et al., 2017b). The conservation social sciences are a
rigorous set of disciplines, theories and methods for systematically
understanding and characterizing the human dimensions to facilitate
evidence-based conservation (see Bennett et al., 2017a; Charnley et al.,
2017; Moon and Blackman, 2014). While the potential contributions of
the conservation social sciences are vast, we are concerned that too
much of the current attention is on research that serves an instrumental
purpose, by which we mean that the social sciences are used to justify
and promote status quo conservation practices. The reasons for enga-
ging the social sciences, as well as the arts and the humanities, go well
beyond making conservation more effective. In this editorial, we briefly
reflect on how expanding the types of social science research and the
contributions of the arts and the humanities can help to achieve the
transformative potential of conservation.

First, the set of topics that are examined by conservation social
scientists needs to be expanded exponentially. The “human dimensions”
include an exceedingly broad set of social, economic, cultural, health,
political and governance considerations. Yet, despite the wide array of
potential sub-topics that might be included under each of these areas of
consideration, some social science topics continue to receive sub-
stantially more attention than others. For example, topics such as

economic and non-economic valuation of nature, behavior change,
management effectiveness, enforcement, and human-wildlife interac-
tions are highly represented in the conservation literature. We posit that
these topics receive more attention because they are instrumental to
conservation and management actions. They serve a clear purpose: to
justify conservation and improve environmental outcomes. Topics such
as governance, culture, social impacts, politics, power relations, ethics,
narratives and knowledge receive significantly less attention. Many
conservation scientists and practitioners may find these areas of re-
search more demanding, as results and insights could challenge status
quo conservation practice or lead to questions about the underlying
philosophy of conservation. Social science might reveal hidden eco-
nomic or political agendas (Gray et al., 2014; Harris, 2014) or proble-
matic ideologies, visions or values that are producing conflict and un-
dermining conservation (Chan et al., 2016; Doak et al., 2014).
However, we believe that conservationists should not be afraid to en-
gage with challenging or critical social science scholarship on con-
servation, as these ideas may produce more transformative insights into
how to adaptively manage and improve conservation policy and prac-
tice. Critical appraisals may inspire novel insights while leading to more
constructive solutions. This will require respectful dialogue between
those examining and debating hot-button issues from different theore-
tical standpoints – for example, such a measured discussion would
benefit the contentious “half-earth” proposal (Büscher et al., 2017;
Wilson, 2016). Finally, all social science topics on conservation geo-
graphies, species, environments and initiatives that have been less
popular to research deserve additional attention – for example, the
human dimensions of invasive species (Head, 2017) or large-scale
marine protected areas (Gruby et al., 2016).

Second, the arts and humanities have an exceedingly important role
to play in conservation (Holm et al., 2015). Without the arts, the hu-
manities and the contemplation of ethics, conservation may veer to-
wards the ugly and the unethical. Let us not forget the often highly
colonial, disruptive and even violent history of conservation
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(Brockington and Igoe, 2006; Sandlos, 2007) - which has led to the
critiques of the social impacts of conservation mentioned earlier. The
arts and humanities can provide us with the concepts and techniques to
innovate and re-imagine a more socially just, culturally appropriate
and, indeed, beautiful way of imagining and achieving conservation
(Brennan, 2018; Holm et al., 2015; Polfus et al., 2017). What we are
refering to here is the full transformative potential of conservation,
which is already an act of resistance. Conservation, we propose, is not a
practice limited to a particular place and time but rather one that asks
us all to rethink our relationship to nature in ways that will lead to the
production of healthy environments for humans and non-humans alike.
We can learn something here from the work of Indigenous scholars
reflecting on Indigenous ways of knowing and viewing human-en-
vironment relationships as rooted in deep respect for ‘all our relations’
across multiple generations (Kimmerer, 2013). Art in a more conven-
tional sense also has the ability to transform our relationship to nature,
making us reflect in ways that busy lives do not normally allow for.
There is overwhelming evidence that our sense of connection to nature
profoundly affects our willingness to protect it (Nisbet et al., 2009). Art,
the humanities and philosophy can help us to reconnect and be inspired
again.

The conservation community is moving towards more integrative
and collaborative and approaches to conservation (Cumming et al.,
2015; Guerrero et al., 2015; Tengö et al., 2017; Therville et al., 2017).
As diverse teams are constituted to deliver real world solutions to
pressing conservation problems, we hope that social scientists, artists
and humanities scholars are amongst those represented. However, just
as we are asking conservation practitioners and scientists to be willing
to grapple with different ideas and types of challenges, so too social
scientists, artists and humanities scholars will need to reconsider their
way of engaging. Social scientists may need to get better at working in
teams, at integrating ideas with other disciplines and practitioner
knowledges, and at communicating research and ideas to diverse au-
diences of practitioners and policy-makers. Yet, conservation social
science needs to remain theoretically grounded, methodologically rig-
orous and thoughtfully executed even as it rises to the challenge of
being useful. Practitioners of social science will need to be able to
communicate the importance of these aspects of their work. Doing so
will further dissuade those with little knowledge of the field to assert its
instrumental nature and thus attempt what is often poorly designed
social science research that does little to advance conservation.

The social sciences, the arts and the humanities, are poised to play a
much greater role in conservation. However, without greater invest-
ments and mindful engagement, the potential contributions of the so-
cial sciences, arts and humanities to conservation will not be realized.
Key conservation bodies (e.g., IUCN, CBD) and policy processes (e.g.,
IPCC, IPBES) could benefit from greater capacity in social science. Why
not also have artists or ethicists in residence? Similarly, conservation
NGOs and government agencies responsible for environmental man-
agement would benefit from hiring social scientists as they pursue their
mandates. Conservation journals (such as this one) also need to be open
to, and even actively encourage, publications that address a broader
and more innovative set of social science, arts and humanities papers
than is typically within their purview. Moving the conservation social
sciences, arts and humanities beyond the margin in conservation sci-
ence will increase their potential to transform conservation paradigms,
programs, policies and practices and improve humanity's relationship
to nature, which is arguably the intent of the conservation movement.
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