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Abstract

A new term, Multiple-Benefit Conservation, has emerged in the conservation

community, but has not been defined. We define Multiple-Benefit Conserva-

tion as conservation efforts designed to simultaneously benefit local communities

of people, enhance ecological function, and improve habitat quality for fish and

wildlife. Its key features are setting ecological and societal goals at the outset

and defining success as achieving these goals simultaneously. This is in con-

trast to efforts aimed at one goal that may also produce co-benefits; it is inclu-

sive of ecosystem services but not limited by a focus solely on human

benefit. Strengths of this approach include that it is constructive, inclusive of

multiple worldviews, easily communicated, solutions-oriented, and compel-

ling. Multiple-Benefit Conservation as we define and describe it here appears

to provide a pathway useful for designing conservation efforts that are more

likely to be inclusive, that will quantify trade-offs among goals, and can

embrace pluralistic conservation leadership.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Our efforts to conserve biodiversity are falling woefully
short, with unprecedented rates of biodiversity loss and
extinction. At the same time, the realm of conservation
has broadened beyond a focus on biodiversity, acknowl-
edging the importance of addressing intersecting issues
such as mitigating and adapting to climate change, links
between the environment and human health, sustainable
development goals, and environmental justice. Conserva-
tion in practice has already begun a transition from a
focus on individual at-risk species to one that recognizes
the inextricable links between social and ecological sys-
tems. One approach to this, including at large conserva-
tion organizations, has been a focus on conserving nature

primarily for the benefit of people (e.g., Kareiva,
Groves, & Marvier, 2014; Ahlering et al. 2020). An alter-
native approach has been termed “nature and people” or
“human dimensions” where the emphasis is on tradi-
tions, cultural structures, and institutions to create better
outcomes for human societies and the natural environ-
ment (Bennett et al., 2017; Mace, 2014).

The concept of Multiple-Benefit Conservation has
emerged recently in applied conservation planning, per-
haps to acknowledge and address these intertwined eco-
logical and social systems in a way that is easily
understood by—and speaks to the range of interests that
motivate—the many practitioners and other interested
parties of conservation, including funders, local commu-
nity members, policymakers, restoration ecologists, and
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voters. The general concept appears to be gaining
momentum, with a growing number of local, regional,
and global efforts that are embracing the term “multiple
benefits.” We have also noticed “multiple-benefit”
increasingly used as a modifier describing projects in the
fields of water management and conservation
(e.g., California Water Efficiency Partnership, 2020; Eve-
rard & McInnes, 2013), agriculture (e.g., Arbuckle, Tyn-
dall, & Sorenson, 2015), and energy efficiency
(e.g., Environmental Protection Agency, 2018), as well as
a growing number of conservation initiatives. For exam-
ple, the reduced emissions from deforestation and forest
degradation (REDD+) program has recently expanded
from a rigorous focus on greenhouse gas mitigation to
include robust “multiple benefit standards” that repre-
sent real additional benefits such as water quality
(Richards & Panfil, 2011). This evolution was driven in
part by a survey that found that these co-benefits were
the most important motive for carbon-offset buyers to
choose forest carbon projects (ECOSECURITIES, 2010).
One of the three strategic goals for the United Nations
Decade on Ecosystem Restoration is to increase under-
standing of the multiple benefits of restoration
(UNEP, 2020). In California, the concept is showing up
in large funding programs and as a new division within
one government agency. For example, the bond measure
language of Proposition 84, which established $1 billion
to implement regional water management plans, states
that eligible plans shall “use an integrated, multi-benefit
approach to project selection and design,” and “projects
that may be funded … must provide multiple benefits”
(Proposition 84, Public Resources Code § 75026(a)).
Finally, the term is beginning to find its way into con-
servation journals (e.g., Golet, Anderson, Luster, &
Werner, 2009; Rohde, Reynolds, & Howard, 2019).

We believe Multiple-Benefit Conservation has
emerged from other concepts such as ecosystem services
and win-win conservation as a relatively simple, mean-
ingful way to address conservation for nature and peo-
ple. To our knowledge, however, it has not been
formally defined. We believe that the concept holds
promise for conservation and that there is enough
momentum around the use of the term that a formal
definition and discussion of it is warranted. Here, we
define Multiple-Benefit Conservation, discuss its
strengths, and note as well the challenges and opportu-
nities. Our intent is to provide all types of conservation
practitioners with a simple, useful understanding of
Multiple-Benefit Conservation so that we can build on
this momentum and the opportunities Multiple-Benefit
Conservation brings, in hopes of making our collective
work more effective.

2 | DEFINITION AND STRENGTHS
OF THE APPROACH

We define Multiple-Benefit Conservation as conservation
efforts designed to simultaneously benefit local communi-
ties of people, enhance ecological function, and improve
habitat quality for fish and wildlife. The key features of a
Multiple-Benefit Conservation effort are defining multi-
ple goals at the outset, and designing the effort to achieve
all of these goals simultaneously. The goals can span the
spectrum from ecological- to societal-benefits and will
reflect the particular situation and values of the inter-
ested parties. Further, each goal can be defined in terms
of its own metrics (e.g., X improvement in drinking water
quality, Y rate of carbon sequestration, and at least Z
individuals of a wildlife species); they do not have to be
framed in terms of a common currency or economic
valuation.

While Multiple-Benefit Conservation extends from
and builds on several concepts including especially eco-
system services and win-win conservation, it also brings
several new strengths and leaves behind several weak-
nesses, which we believe contribute to its current
momentum within applied conservation planning. Multi-
ple-Benefit Conservation is flexible in that it can focus on
benefits to humans, as is the case with an ecosystem ser-
vices approach (e.g., Fisher et al., 2011), but it does not
need to and it can more readily include a broader range
of goals that are not human-centered. Similarly, win-win
conservation aims to achieve ecological and socioeco-
nomic benefits with the latter primarily construed as
solely economic benefits (DeGroot et al. 2010, Chaigneau
& Brown 2016). In addition, win-win conservation has
been criticized for failing to acknowledge the trade-offs
between goals and implying that everybody will win
(McShane et al., 2011, Chaigneau & Brown 2016) while
wrestling with the trade-offs is a key component of
Multiple-Benefit Conservation (see below).

Here, we expand on the definition, explore its
strengths, discuss the challenges and opportunities to
implementation, and further distinguish it from similar
concepts.

2.1 | Multiple-Benefit Conservation

2.1.1 | Constructive

Multiple-Benefit Conservation, while to our knowledge
not previously defined, is also not entirely new. For
example, bird conservation efforts have been repeatedly
recognized as providing co-benefits and as contributing
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to ecosystem services, demonstrating scientific support
for the concept of achieving multiple benefits with a sin-
gle conservation project (see e.g., http://nabci-us.org/
resources/relevancy-toolkit/). However, a key distinction
is that a successful Multiple-Benefit Conservation effort
is defined as achieving multiple goals simultaneously, in
contrast to projects aimed at one primary goal but which
may also produce desirable co-benefits as a side-effect. By
defining multiple goals from the start, the initial design
of a Multiple-Benefit Conservation effort is positioned to
take into consideration any trade-offs or constraints
among them to maximize chances of success. As well, the
design could also capitalize on any potential synergies
resulting from setting multiple goals at the outset.

2.1.2 | Inclusive of multiple worldviews
and values

The global conservation community is extremely diverse
(Sandbrook, Fisher, Holmes, Luque-Lora, &
Keane, 2019), yet conservation strategy and decision-
making are often dominated by unrepresentative groups
(Gould, Phukan, Mendoza, Ardoin, & Panikkar, 2018,
Sandbrook et al., 2019, Tallis & Lubchenco 2014). Con-
servation planning is frequently framed in terms of an
economic valuation of the direct value for human benefit
(Gómez-Baggethun & Ruiz-Pérez, 2011; Mace, 2014), yet
“conservation capitalism” (emphasizing the role of corpo-
rations, economic arguments, and market-based
approaches in conservation) is a polarizing strategy in
the global conservation community compared to “people-
centered conservation” (emphasizing the role of and ben-
efits to the interested party) or “science-led ecocentrism”
(emphasizing the role of science and benefits to species
and ecosystems; Sandbrook et al., 2019). More broadly,
people who might support and donate to conservation
efforts are also diverse and motivated by a range of views
on morality and ethics, which can be undermined by an
emphasis on economic arguments and market-based
incentives (Batavia et al., 2018; Bekessy, Runge,
Kusmanoff, Keith, & Wintle, 2018). Therefore, the domi-
nant approach to conservation strategy, planning, and
decision-making frequently excludes the world views and
values of many conservation practitioners and sup-
porters, risks alienating critical partners and interested
parties, and has been called unethical (Gould et al., 2018;
Kohler, Holland, Kotiaho, Desrousseaux, & Potts, 2019).
Because Multiple-Benefit Conservation requires only
defining multiple goals, and does not require them to be
measured using a common currency or framing them in
terms of their economic valuation, this approach can
avoid these risks. To be successful, conservation efforts

need to be more welcoming and inclusive of multiple
worldviews and values (Gould et al., 2018, Kohler
et al., 2019), and because by definition Multiple-Benefit
Conservation includes multiple values as goals of the
conservation project, this approach can provide an inclu-
sive, pluralistic framework for engaging with (and
addressing the needs of) diverse groups of people.

2.1.3 | Easily communicated

Communicating conservation science and decision-
making processes is key to an effective conservation strat-
egy, but is unfortunately not one that conservation scien-
tists are trained to do (Bickford, Posa, Qie, Campos-
Arceiz, & Kudavidanage, 2012). Technical jargon that is
difficult to understand can exclude partners and other
interested parties from the conversation, but we believe
that the term Multiple-Benefit Conservation is relatively
easily understood by a wide range of potential users—for
example, scientists, philanthropists, practitioners, local
community members, and policymakers. Through con-
versations with colleagues, we also believe it is a term
that is relatively easily translated into Spanish (“una con-
servación de beneficios múltiples,” Edwin Juarez, pers.
comm) and French (“conservation à bénéfices multiples,”
Amélie Lescroel, pers. comm.). In addition, “Multiple
Benefit” or “Multi-Benefit” is a phrase already commonly
found in products on store shelves, at least in the U.S.,
ranging from cat food to hair products, that should help
make this concept relatively easy to the mainstream in
conservation discourse. It also has the virtue of being
“constructively ambiguous,” in that users can agree in
principle on the concept of designing a conservation pro-
ject to meet multiple goals before getting bogged down in
the details of defining those goals (Sayer et al., 2013).
However, more dialogue about the term would be needed
before assuming it is meaningful for any particular
culture.

2.1.4 | Solutions-oriented

Conservation advocates for a single goal (e.g., an at-risk
species), can often find themselves in conflict with advo-
cates for other taxa, other environmental goals
(e.g., alternative energy projects), or other goals that
would benefit local communities of people (e.g., housing
or jobs). Consequently, partners, funders, and interested
parties are often forced to choose one side over the
others, splintering the potential support and funding for
accomplishing anything. This situation can contribute to
a scarcity mindset, in which conservation advocates
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preemptively constrain their goals to be much smaller
than is needed in hopes of aligning with perceived feasi-
bility and political support (Manning, Lindenmayer, &
Fischer, 2006), while partners, funders, and other inter-
ested parties are put off by the negativity, conflict, and
hopelessness of the situation. On the other hand, ignor-
ing some of the trade-offs in favor of focusing only on the
win-wins can similarly alienate some of the interested
parties. While not a panacea for all conflict, and acknowl-
edging that conflict can be good for conservation
(Matulis & Moyer, 2016), Multiple-Benefit Conservation
is a positive, solution-oriented framework for defining
multiple goals simultaneously, explicitly examining the
potential trade-offs and synergies between them, and
designing projects to maximize the chances of achieving
multiple outcomes. Hope and optimism are requirements
for successful biodiversity conservation (Beever, 2000;
Clayton & Myers, 2009; Swaisgood & Sheppard, 2011),
and we believe that Multiple-Benefit Conservation is a
hopeful yet realistic frame for bringing advocates for dif-
ferent goals together toward positive solutions.

2.1.5 | Compelling

Just as ecological diversity has been shown to confer eco-
logical resilience (e.g., Oliver et al., 2015), we hypothesize
that the diversity of goals inherent in Multiple-Benefit
Conservation will result in more diverse support for con-
servation projects, a more diverse array of innovative pro-
jects implemented, and more durable conservation
outcomes. For example, there was insufficient support
from the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers for a project in
California's Central Valley with a singular goal of
improving flood protection for the local community of
people, because the benefits did not outweigh the costs
(Owens Viani, 2019). However, once the project
expanded to include ecosystem restoration goals, with a
diversified list of partners and funders, the new, multiple-
benefit project was approved and implemented (Owens
Viani, 2019). Similarly, ecosystem restoration projects to
meet biodiversity conservation goals alone can be diffi-
cult to fund, but diversifying those goals to include car-
bon sequestration can bring in new partners and funding
sources (Matzek, Stella, & Ropion, 2018).

3 | CHALLENGES AND
OPPORTUNITIES

Because Multiple-Benefit Conservation starts with defin-
ing goals aimed at achieving multiple benefits simulta-
neously, there will naturally be challenges inherent in

increasing project complexity (Rohde et al., 2019). For
anyone who has worked on a conservation project, the
challenges are familiar, but we believe employing a Mul-
tiple-Benefit Conservation frame can more clearly define
these challenges and improve opportunities to address
them. To start, simply defining and agreeing upon the
project and research goals with several partners is daunt-
ing and frequently prioritizes the goals and interests of
the funder. Goal-setting should reflect the diverse inter-
ests and values of the interested parties, and while this is
already currently a challenge, there is evidence that the
people included in this process are not yet diverse enough
(Gould et al., 2018, Tallis & Lubchenco 2014). Marginal-
ized groups are rarely authentically and equitably
included in goal setting, yet are often directly impacted
(Gould et al., 2018; Law et al., 2018; Taylor, 2016). Hence,
there is an important opportunity to use the frame of
Multiple-Benefit Conservation to include more people
(and more diverse people) in conservation planning and
practice than ever before. Because truly inclusive goal set-
ting is extremely challenging in practice, especially
because interested parties are likely to possess different
levels of power, Pascual et al. (2017) provide a rationale
and method for the incorporation of different values in
decision-making.

Another challenge and opportunity lies in identifying
and addressing trade-offs between goals. It has become
popular in conservation to seek solutions that are win-
win, usually referring to biodiversity conservation and
economic development (McShane et al., 2011), but there
is a temptation to focus only on maximizing a few bene-
fits that can be achieved together relatively easily without
considering the possible trade-offs. By defining multiple
goals at the outset, the Multiple-Benefit Conservation
frame provides an opportunity to expose goals that may
conflict with each other and optimize the design of a con-
servation effort in recognition of this conflict. For exam-
ple, Dybala et al. (2019) found that riparian restoration
provided both bird conservation benefits and carbon stor-
age benefits, but exposed a trade-off in that carbon stor-
age was highest in the densest parts of the forest, exactly
where bird abundance and diversity were lowest. Thus,
both benefits cannot be maximized at the same time. A
new riparian restoration project embedded in a Multiple-
Benefit Conservation frame, with explicit goals of achiev-
ing both bird conservation benefits and carbon storage
benefits defined at the outset, might be designed or man-
aged differently to maintain a forest density that is opti-
mized across both goals. For example, the acceptable
range of values for each benefit could be defined
(e.g., minimum bird abundance and minimum carbon
stored), to identify the mutually acceptable range of for-
est densities required to meet both goals (e.g., Poff
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et al., 2016). Crucially, these benefits do not have to be
quantified in the same units (e.g., in terms of their eco-
nomic valuation), but only in terms of the desired magni-
tude of each benefit and an understanding of how each is
expected to change in response to the proposed conserva-
tion effort.

Trade-offs are already acknowledged in the conserva-
tion literature and approaches exist to help scientists, nat-
ural resource managers, and policymakers characterize
and quantify benefits and trade-offs of multiple objectives
(e.g., Bradford & D'Amato, 2012). While Multiple-Benefit
Conservation provides an opportunity to optimize across
multiple objectives, it cannot avoid the challenge of
wholly incompatible objectives and the need for partners
to negotiate, manage conflict, and collaborate produc-
tively (Hurst, Stern, Hull, & Axson, 2020; Redpath
et al., 2013). Further, we caution that benefits and trade-
offs should be considered on multiple spatial and tempo-
ral scales to identify who benefits and who pays a cost
(Rodríguez et al., 2006). This caution is particularly
important when keeping in mind the historical lack of
inclusion in conservation decision-making and the very
real harm that conservation efforts have imposed on
some communities. For example, enactment of the
Migratory Bird Treaty Act without consideration for
northern indigenous peoples' traditional subsistence
hunting forced communities to abandon or conceal these
practices or risk criminal prosecution, contributing to
fear and mistrust and further excluding these communi-
ties from migratory birds management (Wolfe, Paige, &
Scott, 1990). The 1996 amendment to the Migratory Bird
Treaty Act finally legalized subsistence hunting, defined
multiple goals that included both bird conservation and
the perpetuation of subsistence customs and cultures,
and led to the creation of the Alaska Migratory Bird Co-
management Council which formally includes Alaska
Natives in management decisions regulating harvest
(Alcorn, 2008). By authentically including more perspec-
tives in goal-setting, the examination of benefits and
trade-offs, and decision-making, we are hopeful that this
kind of harm can be avoided in the future.

4 | STRENGTHENING THE
APPROACH

Multiple-Benefit Conservation by its nature requires mul-
tidisciplinary science, spanning at least ecological and
social sciences, as well as leadership, communication,
and conflict resolution skills to work productively with
multiple researchers, resource managers, policymakers,
and, importantly, multiple interested parties. To realize
its full potential, Multiple-Benefit Conservation will also

require pluralistic leadership. Pluralistic leaders create an
environment that values diversity, attempt to integrate all
cultures into a project structure, minimize biases, and
make sure the collective voices on a project are genuinely
heard and represented (Cox, 1993). Because conservation
leadership today is often dominated by unrepresentative
groups (Gould et al., 2018, Sandbrook et al., 2019, Tallis &
Lubchenco 2014), we recommend increased and
improved efforts to include, support, and/or train a diver-
sity of people concerned with conservation, with the lead-
ership skills and interdisciplinary training we need.

Careful attention must be paid to avoid the pitfall of
overpromising and under-delivering. It has become clear
that projects sold as win-win conservation frequently fail
to fully deliver the outcomes promised (McShane
et al., 2011) and given the complexities inherent in any
conservation project it will be inevitable that some
multiple-benefit projects will not deliver all benefits or
not at the magnitude expected. Furthermore, as with any
novel concept, there is the risk that the term will be inter-
preted differently across stakeholders; this has occurred
with the term “climate smart agriculture” leading to criti-
cisms of greenwashing (Alexander, 2019). To strengthen
the approach, Multiple-Benefit Conservation must there-
fore be realistic and transparent about the range of out-
comes that can be expected and maintained and be clear
about the risks to success. Additionally, the direction and
magnitude of any benefit will likely change over time in
response to changing environmental and social condi-
tions. Hence, we suggest that regular monitoring of the
goals of the project and the attitudes and perceptions of
the project participants could help to determine if or
when further intervention is needed and to provide clear
communication to support project success long-term.

Like all conservation, one of the greatest challenges
to Multiple-Benefit Conservation is how to include
diverse voices with power inequalities in goal setting and
decision-making and determining what trade-offs are
acceptable in the context of social and environmental jus-
tice. Should we even consider trading-off some values
over others? Progress on these issues is only just emerg-
ing and the recently established United Nations' Inter-
governmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) is providing initial guid-
ance (Pascual et al., 2017). However, there is a need for
engagement between social and ecological sciences to
address trade-offs among equity and ecological outcomes
(Pascual et al., 2014). Practitioners of Multiple-Benefit
Conservation should become familiar with IPBES and
should consider engaging with social scientists at the out-
set of projects.

Multiple-Benefit Conservation is not the solution to
the conservation crisis, but we believe it is a positive step,
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one that integrates emerging societal issues with conser-
vation in a formal yet flexible way. Further, it has the
potential to do so in a way that authentically includes
diverse worldviews and values which may prove critical
for greater, more durable conservation outcomes.
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