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Abstract
1.	 Conservation governance has traditionally focussed on biological and scientific 

expertise while often avoiding value-based conflicts. However, ignoring the value 
dimension overlooks conservation's dual nature. Understanding the values that 
guide the actions and narratives of conservationists and those interested in or 
affected by conservation is crucial for fostering better understanding, relation-
ships and resolving conflicts. Few studies have directly compared the conserva-
tion values of those employed in conservation and other groups. This gap makes 
it difficult to identify and address value differences between them, potentially 
leading to distrust and conflict.

2.	 We adapted an existing instrument used to assess global conservation perspec-
tives to evaluate local challenges and trade-offs faced by protected areas (PAs) in 
South Africa. Our Conservation Perspectives Assessment Tool (CPAT) consists of 
55 Likert-scale statements, which enabled us to identify key conservation dimen-
sions and assess perspective differences between South African conservation 
agency staff, national park visitors and other conservation professionals.

3.	 Descriptive statistics, followed by exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses, 
unveiled four major conservation dimensions: people and community-centric 
conservation, capitalism-driven conservation, ecocentric conservation and com-
passionate conservation. These dimensions underlie many decisions and trade-
offs PA managers make routinely.
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

Efforts to conserve biodiversity take many forms, differing both in the 
scope of the aims and the mechanisms that are used to achieve con-
servation outcomes. These differences in approaches partly arise 
from the wide variety of values held by conservation stakeholders 
and rightsholders,1 shaped by factors such as education, nationality, 
lived experiences (e.g. travelling) and religion (Luque-Lora et al., 2022). 
Diversity of thought and values can create opportunities for learning, 
stimulate innovation and demonstrate respect (Woods,  2008). 
However, conflicting ideas about what conservation is for and how it 
should be done can also result in challenges for biodiversity conserva-
tion (Harrison & Loring, 2020; Hiller & MacMillan, 2021). It is not only 
the values of those employed in the conservation sector that are im-
portant; values and perspectives from the general public, Indigenous 
People and Local Communities (IPLCs), journalists, amateur conserva-
tionists and other groups are important in, and of themselves, and can 
in some cases exert considerable pressure and influence on policy-
makers through political processes, lobby groups and the use of media 
or social media (Bergman et al., 2022). As such, differences in the un-
derlying values of those who advocate for conservation, those who 
implement it and other groups interested in or affected by 

conservation actions have been identified as a key issue for the future 
of conservation (Sullivan et al., 2022).

Values can be defined in various ways, with Luque-Lora 
et al. (2022) defining them as ‘someone's moral principles, their guid-
ing notions of what is right and wrong’. Fulton et al. (1996) proposed 
a cognitive hierarchy model to understand human behaviour towards 
wildlife, suggesting that few, slow-changing values and basic beliefs 
are at the base of a pyramid of many peripheral and faster changing 
behaviours and actions. In this paper, we use the term values to cover 
both judgements about whether or not something is good (has value), 
and principles about how humans should morally behave (see Luque-
Lora et  al.,  2022). It is increasingly recognised that understanding 
the values and perspectives of groups interested in or affected by 
conservation can provide valuable insights for more effective bio-
diversity management in the interests of broader society (Hoel 
et al., 2022). Identifying common ground provides an essential basis 
for collaboration, open engagements, building trust and for joint vi-
sioning, while exposing what may be at the heart of opposing views 
and disagreements can help to resolve conflicts (Noss, 1996). There 
are many different stakeholders to protected areas (PAs), including 
IPLCs, visitors, tourism operators, government departments, conser-
vation NGOs and activists. All these groups have values, which may 
be diverse and even conflicting within and between them. As such, 
there are various projects and programmes needed by conservation 
agencies and PA managers to understand and meaningfully engage 
and communicate with these groups.

 1Refer to Armitage et al. (2020) who argues that the term ‘stakeholders’ can be 
considered inappropriate when referring to IPLCs who might be more appropriately 
referred to as ‘rightsholders’.

4.	 Group membership (professional conservationist/visitor), gender, age and loca-
tion (national/international) are intricately linked to these dimensions. Groups 
explored here generally scored high on ecocentric conservation, fostering com-
mon ground for dialogue among these groups, yet divergence emerged between 
groups on specific aspects (e.g. compassionate conservation; community-centric 
conservation), highlighting differences both within and between groups.

5.	 Synthesis and application: Our approach can be used to develop further locally 
contextualised CPATs for conservation agencies to reflect on their values, iden-
tify areas of internal agreement or disagreement, address internal conflicts and 
assess alignment with certain interest groups. It emphasises that conservation is 
not solely about ecological science but is heavily influenced by the varied values, 
perspectives and characteristics of interest groups. Considering these insights, 
we recommend that conservation agencies must understand, respect and navi-
gate these differences; adapt to societal and ideological shifts when needed; and 
be transparent about their values in decision-making. In addition to biological and 
scientific knowledge, there is a need to incorporate adaptive, value-based ap-
proaches that acknowledge the diversity of perspectives within and beyond the 
conservation community.

K E Y W O R D S
compassionate conservation, conservation conflicts, national parks, protected areas, traditional 
and new conservation, value orientations
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Previous studies on values, perspectives or worldviews in con-
servation have mostly focussed on single groups, with some focus-
sing on the ‘general public’ (i.e. members of society not employed as 
conservationists; Manfredo et al., 2021), while others have explicitly 
focussed on the conservation community (e.g. researchers and prac-
titioners working on conservation issues; Sandbrook et  al.,  2019). 
Existing studies addressing conservation values and perspectives 
have also varied considerably in their scale, ranging from global (e.g. 
Sandbrook et al., 2019) to geographically more focused (e.g. regional 
and countrywide studies from the USA; e.g. Teel & Manfredo, 2010; 
Manfredo et  al.,  2020; Sullivan et  al.,  2022). However, very few 
studies have directly compared the perspectives of those employed 
in conservation and other groups interested or affected by conser-
vation simultaneously, especially at the local scale, where decisions 
and trade-offs about conservation practice are particularly salient 
to different groups (Manfredo et al., 2018; Sullivan et al., 2022). This 
paucity makes it difficult to detect, understand and address poten-
tial value gaps that may exist between those whose job it is to con-
serve nature and the other groups who have an interest in or are 
affected by their actions.

Although there is a diverse range of stakeholder groups inter-
ested in and affected by conservation in South Africa, this study 
specifically compares the perspectives of two groups: conservation 
professionals and visitors to national parks. The conservation pro-
fessionals include staff working for South African National Parks 
(SANParks), the national statutory body responsible for managing 
national parks in South Africa, and other conservation profession-
als, primarily academics from South Africa, along with some con-
servation practitioners. PA visitors are an important group in South 
African conservation. Tourism acts as Africa's primary conservation 
funding source (Lindsey et al., 2020), including for SANParks, where 
pre-pandemic visit numbers approached 6 million visitors annually, 
with ~80% of the entire revenue of SANParks originating from tour-
ism (Smith et  al.,  2021). Visitors are therefore both key beneficia-
ries (Roux et al., 2020) and benefactors (funders) of South African 
conservation.

Our study develops a Conservation Perspectives Assessment 
Tool (CPAT) which builds on the approach used in the Future of 
Conservation (FoC) survey, one of the largest and most comprehen-
sive existing studies of values and perspectives among people who 
identified as conservation professionals (Sandbrook et  al.,  2019). 
The FoC survey explored topics of broad relevance to the purpose 
and practice of conservation, asking respondents to rate their agree-
ment or disagreement with 38 statements derived from contentious 
issues within the ‘New Conservation debate’ (Kareiva, 2014; Kareiva 
& Marvier, 2012; Miller et al., 2014; Soule, 2013). FoC survey results 
identified three underlying dimensions of conservation thinking: 
‘people-centred conservation’ (related to the role of people as par-
ticipants and stakeholders in conservation), ‘conservation through 
capitalism’ (related to the role of business and market-based ap-
proaches to conservation) and ‘science-led ecocentrism’ (related to 
the role of science in the conservation of species and ecosystems; 
Sandbrook et  al.,  2019). These dimensions represent a snapshot 

of the views of respondents on a set of issues ranging from deep 
underlying values (moral principles) to pragmatic management deci-
sions (practical value) (Luque-Lora et al., 2022).

The FoC survey has four limitations that the present study ad-
dresses. First, while the FoC survey captured the views of a large and 
diverse group of global conservationists, it likely overrepresented 
certain types of conservation professionals, such as academics and 
those working for international NGOs, and was less able to capture 
the views of conservation practitioners managing PAs. Second, the 
FoC survey was also not designed to capture the views of non-
professional conservation groups such as conservation beneficiaries 
who can also indirectly exert influence on conservation (e.g. visitors 
to parks). Third, the global nature of the FoC survey resulted in in-
cluding only abstract statements that were not linked to any partic-
ular conservation context, making it difficult for some respondents 
to link statements to their own experiences. Finally, the FoC survey 
did not consider the contemporary debate around ‘compassionate 
conservation’ as a potential fourth dimension of conservation think-
ing. An important focus of 'compassionate conservation' is individual 
animal welfare (Ramp & Bekoff, 2015; Wallach et al., 2015, 2018), 
as opposed to the belief that this focus may be to the detriment 
of a more systemic and collective approach (Hayward et al., 2019; 
Oommen et  al.,  2019). Southern Africa, with its long history of 
natural resource utilisation through ‘game/wildlife farming’, abun-
dant large wildlife and well-established hunting industry, has been 
at the forefront of this issue. This is exemplified by heated debate 
in formal mass media, social media and even in the policy domain 
when lethal management options of animals are used or considered. 
These discussions have gained considerable traction in the interna-
tional peer-reviewed literature beyond the Southern African con-
text (e.g. Coghlan & Cardilini, 2022; Hayward et al., 2019; Oommen 
et  al.,  2019) and within large international NGOs. Such polarised 
views have the potential to influence conservation practices and 
policies, and the concern is that there is a paucity of views of local 
conservation groups such as park visitors, how groups' views may 
differ and how prevalent specific views are.

To address these issues, we developed a CPAT using a new set of 
statements based on the FoC statement set, but reworded to be ac-
cessible to a broader range of respondents and to reflect the specific 
South African conservation context in which our survey was con-
ducted. Placing it in a particular place-based context (South Africa) 
allowed us to employ more applied and specific statements which 
we argue may evoke more authentic responses than would be the 
case for more generic statements aimed at a global audience. We 
also developed additional statements which were designed to ex-
plore compassionate conservation as a fourth underlying dimension 
of conservation thinking.

Our study aimed to investigate the values and views of differ-
ent groups in South Africa and to test a novel approach for com-
paring values within and between these groups. To this end, we 
used a modified form of the FoC Survey to (i) examine the levels 
of similarity or variability in views towards the goals and means 
of conservation among those employed in conservation (called 
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conservation professionals) and visitors to National Parks, (ii) in-
vestigate whether variation in views is linked to respondents' po-
sitions on a smaller set of underlying dimensions of conservation 
thinking and (iii) explore the extent to which the positions of re-
spondents on these dimensions are linked to their individual char-
acteristics. It is important to note that our study does not assess 
the perspectives of local residents living around parks, who are 
crucial and increasingly recognised actors in the South African con-
servation landscape and who are strongly under-represented as 
professionals working in conservation (Andrade & Rhodes, 2012). 
Furthermore, this study sampled current SANParks visitors, who 
are not demographically representative of the broader South 
African public nor of global PA visitors. International visitors to 
SANParks are typically middle- to high-income individuals that 
can afford to travel abroad and are dominated by individuals from 
North America and Europe, with 68% of international visitors in 
2022–2023 hailing from only five countries (SANParks,  2023). 
Similarly, South African visitors are not demographically represen-
tative of the South African population, with Black guests compris-
ing 38.0% of total South African day visitors and 14.6% of total 
South African overnight guests to SANParks during 2022–2023 
(SANParks,  2023). These are important caveats to this study 
which we discuss again later in the paper.

2  |  MATERIAL S AND METHODS

This study employed a survey methodology that gauges perspec-
tives on conservation orientation and contemporary conservation 
issues. A structured questionnaire (see Appendix  S1) was used to 
collect data on different perspectives. The questionnaire was re-
fined through multiple drafts and pilot testing. Data were mostly 
collected online, with limited face-to-face interactions. This was fol-
lowed by statistical analyses including exploratory factor analysis 
and confirmatory factor analysis using R software. Research ethics 
were approved by the Department of Geography Ethics Committee 
of the University of Cambridge (#1383). The cover page of the ques-
tionnaire indicated that participation was voluntary and confidential, 
that the participant could leave the survey at any time and that by 
completing the questionnaire consent was given that the data may 
be used in aggregate in publications.

2.1  |  Positionality statement

Authors are permanently employed by a public conservation 
agency and/or an academic institution (one conservation agency, 
three primary university affiliations and two secondary university 
affiliations), and hail from a range of genders, languages (Afrikaans, 
English, Sotho and Swati), ethnicities (African, Caucasian and 
Indian descent), nationalities (South African and United Kingdom) 
and ages (20s to late 50s). The authors are economically middle/
upper middle class and are university trained (MSc/PhD level) with 

their research primarily focusing on topics like conservation sci-
ence, conservation values, political ecology, social–ecological sys-
tems, transdisciplinary research, tourism research, PA science and 
benefit sharing.

Although we aimed for a diversity of authorship across the 12 
authors to ensure broad perspectives, we acknowledge that our 
shared background in conservation, our representation from only 
one conservation agency, five universities and two nationalities (the 
UK and South Africa), our relative positions of privilege compared 
to the broader South African society, university training and other 
unknown similarities may have influenced our perspectives on the 
topic of this paper and introduced biases in our research that we 
may be unaware of.

2.2  |  Survey design

The first section of the questionnaire pertained to demographics 
(gender, age, country and town of residence, income, education and 
religion) and national park travel behaviour (parks visited, length 
of stay, frequency of visits, type and motivation for visit) (some of 
the demographic information was only included in visitor question-
naire). The survey then presented a series of statements (referred to 
as ‘items’) about conservation orientation and contemporary con-
servation issues. Respondents were asked to choose from seven 
Likert scale options, ranging from ‘strongly disagree’ (coded as 1) to 
‘strongly agree’ (coded as 7) with the neutral middle being ‘neither 
agree nor disagree’ (coded as 4). The statements were based on the 
FoC survey's three main conservation dimensions with compassion-
ate conservation added as a potential fourth perspective. Two iden-
tical items from the FoC survey were retained with the rest being 
slightly reworded or adapted to reflect local context (20 items). 
New items were included (33 items) to reflect a PA context and to 
incorporate the compassionate conservation perspective. Some FoC 
survey questions not applicable to a PA context or deemed too theo-
retical or abstract for the intended audiences targeted in this study 
were omitted (16 items).

A first draft of the questionnaire was distributed to the au-
thors for inputs and to identify potential problems or ambiguous 
wording. An updated (second) draft questionnaire was then shared 
with 10 SANParks scientists, who compared the statements in the 
questionnaire with descriptions of the four proposed conserva-
tion dimensions to further eliminate troublesome and ambiguous 
questions. A third draft was piloted in a face-to-face manner with 
overnight visitors in the Kruger National Park (KNP) for further re-
finement (~30). The data obtained from the pilot study above were 
checked for clarity by the authors to ensure responses related to 
truly different dimensions and not merely different interpreta-
tions of the statement (pilot study data not included in final analy-
sis). The finalised questionnaire contained 55 items and a range of 
demographic variables, including age, gender, religion, household 
income, nationality and frequency of visitation to national parks 
and nature.
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2.3  |  Survey administration

During 2019 and 2020, the final questionnaire was administered 
(1) face to face, with overnight visitors in Skukuza tourist camp in 
KNP (convenience sampling; n = 187) and (2) by means of an online 
survey distributed electronically to 10,000 visitors (domestic and 
international), randomly selected from a database of visitors who 
had stayed overnight in one of SANParks' national parks. The lat-
ter had to have been visitors from the 2 years preceding the sur-
vey who had previously agreed to receive communication from 
SANParks. To increase international visitor sample size, a further 
targeted invitation was sent to 2500 additional international visi-
tors, randomly selected from the same database. In total, 675 do-
mestic and 471 international visitors completed the survey (9.2% 
response rate).

SANParks staff were individually emailed to request participa-
tion in the study. All staff members of a particular salary grading 
(Paterson Grading C which included skilled workers, with some 
tertiary qualification, and expected to make routine decisions) and 
above (middle and senior management) were included in the study 
(18% response rate; n = 188/1044).

National and international conservation professionals from ac-
ademia, conservation NGOs and a range of conservation agencies 
other than SANParks were approached for participation at three 
independent conservation-related conferences in South Africa: the 
2019 Garden Route Interface Network Meeting (n = 19/61; hard 
copy surveys); 2019 Conservation Symposium (n = 36/~300; on-
line survey); and the 2020 Savanna Science Networking Meeting 
(n = 60/195; online survey).

2.4  |  Statistical analysis

We analysed the data in several phases, first calculating descrip-
tive statistics, then conducting exploratory and confirmatory factor 
analyses before modelling respondents' positions on the resulting 
dimensions against individual characteristics. All analyses were con-
ducted using R version 4.1.3 (R Core Team 2022).

2.4.1  |  Descriptive statistics

The full data set contained 1584 responses. We checked for the 
presence of missing data and visually examined the variation in 
responses for each of the 55 statements. We also determined the 
modal response for each statement and explored to what degree the 
responses within and between groups were similar or variable.

2.4.2  |  Exploratory factor analysis

We divided the full data set into two equally sized subsets, each 
containing 792 responses, which we used for exploratory and 

confirmatory item factor analyses, respectively. These analyses 
were conducted using the mirt function from the mirt package 
(Chalmers, 2012). We first calculated the Kaiser–Meyer–Olkin meas-
ure of factor adequacy (>0.60) to examine whether the data were 
suitable for factor analysis. Our survey instrument was designed 
with four factors in mind. We next conducted a parallel analysis 
using the polychoric correlation matrix of the statement data and 
calculated the VSS and Velicer MAP statistics to empirically assess 
the dimensionality. The parallel analysis suggested that there are 
four clear factors, but potentially up to 11 factors present in the 
data. VSS complexity 2 achieves a maximum of 0.66 with four fac-
tors. The Velicer MAP achieves a minimum of 0.01 with five factors. 
Based on these assessments, we conducted a series of exploratory 
factor analyses, assuming three to six factors were present and com-
pared the results.

Comparing the different models (initially using an oblique 
oblimin rotation in each case), four factors are clearly defined and 
fairly consistent across all models. Their content was broadly con-
sistent with the dimensions that were envisaged when the sur-
vey instrument was designed. A potential fifth factor appeared 
to comprise only two main items and was considered unlikely to 
be stable, while a potential sixth factor had no items that loaded 
strongly. Comparing two standard rotations—oblimin (which is 
oblique) and varimax (which is orthogonal)—we found that oblimin 
produced the clearest factor loading pattern and proceeded to use 
this as a basis for refining a four-factor model for confirmatory 
testing.

2.4.3  |  Confirmatory factor analysis

We considered items with strong primary loadings (i.e. absolute 
loading >0.5) as loading strongly onto a factor and considered any 
instances where the absolute value of the secondary loading(s) 
is/are greater than 0.3 as meaningful cross-loading (Furr,  2011). 
Twenty-seven items did not meet these criteria and were removed 
from subsequent analysis. A confirmatory factor analysis was carried 
out using this simplified factor structure and the second subset of 
the data. The resulting factor loadings and correlations were exam-
ined, and several measures of model fit were calculated. In evaluat-
ing model fit, we referred to commonly used standards for relative 
fit indices (TLI >0.9, CFI >0.95, RMSEA <0.05, SRMSR <0.08; Hu & 
Bentler, 1999). Further refinements to the model were made by re-
moving one item from pairs of items that showed substantial residual 
correlations in order to achieve acceptable fit statistics and satisfy 
the assumption of local independence.

2.4.4  |  Explanatory modelling of respondent 
positions

Our final confirmatory factor model was used to produce expected 
a posteriori factor scores which represent the position of each 
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respondent on each of the four dimensions. These scores were plot-
ted and the distribution compared to the positions of a hypothetical 
‘neutral’ respondent who answered ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ to 
all of the relevant statements.

To model these scores against covariates while retaining the 
uncertainty in their estimation, we produced 10 plausible draws 
from the posterior distributions of each of the four factors. These 
plausible draws were used as the response variables in a series of 
linear regression models whose results were subsequently pooled. 
Separate sets of models were fitted for each dimension, and within 
each model, plausible draws for respondent positions along the rel-
evant dimension were modelled as a function of a set of categori-
cal covariates. There were a small number of missing responses in 
covariate variables (Table S1). We imputed the missing values using 
the mice function from the mice package (Van Buuren & Groothuis-
Oudshoorn, 2011) to create 10 complete data sets.

We fitted different models for two subsets of the data because 
of some differences in the data collected from each group. The first 
included respondents who were visitors, SANParks employees or 
non-SANParks conservation professionals and a restricted set of 
covariates including the respondent group (South African visitors; 
international visitors; SANParks employees; non-SANParks South 
African conservation professionals; non-SANParks international 
conservation professionals), gender (male; female), age category 
(<29; 30–39; 40–49; 50–59; 60–69; >70), highest level of educa-
tion (secondary school; national diploma/certificate; undergrad-
uate degree; postgraduate degree) and responses to the question 
‘how often do you spend time in nature’ (very infrequently or 
never; not so frequently; frequently; very frequently). The second 
included only visitors but an expanded set of covariates, omitting 
respondent group but including gender, age, level of education and 
amount of time spent in nature as above and adding household in-
come (<R10,000, R10,001–R30,000, R30,001–R60,000, R60,001–
R120,000, >R120,001; exchange rate of 1US$ to R17.71), religion 
(no religion, Christianity, other religion), geographical region of or-
igin (Republic of South Africa, Australasia, Europe, North America, 
United Kingdom, other), the number of days the respondent had 
spent in a SANParks park in the preceding year (<5, 6–10, 11–15, 
16–30, >30) and responses to a Likert-type statement ‘SANParks 
and I share similar values’ (strongly disagree, moderately disagree, 
slightly disagree, neither, slightly agree, moderately agree, strongly 
agree). The pooled coefficient values from these models are pre-
sented with 95% confidence intervals as a measure of effect size and 
uncertainty, respectively.

3  |  RESULTS

A range of responses were recorded across the individual items 
(Figure  S1). Most respondents agreed that conservation should 
maintain animal and plant diversity, that maintaining functioning 
ecosystems should be the goal of conservation and that conservation 

organisations should inform the public about reasons for various 
conservation actions. Most respondents disagreed with the ideas 
that the needs of humans should take priority over nature conser-
vation, that an animal that killed a human in a PA should be killed 
as a precaution and that low densities of people and their livestock 
should be allowed to live in PAs. There was a more variable response 
by respondents regarding whether humans and animals should have 
equal rights, whether fires are a natural process or should be sup-
pressed and whether conservation organisations should generate 
their own funding rather than being dependent on government 
subsidies. More details on the level of similarity or variability in re-
sponse across all respondents for each of the 55 items can be found 
in Figure S1.

3.1  |  Dimensions of the conservation debate

Four distinct underlying conservation dimensions were identified 
from statistical analysis of the responses (Table 1) which we char-
acterise as follows:

•	 F1: People and neighbouring community-focussed conservation: 
This dimension relates to the ethical and practical importance 
of embracing people, especially local communities neighbour-
ing national parks. This perspective is related to what Martin 
et al. (2018) call people-friendly conservation and what Sandbrook 
et al. (2019) call people-centred conservation.

•	 F2: Compassionate conservation: This relates to the welfare of 
individual animals and the unacceptability of killing and selling 
individual animals, even for the perceived greater good of con-
servation and human benefit. Generally referred to as compas-
sionate conservation (Wallach et  al.,  2018) and what Manfredo 
et  al.  (2020) call mutualism values although we acknowledge 
that there is variability in how these terms may be defined and 
interpreted.

•	 F3: Conservation through capitalism: This dimension relates to the 
need for conservation to generate income and be financially in-
dependent through market-based approaches. This is similar 
to the perspective of the same name described by Sandbrook 
et al. (2019).

•	 F4: Ecocentric conservation: This dimension relates to the value 
of non-human nature, and the importance of conserving nature 
for its intrinsic value. From this perspective, nature does not have 
to benefit humans before it is considered valuable and worthy 
of conservation. This is similar to the ‘nature for itself’ framing 
described by Mace (2014) and well aligned with the ‘science-led 
ecocentrism’ perspective in Sandbrook et al. (2019).

We considered the number of respondents who averaged a 
score across all items within a dimension of equal or higher than 
4 (i.e. score for ‘neither agree nor disagree’) as a broad measure of 
whether a particular group was in favour of a particular dimension 
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TA B L E  1  Factor loadings from a confirmatory four-dimensional item factor analysis (within each factor, items are ordered from the 
strongest to the weakest loading).

Factor/dimension
Item 
number Text Loading on factor

F1: People and 
neighbouring community 
focussed conservation
Ethical and practical 
importance of embracing 
people and local 
communities that are 
affected by conservation

43*** SANParks should actively explore ways in which to improve the livelihood of 
communities' neighbouring parks

0.85

42*** SANParks should play an active role in socio-economic development of its neighbouring 
communities by investing money into these communities

0.81

2*** Conservation must benefit people neighbouring protected areas (PAs) (e.g. national 
parks)

0.79

7** Considering the needs of those affected by conservation actions (e.g. neighbouring 
communities) is an ethical obligation

0.78

8** Considering the needs of those people affected by conservation actions (e.g. 
neighbouring communities) improves the success of conservation efforts

0.75

55*** SANParks should allow local community members to sustainably harvest resources (e.g. 
thatch grass, medicinal plants, wild fruits, mopane worms) in a controlled way in national 
parks

0.65

33** Conservation should not only be about nature but also about people in nature 0.60

18* Advancing the well-being of people should be a goal of conservation 0.55

F2: Compassionate 
conservation
The unacceptability 
of killing and selling 
individual animals for 
conservation and human 
benefit

44*** It is acceptable to cull animals if there is concern about their impact on vegetation −0.76

46*** It is acceptable to kill animals that become a nuisance and threat to visitors in parks (e.g. 
monkeys and baboons biting visitors or stealing food in camps/picnic sites)

−0.73

45*** SANParks should be allowed to sell live animals to fund conservation −0.70 (F3; 0.24)

41*** Conservation authorities should be allowed to kill dangerous animals (e.g. lions, 
elephants) that repeatedly escape from national parks thereby posing a risk to people

−0.69

6*** It is acceptable to kill alien and invasive species (e.g. Indian myna birds and domestic 
cats) in PAs

−0.60 (F4; 0.24)

21*** It is acceptable to kill individuals of common species to promote the recovery of rare 
species

−0.60

51*** SANParks should be allowed to sell wildlife products (e.g. stockpiled rhino horn and 
elephant tusks) to increase its revenue streams

−0.53 (F3; 0.22)

11*** Lethally removing animals from PAs for resource use purposes (e.g. meat for poor rural 
schools) is acceptable, as long as it is not detrimental for the species or the environment 
in the long run

−0.48 (F1; 0.43)

F3: Conservation through 
capitalism
The need for 
conservation to generate 
income and openness to 
market-based approaches

39*** Making money from PAs ultimately improves conservation success 0.73

14** Conservation should work with, not against, capitalism and market forces 0.65

4** Conservationists should work with the private sector as it can be a positive force for 
conservation (i.e. it can make money for conservation)

0.62

27*** Conservation organisations should support the commodification of nature (i.e. selling 
products and services from nature for a profit)

0.59

20*** If conservation wants to be successful, it must make financial sense (the ‘it's got to pay to 
stay’ principle)

0.57

15** The best way for conservation to contribute towards human well-being is by providing 
economic opportunities (e.g. jobs)

0.46 (F1; 0.34)

F4: Ecocentric 
conservation
Nature does not have 
to benefit humans 
before it is considered 
valuable and worthy of 
conservation

36*** If there have to be compromises between people and nature in PAs, nature should get 
preference

0.76 (F1; 0.01)

40*** The needs of humans should take priority over nature conservation −0.75

24** Conserving nature for nature's own sake, rather than for people's sake, should be the 
goal of conservation

0.56

10** Maintaining functioning (‘working’) ecosystems should be a goal of conservation 0.51 (F2; 0.18) (F1; 
0.38)

13** Conservation efforts are hampered by the size of the human population (i.e. there are 
too many people on the planet)

0.42

3** Conservation should maintain animal and plant diversity 0.34

*Items retained from Sandbrook et al. (2019). **Adapted from Sandbrook et al. (2019). ***Newly added.
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or not. Most participants across all studied groups are in favour of 
ecocentric (97.2%), people and neighbouring community-focussed 
conservation (87.9%) and conservation through capitalism (87.5%; 
Figure  1). Compassionate conservation is favoured by a minority 
but not an insignificant number of respondents (30.9%) (Figure 1). 
However, there is considerable variation in the positions of individ-
uals on the different dimensions, as represented by the relatively 
wide scattering of individuals' scores in Figure 1.

3.2  |  Respondent characteristics are associated 
with conservation viewpoints

Conservation dimensions varied according to the social and demo-
graphic characteristics of the respondent (Figure 2). Even though most 
domestic overnight visitors were in favour of people/community-
centred conservation, they were less so than the other groups stud-
ied. Although not widely supported by any group, international visitors 

F I G U R E  1  The relationships between each pair of dimensions identified in a multidimensional graded response model, with the axes 
displaying dimension scores. Red lines represent the score for each dimension that would be generated if ‘Neither agree nor disagree’ were 
selected for every survey item for that specific conservation dimension (neutrality). The percentages given in the corner of each panel show 
the proportion of respondents who fall into the relevant quadrant created by the red neutral lines. The correlation between respondents' 
scores (ρ) on each pair of axes is shown above the plots, with the different colours representing different groups.
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were more supportive of compassionate conservation compared to 
other groups. South African conservationists (both SANParks staff and 
non-SANParks conservation professionals) were the least supportive 
of compassionate conservation. South African conservation profes-
sionals, SANParks staff and domestic visitors alike were more in favour 
of conservation through capitalism than the non-South African study 
groups, especially international conservation professionals. Visitors, 
especially South African visitors, were on average more ecocentric in 
their views towards conservation than conservation professionals.

Female respondents were significantly more in favour of compas-
sionate conservation than males and younger respondents (especially 
20–29-year-olds, but also 30–39-year-olds) were significantly more in 
favour of compassionate conservation and less in favour of conser-
vation through capitalism than older respondents. No significant re-
lationships were noted between level of education and conservation 
dimension, although there were some indications that individuals with 
higher levels of education were less in favour of compassionate conser-
vation and ecocentric conservation. Frequency of exposure to nature 
did not influence dimensions (although what was considered as ‘nature’ 
and hence the frequency of what constitutes ‘nature interaction’ may 
have differed between participants due to interpretation differences).

For the visitor grouping, where additional demographic variables 
were available, we observed that geographic region, religion and per-
ception of shared values with SANParks correlated with position on 

the four dimensions (Figure S2). South African and Christian visitors to 
parks have less of a people-centred conservation perspective than the 
other groups. In addition, South African visitors to parks are more eco-
centric and more favourable towards conservation through capitalism 
than visitors from most other regions. Those visitors to parks who are 
more strongly in agreement with conservation through capitalism and 
who hold a people- and community-focussed conservation perspective 
generally feel that they share a value system with SANParks.

4  |  DISCUSSION

Group membership (i.e. visitor or professional conservationist) and 
geography (national or international) are linked to conservation per-
spectives in complex ways. As has previously been found for conser-
vation professionals internationally (Sandbrook et  al.,  2019), there 
is agreement on many aspects, both at the level of the individual 
statement (Figure S1) and in the broad positions on the underlying 
dimensions identified in this study (Figures 1 and 2). For example, 
all groups included in the study scored on average relatively high 
on ecocentric conservation, suggesting a foundation of common 
ground for constructive dialogue and building greater understanding 
and tolerance for those issues where there may be less agreement 
(Mattson et  al.,  2006). However, there are also several individual 

F I G U R E  2  Differences in conservation dimensions between different groups. The open circles (and red lines) depict the reference group 
in each case, with the black dots the average deviation of that specific group in relation to the reference group. The black horizontal lines 
indicate the 95% confidence intervals, with significant differences where confidence intervals do not overlap.

 25758314, 2025, 10, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://besjournals.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/pan3.70108 by South A

frican M
edical R

esearch C
ouncil, W

iley O
nline L

ibrary on [05/05/2026]. See the T
erm

s and C
onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/term

s-and-conditions) on W
iley O

nline L
ibrary for rules of use; O

A
 articles are governed by the applicable C

reative C
om

m
ons L

icense



2402  |    SMIT et al.

items (Figure S1) and dimensions (e.g. compassionate conservation; 
Figures 1 and 2) where there were more variable responses between 
individual participants and between groups.

Differences in views between park staff and park visitors high-
light potential issues that park management should be aware of and 
address proactively. This is particularly important in South Africa, 
where the PA funding model relies heavily on tourism income. We 
identified two themes where visitors' scores differed from park 
management. First, while SANParks continue to support initiatives 
to rectify historical and ongoing injustices caused by conservation 
efforts and past political regimes to local residents around the 
national parks, we found that on average the domestic overnight 
visitors score lower than the other groups for a people and neigh-
bouring community-focussed conservation approach. This sug-
gests that SANParks must continue to engage with South African 
visitors about (1) the moral and ethical importance of including and 
sharing benefits with local communities in the context of environ-
mental justice and (2) the vital role that these initiatives play in con-
tributing towards the sustainability of the parks by building social 
relevance as a result of the positive impacts on well-being of the 
people living nearby. Encouragingly, our results indicate that most 
visitors are already in support of these actions (Figure  1), even if 
to a lesser extent than other groups (Figure 2), suggesting that the 
difference in opinion is not insurmountable or widely held. Second, 
park management must be aware that compassionate conservation 
is significantly more prevalent among park visitors (local, but espe-
cially international) than among park staff. This is in line with a re-
cent study in the United States where Sullivan et al.  (2022) found 
mutualism, which is largely similar to compassionate conservation 
(‘seeing wildlife as part of their extended social network’; largely 
against hunting/fishing; Manfredo et al., 2018), more supported by 
members of the public (33%) than members of the conservation au-
thority (7%). Furthermore, repeat surveys have shown that this gap 
in the support of mutualism between the public and conservation 
agencies has widened (Manfredo et al., 2018). We argue that iden-
tifying and understanding such differences and trends are essential 
for respectful dialogue going forward, or else it will lead to (grow-
ing) conflict between the conservation agencies and visitors to PAs. 
We reiterate here that current South African overnight visitors to 
SANParks represent mostly middle or upper middle class (and white) 
South Africans, and these views cannot be used as an indication of 
the perspectives of communities neighbouring national parks nor 
the wider South African public. Purposeful studies should be con-
ducted to also better understand the perspectives of these crucial 
groups (Swemmer et al., 2020).

In addition to the group that a respondent belonged to (e.g. 
South African visitor or SANParks staff member), other demo-
graphic variables were also associated with underlying conservation 
dimensions. For example, people identifying as female were more 
in favour of compassionate conservation than people identifying 
as male. Furthermore, younger respondents were less in favour of 
capitalist approaches (in contrast to the global results of Sandbrook 
et al., 2019) and more in favour of compassionate conservation than 

older respondents. It is unclear whether this result is linked to a spe-
cific phase of life (i.e. the perspective will change as an individual 
grows older) or whether this is reflective of a generational change 
(i.e. the perspective will remain in these generational cohorts even 
as they grow older). If this difference is due to a generational change 
instead of being linked a specific phase of life, then this holds consid-
erable implications for conservation in future (Sullivan et al., 2022). 
Repeating this survey and studying the dynamics of value changes 
and age of respondents over time may assist in disentangling this.

Our study innovated by adapting the approach and instrument 
developed by Sandbrook et  al.  (2019)—originally designed to as-
sess global conservation perspectives—into a locally relevant and 
context-specific CPAT. This adaptation involved refining the word-
ing and using locally applicable examples to ensure relevance and 
accessibility for our target stakeholder groups (visitors and staff of 
national parks in South Africa). We also added an additional per-
spective—compassionate conservation—that was missing from the 
original work but gained traction, mostly in the developed world, 
since around 2019, and which continues to influence the conserva-
tion narrative. The locally relevant CPAT offers a valuable means to 
compare conservation perspectives across diverse groups. Results 
and respondent feedback suggest that adding statements around 
compassionate conservation and framing statements around per-
tinent issues in contemporary South African conservation were 
successful. Furthermore, revising FoC statements for clarity for 
non-specialists successfully solicited values around conservation 
from diverse groups. This provides proof of concept for adapting the 
global survey to local contexts. However, it is important to note that 
this method was not used to collect data on the views of local res-
idents, IPLC or other stakeholders, for whom a different approach 
might be more appropriate.

While our CPAT is applicable in various South African PA man-
agement contexts and may be transferable to other PAs in Africa, 
we propose that our approach can be adapted to create additional 
tools to assess conservation perspectives for different conservation 
settings and stakeholder comparisons. For example, conservation 
agencies seeking funding or exploring partnerships with non-profit 
organizations could customize the CPAT with relevant examples 
to assess value alignment with potential funders or collaborators. 
Other perspectives than the four we identified and used in our study 
can also be considered, as we illustrated by successfully adding the 
compassionate conservation perspective.

While findings are not directly comparable to the FoC survey, 
it remains aligned enough to enable some useful comparisons. For 
example, similar to FoC, we found that conservation professionals 
(SANParks plus non-SANParks) were overwhelmingly in support 
of ecocentric conservation and people-centred conservation. Also, 
this study supported the finding of the FoC survey that African con-
servationists support conservation through capitalism more than 
European and US-based conservationists, possibly since the tax 
base in developing economies like South Africa is smaller and the 
pressure on the national public purse for basic needs and services is 
large and varied. However, we acknowledge the non-random nature 
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of the sample in both cases, and studies with more purposeful sam-
pling may be needed to confirm this.

Evaluating the attitudes of different interest groups has many 
potential benefits for conservation agencies. For example, we asked 
survey respondents to report how well they perceived their values to 
be aligned with those of SANParks, without explicitly stating these 
values. This enabled novel insights into how visible and clearly de-
fined SANParks' values are perceived to be by the different groups 
studied here, and/or which values these groups perceive as import-
ant. In the SANParks case study, visitors more in favour of ‘people- 
and community-centred conservation’ and ‘conservation through 
capitalism’ (i.e. the classic ‘new-conservationist’ approach) were more 
likely to indicate that they share conservation values with SANParks. 
Based on visitor perceptions, these two dimensions seemingly de-
fine SANParks' value system more clearly for visitors and/or are 
more important for visitors than dimensions related to ‘ecocentric 
conservation’ and ‘compassionate conservation’. This may partly be 
due to SANParks' visible commercialisation drive (i.e. conservation 
through capitalism) in the past decade (Mabunda & Wilson,  2009; 
Varghese, 2012) and increased focus on community beneficiation (i.e. 
people/community-focussed conservation) in recent years (Swemmer 
et  al.,  2015). It would be interesting to better understand why the 
compassionate conservation and ecocentric conservation dimensions 
were not correlated with the visitors' self-assessment of value align-
ment with SANParks. This may suggest that SANParks has not clearly 
communicated its position on these dimensions to stakeholders, or 
that there are no clearly defined positions on these dimensions. For 
example, although SANParks generally does not subscribe to a com-
passionate conservation approach, but rather a systems approach 
(e.g. culling invasive species; allowing droughts to regulate herbivore 
populations), it does value individuals as well (e.g. removing snares 
from individual animals; capturing rhino poaching orphans to be 
cared for and rehabilitated). As such, SANParks may exhibit ‘pluralist’ 
conservation practice where specific context is of particular impor-
tance (see Manfredo et  al.,  2018). A further example of SANParks' 
pluralistic approach, maybe less known to the visitor, is the financial 
cross-subsidization between parks. Profitable iconic national parks 
generate revenue that supports parks critical for biodiversity but not 
financially self-sustaining. This demonstrates how SANParks holds 
capitalist and non-capitalist strategies in different contexts and at 
different scales to achieve its conservation goals. An interesting, yet 
challenging, focus for future studies could be exploring how the val-
ues of conservation professionals and external groups interact to in-
fluence management actions and policy development. This research 
could also investigate whether such interactions promote more plu-
ralistic approaches shaped by diverse perspectives.

Our dimensions ‘People and neighbouring community-focussed 
conservation’ and ‘ecocentric conservation’ share conceptual sim-
ilarities with the anthropocentric and ecocentric scales developed 
by Thompson and Barton  (1994) and the altruistic and biospheric 
attitudes of concern described by Schultz  (2001) and Stern and 
Dietz  (1994). However, further work will be needed to clarify the 
empirical relationships between these constructs.

4.1  |  Caveats and opportunities

There is an increasing priority in conservation to meaningfully en-
gage, empower and benefit IPLCs living close to PAs, particularly 
those who experience a range of benefits and/or costs associated 
with conservation. However, our study knowingly did not include 
these groups due to logistical and resource constraints associated 
with the difficulties of conducting face-to-face interviews in local 
communities, particularly as our study was largely conducted online 
during the COVID pandemic. Furthermore, an adjusted methodol-
ogy linked with additional expertise would be needed to evaluate 
the conservation perspectives of some of these groups (e.g. focus 
groups with local residents or longer term qualitative research). This 
should be a top priority for future research of this nature.

Due to its online nature, the study also excluded the broader 
non-visiting South African public and SANParks' semi-skilled staff 
cohort. Employing other measurement instruments such as trans-
lated and face-to-face surveys and/or focus groups may be better 
suited to understanding the conservation values of these stakeholder 
groups. Furthermore, the current overnight visitor profile to national 
parks does not reflect the broader South African demographic 
(Musavengane & Leonard, 2019) and hence, findings reported here 
should not be seen as representative of the country's public at large 
or of the future tourist to SANParks (~90% of visitor respondents 
indicated their race as ‘White’, whereas this group represents only 
7.3% of South Africa's population; Statistics South Africa, 2023). We 
also realise that using an online methodology, even for visitors, may 
lead to some unknown biases in response; for example, biases to-
wards more opinionated visitors, more loyal visitors and visitors with 
internet access. We also acknowledge that smaller sample sizes were 
obtained for local (n = 80) and international conservation profession-
als (n = 35), so the results for these groups are considered less robust 
and should be interpreted with some caution. Another limitation is 
the lack of more detailed open-ended, qualitative data from respon-
dents on their views about conservation and conservation values. 
Collecting and analysing such data was not possible in this study as 
we were aiming for a large enough sample size to enable statistical 
analysis of quantitative data. Future research could make use of the 
results of this study as a starting point for more in-depth discussions 
with respondents to explore the issues and the directions of causal-
ity behind the relationships identified in more detail.

This study was purposefully designed to explore ‘default’ or ‘pri-
mal’ responses of individuals without providing detailed context. We 
appreciate that potentially contentious statements elaborated with 
context-specific detail may modulate these responses. Thus, it rep-
resents underlying dimensions in the absence of detail and should 
not be used to make claims on the support, or lack thereof, for spe-
cific management actions with differing contexts. For example, the 
response towards hippo culling in KNP during a drought versus cull-
ing of out-of-natural-range warthog in Addo Elephant National Park 
may differ for the same respondents due to the different contexts 
of the park, the species and the underlying rationale. Future stud-
ies aimed at exploring the (un)acceptability of specific management 
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actions in different contexts could be separately designed and ap-
proached and would have a different objective than this study.

5  |  CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLIC ATIONS

Debates over conservation actions are often framed in terms of ob-
jective scientific analysis and evidence, but in reality, they are fre-
quently underlain by differences in value dimensions. We argue that 
the four conservation value dimensions identified here are often 
central to these debates. To address this, we developed a CPAT to 
catalyse meaningful discussions by helping conservation agencies 
identify areas of agreement and disagreement both within their 
ranks and with external groups around these value dimensions.

Our approach can be used to facilitate organisational dialogue 
internally to understand, discuss and contribute to the evolving 
value system within a PA management agency. Discussing internal 
tensions and pluralities, where these may exist, can help find com-
mon ground, refine and articulate organisational values, and work 
through existing conflicts. In addition, this process may provide a 
valuable foundation and guidance for future decision-making and 
development of policy. For example, Alberts et al.  (2024) illustrate 
how South African PA management policies can be conceptualised 
within a 3D space defined by three value-driven axes: ‘access to pro-
tected areas’, (aligned with our people focussed conservation dimen-
sion), ‘monetisation of protected areas’ (similar to our conservation 
through capitalism dimension) and ‘intrinsic value of protected areas’ 
(comparable to our ecocentric conservation dimension).

A better understanding of the internal value system of a con-
servation agency, and how it aligns or differs from those of exter-
nal groups, can help the agency engage with these groups more 
meaningfully and sensitively. In addition to providing well-reasoned 
and robust evidence where available, conservation agencies should 
therefore clearly articulate the conservation values that inform their 
decision-making. We propose that if external groups are aware of 
the evidence and values guiding a conservation agency's actions, 
it will foster more constructive and transparent engagement and 
hopefully more acceptance, or at least understanding, of decisions. 
Without appreciating and navigating value differences—acknowl-
edging the resulting trade-offs and the need for both bravery and 
humility in decision-making—debates will likely continue to focus on 
real or perceived evidence or counter-evidence, which hinders con-
structive progress.

Although the CPAT we developed can likely be used by various 
PA management agencies in South Africa and across Africa, we also 
see significant potential in adapting our approach to create tailored 
CPATs for other contexts and to assess additional conservation per-
spectives relevant to those settings.

Finally, reflexivity and periodic re-evaluation of an agency's con-
servation dimensions against those of society will build greater long-
term sustainability and relevance. Reflexivity is crucial for socially 
just research and practices, aiding in the effective engagement of 
diverse groups towards more resilient conservation outcomes (Beck 

et al., 2021; Pienkowski et al., 2023). Conservation agencies should 
therefore not only acknowledge value gaps or attempt to convince 
external groups of their values but also use this understanding to 
continuously reflect upon, and where needed, adjust their values in 
response to changing societal contexts.
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