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Abstract
Climate change and biodiversity loss are serious concerns 
for environmental researchers and conservationists. 
However, the impact of climate change and biodiversity 
loss disproportionately affects low-income communities, 
indigenous groups, and people of colour. Conservation 
initiatives, however, sometimes perpetuate historical 
injustices of marginalised people. We argue that 
environmental justice may be effectively merged with 
conservation psychology to promote a just conservation 
psychology. We discuss a case study of a South African 
community impacted by conservation-related environ-
mental injustices under apartheid. We discuss the role of 
capacity building in a community-based conservation 
initiative that promotes justice, human wellbeing, and 
conservation goals. 

Introduction 
The Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES, 2019) 
report warns that the current loss of biodiversity is 
unprecedented and of significant global concern. The 
exploitation of natural resources and wildlife has taken 
on renewed significance given the possible zoonotic 
origins of COVID-19 and its continuing societal impacts 
(UNDESA World Social Report, 2021). Importantly, 
the loss of biodiversity disproportionately affects low 
income and vulnerable groups (Islam & Winkel, 2017; 
UNDESA World Social Report, 2020) and is also an issue 
of environmental (in)justice (Hart, 2014). Therefore, it is 
essential that conservation scholars and practitioners 
address and advocate for environmental justice in the 
context of biodiversity loss and climate change. 

Biodiversity encompasses all aspects of the biological 
processes that make life possible on Earth. This includes 
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air quality, water and food security, a stable climate, medicinal resources, mental 
wellbeing, economic benefits, and the spread of infectious diseases, which are 
all negatively influenced by a loss of biodiversity (IPBES, 2019). Climate change is 
contributing to accelerated environmental degradation, with severe consequences 
for extreme climate events and hazards, leading to damage to lives and livelihoods, 
infrastructure, health, and resources (UNDESA World Social Report, 2020). Decision-
makers need to urgently address environmental degradation to curb the harmful impacts 
the most vulnerable communities are likely to suffer (UNDESA World Social Report, 2020). 

There have been calls to incorporate more ‘psychology’ into ‘conservation’ alongside 
other social science disciplines (Green et al., 2015), such as environmental history, 
political ecology, environmental sociology, and environmental ethics (Bennett et al., 
2017b). In response to this, in the early 2000s, the American Psychological Association 
created a branch of environmental psychology called conservation psychology in 
recognition that a reciprocal relationship exists between human behaviour and the 
natural environment (APA Divisions, 2011). 

Conservation psychology (explored in more detail below) is a field of research and 
practice that examines the reciprocal relationship between humans and the natural 
world (APA Divisions, 2011). The idea that conservation is inextricably linked to human 
behaviour and choices has gained recognition amongst psychology researchers and 
conservationists alike (Cranston, 2013; Salafskey, Margoluis, Redford, & Robinson, 2002; 
Balmford & Cowley, 2006; Schultz, 2011). Although psychology has been slow to take 
a firm hold in the conservation sciences, in recent years, it is increasingly recognised 
that social-psychological researchers can make a valuable contribution in conservation 
(Bennett et al., 2017a; Hicks et al., 2016; Schultz, 2011; St John, Edward-Jones, & Jones, 
2010). Understanding human behaviour, attitudes, decision-making, and social norms 
is a necessary and important aspect of conservation and environmental issues (St 
John, Edward-Jones, & Jones, 2010; Schultz, 2011; Bennett et al., 2017a). 

However, mainstream conservation psychology, like other conservation sciences, have 
not adequately incorporated historical and contemporary issues of (in)justice. We argue 
that uncritically applying mainstream conservation psychology is likely to exacerbate 
social and environmental injustices, particularly in the global South where injustices, 
such as land dispossession, exclusion, militarisation and labour exploitation, stem 
from conservation initiatives. Social, environmental, and ecological justice ought to 
be central to both fields (psychology and conservation) in complementary ways. We 
offer insights into how justice can be foregrounded by emphasising the interrelated 
nature of social and environmental justice and the importance of genuine, autonomous 
participation and capacity building in conservation initiatives. 
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Conservation psychology not only offers the potential to provide a more meaningful 
and effective way to implement successful conservation interventions but, if framed 
appropriately, may also provide an important platform to foreground justice. We 
highlight two conservation problems that emphasise a justice-oriented role for 
conservation psychology, present a case study of injustices experienced by South 
Africans living adjacent to the Kruger National Park, and offer insights into how a just 
conservation psychology may, in part, mitigate these historical injustices. 

At this point, it is also necessary to define “community” for the purposes of this paper. 
Notwithstanding the problems with defining community, we draw on the following 
definition given our focus on (in)justice and genuine community participation. 
MacQueen et al.’s (2001: 1936) definition captures the collective nature of communities 
of people in the context of conservation psychology: a community may be seen “as 
a group of people with diverse characteristics who are linked by social ties, share 
common perspectives, and engage in joint action in geographical locations or settings”. 

Two conservation problems in the global South
There are many problems with conservation efforts. However, we draw attention to 
two problems as they relate to psychology and conservation. The first problem is 
that conservation research and practice has historically overlooked the psychological 
dimensions of conservation, despite the impact of human behaviour in the success 
or failure of conservation projects that aim to protect land, species, and resources. 
Current evidence recognises that the health of the environment and its nonhuman 
inhabitants are strongly associated with present and future quality of life for humans 
(Clayton & Myers, 2015). Various environmental issues result from damaging human 
behaviours, including climate change, unsustainable depletion of natural resources, 
pollution, and biodiversity loss (Clayton & Myers, 2015). Therefore, Clayton and Myers 
(2015) make a compelling argument for the contributions of psychology in the field 
of environmental and conservation research, which ultimately aims to conserve the 
natural world and improve human wellbeing. 

Psychological researchers and practitioners may offer useful insights into 
understanding conservation-related behaviour on an individual, local, and global scale. 
Bennett et al. (2017a) suggest that psychological researchers are well-positioned to 
provide in-depth documenting and description of conservation practices, which aids 
in identifying why initiatives succeed or fail. Social-psychological research can also 
offer a critical lens to identify inequity and systemic problems, thus also assisting in 
understanding the ethical aspects of working with people and appreciating social and 
cultural perspectives. Psychological perspectives also add a vital component to the 
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study of environmental issues, specifically that of promoting human wellbeing (Clayton 
and Myers, 2015; Cranston, 2013), both of which are inextricably linked to one another. 

Psychology researchers can also provide valuable insight into psycho-social indicators 
(Hicks et al., 2016) that can be used to monitor environmental issues and ensure a 
sustainable future for both people and the natural world. Such indicators may be 
beneficial to measure wellbeing, values, agency, and inequality, according to Hicks 
et al. (2016). First, human wellbeing is largely reliant on a healthy environment. 
Thus, a better understanding of assessing wellbeing is required outside of purely 
economic interests that also consider material and relational wellbeing and quality 
of life. In addition, an appreciation of values is linked to wellbeing and necessary to 
understand what drives human behaviour and thinking. Most importantly, agency and 
empowerment are argued to be necessary factors as agency enables people to pursue 
what they value and require improving wellbeing. Last, indicators of inequality allow 
researchers critical insight into how sustainability is negatively impacted by unequal 
access to resources and power. 

In addition, autocratic, top-down practices typical in conservation may perpetuate 
injustice in the communities often impacted by conservation initiatives, which may, 
in turn, result in ineffective protection of land, resources, and wildlife (Downes, 
n.d; Green et al., 2015). Psychology research and practice have a strong focus on 
process, consultation, and including participants’ voices’, which may increase the 
likelihood of successful conservation. Additionally, psychology has a growing interest 
in inclusivity, and there is a need for researchers to focus on non-Western and non-
English speaking communities (Bennett et al., 2017a). This is necessary to broaden 
conventional scientific literature and address existing inequality by appreciating 
indigenous knowledge and local perspectives. This echoes Soule’s (1985) original 
call for research to be considerate of indigenous communities and their local 
economies in decision making. Bringing social-psychological perspectives into the 
design, implementation and assessment of conservation science work will thus allow 
greater insight into policies and practices on a local scale (individual and community 
levels) to an international scale. Individual and community perspectives might study 
attitudes, behaviours, and values, whilst a global perspective may explore narratives 
of environmental care and how this influences the development of policies (Bennett 
et al., 2017a). Overall, psychology may provide the impetus to transform conservation 
practices to be justly inclusive and participatory.

A second conservation problem is that many conservation efforts have failed to 
adequately address environmental justice, which advocates for those impacted by 
both social and ecological injustices. According to Bullard (1993, 2001), environmental 
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justice gained momentum in the late 1960s as African American communities started 
to fight for better working conditions for black garbage workers. Protests continued 
in the decades that followed (see Szasz & Meuser, 1997), igniting a movement that 
stressed the disproportionate impact of environmental damages on disadvantaged 
communities, predominantly African American communities (Mohai, Pellow, & Roberts, 
2009; Szasz & Meuser, 1997), thus raising the issue of environmental racism. 

At this point, it is necessary to define three important justice concepts relevant to 
the discussion of conservation in this paper and to echo Schlosberg’s (2007), and 
Carson’s (1962) calls for the environmental justice movement to seek parallels with 
ecological justice. First, environmental justice may be defined by the maldistribution 
of environmental resources and damages that predominantly affect indigenous 
communities, those living in poverty, and communities of colour. Ecological justice 
is concerned primarily with the wellbeing and protection of the natural world 
and its nonhuman inhabitants. Third, social justice cannot be excluded from the 
environmental justice movement as it addresses issues of inequality, maldistribution, 
and exclusion (Schlosberg, 2007). 

To merge these three movements, it becomes apparent that social and environmental 
injustices predominantly exploit disadvantaged communities, whilst the natural world 
is exploited for resources; economic gain from such exploitive practices benefits only 
a small minority (Agyeman, Bullard, & Evans, 2002; Bullard, 1993; Schlosberg, 2007). 
Conservation practices that aim to protect the natural world and its nonhuman 
inhabitants are thus closely aligned with ecological justice, but given the significant 
human dimension associated with conservation, environmental and social justice are 
equally important to successfully protect biodiversity, human wellbeing, and equality. 

Likewise, Bullard (2001) demonstrates how social justice and environmental justice 
merged in the early 1990s as the focus on toxic environmental waste expanded towards 
issues of distribution of resources, empowerment, and public health and safety, thus 
creating a unified movement. This focus on justice seeks to uncover and dismantle 
unjust practices that lead to an unfair lack of protection through grassroots initiatives 
(Bullard, 2001). From a conservation perspective, environmental justice may address 
social and ecological injustices with equal importance in such a way that marginalised 
communities experience empowerment through grassroots initiatives and a critical 
dismantling of inherently racist practices while natural resources receive a greater level 
of protection that benefits biodiversity and human wellbeing. 

Further, necessary concepts within environmental justice require an understanding 
of the constructs of distributive justice, procedural justice, and environmental racism. 
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Distributive justice in the context of environmentalism emphasises the unequal 
distribution of environmental benefits and burdens; however, environmental justice 
has focused primarily not on benefits but rather on the disproportionate burdens 
placed upon historically disadvantaged communities (Schlosberg, 2007; Schroeder, 
St Martin, Wilson, & Sen, 2008). This focus is not surprising given the history of the 
environmental justice movement that advocates for communities unfairly burdened 
by toxic waste, forced removals and exclusion, unfair access to resources, and a lack 
of autonomy (Taylor, 2000). To expand upon this notion, Green (1977) argues that 
distributive justice should not only focus on the fair distribution of resources for 
current generations but also account for equitable distribution to future generations to 
avoid inflicting harm on those who follow. Conservation practices are similarly aligned 
with this goal to ensure that future generations access natural spaces and resources in 
a healthy, thriving environment. 

In contrast, procedural justice emphasises the lack of opportunities marginalised 
communities face not only in the distribution of environmental resources but in 
decision making and participation to shape environmental policies. Institutional 
processes are critically examined for perpetuating injustice by holding power in 
economic, political, and cultural decision making to the detriment of marginalised 
communities (Schroeder, St Martin, Wilson, & Sen, 2008). 

Last, environmental racism initially focused on the intentional and disproportionate 
dumping of toxic waste in minority communities in the United States (Bullard, 
1993). Awareness of environmental racism has now grown across the world where 
communities of colour, indigenous people, and those living in poverty face the unjust 
burden of environmental discrimination (Bullard, 1993; Steady, 2009; Taylor, 2000). 
The United States has historically been associated with racist environmental practices, 
as outlined extensively by Bullard (1993) and Taylor (2000), but parallels may also be 
drawn with South Africa’s apartheid past and its legacy (Stull, Bell, & Mcwadi, 2016). 
As such, communities of colour and indigenous people suffer the consequences 
of institutional racism and exploitation shaped by colonialism (Bullard, 1993), as 
discussed in more detail below. 

Environmental justice may also be examined from a South African perspective by 
understanding the rise of traditional, authoritarian protection of “wild” spaces 
and wildlife. Conservation in South Africa has historically been approached in 
an authoritarian manner, known as the “fences and fines” approach or “fortress 
conservation” (DeCaro & Stokes, 2008; Redmore, Stronza, Songhurst, & McCulloch, 
2018) in which fences have been used to delineate land for protection and land for 
people to occupy. During apartheid, prior to South Africa’s democracy in 1994, this 
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involved the forceful removal of black South Africans from their land into crowded, 
under-resourced settlements, often bordering protected areas. South Africa has 
historically relied on colonial conservation practices in which local communities have 
been removed from declared protected areas and fined heavily for trespassing. Use of 
the land’s resources was prohibited and criminalised for black South Africans. 

South Africa and the Kruger National Park: 
an illustration of historical injustice
One such example of extreme environmental racism during apartheid involved the 
expulsion of black South Africans from the land that would later become the Kruger 
National Park (Cock & Fig, 2000; Dlamini, 2020; Hart, 2014). We recognise that there are 
many similar examples of deeply unjust conservation practices but given the Kruger 
National Park’s size at approximately 20 000km2 and its ecological, social and historical 
valence, we use the Kruger National Park as a case study. As further motivation, the 
case study discussed below was conducted in the Acornhoek community bordering 
the park’s western boundary. As such, the community members have experienced 
the direct impacts of apartheid’s influence on the national park’s creation, making its 
historical account relevant. While the Kruger National Park today serves an important 
function in protecting biodiversity and generating revenue for South Africa, it is also 
necessary to better understand its historical context to ensure that the environmental 
injustices committed in the past are not perpetuated, even inadvertently, today. 

The history of the Kruger National Park is, therefore, not one based solely on 
conservation efforts to protect biodiversity but rather reflects the political and 
social underpinnings of South Africa under colonial rule before finally growing into a 
democracy (Carruthers, 1995). For this reason, Carruthers conveys the Kruger National 
Park as an “ambiguous symbol” (p. 1) for both foreign tourists and South Africans. For 
foreign visitors, the Kruger Park is likely to symbolise the opportunity to experience 
wildlife in their natural habitats, whereas for South Africans, mainly the white middle 
class, the Kruger symbolises recreational opportunities and the ability to experience 
a romantic look into a pre-modern past. However, for black South Africans living 
in poverty, the Kruger Park may represent a history of racial segregation, a place 
considered off-limits. 

While there are some historical accounts of the Kruger Park that neglect the negative, 
racially divisive aspects of the park’s history (Carruthers, 1995), others aspire to shed 
light on the political and social aspects that occurred under colonial and apartheid rule, 
as can be seen in Carruthers’ book. More recently, Dlamini (2020) offers a compelling 
argument about the complex relationships South Africans of various racial, class, and 
social backgrounds hold with the Kruger Park. Rather than focusing on narratives of 
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exclusion, Dlamini (2020) demonstrates that black South Africans were present, and their 
very presence in the Kruger Park and its surroundings ought to be examined closely to 
understand that narratives of exclusion go beyond the “figures of the labourer and the 
poacher” to undo “the national(ist) casing that surrounds most histories of the KNP” 
(p. 12). In so doing, Dlamini seeks to alter the narrative and give prominence to black 
South Africans and their stories and experiences of the Kruger National Park – stories 
that highlight presence despite oppression. This alternate account examines black 
South Africans’ experiences of struggling for resources, labour, the rise of tourism, the 
trauma of apartheid rule, and South Africa’s eventual move towards democracy (Dlamini, 
2020). This provides an insightful starting point to examine the complexity of the park’s 
history and impact on local communities along its borders. A deeper appreciation of this 
complexity is likely to be essential in understanding how future participatory approaches 
can address issues of justice effectively. 

Since democracy in 1994, the South African National Parks (SANParks) has committed 
itself to redefine its conservation practices to benefit both the protection of 
biodiversity and the needs of local South Africans previously disenfranchised by the 
apartheid system (see Musavengane and Leonard, 2019). Transformation requires 
a deep restructuring of historically racist practices, with the process including local 
employment, sustainable access to resources, land restitution, cultural and heritage 
management, in addition to improved community involvement and access (Cock & 
Fig, 2000; Pollard, Shackleton, & Carruthers, 2003). There is much potential for the 
SANParks to continue to dismantle historically unjust practices and to serve as an 
example of what may be achieved with community involvement and just conservation 
practice. One such example is the continuing need for black leadership roles within 
conservation organisations (Musavengane and Leonard, 2019). Furthermore, the 
“marginalisation of the social ecologists” (Cock & Fig, 2000, p. 33) may also prevent 
further opportunities for deep transformation to be realised in a post-apartheid South 
Africa if different perspectives are not given due prominence. 

South Africans face further environmental struggles post-apartheid, most prominently 
experienced by those living in poverty. However, despite the environmental root of 
these issues, South Africans are more likely to frame these struggles in health and 
traditional rights discourse, likely to be in partial response to constitutional wording 
of environmental issues in health terms and the negative association of historically 
authoritarian conservation practices (Cock, 2004). The multiplicity of environmental 
issues South Africans face appears to suggest competing priorities of “brown” (or 
urban) and “green” (or natural land) struggles. Such struggles include dumping, waste 
management, agriculture, mining, energy, water, pollution, poaching, biodiversity, and 
climate change (Cock, 2004). 
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However, caution is required as such issues need not be fragmented by those involved 
in the environmental justice movement in South Africa. Both Cock (2004) and Freund 
(1999) emphasise the necessity to see that both issues involve people and the 
environment; they complement each other and ought to be integrated, therefore 
compartmentalised thinking does not assist the environmental justice movement in 
achieving its goals. Freund (1999) argues that “the divide between green and brown 
conceptually remains strong and there is an absence of champions who understand 
the need to integrate the two and redefine environmentalism in new terms that brings 
together economic development, social needs and the striving for a pleasant and 
healthy relation to natural forces” (p. 737). The environmental justice movements can 
be further unified to address “red” issues (Cock, 2004) that of social justice to highlight 
those poor and vulnerable communities most impacted by environmental injustices 
share interconnected and shared concerns that span natural, urban, and social 
injustices. It is therefore crucial for practitioners and researchers to acknowledge and 
foreground justice in approaching these interrelated conservation issues. 

Foregrounding justice in conservation and psychology
In this section, we draw on elements of political, decolonial and critical community 
psychology to put forward ideas for a ‘just’ conservation psychology. We also draw 
on critical ideas from community-based conservation (CBC) (Berkes, 2004) to frame a 
transformative role for a just conservation psychology. 

Conservation psychology, as it is currently conceptualised in the global North, 
is inadequate to address the continuing injustices experienced by marginalised 
communities. As in our case study, communities excluded from the land continue 
to bear the brunt of land dispossession and exclusion from economic opportunities 
(Kohler & Brondizio, 2016) brought about by conservation. Given the historical and 
contemporary environmental injustices committed against black South Africans, this 
section argues in favour of a justice driven approach that merges psychology and 
conservation. Conservation psychology’s focus on individual behaviour and agency will 
need to change towards a social and environmental justice framework, one in which 
historical injustice and structural racism is dismantled and examined critically. Both 
psychology and conservation practitioners may benefit from a shift in focus. 

Foregrounding justice is likely to improve psychology’s impact and relevance in Africa, 
while conservation practice may benefit from a nuanced understanding of humanity 
and wellbeing in the context of decolonial thinking. A move towards justice is likely to 
open doors for psychology to address structural issues of racism, class, gender, and the 
impact of environmental injustice on poor and vulnerable communities. 
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Psychology has typically been viewed as a profession in the realm of healthcare in 
private and public settings, as well as academia and popular culture, something 
inaccessible and irrelevant to a large majority of people (Pillay, 2017) and typically 
ignores class, structural inequality, oppression, and its psychological sequelae for so 
many South Africans (Long, 2016). While the decolonisation of psychology, particularly 
in a South African context, is constantly evolving, we see justice framed in conservation 
and psychology as a step towards dismantling the legacy of colonial power in South 
Africa and the social and environmental injustices experienced as a result. 

A just conservation psychology would become a “shaper of public discourse”, to quote 
Long (2016, p.3). Justice can, therefore, provide the glue between psychology and 
conservation. In this way, justice ought to be central to both conservation psychology 
and traditional conservation approaches. Without a meaningful recognition of the 
human component within conservation, social and environmental injustices are likely 
to perpetuate disproportionately within historically disadvantaged communities. 

The most important element of a just conservation psychology is to acknowledge the 
structural legacy of coloniality, apartheid and the continued systematic exclusion of 
marginalised people from conservation. Many of those who live on the geopolitical 
margins of conservation (DeCaro & Stokes, 2008) are disproportionately affected 
directly (for example, through land dispossession and ongoing systemic exclusion) and 
indirectly through intergenerational poverty and trauma. There is also growing concern 
and critical inquiry into the militarisation of conservation in Africa and its detrimental, 
unjust impact on people and poor long-term conservation outcomes (Duffy et al., 2019; 
Ramutsindela, Matose, & Mushonga, 2022). In many instances, marginalised people 
do not meaningfully benefit from the economic benefits of conservation, for example, 
from ecotourism (Sheyvens, 1999). Importantly, marginalised communities are blamed 
for their exclusion based on racist and classist assumptions, for example, that poor 
black people do not value conservation. Mainstream conservation psychology not 
only ignores the systemic determinants but feeds into the idea that poor people do 
not think about conservation (Hunter, Strife, & Twine, 2010). Mainstream conservation 
psychology is likely then to inadvertently place the source and solution of conservation 
on marginalised communities while neglecting to address the systemic injustices 
underlying issues of poverty and marginalisation. 

Furthermore, it is increasingly important to acknowledge that marginalised people 
are disproportionately affected by the impact of environmental degradation and 
biodiversity loss. Social inequality is exacerbated by the effects of climate change 
in which vulnerable groups suffer a sequence of disadvantages through increased 
exposure and vulnerability to the negative consequences of climate change and poorer 
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chances of overcoming such negative impacts (Islam & Winkel, 2017; UNDESA World 
Social Report, 2020) compared to wealthier groups with greater access to resources. 

It is crucial, therefore, for psychologists to get involved in justice efforts, together with 
other disciplines (for example, environmental law, political ecology, environmental 
sociology) and stakeholders (for example, the state, private and traditional structures) 
aimed at correcting the power imbalances. One way to do this is to conduct primary 
research or synthesise secondary research on the impacts of systemic exclusion 
due to conservation and become involved in redress efforts. In cases of litigation, 
psychologists could provide expert testimony (e.g., Barnwell, 2021). 

Psychologists could be useful allies and facilitators to set up community-led 
conservation entities and programmes. For example, psychologists can also contribute 
to the processes underpinning conservation efforts. There is sufficient evidence that 
expert-driven, top-down interventions are largely ineffective (DeCaro & Stokes, 2008; 
Reddy et al., 2016). We argue in favour of an autonomy-supportive environment in 
which all people are freely able to express themselves and grow, participate in the 
management of initiatives, be recognised as important stakeholders, and interact in a 
respectful and non-coercive manner. All too often, communities are only superficially 
engaged in the name of community participation and then are subsequently side-
lined from those benefits that benefit a privileged few. These ultimately undermine 
the ability of local communities to engage in pro-conservation practices in a way 
that promotes their autonomous motivation and intrinsic values (DeCaro & Stokes, 
2008) and has significant implications for programs and interventions to ensure 
a fully democratic and participatory approach that moves away from the colonial 
conservation policies. 

Therefore, researchers and practitioners should seek to empower marginalised 
communities and encourage the involvement of stakeholders (Boyd & Bright, 2007), 
who are ultimately affected by community initiatives. This includes promoting with 
communities, strength, competency, and empowerment, encouraging participation, 
and embracing diversity (Levine et al., 2005). Furthermore, Levine et al. (2005) emphasise 
not only community psychology’s research role in the development of theories and 
evaluating the effectiveness of community programmes and policies, but also its focus on 
values in society. This dual focus on human and environmental wellbeing is more likely to 
be conducted in ways that do not perpetuate environmental injustices.

The United Nations Academic Impact (UNAI) defines capacity building as the “process 
of developing and strengthening the skills, instincts, abilities, processes and resources 
that organisations and communities need to survive, adapt, and thrive in a fast-
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changing world” (n.d). Capacity building is an important aspect of the UN’s Sustainable 
Development Goals, which aim to address major global issues, including climate 
change, poverty, education, justice, and environmental degradation by the year 2030. 
It is necessary to distinguish between the two terms that are often used to describe 
engagement in local communities – that of capacity development and community-
based conservation (CBC) (Cranston, 2016). Whilst capacity development focuses on 
the development of skills and problem solving, community-based conservation is 
based on a participatory approach in which communities and organisations collaborate 
on conservation projects, and these may occur to varying extents in different 
conservation initiatives. 

Capacity may be aimed at three levels: institutional (conservation and/or wildlife 
organisations), community (a geographically bound group), and individual (those 
citizens within a specific community), by ensuring stakeholders and communities 
participate in the decision-making and implementation of wildlife policies (Raik, 
Decker, & Siemer, 2003; Cranston, 2016). Ultimately, in the context of conservation, 
the goal of capacity development is to ensure individuals and groups within these 
three levels have developed the skills necessary to continue conservation work 
and resolve future challenges (Salafskey, Margoluis, Redford, & Robinson, 2002) in 
ways that enable just distribution of resources and community ownership. Several 
community-based conservation initiatives reflect an appreciation for the social 
and human dimensions of conservation, focusing on community engagement and 
upliftment through mutually beneficial conservation activities. Research has thus far 
explored the social-psychological principles of CBC (DeCaro & Stokes, 2008); illegal 
wildlife trade (Cooney et al., 2016); ecotourism and empowerment (Scheyvens, 1999); 
and the importance of challenging Africa’s colonial past and supporting grassroots 
conservation initiatives (Sebunya, 2017), demonstrating the breadth of issues that 
may be addressed in conservation when the human dimensions are considered. 
However, some CBC initiatives run the risk of using capacity development as a means 
of achieving a goal related only to protecting natural spaces or wildlife, rather than 
prioritising both environmental and capacity goals equally. CBC initiatives are most 
effective and sustainable when both capacity development and environmental goals 
are of equal importance rather than a means to an end (Cranston, 2016). Importantly, 
CBC initiatives need to acknowledge historical injustices. In such a way, the likelihood 
of sustainable and positive change for people and wildlife is strengthened. 

Several uncertainties exist that psychological research may address regarding 
participatory programmes, namely gaining an understanding of stakeholders’ 
perceptions, the social impact, economic impact, and the ability to have a positive 
impact on local communities (DeCaro & Stokes, 2008). Research attention is required 



P I N S  [ P s y c h o l o g y  i n  S o c i e t y ]   6 4  •   2 0 2 2  |  5 6

to better understand the influence such initiatives have on participants in the short 
to long term. Cranston (2016) points to the need for capacity development initiatives 
to measure the success of their programs using psychological theories of motivation 
and willingness in individual participants. Whilst this research was conducted on 
conservation professionals it may have applications if adapted for youth participants 
engaging in conservation initiatives

Initiatives that target conservation education and capacity development simultaneously 
and with equal importance may provide significant opportunities to open previously 
closed doors for marginalised communities. The advantages of addressing both issues 
include exposure to job opportunities, job creation and self-employment opportunities, 
as well as an increase in awareness of environmental issues, which may lead to further 
care and advocacy actions. Capacity development should, therefore, be aimed at various 
levels, including individuals, communities, and institutions, to foster the skills needed 
to autonomously solve future conservation challenges (Salafskey et al., 2002; Cranston, 
2016). However, to take this a step further, Salafskey et al. (2002, p. 1478) describe the 
importance of “second-order capacity building” in which educators are provided with 
further capacity building who may then lead training and education within a group, 
community, or institution. The advantage of second-order capacity building is that 
conservation work can be grown or maintained into the future by members themselves 
(Cranston, 2016), ultimately leading to autonomous and empowered groups leading 
change from within their communities. 

In sum, if we are to move towards a just conservation psychology, we need to 
acknowledge historical and contemporary colonial injustices (and not inadvertently 
reinforce those), get involved in efforts to address those injustices, and foster 
meaningful community engagement to develop capacity and education. Put 
differently, we see a just conservation psychology, working alongside other disciplines 
and stakeholders, as working towards the triple imperatives of conservation and 
sustainability, economic and community development, and justice. The following case 
study offers an example of a just conservation psychology approach applied using 
the photovoice methodology to explore youths’ experiences of capacity building and 
conservation. 

Towards a just conservation psychology: a case study
An ongoing research project is exploring the experiences of youth participants in 
a capacity building outreach based in the greater Kruger region of South Africa. 
The outreach aims to engage with teenagers and young adults from historically 
disadvantaged communities about wildlife photography and conservation work 
in response to high unemployment rates. The communities in which the outreach 
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operates border the Kruger National Park boundaries and thus have experienced the 
exclusionary practices perpetuated under apartheid and the national park’s early years. 
The Acornhoek community was initially an African “reserve” set aside by the Native 
Affairs Department using land from the Sabi Game Reserve in 1923 (Carruthers, 1995; 
Dlamini, 2020). Thus, the youth attending the outreach are descendants of those with 
personal experience of the national park’s divisive history and continue to experience the 
intergenerational poverty emanating from those unjust historical policies and practices.

The capacity building component of the workshops is extended long-term towards 
internships, vocational and educational opportunities. Participants may pursue 
opportunities to work for conservation organisations as photographers, filmmakers, 
guides, and rangers, whilst others have pursued full-time studies in filmmaking or 
opened their own photographic businesses. Furthermore, second-order capacity 
building is also a priority so that previous participants may pursue opportunities 
to run the photographic and conservation workshops themselves. The goal of the 
outreach is to create a community-based and community-driven platform, so young 
photographers from the local villages and communities run the workshops for other 
young members of the community. Approximately 700 participants have attended 
the workshops, which are currently ongoing and being led by graduated participants 
who want to pursue photography-related careers. As such, the outreach’s goals are 
demonstrated in its ability to address critical issues of conservation and protection 
of natural resources and explicitly promote economic development and job creation 
amongst its young participants in conservation, tourism, and the arts. How do youth 
living on the park border experience the conservation outreach programme against 
the backdrop of historical and contemporary injustices? What does this mean for the 
theorising of a just conservation psychology?

The study used the photovoice method, which, as a participatory approach rooted in 
documentary photography, uses photographs taken by participants to share their 
knowledge and experiences (Wang & Burris, 1997). Photovoice is also grounded in 
critical consciousness with an explicit goal of facilitating empowerment by creating 
awareness and reflection on community needs to develop social and political change 
(Evans-Agnew & Rosemberg, 2016). This methodology was used to elevate participants’ 
voices who have experienced the long-term consequences of environmental injustices 
committed during South Africa’s apartheid years. As a visual method, it also offers a 
valuable opportunity to critically explore the participants’ experiences of place (Tuck & 
McKenzie, 2015), more specifically, their connections and narratives related to growing 
up in a place so closely tied to South Africa’s apartheid history. Tuck and McKenzie 
(2014) argue that a critical understanding of the significance of place is necessary 
given the growing concern for climate change and environmental sustainability, and 
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it can contribute towards addressing the negative impacts of colonialism. The use 
of photovoice in the current case study aimed to give in-depth consideration to the 
significance of place in the lives of the participants living along the Kruger National 
Park boundaries. 

As young aspiring photographers, the photovoice method provided a valuable 
opportunity to elucidate personal stories about their perceptions of a capacity-
building initiative while better understanding the significance of place and the natural 
environment in the participants’ lives. The goal of the ongoing research is to explore 
participants’ experiences and the meaningful ways in which the workshops may have 
influenced their own goals and career opportunities, experiences of nature, and living 
along the park’s borders post-apartheid. The initial results of the photovoice project 
suggest the participants experienced a sense of empowerment and enjoyment of 
learning new skills in photography, particularly of seeing wildlife for the first time for 
many. From a perspective of understanding place, very few participants had entered a 
national park or reserve prior to the workshops and expressed enjoyment and interest 
in experiencing nature, with further eagerness to protect it for future generations 
in their community. The theme of previous exclusion is powerful as participants 
described barriers to accessing these places, even post-apartheid, and gratitude for the 
opportunity to join the outreach workshops. It is evident that the participants’ sense of 
place is strongly influenced by exclusion and issues of access, a legacy of apartheid still 
experienced today.

Preliminary research, based on 12 photovoice participants and their collective 175 
photographs across six themes, suggests that there have been several positive 
influences from the capacity building workshops. Following the outreach workshops, 
the outreach has also reported that three participants moved into conservation 
internships and then into running their own photographic businesses. One of these 
participants and another two have entered degrees in filmmaking. One participant 
works for an international camera brand as an online trainer. Currently, six outreach 
graduates are running the photographic workshops for new students. The outreach 
serves as an example of capacity building in which participants grow to become 
meaningful partners and drivers of the outreach’s activities and, as such, fosters 
an autonomy-supportive environment and genuine participation. In turn, the 
capacity-building focus creates an empowering springboard that recognises the 
human component of conservation and the exclusionary impact of apartheid on the 
communities directly impacted by its legacy. The outreach offers a significant change 
from traditional environmental education programmes, such as the Kruger Park 
Environmental Education Programme (Swemmer & Mmethi, 2016), which often focus 
on increasing short-term access and awareness, measuring impact through the number 
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of participants alone. The engagement, second-order capacity building, and long 
term-opportunities provided by the outreach programme demonstrate a valuable shift 
towards a just conservation approach. 

Conclusion and recommendations
Conservation psychology’s greatest potential lies in both its theoretical and practical 
contributions to human wellbeing and conservation of the natural world. This may 
encompass many aspects of environmental concerns and the impact these will have 
on policy change, human wellbeing, and the natural world at large. Furthermore, by 
foregrounding justice, conservation psychology may make significant contributions to 
redefine the interrelated nature of environmental injustice (both natural and urban) 
and social injustice (Cock, 2004; Freund, 1999) to simultaneously promote “red”, 
“brown”, and “green” issues most commonly impacting poor and vulnerable groups. 

Like conservation biology, just conservation psychology can thus be a valuable 
means of achieving two objectives. First, to evaluate the impact of human behaviour 
on the natural world, and second, to design pragmatic interventions and approaches 
to protect biodiversity and prevent further damaging losses (Soule, 1986). Unlike 
conservation biology, we propose a third objective that may be achieved through 
conservation psychology- promoting environmental protection, human wellbeing, and 
justice, simultaneously and with equal importance. We propose three main ways in 
which researchers and practitioners may achieve these objectives:

First, since all conservation initiatives involve human participants and stakeholders, 
participatory approaches should be prioritised in designing and implementing 
conservation interventions. In doing so, practitioners may respectfully embrace 
indigenous knowledge, social norms, and cultural practices. In turn, values of 
empowerment and a sense of ownership over the process may increase engagement 
and autonomy (DeCaro & Stokes, 2008). Foregrounding environmental justice in 
conservation initiatives can thus be achieved through genuine participation and 
acknowledging and dismantling historically exclusive practices. 

Second, conservation organisations and teams would benefit significantly by including 
social science researchers in designing and implementing initiatives. Social science 
researchers are uniquely positioned to offer a social lens on environmental issues to 
ensure a more holistic approach that embraces environmental justice as a framework 
to improve conservation outcomes. Furthermore, social science researchers may also 
offer valuable insight in evaluating such initiatives to better understand their successes 
or failures to implement future changes.
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Lastly, in tandem with educators and environmental scientists, psychology researchers 
are well equipped to engage in capacity development to provide an empowering 
foundation for job creation and self-employment opportunities. Such capacity 
development could potentially be focused on conservation and tourism-related 
opportunities, such as field guides, rangers, hospitality, and veterinary services, 
to name a few. Creative pursuits such as photography and filmmaking in wildlife 
tourism are also appealing career opportunities demonstrated by the case study. We 
do, however, caution against traditional psycho-education and individual behaviour 
change to ensure that justice remains at the forefront of conservation psychology. In 
this way, researchers and practitioners can remain mindful of dismantling racially 
exclusionary practices to work towards social redress and a healthy environment for 
present and future generations.

In summary, conservation psychology is uniquely positioned to offer a more 
meaningful and effective means of implementing conservation practice by 
foregrounding justice. Therefore, new perspectives on social-psychological issues may 
provide valuable insight into and ways of addressing structural racism, environmental 
injustice, and environmental issues with equal importance. Such interdisciplinary work 
is invaluable to prevent the perpetuation of unjust practices in conservation whilst 
simultaneously addressing the urgency of protecting biodiversity. 
Future research seeks to expand upon the use of photovoice in critical place inquiry 
to aid an in-depth exploration of the outreach participants’ own perceptions of place 
and the natural environment, specifically in the greater Kruger region. This is especially 
relevant in the context of capacity building and conservation foregrounded by an 
environmental justice framework.  
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