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Research about the relations between protected areas and local communities ranges
from nature-centred to human-centred approaches. Differing epistemic worldviews
and fragmentation characterize this literature. We analyzed the rationale
underpinning approaches to protected area governance. We classified them
according to their perspective on human-nature relations. Using the components of
stakeholder mapping, and adding the concepts of human-nature interaction,
landscape values, and land-use preferences, we designed a conceptual framework
and research method to improve understanding of the governance of specific
protected areas. The method comprises 6 steps: (1) identify all stakeholders; (2)
identify those stakeholders in power positions and determine their view of nature;
(3) establish the landscape values and preferences of other stakeholder groups; (4)
study the institutional context and power relations; (5) consider the agency and
capacity of each group and their engagement with the protected area; and (6)
determine what recommendations might be made to improve protected
area governance.

Keywords: protected area management; socio-ecological systems; stakeholder
analysis; community engagement; fortress conservation

1. Introduction

Protected Areas (PAs) are an important policy instrument for conserving biodiversity,
wildlife, iconic landscapes, cultural heritage, ecosystem services, and for promoting
appreciation of nature (Mulongoy and Chape 2004; Dudley 2008; Miller, Minteer, and
Malan 2011; Watson et al. 2014). West, Igoe, and Brockington (2006, 255–256) asserted
that “protected areas are the material and discursive means by which conservation and
development discourses, practices, and institutions remake the world”. Some 15% of ter-
restrial and 7% of marine areas around the world are covered by PAs (Belle et al.
2018). However, PAs are not only about nature. Various groups of people live in or
around PAs, and many people visit PAs. In line with academic debates about the interre-
lations between nature and culture (Demeritt 2002; Castree 2005; Parra and Moulaert
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2016) and about the concept of landscape (Antrop 2001; Tress and Tress 2001; Antrop
and Van Eetvelde 2004), it could be argued that all landscapes are at least partially con-
structed by humans due to people’s social construction of these places and the impacts
of human activity on the environment. This means that PAs (and the concept itself)
must address the human-nature relationship and how ‘nature’ is to be interpreted.

This context makes PA governance a domain that not only requires including all stake-
holder groups in decision-making, but also one that considers how different actors and
stakeholders conceptualize nature. However, not all researchers and practitioners regard
‘human’ as being a component of PAs, and not all stakeholder groups have equal influence
in PA governance (Castree 2005; Vanclay 2017). For example, Indigenous peoples living
in or around PAs have not always been recognized as legitimate stakeholders (Adams and
Hutton 2007; Hanna and Vanclay 2013). Indigenous peoples have often been driven out of
their land to create enclosed national parks that are often purported to represent ‘pristine
nature’ and be symbols of nationhood (Ross-Bryant 2005; Wang 2019). Starting from the
mid 19th century, a single-purpose model of nature conservation has developed, becoming
dominant worldwide (Kalamandeen and Gillson 2007), and often critiqued for being
‘fortress conservation’ (B€uscher 2016; Vanclay 2017).

In the last decade or so, society in general and academia especially have become
more aware of the human dimensions of PAs (Cocks 2006; West, Igoe, and
Brockington 2006). Furthermore, the concept of governance is being used to stress the
need to manage collective action and cooperation among different actors (Armitage,
De Lo€e, and Plummer 2012; Mehnen, Mose, and Strijker 2013; Omoding et al. 2020).
This suggests that the management of PAs should not only revolve around biodiversity
and ecology, but should also address the varying perceptions and interests of all the
different stakeholder groups and the differing and potentially conflicting land uses that
may arise in relation to a PA. The International Union for the Conservation of Nature
(IUCN) has established a categorization of PAs (Dudley 2008), which is largely based
on the extent to which PAs include or exclude human activities. Despite the increasing
recognition of the role of humans in PAs (Mulongoy and Chape 2004), the IUCN clas-
sification embeds a nature–culture dualism (Lee 2016), especially in that the act of
classifying a PA in terms of a gradation of human activity implies that humans are a
threat to conservation (Borrini-Feyerabend, Kothari, and Oviedo 2004).

In contrast to the IUCN nature–culture dualism, some of the literature on how PAs
should be governed does recognize the intrinsic relations between humans and the
environment (Lockwood 2010; Worboys et al. 2015). However, overall, the PA litera-
ture is still rather fragmented and incoherent, especially in relation to its understanding
of human–nature relations (Armitage, De Lo€e, and Plummer 2012; Premauer and
Berkes 2015; Parra and Moulaert 2016). In the PA governance literature, numerous
approaches exist, differing primarily in terms of their assumptions about the human-
nature relationship. Consequently, around the world, the various PA management
guidelines at national and local levels tend to be inconsistent in that they are based on
differing views about the role and position of people in PAs (Locke and Dearden
2005; Antrop 2006; Bridgewater and Rotherham 2019; Stoffelen 2020).

The purpose of this paper, therefore, is to develop a conceptual framework to cat-
egorize the fragmented academic literature that discusses the interactions between PA
governance and local communities, and to provide a step-by-step research method for
researchers interested in PA governance. The intention of the suggested research
method is for researchers to be able to: (1) understand the key processes that influence
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how PA governance happens in real life; (2) to determine which and whose values
come to dominate PA governance; and (3) to make recommendations about PA gov-
ernance that ensure there is an appropriate balance between meeting community needs
and nature conservation.

In this paper, first, we categorize the approaches used in research on PA governance
into three types according to their view of the human-nature relationship. We consider
that each researcher’s view of the human-nature relationship is largely shaped by their
underlying epistemic worldview, specifically, positivism (dualism between humans and
nature), pragmatism (a systems view of humans and nature), or constructivism (oneness
of humans and nature). We identified and labeled the PA governance approaches as: the
‘conservationist’; the ‘socially conscious’; and the ‘middle ground’. We also provide a
table that describes the PA governance approaches by discussing and comparing their
strengths, limitations, value added to PA governance, epistemic worldview, interpretation
of nature, landscape values, the balance between conservation and land use, and the
institutional context of each approach. Finally, we introduce stakeholder analysis to
develop a set of steps that help identify which PA governance approach is being used
by stakeholders in a specific PA. We conclude with some implications of our step-by-
step research method for future research on PA governance.

2. Approaches to protected area governance

2.1. Description of the main discourses in the PA governance literature

The literature on the governance of PAs has mostly been constructed along disciplin-
ary lines. Various approaches (discourses, paradigms and philosophies) can be
observed, especially regarding how local communities are included in PA governance.
Natural scientists, such as biologists, ecologists, geologists and zoologists, tend to
emphasize the performance of PA in terms of enhancing biodiversity, preserving geo-
logical landscapes, and protecting endangered species (Gaston et al. 2008; Watson
et al. 2014; Lee 2016; Ward, Holmes, and Stringer 2018). Conversely, social scientists
tend to consider the human dimensions, for example to gain a better understanding of
the socio-political processes at play, which might enable conservation practices to
become more effective (Bennett et al. 2017). This theoretical diversity, and a lack of
awareness of it, hinders interaction between scholars and practitioners from the differ-
ent disciplinary backgrounds. However, we believe that when these different
approaches to PA governance are combined, they can be complementary.

A fundamental issue that especially complicates interdisciplinary discussions,
including of PA governance, is that scholars and practitioners tend to hold competing,
contradictory and sometimes incompatible epistemic worldviews, for example, positiv-
ism, pragmatism, and constructivism (Creswell and Creswell 2017; Hakkarainen et al.
2020; Stoffelen 2020). Therefore, scholars and practitioners from different fields regard
the interaction between humans and the environment (and the issue of the role of com-
munities in PA governance) in markedly different ways, which profoundly influences
the values emphasized in the vision statements and the objectives of individual PAs
(Bennett and McGinnis 2008; Hakkarainen et al. 2020; Potts 2020). In interdisciplinary
discussions about PAs, these different epistemic worldviews make it hard to come to
common understandings and agreement (Castree 2005; Creswell and Creswell 2017;
Hakkarainen et al. 2020). Furthermore, the various management guidelines that have
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been developed around the world differ markedly, varying according to the approach
on which they were based.

We argue that there are three prominent approaches in the PA governance litera-
ture, which we label as: conservationist; socially conscious; and middle ground. We
note that the socially conscious approach comprises two main strands, community-
based natural resource management (CBNRM), and political ecology. Below, we
reflect on the strengths and limitations of each approach and compare the approaches
on the basis of key attributes such as the epistemic worldview, strengths, limitations,
and value added to PA governance from the approach. For comparative purposes, we
included a class for ‘neoliberal utilitarian approaches to nature’. One utilitarian
approach is arguably ecosystem services, which focuses on an ecosystem’s integrity
and capacity to provide physical and economic services to humans, but not necessarily
on nature for its own sake. It has a rather naïve understanding of social issues
(Paetzold, Warren, and Maltby 2010; Burkhard et al. 2012).

2.2. The conservationist approach to PA governance

Professionals adhering to what we label as the ‘conservationist approach’ tend to see
nature as an objective phenomenon. As such, they tend to prioritize the natural or
physical landscape characteristics when determining PA management guidelines
(Roman, Dearden, and Rollins 2007). A pertinent example of a conservationist
approach is the United States Wilderness Act of 1964, which prohibited land uses in
US national parks that were deemed incompatible with the wilderness idyl
(McCloskey 1966). Even today, various categories of PAs are being designated in
many countries, often completely ignoring that those places were previously inhabited
by Indigenous or other peoples (Ross-Bryant 2013). Research done from a conserva-
tionist approach tends to reject human activities, or to only consider them as external
drivers of unwanted environmental change (Lee 2016).

An example of nature-centred thinking is the idea of ‘deep ecology’, which was
coined by Arne Naess (1973) in the discourse of environmental philosophy. The deep
ecology notion advocated that all species and ecosystems have intrinsic value (Devall
1991). In this conservationist reasoning, society and nature are seen as two distinct
analytical categories. Nature-centred or natural science-based studies favor quantitative
research into the conservation of the non-human (biotic and abiotic) environment to
increase the effectiveness of conservation actions (Verma, van der Wal, and Fischer
2016). For example, animal tracking can provide evidence to be used in establishing
the territorial boundaries for a new or expanded PA (Benson 2016). Despite their value
for making evidence-based decisions, the conservationist approach has been criticized
because studies using such an approach tend to argue for the need to preserve ecosys-
tems by strictly regulating human activities, and they fail to consider relevant social,
cultural, and political issues (Andrade and Rhodes 2012; Anaya and Esp�ırito-Santo
2018). However, even though a conservationist approach tends to prevail in PA gov-
ernance, awareness that social issues should be included has grown over time (Brown,
Reed, and Raymond 2020). Some scholars have argued that the inclusion of subjective
values in PA governance is crucial to gain support from all the different stakeholder
groups and to achieve the outcomes desired by strong conservationists (Williams and
Patterson 1996; Bennett and Dearden 2014).
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2.3. The socially conscious approach to PA governance

In response to the criticisms of the conservationist approach to PA governance, other
studies have emphasized societal issues in the designating and governing of PAs,
including human rights, social equity, politics, and the impacts of conservation and PA
management actions on local communities (West, Igoe, and Brockington 2006;
Mathew and Sreejesh 2017; Vanclay 2017). Studies adopting a socially-conscious
approach come from a diverse array of backgrounds and include many different con-
cepts (Berkes 2004; Blaikie 2006; Zimmerer 2006; Adams and Hutton 2007; Robbins
2012; Stoffelen and Vanneste 2015; Bennett et al. 2017; Cumming and Allen 2017;
Castro-Arce, Parra, and Vanclay 2019; Stoffelen et al. 2019).

In our analysis below, we consider two indicative high-profile discourses that refer
to the role of communities in PA decision-making: CBNRM and political ecology.
Although there are other discourses we potentially could have considered, for illustra-
tive purposes we decided to have one somewhat practical discourse (CBNRM) and
one somewhat academic discourse (political ecology).

2.3.1. Community-based natural resource management

CBNRM gained popularity in the 1980s as an alternative to the conservationist
approach, which tended to ignore the role of communities in nature conservation
(Gibson and Marks 1995; Nabane and Matzke 1997; Prager and Vanclay 2010;
Milupi, Somers, and Ferguson 2017). CBNRM started from the idea that the participa-
tion of communities in decision-making contributes to effectively managing natural
resources, and provides benefits to local people, especially in terms of social justice
and improved wellbeing (Armitage 2005; Dressler et al. 2010; Vanclay 2015).
CBNRM is receptive to including traditional, non-expert and alternative forms of
knowledge regarding nature conservation (Shokirov and Backhaus 2020). A similar
concept, community-based conservation (CBC), refers to those practices that empha-
size the role of local residents in conservation actions (Berkes 2004). CBNRM and
CBC are people-centred, grassroots concepts that consider communities to be the focal
unit for natural resource management (Dressler et al. 2010).

Instead of regarding society and nature as distinct categories, discussion about
human-nature interaction in CBNRM generally applies a social-ecological systems
(SES) perspective, which addresses the linkages between social systems and ecological
systems (Berkes, Colding, and Folke 2008; Berkes 2021). SES researchers hold a
worldview that sees reality as being complex and constantly changing. A fundamental
element of the SES approach is resilience, which refers to the capacity to adapt to
change (Akamani 2020; Imperiale and Vanclay 2021). SES researchers apply adaptive
and non-linear planning processes. SES thinking has emphasized the importance of
resilience in PA governance (Folke et al. 2005; Castro-Arce and Vanclay 2020a).

In order to create linkages between stakeholders operating at various levels, PA
governance should be multi-level and participatory (Fabricius and Collins 2007). This
understanding has led to the emergence of various forms of PA governance that are
alternatives to existing top-down management models (Walker et al. 2007; Lemos and
Agrawal 2006). However, conflicts can still arise due to the varying connections of the
different actors to specific environments (Cosgrove 1985; Vanclay 2008), and the fact
that people are more motivated to protect those places that are personally meaningful
(Brown and Raymond 2007; Lane et al. 2007). Thus, scholars have studied the
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diversity of stakeholders’ landscape values, including through empirical research.
Brown and Raymond (2007), for example, mapped the special places of local people
to show how people’s sense of place should be an important consideration in conserva-
tion practice. From a CBNRM perspective, PAs should be managed from the bottom-
up, instead of by the top-down imposition of those landscape values embodied in
national requirements and in PA managers (Brown 2004).

Agrawal and Gibson (1999) argued that CBNRM should focus on institutions
rather than just on the community. Institutional support at multiple levels is vital for
balancing between diverse views and interests (Fabricius and Collins 2007; Ekroos
et al. 2017). This is reflected in IUCN’s governance typology for PAs, which distin-
guishes between governance by government, shared governance (or co-management),
private governance, and community-based governance (Mulongoy and Chape 2004;
Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2013).

Despite its advantages, there are criticisms about CBNRM (Dressler et al. 2010).
For example, there is some doubt as to whether an increased role for the community
will deliver the natural resource management outcomes desired by all the different
stakeholders (Blaikie 2006; Brown, Reed, and Raymond 2020; Milupi, Somers, and
Ferguson 2017). Although some studies have argued that the inclusion of traditional
ecological knowledge could help balance socio-economic and environmental goals
(Kellert et al. 2000), others have raised questions about whether it is always consistent
with biodiversity conservation goals (Berkes and Turner 2006). CBNRM studies have
also tended to focus on management issues at local scales, assuming that local popula-
tions have a greater interest in the sustainable use of common-pool resources than gov-
ernment actors of the private sector (Prager and Vanclay 2010; Sijtsma et al. 2019).

2.3.2. Political ecology

Political ecology is an interdisciplinary approach that revolves around the idea that
everything about nature and the environment is inherently political (Zimmerer 2006;
Escobar 1999). Political ecologists consider the power of different social actors in con-
trol over natural resources (Bryant and Bailey 1997). Drawing on constructs from
post-structuralism and Marxist political economy, political ecology focuses on decon-
structing the socio-ecological relations, conflict and inequality that arise from the com-
modification of natural resources (Robbins 2012; Douglas 2014; Mosedale 2015;
Busscher, Parra, and Vanclay 2018).

Political ecology addresses how asymmetric social and political power between
stakeholders shapes human-environment relationships and leads to inappropriate con-
servation management practices (Adams and Hutton 2007; Robbins 2012). Political
ecologists tend to understand power as “the ability of an actor to control their own
interaction with the environment and the interaction of other actors with the environ-
ment” (Bryant and Bailey 1997, 37). Power is overtly manifested in the decision-mak-
ing of formal authorities (Grigsby 2012). However, power (or agency) can also be
latent in the form of covert actions (Hanna et al. 2016). Therefore, in addition to the
institutions that control the environment, we also need to pay attention to the various
protest actions and CBNRM activities of local people (Castro Arce and Vanclay
2020b). Political ecologists who have been inspired by Foucault use a micro perspec-
tive of power, in which power is understood as a constitutive dimension of social life
in everyday situations (Ahlborg and Nightingale 2018).
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From a political ecology viewpoint, governing PAs is more than just managing nat-
ural resources on behalf of an institution or set of institutions. It is also about the
power relationships among states, domain-specific experts, private corporations, com-
munities, NGOs, and governments (Cortes-Vazquez 2014; Mosedale 2015). A political
ecology perspective is mindful that within communities there can be many vulnerable
groups and individuals (Ahlborg and Nightingale 2018). This context has led political
ecologists to investigate conflict, displacement, and the differential impacts caused by
conservation projects (Adams and Hutton 2007; Agrawal and Redford 2009; Piermattei
2013; Vanclay 2017). Although political ecology has been applied to PA governance-
related research, Walker et al. (2007) debated whether political ecology was suffi-
ciently ‘political’ or ‘ecological’.

2.4. The middle ground approach to PA governance

Our analysis of the conservationist and socially conscious approaches showed that
research dealing with PA governance has addressed different topics and is based on
different precepts and worldviews. Some effort has been made to bridge the gaps
between the two approaches. A typical way in which the interaction between humans
and the physical environment can be holistically studied is the concept of ‘landscape’.
Antrop (2006, 188) implied a middle ground by defining landscape as “a synthetic and
integrating concept that refers both to a material-physical reality, originating from a
continuous dynamic interaction between natural processes and human activity, and to
the immaterial existential values and symbols of which the landscape is the signifier”.
Middle ground visions on human-nature interaction have a long history, including
within the field of human geography. Notable examples include Carl Sauer’s work on
landscape morphology in the 1920s, and the humanistic turn in geography in the
1970s, which was concerned with the co-constitutive relations between people and
their spatial surroundings, and about people’s subjective existential values (Tuan
1975). These examples point to the idea that landscapes are projections of people’s
views and place meanings rather than being objective phenomena (Cosgrove 1985;
Greider and Garkovich 2010). Castree (2005) overcame the dualistic interpretation of
nature as either objective or subjective by using the concept of ‘network’. Viewing a
spatial location (e.g. a PA) as a network implies that nothing exists in isolation and
that society and nature are intrinsically interconnected (Castree 2005).

In order to conserve PAs, many scholars have used the concept of landscape and a
holistic viewpoint to incorporate the plural values held by people. Using examples
from Scandinavia, Sande (2015) illustrated how landscapes with high cultural and nat-
ural values can benefit from recognition of the interrelatedness of these values.
Scholte, van Teeffelen, and Verburg (2015) pointed out that landscape values can
reflect both the material and immaterial qualities of the places that stakeholders per-
ceive to be important. In his landscape values typology, Brown, Reed, and Raymond
(2020) outlined the key values people ascribe to landscapes: aesthetic/scenic, eco-
nomic, recreation, life sustaining, learning/scientific, biological, spiritual, intrinsic, his-
toric, future, subsistence, therapeutic, cultural, wilderness, social, and special places.

The subjective and plural character of landscape values has become widely
acknowledged internationally. For example, UNESCO’s World Heritage Committee
has recognized ‘cultural landscapes’ as a specific category of world heritage.
UNESCO. (2009, slightly modified) defined three sub-categories of cultural landscape,
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namely: (1) landscapes designed and created intentionally by humans; (2) organically
evolved landscapes, with two sub-categories: a relict (or fossil) landscape and a con-
tinuing landscape; and (3) associative cultural landscapes that refer to places with
strong religious, artistic or cultural links to the natural environment. In creating its
classification of cultural landscapes, UNESCO hoped to draw attention to the heritage
value of the built environment, human modified landscapes, and to the spiritual values
of local people (Taylor and Lennon 2011). Neverthless, heritage conservation still con-
centrates on the ‘outstanding universal value’ as determined by experts, not by local
communities (Taylor and Lennon 2011; Mehnen, Mose, and Strijker 2013).
Consequently, PA governance remains challenging because of insufficient transdiscipli-
nary cooperation and a lack of bottom-up input.

2.5. Comparing the characteristics of the approaches

Above, we identified that there were three approaches to human-nature interaction in
the literature on PA governance. A person’s understanding of human-nature interaction
influences their preferences about how a landscape should be valued and how a PA
should be governed. Below, we compare the three approaches regarding their strengths,
weaknesses, epistemic worldview, interpretation of nature, how landscape is valued,
the balance between conservation and land use, the role of institutions, and the value
added to PA governance. Table 1 summarizes the PA governance approaches by com-
paring them on these characteristics. By referring to Table 1, researchers should be
able to recognize the governance approach of a specific PA.

3. Making sense of the governance of a protected area

The descriptions of the three approaches in Table 1 provide a way by which a
researcher can identify which PA governance approach is indicative of a specific PA.
It is vital to understand the key processes that influence how PA governance happens
in real life, and which and whose values come to influence decisions made about the
PA. Drawing on stakeholder mapping, in this section we provide a set of steps that

Figure 1. The six steps to understand the governance of a Protected Area.
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will assist researchers to better understand PA governance. In contrast to stakeholder
mapping, not only do we look at which stakeholders have power, we also consider the
epistemic worldview of stakeholders, which influence the objectives that are set in PA
governance. Our step-by-step research method (see Figure 1) will help researchers
identify the reasons why some stakeholders and their values are not included in PA
governance. We also make recommendations to assist local communities in becoming
more empowered, while also increasing the effectiveness of nature conservation.

Step 1: Identify all the stakeholders that are inside or in the vicinity of the PA, the
extent to which they are involved in governance of the PA, and how they are affected
by the PA.

PA governance affects various stakeholder groups, such as government at all lev-
els, private actors, NGOs, and communities. The extent to which stakeholders are
involved in PA governance will vary across situations. It is likely that some stakehold-
ers’ views will not be considered in PA governance because it is generally the values
and worldviews of the powerful players that determine the main direction of PA gov-
ernance in a specific PA. Researchers should identify all the stakeholders who are
affected by the PA regardless of the extent to which they are involved in the govern-
ance of the PA. Stakeholders can be affected by the PA in various ways. PAs and their
support policies provide benefits as well as costs to local people living in and around
these places. Therefore, researchers should examine the consequences of the current
PA governance system for all stakeholders.

Step 2: Identify those stakeholders who are formally in charge of the governance
of the PA, and determine their understanding of human-nature interaction, and their
landscape values and land-use preferences.

Stakeholders have different values. This fundamentally hinders communication
between the various stakeholders. Powerful actors in the PA governance network
largely determine the direction of and logic behind PA governance, including practical
decisions regarding who gets access to the land and which land uses to support or
block. Therefore, an important question researchers need to ask in order to understand
the governance of a PA is: who makes decisions in relation to this PA? It is vital to
identify those stakeholders in positions of power and their values. The task is then to
understand whose and which values are dominant within the prevailing institutional
context. Clarifying the understanding of landscape values and land-use preferences of
people and organizations in power positions is important to make sense of PA govern-
ance. Key questions to consider are: Do they actually see a role for humans in the
landscape? How willing are they to involve other potentially relevant stakeholders?

Step 3: Establish the landscape values of all other stakeholder groups and deter-
mine their preferences for conservation, land use, and livelihood activities.

Our analysis of the PA governance field indicated that effective and equitable PA
governance requires deliberate effort to ensure the inclusion of vulnerable and/or trad-
itionally under-represented groups, whose landscape values and preferences will likely
differ to those of the powerful stakeholders. In this step, researchers should study those
stakeholders who are only peripherally involved in PA governance to establish their
landscape values and land-use preferences. By determining the preferences for conser-
vation actions, land-use preferences, livelihood activities, and the extent of desire to
participate in PA governance of all other stakeholders, researchers will get an overview
of the desired level of public involvement in the governance of the PA (Brown 2004).
This will assist researchers in obtaining an overview of people’s support for
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conservation measures and will enable inclusion of the interests of all diverse stake-
holders in PA governance (Alexander, Andrachuk, and Armitage 2016).

Step 4: Study the institutional context and the power relations between the different
stakeholders.

The governance arrangements and procedures establish general directions, priorities,
and decisions for PAs. Power is exerted within decision-making networks in the govern-
ance arrangements, and largely determines who is included in the decision-making process.
Therefore, after understanding the preferences of stakeholders, researchers need to turn
attention to the institutional context and the power relations between stakeholders.
Considering that institutions apply formal conservation policies, as well as informal rules
and social norms (Bennett et al. 2017), researchers should investigate not only the formal
memberships and decision-making structures, the information flows, and the strong and
weak ties within the decision-making networks, but also the informal institutional arrange-
ments including habitualized behavior, and the rules and norms that influence PA govern-
ance outcomes. Key questions to ask are: Are the institutional structures sufficiently
flexible and adaptive? Do they allow for the inclusion of local communities in PA govern-
ance? What systems are in place to ensure that all affected actors are actually involved in
decision-making? Regarding the role of local communities, the relationship between state,
community, and market should also be investigated.

Step 5: Consider the agency and capacity that exists in all stakeholder groups, and
the reasons why there is variation in the extent to which stakeholders are included.

Researchers should consider what skills, capacities and potential agency exist in
each stakeholder group. Reflecting on the power relations that exist between stake-
holder groups, and with knowledge of each group’s capacities to learn, cooperate, and
participate in PA governance, researchers can establish why some stakeholders and
their landscape values are not included in PA governance. Identifying these reasons
will help researchers discover the potential for improvement in PA governance, espe-
cially in relation to including the landscape values of all stakeholders.

Step 6: Consider what recommendations might be made to assist local communities
to become more empowered while also increasing the effectiveness of nature
conservation.

Drawing on the results from the previous steps, researchers can consider what rec-
ommendations can be made to enable community inclusion and effective conservation
in PA governance in diverse contexts. Researchers can examine whether or not all
stakeholders are included in the governance, priority and direction setting, and decision
making of PAs. They should also consider the consequences of the current PA govern-
ance system in relation to all stakeholders. Researchers should synthesize the results of
the previous steps to see whether some groups and their values are excluded, and to
consider the extent to which each group is impacted by the PA governance. Through
this whole process, the effectiveness of the PA governance can be assessed. Based on
this analysis, recommendations for improvement can be made.

4. Conclusion

Governance is the key driver of effective conservation. However, protected area gov-
ernance is complex and involves many actors. It is a domain that intrinsically requires
including multiple stakeholder groups with different and possibly conflicting interests
and values. Fragmentation and lack of interdisciplinary discussion has hampered the
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development of the research and practice of PA governance. As we have shown, no
single research approach covers all socio-political, spatial, and temporal processes that
influence how the balance between society and nature is mediated in PA govern-
ance practices.

The purpose of this paper was to analyze the fragmented literature dealing with
interactions between PA governance and local communities and develop a categoriza-
tion to be used for developing a research method that is sensitive to the role of com-
munities in PA governance in diverse contexts. We analyzed the differences and
complementarities between the three approaches we identified, which we called the
conservationist, socially-conscious, and middle ground.

Our step-by-step research method will help researchers with their investigations
into the different PA governance approaches. It provides a systematic way of studying
PA governance. It can help researchers make sense of what PA governance looks like
for a particular PA, which issues are likely to appear, and who benefits and loses from
the PA governance system. With the aid of this approach, once the PA governance
system is understood, it should be possible for policy makers, communities and other
players to better organize PA governance in practice.
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