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An understanding of what people do and why can help
conservationists achieve the transformative social and
behavioral changes needed to support biodiversity and
sustainable livelihoods (e.g., Mascia et al. 2003; Saunders
2003; Díaz et al. 2019). As such, conservation researchers
and practitioners have greatly increased the application
of social sciences to observe, measure, and explain myriad cognitive, behavioral, social, and cultural phenomena. These efforts have provided new insights into human thought and behavior, yet revealed challenges associated with integrating these sciences into conservation
and raised questions as to which disciplines and tools
best apply in different contexts (St. John et al. 2014; Bennett et al. 2017; Teel et al. 2018).
In this special section of Conservation Biology, the
focus is on the application of psychology to conservation
practice. Psychology is the scientific study of the human
mind and behavior; its origins are in physiology and philosophy (Wundt 1897). Contemporary psychology has
numerous branches and subdisciplines that cover an extensive range of academic and applied topics that are
studied using a diverse array of quantitative and qualitative methods. For example, social psychology tends to
emphasize how human behaviors are shaped externally
by others, including through modeling the behaviors of
others and the social consequences of behavior (Aronson 1972; Savani et al. 2011; Hurley et al. 2018), whereas
cognitive psychology stresses the role of internal drivers,
such as memories (e.g., Thomas & Loftus 2002) and perceptions (e.g., Rattan et al. 2018).
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We specifically focused the special section on conservation psychology, an applied branch of psychology that
informs the science and practice of conserving Earth’s
biological diversity by improving understanding and promoting healthy and sustainable relationships with nature
(Saunders 2003; Clayton & Saunders 2012). Consistent
with this definition, 3 pillars regularly influence human
behavior: the context in which behavior occurs, what
one tends to do (e.g., as demonstrated by habits and behavioral tendencies), and one’s aspirational goals regarding who one hopes to be (Clayton & Brook 2005). Thus,
to improve the understanding of conservation-relevant
human behavior, further inquiry is needed into the social, behavioral, and cognitive components of what and
who people surround themselves with, what they do
in different contexts, and the ways in which they make
sense of and justify their actions.

Three Pillars of Conservation Psychology
Authors in this special section investigated the first pillar of conservation psychology by identifying how context shapes behavior. These contexts included planners’
use of social data in decision making about marine protected areas in the Pacific Northwest of the United States
(Biedenweg et al. 2020 [this issue]), people’s adaptability to external prompts about nature engagement while
visiting nature preserves in Israel (Colléony et al. 2020
[this issue]), homeowners’ compliance with techniques
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to reduce trash raiding by American black bears (Ursus
americanus) in the Rocky Mountains (U.S.A.) (Lischka
et al. 2020 [this issue]), and social influences on Tanzanian tradespeople’s decisions to hunt wildlife to sell as
bushmeat (Nielsen & Jacobsen 2020 [this issue]). Collectively, these authors demonstrate how context influences decision making among experts on the job, individuals at home or away, and community members
making business-related transactions. Their results underscore the role of personal, social, and cultural drivers of
conservation behavior (Medina et al. 2019) and the need
to represent and respect diverse perspectives in conservation processes (Phillips & Loyd 2006).
The second pillar of conservation psychology highlights that humans regularly navigate the world based on
heuristics derived from knowledge, established beliefs,
or emotional responses that help simplify an overwhelming number of decisions (World Bank 2015). Such simplifications by individuals are typically based on positive
or negative outcomes achieved directly through past experiences or as modeled by trusted or similar entities
and individuals. Beliefs and thought processes are not observed directly and must, therefore, be derived by asking
people about them or assessing and interpreting their
responses to stimuli. Researchers most often ask about
people’s attitudes (Wallen & Landon 2020 [this issue]),
which represent positive or negative evaluations of an
object, place, person, group of people, or event (Eagly
& Chaiken 1993). Responses to stimuli can be conceptualized in other ways as well, including support of or
opposition to conservation actions and trust in individuals, organizations, or governing authorities.
Lischka et al. (2020) describe how trust (a positive
evaluation) of local wildlife governing authorities and
positive beliefs about bears’ impact on quality of life led
to decreased rates of compliance, whereas knowledge
of neighbors’ past experiences with trash-rummaging
bears increased compliance. These results suggest that
positive beliefs in the absence of prior experiences may
inhibit the adoption of new conservation behaviors in
routine contexts where habits have formed. Colléony
et al. (2020) demonstrate that in relatively novel situations where habits are less established, such as visiting a nature preserve, proconservation behaviors and
positive emotions can be prompted with specific messaging. Further research would need to determine the
durability and generalizability of this type of behavior
change. Finally, Nielsen and Jacobsen (2020) discovered
that a desire to avoid negative feelings (in this case regret) dissuaded more people from hunting bushmeat
than did an offer of increased salary, yet their results overall suggest different strategies worked for different people. Holistically, these results underscore a need to understand how both social context and individual beliefs
operate together on conservation decision making and
behavior.
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The third pillar of conservation psychology recognizes
that human behaviors are also shaped by people’s fundamental life goals and aspirations. Theories conceptualize
these goals as values (Rokeach 1973; Schwartz 2006)
and moral foundations (Haidt 2012) that are, in part, a reflection of culture. Values, moral foundations, and other
guiding principles of life help organize and give meaning
to behaviors, which can also prompt identity-based conflicts (Hurst et al. 2020). Just how central values are to
understanding human behavior in conservation contexts
is highlighted by Wallen and Landon’s (2020) systematic
map of conservation psychology, which shows values are
the second-most studied concept. Winkler-Schor et al.
(2020 [this issue]) investigated relationships between
a typology of values and self-reported conservation
behaviors, finding that altruistic (i.e., concern for others’
welfare), biospheric (i.e., concern about costs and
benefits to ecosystems), and eudaimonic (i.e., concern
about pursuit of meaning and self-realization) values
are closely associated with private-sphere conservation
behaviors that are more often reported than publicsphere behaviors. Values represent patterns of beliefs
and behaviors typically associated with groups of
people and are, therefore, not expected to predict
every single behavior over an individual’s lifetime. To
illustrate, conservationists overwhelmingly embrace
values that prioritize the needs of others, including
wildlife (Bruskotter et al. 2019), yet also engage in
environmentally harmful behaviors, such as owning
more pets and traveling to work via gas-guzzling vehicles
(Balmford et al. 2017). When narrowly focused on a
single behavior or intention, or a single point in time, this
discrepancy appears as a values-action gap (Blake 1999).
Thus, we underscore the need to investigate when and
how our aspirational goals shape conservation-relevant
behaviors as part of a multipillar approach.

Methods of Conservation Psychology
Ideally, conservation psychology research that builds
from the 3-pillar approach would use methods—both
in research design and analytical approaches (Kaplan
1964)—that address the human system of context, behavioral tendencies, and aspirational goals, such as values. Such approaches may require mixed, structural, or
hierarchical statistical models to account for multilevel
processes that assess the role of latent variables not directly observable (Kyle et al. 2020 [this issue]). The complexity of latent cognitive variables increases as cultural
and temporal considerations increase, as demonstrated
by Biedenweg et al. (2020), who describe how such
complexity can be captured in a participatory cognitive
mapping technique that enable comparison of the content and structure of participants’ perceptions across
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time and culture to improve marine conservation planning, evaluation, and collaboration.
Conservation social science researchers must carefully consider research design and analytical approaches
(Newing 2011), which can affect the translation of research outcomes to conservation action and practice
(Toomey et al. 2017). Kyle et al. (2020) highlight the
researcher’s responsibility to ensure reliable and valid inferences from statistical models, particularly those built
on measures of latent constructs commonly employed
in quantitative psychology. That responsibility includes
transparency, because analyses should balance considerations of theory, observation, and previous evidence,
and may require adjustments to modeling procedures for
findings to be relevant (Whitehouse-Tedd et al. 2020).
Wallen and Landon (2020) found a majority (58%) of conservation social science studies have been descriptive
and a rare few (2%) have been experimental. Descriptive
studies typically lack causal inference, which can limit
the robustness of conclusions. Causal inference is an
integral part of psychology’s epistemological approach
(usually by means of experimental control and systematic manipulation) to understanding human thought and
behavior and could, therefore, play a central role in conservation psychology as well. Colléony et al. (2020) and
Lishcka et al. (2020) effectively demonstrate that experiments and quasi experiments can be employed within
cross-sectional (one time) and longitudinal (follow-up
or repeated-exposure) designs when such designs have
treatments and control groups, random assignment into
groups, and treatments that are ethical in the conservation context (Newing 2011).
As conservationists seek to improve and sustain positive biodiversity and livelihood outcomes, it is worth critically assessing the rigor and efficacy of methods used
(St. John et al. 2014). Cross-sectional quantitative and
qualitative survey methods are commonly employed and
seemingly most feasible due to time, logistical, and financial constraints, yet are not the only useful methods.
Additionally, current training practices tend to support
and promote these approaches, which may limit understanding of the role other methods can play in increasing
understanding of psychological processes. Given policy
and decision makers’ biases about what constitutes reliable science and the complexity of research questions
often needing to be addressed in conservation contexts,
it is likely that experimental and longitudinal designs can
help isolate causes and effects on choices and behaviors
affecting biodiversity or the implementation of conservation programs.
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vation theory and practice. Psychology can help identify the contextual, individual, and cultural factors that
have a powerful influence on human behavior and outline strategies that support behavior change. However,
traditional psychological research often focuses on simplified behaviors in a laboratory setting rather than complex behaviors occurring in real-world contexts, and on
short time frames rather than lasting impacts. As is the
case in its parent discipline, conservation psychology
research is also disproportionately focused on Western
and developed countries and conducted by Westerners
(Henrich et al. 2010). Psychological research that can
forge multidisciplinary and cross-cultural collaborations
can help develop and test theories and interventions
through a range of investigative methods to create more
effective and lasting behavior changes across time and
space (Nielsen et al. 2020).
With this special section, we, the guest editors, sought
to demonstrate the theoretical, methodological, and
practical aspects of conservation psychology. Initially,
we received 84 submissions and ultimately selected and
edited the final submissions in this section with assistance from external reviewers. We believe the high number of submissions underscores the significant interest in
conservation psychology, despite past publication rates
being low (Selinske et al. 2018). Our efforts are not an allinclusive demonstration of the breadth and depth of conservation psychology. For example, the review process
resulted in quantitative studies, primarily surveys, being
overrepresented when qualitative, mixed-methods, replication, and meta-analysis studies are equally important.
Likewise, contributed papers represent research conducted on 3 continents, yet greater representation of the
Global South is needed (Wallen & Landon 2020).
Our prioritization of diverse psychological aspects
across manuscripts did not result in directly uplifting
the work of diverse authors. As such, we sought to cite
diverse scholars in this introductory essay and further
encourage others to support and feature the work of
scholars from underrepresented groups (Puritty et al.
2017; Miriti et al. 2020). For conservation psychology
to improve—in terms of theory, methods, practitioners,
application, and embracing of diversity—we believe it
should be recognized as a hub science (Boyack et al.
2005) that serves conservation with and for all. Conservation psychology can ultimately permeate and inform
diverse approaches to collaboration, planning, analyses,
policy, and problem solving for improved outcomes.
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