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Win–win solutions that both conserve biodiversity and promote human well-being are difficult to realize.
Trade-offs and the hard choices they entail are the norm. Since 2008, the Advancing Conservation in a
Social Context (ACSC) research initiative has been investigating the complex trade-offs that exist between
human well-being and biodiversity conservation goals, and between conservation and other economic,
political and social agendas across multiple scales. Resolving trade-offs is difficult because social prob-
lems – of which conservation is one – can be perceived and understood in a variety of disparate ways,
influenced (in part at least) by how people are raised and educated, their life experiences, and the options
they have faced. Pre-existing assumptions about the ‘‘right” approach to conservation often obscure
important differences in both power and understanding, and can limit the success of policy and program-
matic interventions. The new conservation debate challenges conservationists to be explicit about losses,
costs, and hard choices so they can be openly discussed and honestly negotiated. Not to do so can lead to
unrealized expectations, and ultimately to unresolved conflict. This paper explores the background and
limitations of win–win approaches to conservation and human well-being, discusses the prospect of
approaching conservation challenges in terms of trade-offs and hard choices, and presents a set of guid-
ing principles that can serve to orient strategic analysis and communication regarding trade-offs.

� 2010 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
1. Introduction

In a world of persistent poverty, accelerating resource extrac-
tion, and climate change, the challenges to conserving the planet’s
biodiversity seem increasingly insurmountable. Species and habi-
tats continue to disappear and the ecosystem services vital to the
health of animal, plant, and human communities alike are increas-
ingly disturbed. While the loss of global biodiversity is well docu-
mented, there is considerable debate within the conservation field
about how to respond most effectively (Wells and McShane, 2004;
Agrawal and Redford, 2006; Brockington et al., 2006; Wilkie et al.
2006; Roe 2008).
ll rights reserved.
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ne).
Given the geographic juxtaposition of human poverty and
biological wealth (Sanderson et al., 2002; Sanderson, 2005;
Redford and Fearn, 2007), one obvious approach is to design man-
agement responses that enhance the well-being of local people
while simultaneously halting the destruction of ecosystems. Over
the past several decades a variety of such ‘‘win–win” approaches
have sought to conserve biodiversity while also furthering local
social and economic development. The logic and rhetoric of win–
win underlies a number of popular conservation approaches and
programs, including debt-for-nature swaps, extractive reserves,
community-based conservation, and integrated conservation and
development projects.

Unfortunately, the record of such approaches is decidedly
mixed. A gathering body of evidence seems to indicate that, across
a variety of places and contexts, trade-offs can and do occur be-
tween different conservation objectives (such as biodiversity and
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ecosystem services), and between human livelihoods and conser-
vation (Faith and Walker, 2002; Adams et al., 2004; Brown, 2004;
McShane and Wells, 2004; Garnett et al. 2007; Cheung and Suma-
ila, 2008; Sunderland et al., 2008; Chhatre and Agrawal, 2009;
Dahlberg and Burlando, 2009; Sandker et al., 2009; but see also
Nelson et al., 2009). Yet it remains rare that the full range of pos-
sible trade-offs are acknowledged in communications with fund-
ers, policy-makers, and the public, or explicitly discussed as
conservation interventions are sought. On the contrary, the pres-
sure to act, and the undesirability – at least from a politicians’ or
donors’ point of view - of acknowledging possible downsides and
losses can lead conservationists to feel the need to offer optimistic
win–win scenarios about the feasibility of addressing multiple
agendas. Failing to be open and explicit about trade-offs can thus
occur even when conservation practitioners are themselves quite
aware of some of the potential downsides of a given scenario or
proposal.

As initiatives propelled by win–win optimism are scaled-up
and replicated, and as the realities of trade-offs are experienced
either by actors expecting to ‘‘win” or by those not considered
in the equation at all, the stage seems set for a vicious cycle of
optimism and disenchantment (Wells and McShane, 2004). To
continue to feed this cycle benefits neither nature nor people. A
new challenge, and a new set of debates, therefore, is emerging
for conservationists: to find ways to identify and explicitly
acknowledge the trade-offs and hard choices that are involved in
advancing conservation in specific places and through specific
approaches.

So how should analysis and communication regarding trade-
offs within conservation, and between conservation and other so-
cial goals proceed? In particular, how can such analysis and com-
munication operate in a way that provides an opening for
grappling with the full range of values and dynamics that shape
what may be lost and what gained when conservation decisions
are made and implemented? After discussing in more detail the
background and problems with the win–win approach to conser-
vation, we discuss the value of focusing on trade-offs and hard
choices in the evaluation of plans and proposals for advancing con-
servation. We then pose a specific set of guiding principles, devel-
oped and refined over the course of 2 years of research, workshops,
and discussions, that can serve to orient discussions and analysis
regarding trade-offs.
2. The evasive promises of win–win and the need for trade-off
thinking

Win–win language has become common among international
organizations (multi-lateral and bilateral aid agencies, develop-
ment and conservation organizations) to describe the simultaneous
achievement of positive conservation and development outcomes.
The use of this language has been most pronounced in policy dis-
course regarding the link between the environment and poverty
reduction. Relieving poverty through a renewed focus on this link
is acknowledged today as the primary goal of many development
efforts including the Millennium Development Goals, the UNDP-
EC Poverty and Environment Initiative, and the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity (OECD, 1996; Ambler, 1999; GEF, 2005). Most
development assistance agencies are hesitant to support conserva-
tion initiatives unless links to reducing poverty can be demon-
strated. Meanwhile, conservation organizations have increasingly
added efforts to address poverty reduction in their conservation
initiatives.

Win–win approaches to conservation have the appearance of
being ethical, efficient, and highly marketable. They appear to
be ethical in the sense that they acknowledge the dual moral
imperatives of protecting the earth’s natural systems and amelio-
rating human poverty. They appear to be efficient in the sense
that they seek to create and/or capitalize on synergies between
local needs and desires and regional and global conservation pri-
orities. And they appear to be marketable in the sense that the
promise of no losses to biodiversity and human well-being in a
single approach makes for popular political discourse and good
copy for grant writing. Unfortunately, while the marketability of
the win–win concept remains robust, it remains quite doubtful
that it is an adequate descriptor of the outcomes that actually
occur.
2.1. Problems in achieving win–win outcomes

After more than 20 years of international conservation experi-
ence, initiatives that produce win–win outcomes appear to be
the exception as opposed to the rule (Robinson, 1993; Songorwa,
1999; Christensen, 2004; McShane and Wells, 2004; GEF, 2005;
Redford and Fearn, 2007; Sunderland et al., 2008). Only rarely have
initiatives realized outcomes that demonstrate how natural re-
sources can be managed in ways that achieve benefits for local
people while sustaining local and global biodiversity conservation
values (Barrett and Arcese, 1995; Agrawal, 1997; Redford and Rich-
ter, 1999; Wells et al., 1999; Ferraro, 2001; Wells and McShane,
2004; Miller et al., 2011).

On the conservation side of the equation, criticisms by ecolo-
gists of integrated conservation and development initiatives cen-
ter on the idea that humans usually, although not always,
improve their condition by simplifying nature to the detriment
of its biological diversity (Robinson, 1993; Freese, 1998). Inte-
grated projects that rely on extraction and use of the natural re-
source base have been critiqued as fundamentally ecologically
unsound (Songorwa and du Toit, 2007); initiatives in buffer areas
have been critiqued for exacerbating negative ecological impacts
by acting as growth magnets and encouraging people to migrate
into project areas (Scholte and de Groot, 2010); and the narrow
focus of integrated projects on the relatively low-impact activities
of local people has been critiqued for failing to engage with pow-
erful external interests that may play a stronger role in driving
conservation problems (Kramer et al., 1997; Oates, 1999; Ter-
borgh, 1999).

On the human well-being side of the equation, attempts to link
economic benefits to conservation and development initiatives
have been criticized for not being extensive enough or quick en-
ough in arriving; for being unable to provide the range of in-
come-generating, labor-intensive activities that satisfy the
livelihood needs of local people (Ferraro, 2001; Sayer and Camp-
bell, 2004); for a failure to distribute benefits effectively, with ben-
efits disproportionately going to more powerful interests rather
than the poorest groups or others that actually use or rely on the
natural resource in question; and for coming into conflict with
existing livelihood strategies (Wells et al., 2001; Chatty and Col-
chester, 2002).

In general, understanding and communicating projects and pol-
icies as win–win does not provide a broad enough view of the mul-
tiple dynamics and complexities of most conservation and
development scenarios. In Box 1 below, the example of national
bio-fuels policy in Peru is used to illustrate how an initiative that
has been framed by many as a win–win would be better under-
stood as involving trade-offs. The example is focused on Peru,
where we have been able to directly observe these dynamics, but
the problems in framing bio-fuels investment as a win–win pros-
pect are applicable in a global context.



Box 1. Biofuels in Peru: rhetoric of win–win and reality of
trade-offs.

In Peru, as in many countries, bio-fuels have been touted

as a ‘‘win-win” for national governments, the global envi-

ronment, and local job creation. In his 2010 State of the

Union address, President Obama advocated increased

US investment in bio-fuels using win–win rhetoric. Analy-

ses of the impacts of bio-fuels policies on the ground,

however, have highlighted some of the negative impacts

that have gone along with dramatic increases in bio-fuels

investments (Dammert and Canziani, 2009). According to

a World Bank report, for example, 70–75% of the increase

in food prices from January 2002 until June 2008 was

related to bio-fuels development and the associated shifts

in land use, speculative activity, and trade policies (Mitch-

ell, 2008). Bio-fuels have been identified as a driver of

large-scale deforestation in Brazil, Malaysia, and Indone-

sia, where forested areas have been replaced by sugar

cane and palm oil monocultures (see Friends of the Earth

International, 2008a,b). In addition to deforestation, bio-

fuel production has been implicated in land tenure con-

flicts, food security issues, and scarce water availability

for local settlers. As the trade-offs associated with invest-

ments in bio-fuels have become more and more apparent,

initial enthusiasm has begun to dampen and doubt and

uncertainty around the future of the industry has grown

(for the Peruvian case analysis on which the above table

is based, refer to Dammert and Canziani, 2009).
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Many similar examples of the need to move beyond win–win
thinking could be given. A recent review of projects supported by
the Global Environment Facility (GEF, 2005) found that expecta-
tions of win–win situations proved unrealistic in most cases. Most
GEF projects in the biodiversity portfolio involve some form of
restriction of existing patterns of resource exploitation, which gen-
erally leads to a loss of livelihood and development opportunities
for at least some individuals or groups. Indeed, the fact that many
such programs also promote alternative income-generating activi-
ties such as ecotourism is an implicit acknowledgement of trade-off
relationships, but the trade-offs involved are rarely made explicit
or systematically evaluated.
2.2. Backlash to win–win

The mixed record of initiatives and policies designed to achieve
win–win results has important implications for the ways in which
conservation and development professionals engage with each
other and the communities they work with. Frustrated expecta-
tions have led to a backlash against conservation from some groups
with human development and rights as their central focus, while
fueling sentiment within certain corners of the conservation field
to turn away from the plight of communities adjacent to protected
areas and resume calls for a more protectionist approach (Kramer
et al., 1997; Oates, 1999; Terborgh, 1999; Hutton et al., 2005). This
new conservation debate has been described as taking place be-
tween ‘‘nature protectionists” defending a strong protected areas
approach and ‘‘social conservationists” intent on reforming the
dominant protected areas model to embrace sustainable use, eco-
tourism, and poverty alleviation efforts (Miller et al., 2011). The
disagreements are typical of an increasing polarization of positions
– it is not just indigenous people or development specialists versus
conservationists, but protection versus people and parks versus
development (though this debate does not seem to be affecting
conservation practice and has not led to a reduction in win–win
approaches).

Parts of the practitioner and academic communities are begin-
ning to call into question the assumptions underlying win–win ap-
proaches as a result of the growing recognition that many
situations on the ground involve competing, rather than comple-
mentary, social, economic, and ecological goals (Barrett and Arcese,
1995; Songorwa, 1999; Songorwa et al., 2000; Robinson and Red-
ford, 2004; Robinson, 2011). Skeptics argue that the very idea of
integrated conservation and development is conceptually flawed,
and that many of the practical difficulties experienced by such ap-
proaches are the result of unrealistic assumptions about this inte-
gration and its benefits (Robinson, 1993; Songorwa, 1999;
McShane and Newby, 2004).
2.3. Towards trade-offs and hard choices

Over the last few years, several writers in conservation and re-
lated areas have pointed to the importance of acknowledging and
analysing trade-offs as an antidote to win–win framing (Faith
and Walker, 2002; Brown, 2004; McShane and Wells, 2004;
Sunderland et al., 2008). The essence of trade-off thinking is the
idea that, when some things are gained, others are lost. Acknowl-
edging trade-offs thus implies acknowledging not only the gains
but also the losses – real, potential, and perceived – incurred by
various choices and actions in the domains of conservation and
development.

In our experience, the real power of the trade-off concept comes
in its ability to bring diverse actors to the common recognition –
one not forthcoming when problems are framed as win–win – that
hard choices are being faced. Choices, because there are different
options, each with their own suite of possible outcomes with re-
spect to human well-being as well as the diversity, functioning
and services provided by ecosystems over space and time (Millen-
nium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005). Hard, because each choice –
even the best or ‘‘optimal” one – involves loss in some way; a loss
that for at least some of those affected is likely to be a significant
one.

Hard choices in the conservation-development nexus are due to
a variety of reasons. They are faced when there are trade-offs to be
made between different interests and priorities (Brown, 2004;
Winter, 2005), between long-term and short-term time horizons
(where typically biodiversity conservation as a long-term objective
is traded off against short-term economic benefits such as conver-
sion to agricultural land), and between benefits at one spatial scale
and costs at another. Importantly, many times choices are made
implicitly, without even knowing that something is being over-
looked or given up because there is a lack of knowledge or the right
people are not at the negotiating table. The notion behind the push
to think and communicate in terms of trade-offs is that making
these more explicit will result in better designed, more resilient,
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and more sustainable initiatives (and/or the capacity to recognize
when and why this may not be possible).
2.4. Challenges to trade-offs thinking

Because so much funding has been predicated on producing
win–win outcomes, acknowledging the problems with this way
of thinking poses certain organizational risks. External social, polit-
ical and economic forces often undercut local conservation re-
sponses, and most actors in the field have not developed the
tools required to anticipate and address these larger conflicting
factors. Additionally, there are few institutions able to adequately
assess and distribute costs and benefits between competing inter-
ests once trade-offs are identified (Barrett et al., 2001).

Furthermore, while acknowledging that accomplishing either
conservation or human well-being objectives is extremely difficult,
there continues to be a general poor understanding among practitio-
ners, in both theory and practice, of the ecological and social com-
plexities within which conservation interventions are carried out
(Brechin et al., 2003). This incomplete theoretical understanding,
traceable in part to limited integrative and interdisciplinary ap-
proaches and expertise in many conservation organizations and also
to the urgency with which organizations perceive this problem, is
exacerbated by the rhetorical elegance of the win–win paradigm.
The win–win paradigm appeals to donors and avoids the potentially
divisive political requirements of understanding and confronting ex-
plicit trade-offs between competing stakeholders (Wells and McSh-
ane, 2004; Salafsky, 2011). Even when win–win outcomes fail to
materialize, there is little direct pressure for self-correction in the
face of disappointing outcomes because conservation actors are
not typically held accountable to those who are sometimes nega-
tively impacted by their decisions (Jepson, 2005).

The emergence of a new paradigm and altered practice, a possi-
ble outcome of the new conservation debate, will require conserva-
tion actors to negotiate with unfamiliar interest groups and
perhaps compromise on deeply held positions if they are to suc-
ceed in a complex world of contradictory perspectives. Such a shift
will not be easy, but it will be necessary. In the following section,
we offer a small step toward such a shift in the form of some gen-
eral principles to guide and frame both the analytical and commu-
nicative challenges that will have to be overcome.
3. Some guiding principles to aid in analysing trade-offs and
hard choices

Resolving, even understanding, the trade-offs between conserva-
tion and development and the hard choices they entail is difficult be-
cause the relationship (or the views people hold about this
relationship) between people and nature is so strongly influenced
by where they are raised, how they are educated, their life experi-
ences and the survival conditions and options they have faced.
Though these beliefs are not necessarily fixed over time and can
change in the face of experience or negotiation, these different be-
liefs exert a strong influence on behavior. Moreover, differences in
beliefs and preferences are also often linked to differences in the
power to pursue goals or to make ones’ voice heard.

It is generally accepted in the literature on participatory pro-
cesses that no actor or organization with its own well-defined goals
and preferences—and for most conservation organizations this is
still the protection of biodiversity—can act as the legitimate con-
vener of a process designed to reconcile competing goals (Peterson
et al., 2005). However, a shared foundation of guiding principles
can help actors from a variety of backgrounds with multiple perspec-
tives and different kinds of power work together to identify, analyse
and negotiate trade-off decisions, or at least to better understand the
gaps that stand in the way of such decisions.

The following principles have emerged from theoretical discus-
sions and practical engagements over the course of the Advancing
Conservation in a Social Context research initiative. They have pro-
vided a foundation from which researchers and practitioners
across a variety of countries, organizational contexts, and academic
disciplines have been able to develop deeper understanding and
better ways to discuss trade-offs in specific conservation and
development initiatives and approaches. These principles were de-
signed with the aim of being relevant, meaningful, and salient for
the variety of intellectual and interest-based perspectives that
intersect in complex conservation scenarios.

Each principle we propose deserves a book-length discussion.
Here, our goal is to articulate them simply and in such a way that
can catalyze both agreement on a place to start and an opening for
discussion and more rigorous analysis. Our overall suggestion is
that analytical approaches to understanding trade-offs, and at-
tempts to communicate and discuss them, might start with a pro-
cess of reflecting on these starting principles.

3.1. Basic assumptions: trade-offs and hard choices

A. The basic definition of trade-off is that some things are
gained and others lost. In conservation and development,
trade-offs are the norm.

B. A focus on trade-offs allows multiple actors to recognize the
hard choices involved in conservation and development, the
outcomes of which will change the diversity, functioning,
and services provided by ecosystems and the range of oppor-
tunities available to people over space and time.

C. More explicit acknowledgement of trade-offs and hard
choices may lead to more resilient and sustainable conserva-
tion outcomes.

3.2. Principle 1: scale

1.1. Different social and ecological values manifest at different
scales (Norton and Ulanowicz, 1992; Gibson et al., 2000;
Levin, 2005), and trade-offs occur both within and between
scales (Saunders and Briggs, 2002; Berkes, 2004; Walker
et al., 2004; Giller et al. 2008).

1.2. Successful negotiation of trade-offs will come only with rea-
sonable attention to political, social, economic, and ecologi-
cal dynamics at multiple spatial and temporal scales, and are
critically dependent on interactions across these scales.

1.3. In some cases, dynamics operating at one scale may prevent
or constrain successful negotiation of trade-offs at another.

3.3. Principle 2: context

2.1. Approaches to understanding and negotiating trade-offs
should respect the co-evolution of natural and human his-
tory (Agrawal and Gibson, 1999; Gjertsen and Barrett,
2004; Klein et al., 2007).

2.2. Analytical tools and methods should be applied with sensitiv-
ity to the political, economic, institutional and social contexts
in which decisions about conservation and development
occur (Hobley, 1996; Mahanty and Russell, 2002; Saunders
and Briggs, 2002; Wilshusen et al., 2002; Klein et al., 2007;
Robinson, 2011; Sarkar and Montoya, 2011).

2.3. There are no panaceas or one-size fits all solutions (Ostrom,
2007), nor are there necessarily solutions with long-term
staying power (Sayer and Campbell, 2004): decisions and
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strategies will have to be revisited as new knowledge
emerges, and as the social, political, economic, and ecologi-
cal contexts change.

3.4. Principle 3: pluralism

3.1. Trade-offs are experienced and understood from a variety of
legitimate perspectives (Koontz and Johnson, 2004; Norton,
2005; Miller et al., 2011; Robinson, 2011). At the root of
many long-standing disputes are differing models, meta-
phors, and ways of understanding the complexity of trade-
off decisions (Endter-Wada et al., 1998; Folke et al., 1998;
Gartlan, 1998; Scott, 1998; Brosius and Russell, 2003; Nor-
ton, 2005; Hirsch, 2009; Robinson, 2011).

3.2. Each perspective highlights certain trade-off dimensions and
obscures others (Hirsch, 2009). Better formulation of prob-
lems can occur when new ways of understanding conserva-
tion and development trade-offs are developed
collaboratively and iteratively with the input of multiple
voices and multiple perspectives (Norton, 2005; Miller
et al., 2011).

3.3. Diligence is necessary to ensure that the voices of all affected
parties are heard, understood and respected (World Bank,
1996; Agrawal and Gibson, 1999; Mahanty and Russell,
2002; Brosius and Russell, 2003; Bozeman and Hirsch,
2006; Sarkar and Montoya, 2011).

3.5. Principle 4: complexity

4.1. Human and natural systems are inextricably linked (Holling,
2001; Folke et al., 2002; Wilson, 2002; Levin, 2005).

4.2. Many important environmental and developmental issues
will always involve uncertainty (Holling, 2001).

4.3. All models and analytical tools for understanding conserva-
tion and development issues engage in some form of simpli-
fication of complexity, and none provide a comprehensive
picture (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 1994; Holling, 2001; Brechin
et al., 2003; Levin, 2005).

4. Conclusion

Win–win scenarios, where both natural resources are conserved
and human well-being is improved in specific places over time,
have been difficult, if not almost impossible, to realize. Compro-
mise, contestation and conflict are more often the norm. Often
hard choices need to be made between different kinds of conserva-
tion, and between conservation and human well-being, and these
should be explicitly acknowledged. Not to do so leads to unrealized
expectations and ultimately unresolved conflict. Conservationists
need to make greater efforts to more effectively consider trade-
off choices between different points-of-view, determine at what
levels biodiversity loss is acceptable, mitigate human costs, and
broaden the decision-making process. At the same time, develop-
ment that ignores the benefits that humans derive from ecosys-
tems and natural resources will ultimately prove unsustainable.
The challenge for the conservation and development community
is to engage in a social process that allows for compromise and
the explicit acknowledgement of risks and costs, while at the same
time gaining ever more clarity and purpose regarding those things
that should not be traded off.

As new methods and approaches continue to emerge within the
field of conservation, it may be important to analyse and commu-
nicate in terms of trade-offs as opposed to reverting to the natural
and rhetorically powerful language of win–win. For example, man-
aging for ecosystem services, and creating payment systems for the
maintenance of those services are approaches that have received
substantial interest as a way of conserving natural resources and
addressing livelihood issues for the rural poor (Millennium Ecosys-
tem Assessment, 2005; Bulte et al., 2008; Wunder, 2008). While an
ecosystem service approach may indeed offer a framework for bet-
ter understanding and negotiating the benefits and costs of conser-
vation, creating management or incentive systems based on this
framework seems unlikely to result in ‘win–win’ outcomes any
more than ICDPs or other approaches have (Sayer and Campbell,
2004; Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, 2005; Naeem et al.,
2009; Redford and Adams, 2009). This does not mean they are
not worth pursuing, just that the trade-offs and hard choices in-
volved should be assessed, discussed, and debated in an honest
and sober way. Our hope is that the insights and principles offered
in this paper can contribute to such an approach.
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