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MANAGING THE SOCIAL IMPACTS OF CONSERVATION 
            

 

Summary	
Concerns	 about	 the	 negative	 consequences	 of	 conservation	 for	 local	 people	 have	
prompted	 attention	 toward	 how	 to	 address	 the	 social	 impacts	 of	 different	
conservation	projects,	 programs,	 and	policies.	 Inevitably,	when	actions	 are	 taken	 to	
protect	 or	 manage	 the	 environment	 this	 will	 produce	 a	 suite	 of	 both	 positive	 and	
negative	 social	 impacts	 for	 local	 communities	 and	 resource	users.	 Thus,	 a	 challenge	
for	 conservation	 and	 environmental	 decision-makers	 and	 managers	 is	 maximizing	
social	 benefits	 while	minimizing	 negative	 burdens	 across	 social,	 economic,	 cultural,	
health,	 and	 governance	 spheres	 of	 human	 well-being.	 The	 last	 decade	 has	 seen	
significant	 advances	 in	 both	 the	 methods	 and	 the	 metrics	 for	 understanding	 how	
conservation	 and	 environmental	 management	 impact	 human	well-being.	 There	 has	
also	 been	 increased	uptake	 in	 socio-economic	monitoring	 programs	 in	 conservation	
organizations	 and	 environmental	 agencies.	 Yet,	 little	 guidance	 exists	 on	 how	 to	
integrate	the	results	of	social	impact	monitoring	back	into	conservation	management	
and	 decision-making.	 We	 recommend	 that	 conservation	 organizations	 and	
environmental	 agencies	 take	 steps	 to	 better	 understand	 and	 address	 the	 social	
impacts	 of	 conservation	 and	 environmental	 management.	 This	 can	 be	 achieved	 by	
integrating	key	components	of	 the	adaptive	social	 impact	management	 (ASIM)	cycle	
outlined	below	into	decision-making	and	management	processes**.	
	

Conservation	and	environmental	management	can	produce	both	positive	and	negative	social	impacts	for	
local	communities	and	resource	users.	Thus	it	is	necessary	to	understand	and	adaptively	manage	the	social	
impacts	of	conservation	over	time.	This	will	improve	social	outcomes,	engender	local	support	and	increase	

the	overall	effectiveness	of	conservation.	
	

Adaptive	social	impact	management	
Adaptive	social	 impact	management	(ASIM)	 is	“the	ongoing	and	cyclical	process	of	monitoring	and	adaptively	managing	the	social	
impacts	of	an	initiative	through	the	following	four	stages:	profiling,	learning,	planning	and	implementing.”	
	

1.	Profiling	–	The	cycle	begins	with	defining	the	scope	and	social	profile	for	the	
social	 impact	 management	 program.	 This	 involves	 identifying	 spatial	
boundaries,	 timelines,	 and	 available	 resources,	 as	 well	 as	 creating	 a	 basic	
profile	of	the	social	system	under	consideration.	

2.	Learning	–	The	second	stage	focuses	on	developing	an	understanding	of	the	
actual	positive	and	negative	social	impacts	of	the	project	to	date	as	well	as	how	
and	 why	 these	 impacts	 have	 occurred.	 It	 involves	 data	 collection,	 analysis,	
evaluation,	and	communication.	

3.	 Planning	 –	 During	 the	 third	 stage,	 managers	 and	 practitioners	 identify	
alternative	courses	of	action	and	their	respective	potential	 impacts,	deliberate	
and	make	 decisions	 regarding	which	 actions	 to	 take,	 and	 revise	management	
policies	and	plans	accordingly.		

4.	 Implementing	 –	 The	 final	 stage	 is	 where	 decisions	 are	 put	 into	 action	 to	
adapt	conservation	and	management.	 Lessons	 learned	are	 shared	across	 sites	
and	to	managers	and	policy-makers	to	inform	decisions,	policies	and	programs.	

	

**For	more	information,	refer	to	the	related	publication:	Maery	Kaplan-Hallam	&	Nathan	J.	Bennett	(2017).	Adaptive	social	impact	management	
for	conservation	and	environmental	management.	Conservation	Biology.	Link:	http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/cobi.12985/full		
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The cycle of adaptive social impact management for 
conservation and environmental management. 

Conservation and environmental management can 
impact the well-being of local communities. 


