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CROSS CULTURAL COMMUNICATION: COMMUNITIES & CONSERVATION

PART 1. ENHANCE AWARENESS
MODULE 1. Problem Statement: Synthesis of Background Information

1. Interfaces Between Cultural and Biological Diversity

Conservation professionals interact with increasingly complex constituencies (Brewer
2003; Paolisso 2006; Paolisso 2007). This is especially true in rapidly urbanizing rural areas
(Brown 1995; Bright and Burtz 2006; Bright et al. 2007). We argue that understanding the
complex ways in which stakeholders conceptualize land conservation both within and between
ecological regions can facilitate positive interactions between conservation professionals and
local stakeholders.

Research on urbanizing rural areas has described the conflict that can arise when
conservation orientations collide (Racevskis and Lupi 2006; Salamon 2003; Walker 2003).
Conservation oriented newcomers who promote aesthetic landscapes over working landscapes
are sometimes "viewed as political threats" by long-time residents (Walker and Fortmann
2003:469). The differences among diverse stakeholders with respect to how land is valued can
be central to land conservation efforts, and the contribution of conflicting values to
environmental controversy has been well documented (Clark et al. 1994; Dietz et al. 2005;
Jobes 2000).

2. Cross-Cultural Communication

Differences in the ways that the public conceptualizes conservation have been framed
along an anthropocentric/ biocentric continuum (Brunson and Steel 1996; Steel et al. 1994).
Natural resource dependent communities have been theorized as more likely to view nature in
terms of its instrumental value than non-resource dependent communities (McFarlane and
Boxall 2000). Furthermore there is some evidence of differences between the western and
eastern regions of the United States (Brunson and Steel 1996). However, an alternative
paradigm that views humans and nature as interdependent has also been identified within
broader global communities (Corral-Verdugo et al. 2008).

Racevskis and Lupi (2006) argue that stakeholder conceptualizations of conservation are
complex and this diversity is not well represented using solely an anthropocentric-biocentric
continuum. They employed a mixed qualitative-quantitative method that analyzed focus group
statements for thematic content and applied frequencies to answers. The focus group
discussions revolved around the topics of forest services, wildlife-forest interactions and forest
management. Although Racevskis and Lupi (2006) did find support for the hypothesis that
natural resource dependent communities were concerned about maintaining forest utilitarian
productivity, they also found that rural communities expressed deep emotional attachment to
forests that were not utilitarian in nature.
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3. Cultural Models

Dialogue about land conservation reflects both the general aspects of cultural models
shared by all citizens, and the diverse points of view that vary with the life experience of each
individual. A basic framework for understanding cultural models of land conservation has been
described by Paolisso et al. (in review). Drawing on previous theoretical work by cognitive
anthropologists (c.f. Quinn and Holland 1987, Strauss and Quinn 1997), "cultural models are
shared implicit and tacit understandings about how the world works. They are cognitive
frameworks used by individuals to process and organize information, make decisions, and guide
behavior " (Paolisso 2007: 656).

Through the lens of a cognitive or environmental anthropologist, the cultural models
approach (Figure 1) is useful in the design of specific interventions such as collaborative
learning workshops for stakeholders. For example, differences in cultural models may guide
two stakeholders to act differently in response to information in the same pamphlet about fire
management. A deeper understanding of variation in cultural models is needed to interpret
why these two stakeholders associate different meanings with the words in the pamphlet. The
theoretical underpinning is that behavior is related to complex interactions between experience
and the cognitive framework each person draws upon to make sense of new information.
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Figure 1. The complex interactions among implicit and explicit components in a belief system
associated with land conservation (at left) has been analyzed qualitatively using the cultural
models approach (from Paolisso et al. in review). We use the analogy of a cultural lens (at
right) to interpret the quantitative results from factor analysis of stakeholder responses to a
questionnaire designed via the cultural models approach.
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To aid multidisciplinary research teams in applying the cultural models approach to land
conservation, Paolisso et al (in review) diagrammed the basic components of belief systems
(Figure 1). For example, one stakeholder with a vision of a "biodiversity preserve", will talk
about associated values, appropriate land use, sets of acceptable conservation tools, and fears
about threats to the sustainability of a particular landscape. Another stakeholder who views
the same region, in terms of a vision for "community development", will likely differ in the
acceptable values, use, tools and threats s/he associates with the same piece of land. Paolisso
et al (in review) argue that analysis of one component in isolation is insufficient, and that
analysis of the complex interactions among components in belief systems enhances the success
of problem-solving approaches to implementation of government programs.

4. Stakeholder Perspectives as Cultural Lenses

Drawing on an analogy we used previously to describe the variation in stakeholder
perspectives (Weeks and Packard 1992), we refer to the dimensions resulting from factor
analysis of survey responses as "cultural lenses". This is just a label for the surface
manifestation of a complex set of underlying interactions in belief systems of individuals.

Associated with the analogy of a cultural lens, we argue that a lens is a tool shaped in a
culture outside the individual (Figure 1). Placed in front of the eye, a lens both focuses and
filters patterns of light perceived by an individual. Individuals can consciously choose among
lenses (i.e. tools), adopting those that are more effective at solving particular problems.
Elaborating on the lens analogy, to treat an elderly patient with problems reading small print,
an ophthamologist may prescribe reading glasses. If magnifying lenses do not solve the
problem, then the ophthamologist may look for internal causes such as macular degeneration.
Thus, we use the lens analogy in a slightly different way than Burns and Cheng (2007) use the
analogy of a frame.

5. Relevance
5.1 Research Ethics

Conservation biologists have an ethical responsibility to consider the perspectives of the
stakeholders whose lives may be affected by conservation research and implementation
of conservation policies. Enhanced awareness of the cultural models approach can
assist researchers and practitioners in complying with the ethic "do no harm". By
understanding natural resource problems from several perspectives, stakeholders may
discover mutually beneficial solutions that otherwise would not have been considered.

5.2 Professional Development Programs
We recommend integrating knowledge about diverse perspectives on land

conservation, such as provided in this study, into professional development programs.
Professionals who have worked with diverse constituencies for a long time are likely to
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have an intuitive knowledge of the complexities documented (Weeks and Packard
1997). However, agencies are undergoing demographic shifts as aging cohorts retire.
Initiatives for professional development can be very effective in encouraging employees
to reflect on their own perspectives about land conservation and how that relates to
others in their workplaces and to the communities that they serve.

Conservation professionals may have a lot to learn from applied anthropologists
who use the cultural models approach to reach a deeper understanding of the
complexities underlying surface behaviors (Paolisso 2006; Paolisso and Chambers 2001).
Although current debates in the literature about the relative merits of a protectionist vs.
a people-first approach to conservation have focused more on developing countries, the
resulting understandings may be very relevant to under-developed frontiers in the
developed world.

5.3 Collaborative Learning Workshops

Theoretically, by solving a cooperative learning task together, diverse
stakeholders share an experience that may help them to understand how their own
cognitive framework compares to other stakeholders with a different life experiences.
Ultimately, we are interested in how shared learning experiences (e.g. collaborative
learning workshops) influence willingness to frame environmental problems differently.
Shifts in the ways stakeholders frame problems has been related to willingness to
consider options for solutions otherwise not on the table (Gray 2003). Conversely,
resistance to frame shifts has been related to a low degree of collaboration (Gray 2004).
However, we needed a technique for measuring what we mean by a "frame" as (1) a
causal variable to examine the effects on willingness to collaborate, and (2) an effect
variable that may be influenced by interventions such as a cooperative learning
workshop.
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