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Abstract

Primatological research is often associated with understanding animals and their
habitats, yet practical conservation depends entirely on human actions. This encom-
passes the activities of Indigenous and local people, conservationists, and NGOs
working on the ground, as well as more remote funders and policymakers. In this
paper we explore what it means to be a conservationist in the 2020s. While many
primatologists accept the benefits of more socially inclusive dimensions of research
and conservation practice, in reality there remain many challenges. We discuss the
role primatologists can play to enhance interdisciplinary working and their relation-
ships with communities living in and around their study sites, and examine how
increased reflexivity and consideration of one’s positionality can improve primato-
logical practice. Emphasis on education and stakeholder consultation may still echo
colonial, top-down dialogues, and the need for greater emphasis on genuine knowl-
edge-sharing among all stakeholders should be recognised. If we are sincere about
this approach, we might need to redefine how we see, consider, and define conserva-
tion success. We may also have to embrace more compromises. By evaluating suc-
cess in conservation we explore how reflexive engagements with our positionality
and equitable knowledge-sharing contribute to fostering intrinsic motivation and
building resilience.
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Introduction

The purpose of this Special Issue is to highlight some of the challenges that pri-
matologists face while conducting conservation-centred research, and to provide
insights from current practice that develop awareness and offer guidance to help our
work become more applicable in practical primate conservation. We all may feel
frustrated and powerless at times, but how can we increase the effectiveness of our
work so that it leads to conservation outcomes that are beneficial for both the nonhu-
man primates and people inhabiting our diverse biocultural landscapes? Here, we
consider this question from the perspective of those carrying out research aimed
towards primate conservation, particularly fieldworkers whose work involves local
communities. This paper brings together a range of perspectives and approaches
from fields and disciplines beyond primatology. By connecting important concepts,
such as reflexivity, positionality, knowledge-sharing and resilience, we identify
factors that can assist us in achieving greater impact as natural and social science
researchers/practitioners engaging in human—nonhuman primate work.

We recognise that many readers will come from a natural sciences background,
while others will be trained social scientists. However, many researchers and
practitioners, particularly in biosocial subfields, identify with/as both and draw
from different disciplines using a combined approach and a variety of methods.
Montana et al. (2019) identified pronounced within-group variability when
investigating research preferences among conservationists, and suggested that
the binary distinctions drawn between natural and social science categories were
inadequate to describe the diversity of their disciplinary backgrounds. In recognition
of the increasing heterogeneity of primatologists and the diverse knowledge
systems they reflect, this article is directed towards a broad readership, and aims
to include all those with interests in primate conservation (e.g. primatologists,
ethnoprimatologists, biologists, ecologists, conservationists, social scientists, bio-
social researchers — researchers and practitioners alike).

As early-career researchers ourselves, the question of how to generate more effec-
tive solutions that benefit both humans and nonhuman primates is something we
actively ponder and discuss, reflecting on the decades of research we are building
on, while witnessing the generally declining state of species and forests. In an effort
to actively address this question, we delve deeper into what constitutes “success” in
conservation, the factors that are important for success, and how we can develop a
vision of success that incorporates the viewpoints of various different stakeholders.

Crucial to this inquiry is the acceptance that our pre-existing constructions of
success are shaped by our positionality, as well as the larger system of which we
are part. In this context, Klages (2010) considers the dilemma presented by non-
human primate conservation and human poverty alleviation, questioning what the
right choice is and for whom? As he reminds us, the answer depends on who the
question is being directed towards. What success is and looks like is often unclear,
and is deeply determined by the positionality of the person asking the question.

Increasingly funders and conservation agencies emphasise the need to demon-
strate and evaluate the impact and sustainability of conservation projects (Howe &
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Milner-Gulland, 2012; TUCN, 2016b). Not only does this necessitate projecting and
anticipating success criteria at the beginning of a project, but it necessarily relies
upon us defining success within our own frames of reference before we have fully
understood the various perspectives of local stakeholders. As a result, this can lead
scholars to be overly ambitious when stating their conservation objectives and out-
comes, especially for short-term research, as they endeavour to demonstrate the
importance of their research and its ability to meet academic or funding priorities.

Success has been measured in a variety of ways by different actors engaged in
wildlife conservation. For example, the progress of species recovery programmes
can be assessed against the legacy of past conservation activities and on-going
dependency on conservation, anticipated medium term population gains, and long-
term recovery potential (Akc¢akaya et al., 2018). The IUCN requires initiatives that
it supports to be evaluated in terms of their relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, sus-
tainability, and impact (IUCN, 2016a, 2016b). This reflects the “triple bottom line”
approach, which represents a trade-off between environment, equity, and economy,
translated in the conservation context as achieving conservation benefits, social
equity, and value for money (Halpern et al., 2013; Klein et al., 2015). Brooks et
al. (2006) identify four measures of conservation success — ecological, economic,
behavioural, and attitudinal. We suggest that there is also a temporal aspect to suc-
cess that affects the sustainability of primate conservation programmes. It often
takes time for the impacts of conservation activities to manifest, and their effects
on human and nonhuman communities are dynamic. Programmes therefore need to
build in the capacity to assess and monitor patterns that emerge gradually over time.

For researchers involved in primate conservation, fieldwork frequently involves
collaboration with local communities. Building trust and effective relationships
necessitates a commitment to long-term engagement that is responsive to change
and receptive to genuine partnership, and this is a crucial element of successful con-
servation outcomes. In recognition of the longstanding sympatry between humans
and other primates (Fuentes, 2007; Loudon & Sponheimer, 2016) and the complex
nature of the human—nonhuman primate interface (Hardin & Remis, 2006; Hill,
2002), the field of ethnoprimatology has focussed on these environments in order
to understand what human—-nonhuman primate interactions mean for all involved.
Whilst this has greatly enhanced our understanding of multispecies interactions in
shared habitats, there remains a gap in demonstrating to funders and other decision-
makers how this research aligns with conservation solutions. With this in mind, how
might our role be more empowering — both to us and the local people we work
with? How can we ensure that conservation solutions reflect the goals and needs of
people living in proximity to the primates we seek to conserve?

In the following two sections of this article we discuss how we can enhance inter-
disciplinary working and how reflexivity can support primate conservation research
and practice. We then consider the limitations of traditional conservation education
approaches, and explore how knowledge-sharing with local and indigenous commu-
nities can support traditional lifeways and enhance conservation outcomes. Lastly,
we propose the concept of resilience in measuring the success of conservation
programmes.
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Some Challenges of Working Within Interdisciplinary Frameworks

The complexity of contemporary conservation issues demands more than any
one discipline can offer and the social sciences can complement natural science
approaches (Dore et al., 2018; Mascia et al., 2003). However, multiple obstacles
have been identified and experienced when trying to cross disciplinary boundary
lines, and the conservation social sciences are still misunderstood and underuti-
lized, which dilutes their potential contributions to conservation projects and the
achievement of more holistic solutions (Bennett er al., 2016). Perceived hierar-
chies of knowledge and dominance of the natural sciences mean that the social
sciences are often under-valued in conservation (Adams, 2007; Setchell et al.,
2017).

It has been argued that ideological, institutional, knowledge and capacity bar-
riers prevent social sciences being mainstreamed across the conservation com-
munity, conservation organisations and global policy-making bodies, and that it
is imperative that concerted action is taken to actualise integration (Bennett et al.,
2016; Bennett et al., 2017; Fox et al., 2006). Many of the inhibitors to interdisci-
plinary research and conservation practices reflect a lack of understanding among
prominent scholars from different fields, including differences between research
cultures which lead to incompatible assumptions and approaches to a particular
question or problem, uncertainty about the types of questions and methods each
other use, and the use of unfamiliar language, terminology, or jargon which hin-
der communication (Fox et al., 2006; Parathian et al., 2018). A lack of funding
for interdisciplinary approaches adds a practical disincentive (Fox et al., 2000).

Another stumbling block in conservation practice involves the stage of a pro-
ject at which social scientists are invited to participate, with social scientists often
only invited to collaborate towards the end of a project, as a form of tokenism
or to meet a specific mandate (Campbell, 2005; Fox et al., 2006). Hackett and
Rhoten (2009, p. 411) contend that interdisciplinarity can “stimulate fresh vision
... [and] provide the opportunity for unique and inventive knowledge to emerge
at the interstices between the disciplines”, something that is surely needed if pri-
mate conservationists are to address the dire situation of the world’s primates. If
we accept that conservation solutions depend on human actions, then it follows
intuitively that interdisciplinary collaborations that incorporate both the natural
and social sciences are essential to achieving success (Adams, 2007).

Ethnoprimatology has largely responded to the need for a more holistic
approach to studies of human—primate relations, and its toolkit has expanded
to incorporate a diverse array of methodologies and theoretical perspectives
from ecological and anthropological disciplines (Fuentes, 2012; Riley, 2006,
2018). Progress has been made towards bringing about disciplinary inclusivity
through, for example, the establishment of the IUCN-SSC Primate Specialist
Group Section for Human Primate Interactions and the Social Sciences Working
Group by the Society for Conservation Biology (Dore et al., 2018; Fox et al.,
2006) and many of the articles cited in this paper provide excellent examples of
the growing body of interdisciplinary research in conservation. However, the
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rapid growth and scale of anthropogenic drivers of habitat change (e.g. land-use
change, habitat loss/fragmentation, human population increase, hunting, traffick-
ing etc.) have led to calls for increased interdisciplinary collaboration and out-
side-the-box thinking (Dore et al., 2018; Parathian et al., 2018; Setchell et al.,
2017). We advocate the use of theoretical and practical approaches from outside
primatology and conservation, not only to expand the tools at our disposal when
addressing these complex and diverse issues but also to broaden our perspectives
in considering alternative viewpoints. Doing so will improve our research and
enhance conservation success. Interdisciplinarity can be achieved either through
collaborations of multiple people working across traditional disciplines or, less
commonly, by individuals having expertise across different fields.

Broaching these disciplinary boundaries requires an understanding and appre-
ciation that extends through primatology research, training, and conservation
practice. Three elements are needed to facilitate interdisciplinarity: 1) better
understanding of each other’s terminology and underlying assumptions, 2) appre-
ciating the skill sets each other can bring to the party, and 3) genuine collabo-
rations in conservation research and practice. In pursuit of these goals, several
useful articles have sought to demystify social sciences approaches for natural
scientists, and we draw particular attention to three recent publications: Moon and
Blackman (2014) provide a straightforward guide to the philosophical approaches
used in anthropology; Parathian ef al. (2018) discuss complementary approaches
used in the natural and social sciences to investigate the human—nonhuman pri-
mate interface and include a useful glossary of their respective terminologies;
and Setchell er al. (2017) review three conservation projects that integrate bio-
logical and ethnographic methods to illustrate how an integrated approach can
work successfully. In an earlier publication, Hardin and Remis (2006) elaborate
the benefits and challenges of integrating biological and cultural anthropology
research in their longitudinal study of the human—nonhuman primate interface in
Central African Republic. Their paper demonstrates the linkages between animal
declines and human livelihoods, and illustrates the value of taking a collabora-
tive, cross-disciplinary approach in elucidating patterns and dynamics at a small
scale over time.

To support a more interdisciplinary approach, Adams (2007) and Welch-
Devine et al. (2014) advocate for a pedagogical model for conservation education
based on integrative training to equip individuals to understand and appreciate
perspectives across different lenses, with a focus on problem-solving and the
ability to move easily between different knowledge domains. Integrative training
promotes more holistic approaches to research that aim to encourage deeper
understanding of the systemic problems driving ecological and species decline.
Cross-disciplinary conferences and problem-solving events may also provide
useful fora to nurture collaborations. Better understandings among researchers
and practitioners across disciplines will enable stronger mutual appreciation in the
face of concerns about integrity, rigour, and robustness. In the following section,
we discuss how the concepts of positionality and reflexivity, which are fundamental
in anthropological approaches, can enhance primatological endeavours.
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Positionality of the Primatology Profession and Ourselves As
Individual Researchers

Many people involved in wildlife conservation come from some form of natu-
ral science background (Bennett et al., 2017; Dore, 2018; Setchell et al., 2017).
They are trained to take an objective, hypothetico-deductive approach, using large
sample sizes and statistical methods to produce quantifiable results (Setchell et
al., 2017). This approach adheres to the positivist/post-positivist philosophy that
only factual knowledge gained through empirical observation which is measur-
able and replicable is authentic or true. By contrast, in anthropology, practitioners
are trained to acknowledge that they can never be truly objective, although some
form of critical distance is essential for analysis (Engelke, 2017; Lenkeit, 2004).
While multiple different paradigms exist in social science research, many con-
temporary anthropologists align more closely with an interpretivist philosophy
that our understanding(s) of the world is socially and culturally constructed, and
that the same phenomenon may have multiple different meanings; therefore, mul-
tiple truths can exist, depending on one’s worldview (Eriksen, 2004; LeCompte &
Schensul, 1999; Peacock, 2001). The ideas, experiences, and discourses of differ-
ent individuals and groups are thus contextually interpreted to understand these
underlying meanings (Moon & Blackman, 2014). Reflecting on our positional-
ity requires us to look critically at the circumstances that shape our knowledge
(Haraway, 1988; Rose, 1997). We recognise that many primatologists conduct
research that is not field-based and does not involve human participants. However,
reflexive practice carries relevance to all primatologists, as it helps to inform and
develop a deeper awareness of the decisions they make in planning and conduct-
ing research and the conclusions they reach.

The drive to promote culturally sensitive and desirable approaches in the pri-
matology profession prompts us to consider our own reflexivity and its impact on
our research practices. Reflexivity is an approach that has long been considered
in anthropology. Although earlier examples exist, the reflexive turn in the disci-
pline started gaining momentum during the 1970s and reached prominence in the
1980s and 1990s (Collins & Gallinat, 2010; Salzman, 2002). This was due to a
complex confluence of influences, including concerns within the discipline sur-
rounding ethnographic representation (Dominy, 2018), postmodernist critiques
(Lavenda & Schultz, 2000), and the ‘treatment of ethnographic texts as texts’
(Collins & Gallinat, 2010 p.6). Reflexivity advocates critical self-reflection that
encourages us to explore our social position(s), personal histories and the inher-
ent biases that come with these (Vivanco, 2018). Cultural and social anthropolo-
gists seek to immerse themselves in the field as completely as possible through
living with and learning from their local collaborators and participants in order
to understand their ways of life from the inside out. They distinguish between
an emic perspective (insider viewpoint) and an etic perspective (outsider view-
point), all the while acknowledging that they can never be completely emic, due
to their own cultural and personal preconceptions (Kottak, 2005; Lenkeit, 2004).
They are encouraged to practice reflexivity, by constantly considering their own
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positionality, reflecting on how their individual cultural and personal baggage
influences their research from conception to conclusion. They also consider how
their presence and activities in the field affect the people and communities in
which they work.

Reflexivity involves the cognitive process of turning back on ourselves (Nazaruk,
2011; Salzman, 2002). It is this act that enables us to recognise how our research
is shaped and how we shape our research. The insights gleaned as this awareness
develops enable us to understand how these factors influence and translate into
our active and evolving practice. One of the simplest examples of this may involve
reflecting on how certain questions are raised or responded to during ethnographic
research, and how this can in turn influence how further communications are
approached. To recognise and claim our positionality(ies), we need not view this
process as though fulfilling a box-ticking exercise, but endeavour to intentionally
engage with the way our positions influence our approach and analysis at every stage
of inquiry (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). Like other ethical considerations, engaging
with our positionality is not something that should only be examined at the begin-
ning of a new project (Brittain et al., 2020). It is a practice that needs to be culti-
vated throughout. Through our interactions with other people, and their multispe-
cies assemblages, we come to examine, question, and understand our own beliefs
and positionality further. It is the attention of this process and the awareness of how
it influences our approach, as well as its cyclical, iterative nature, that contributes
to more thoughtful research and evenly distributed collaborations (Salzman, 2002).
Multispecies approaches can provide ethnoprimatologists with insights into more-
than-human worlds and offer broader ways of exploring how mutual ecologies are
shaped (Fuentes, 2010; Jost Robinson & Remis, 2018; Locke, 2018; Van Dooren et
al., 2016). Consequently, consideration of our own more-than-human interactions,
and their possible impact, needs to be integrated into our reflexive practice.

Reflexive practice is a multi-directional process. Not only does it involve the
researcher reflecting on how their presence and particular approaches influence their
work and those they interact with (prospective reflexivity), but it also includes exam-
ining how the research, and the researcher, is being affected throughout the project
(retrospective reflexivity) (Attia & Edge, 2017). These interactions constitute a con-
tinuous process of mutual exchange between researcher and research (Attia & Edge,
2017). Anthropologists are encouraged from the beginning to keep a journal, apart
from their field notes, that documents that latter form of reflexive practice, though
researchers coming from natural science backgrounds may be unfamiliar with the
benefits of this approach (England, 1994).

Diaries can incorporate a variety of elements. Much more than just a logging of
activities, these accounts can provide a valuable learning tool and “repository for
critical reflection” as the reseacher reviews entries written on how research was pro-
gressing while “in the thick of it” (Browne, 2013 p.421). Additionally, a personal
field diary can act as an important cathartic device, allowing the researcher a safe
outlet to document and process their fears, anxieties, and frustrations. This particu-
larly holds true when carrying out fieldwork in areas experiencing political insta-
bility, unrest, and acts of violence, which also only serve to heighten the personal
uncertainties one can generally experience while in the field (Browne, 2013). As
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many readers will recognise, primate conservation can often take place in unfamiliar
or risky settings. Both Miranda Strubel (MS) and Claire Cardinal (CC) have experi-
enced first-hand the benefits of keeping a reflective diary during difficult periods of
their primate conservation work in Peru and Madagascar.

While inward or retrospective reflexivity may be uncomfortable to some research-
ers at first, we can vouch that this dimension of reflexive practice can prove insight-
ful, particularly in regard to uncovering unconscious biases. For example, reflexive
practice has particularly assisted MS in recognising when she is wearing different
cognitive hats that reflect her different professional identities. While exploring inter-
actions between humans and red kites (Milvus milvus) in southern England, MS
found that many people believed that red kites were strictly carrion-eaters. It is true
that they are predominantly carrion-feeders; however, being opportunistic scaven-
gers, they also sometimes supplement their diet with small live prey. When research
participants asked her about the red kites’ diet, MS always informed them of all die-
tary “facts”, but noticed she had a tendency to emphasize certain small prey (rodents
and invertebrates) and neglected to include chicks in her list of examples, know-
ing that this could influence some people’s perceptions of the birds, particularly
those with concerns regarding small bird populations. In these small moments, MS
became aware she was wearing her conservationist hat while in her role as anthro-
pologist. While we often think of ethics in terms of the major concerns that need
to be addressed at the beginning of a project, many of these dilemmas arise from
the smaller ethical decisions we grapple with during our day-to-day interactions —
which can be referred to as microethics (Guillemin & Gillam, 2004). If unprepared
for these sorts of conflicts, “researchers risk making unethical decisions that can
cause harm” (Brittain et al., 2020, p. 928).

One’s different positionalities can sometimes be at odds. Researchers may some-
times feel conflicted between their values and responsibilities in relation to differ-
ent stakeholder groups, for example participants, funders, other institutions, and
collaborators (Brittain et al.,, 2020). These conflicts can sometimes be triggered by
different values and responsibilities which one experiences in relation to both our
human and non-human participants operating in a multispecies context, and the ethi-
cal and moral obligations one feels towards each. CC has experienced such a conflict
of identities and responsibilities in her research on lemur hunting. When she and the
local field team found lemur snares in the forest, her positionality as a conservation-
ist inclined her to dismantle the traps to protect lemurs, whereas as a researcher she
did not wish to portray herself as anti-hunting and risk alienating human research
participants. Added to that, she felt that as an outsider it would be inappropriate to
tell local people what to do in their forest. After reflection, she discussed the issues
with the local field team, and one of the guides who also works as a forest ranger
decided to destroy the snares. However, news travels quickly in the remote rural area
where she works and local people would very likely associate CC with removal of
the snares, despite her attempt to behave sensitively.

In contrast, Aimee Oxley (AO) and her team made an active decision from the
start to dismantle traps (including illegal man traps and snare traps). They made
this decision with permission from and the knowledge of the local village chairman
and in line with the strategy of the nearby conservation project, with which AO was
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affiliated. The team removed traps that they found in the forest where they posed a
significant risk to the life and limbs of chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes), which are
protected. There was an ethical dilemma, in that local people would be prevented
from trapping animals which it was perfectly legal to catch (e.g. edible rats) and the
risk that this would alienate AO and her team from local people. However, in most
cases those laying the traps appeared not to be from the village in which she and her
team were based, and members of the local community supported this act.

Reflexivity is as pertinent in the natural sciences as it is in the social sciences
(Hill & McLennan, 2016; Malone et al., 2014; Montana et al., 2020). All of us wear
a variety of identities that reflect the different roles we have in our lives. Here we
focus particularly on our identity as researchers/practitioners and how our discipli-
nary training affects the way we carry out our research. It is important to emphasize
that reflexivity and positionality are interrelated approaches. In considering their
positions, researchers may frequently acknowledge their sex, gender, education,
class, ethnicity etc. While these considerations are vital, positionality is much more
than simply “a laundry list of identity markers” (Kohl & McCutcheon, 2015, p.747).
Engaging with our positionality requires us to delve beyond superficial acknowl-
edgements and scrutinise the complex ways our positions matter in relation to those
we interact with.

Each of us is shaped by a unique aggregation of knowledge and experiences,
which influence the individual ways in which we approach our conservation research
or practice. For example, when put on the spot, CC identifies herself as an ethnopri-
matologist, which fits with her current research into lemur—human interactions. But
this label poorly represents her diverse training in town planning, project manage-
ment, animal welfare, captive management, and primate conservation, or the mel-
ange of professional and personal experiences and interests that affect how she
approaches her work.

In a similar vein, MS has curated her training to develop herself as an interdis-
ciplinary researcher, cultivating different skill sets and ways of knowing along the
way. While she identifies as both an anthropologist and a conservationist, her edu-
cation (in anthropology, environmental anthropology, biodiversity, and conserva-
tion) and multifarious research experiences have all contributed to her development
as a human—wildlife researcher. Within certain academic contexts, MS sometimes
feels constrained by disciplinary identity labels, often adopting one at the expense
of another, or in an effort to combat this, identifying herself as an anthrozoologist.
As the need for interdisciplinarity and the all-in-one researcher increases, as advo-
cated by Welch-Devine et al. (2014), fruitful discussions around professional iden-
tify are likely to become more apparent, thereby necessitating the need for further
reflexivity.

Practicing reflexivity can provide important insights (Boyce et al., 2021; England,
1994) and help us reveal the subtle ways in which we perform our identity (Kohl &
McCutcheon, 2015). Reflexive practice provides us with a strategy to better under-
stand how our positions collectively influence us and to recognise the privileges they
afford us while carrying out our work. For example, as researchers, we are gener-
ally the ones guiding research and setting the agenda. We also make decisions about
which data gets collected, how it is interpreted, and ultimately how it is presented
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(Guillemin & Gillam, 2004; Van Patter & Blattner, 2020). Nevertheless, there is
an element of fluidity to our positionalities (Montana et al., 2019), and our “social
identity is also made and remade through the research process” (Rose, 1997, p.315).
What is more, research preferences are likely to change over time (Peterson et al.,
2010). In developing our awareness of power dynamics and discrepancies we also
prevent against the marginalisation of other knowledges.

In common with other disciplines, current debates in primatology include the
need to decolonise conservation (Cheyne et al., 2020; Rodrigues et al. this issue;
Setchell, 2020; Waters et al., 2021). We are challenged to consider how our prac-
tices should change to ensure that differentials in power and opportunity no longer
disenfranchise and exploit people in the countries in which we work, through co-
option of land, knowledge, labour, or decision-making in the name of research and
biodiversity conservation (Garland, 2008; Keller, 2009; Madden & McQuinn, 2017,
Rodrigues, 2020; Rubis, 2020; Rubis & Theriault, 2019). Reflecting on our personal
values and positionality is a first step in responding to this challenge.

Conservation research and action is often driven by urgency. Nevertheless, effec-
tive, mutually beneficial research is contingent on us taking the time to understand
the context of our study sites. Many of the conservation contexts that researchers
are involved in have complex histories. Moving towards decolonisation necessitates
that we examine the historical and sociopolitical context of our research sites and
recognise that earlier conservation initiatives may influence how participants receive
us (Brittain ez al., 2020). Failing to do this may jeopardise participants, researchers,
and their relationships, particularly in areas where negative conservation narratives
and legacies already exist (Brittain et al., 2020).

Knowledge and Education

Turning our reflective practice outwards to the communities in which we work leads
us to consider how knowledge is interpreted and shared. We should beware of deni-
grating alternative worldviews or local knowledge about wildlife by ascribing the
status of myth to them. Another pitfall is seizing on a particular cultural practice
or belief that supports our conservation agenda, but ignoring other locally impor-
tant values (Keller, 2009; Osterhoudt, 2018; Rubis, 2020). Instead, we should rec-
ognise that there are other forms of knowledge that are important and valuable, for
example, traditional ecological knowledge, folkloric knowledge, knowledge around
hunting and material culture, and experiential knowledge, to name a few (Anderson,
2011; Kutz & Tomaselli, 2019). In fact, those are the very kinds of knowledge that
we often seek to understand when conducting social science research. The emphasis
should be on exploring the different types of knowledge that exist and appreciating
that each are equally valuable, in addition to highlighting that research practitioners
themselves come from different knowledge systems.

We have noticed that, while striving for engagement with local communities in
relation to research or conservation programmes, primatologists often consciously
or unconsciously do this with the implication that while they are listening they think
they have more or superior knowledge. Furthermore, we have observed that many
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researchers often perceive that local people have a lack of knowledge or under-
standing about our study species, particularly if it does not include specific “facts”
relating to the species’ behavioural ecology. But what is knowledge? Researchers
frequently only value scientific knowledge, and local knowledge can be disputed
against the “facts” science provides (Boyce et al., 2021). In our work, we strive to
recognise that other people’s experiential knowledge is as valid and valuable as our
biological knowledge, when discussing our focal species.

For example, in AO’s PhD fieldwork, local people regularly offered knowl-
edge about the behaviour and whereabouts of the chimpanzees she was studying
in a human-modified environment in western Uganda. On one occasion, chimpan-
zees were reported to be seen further away than would make sense, according to
what had been previously reported about chimpanzee daily path length in academic
research. She followed up the report and, indeed, there were fresh nests and feeding
traces several kilometres away from where the chimpanzees were seen the previous
day or from any forest block. On reflection, AO’s initial response was that this infor-
mation was probably incorrect because it did not align to what she “knew” could be
possible, but having the open-mindedness to welcome knowledge and information
from local people allowed her to discover something fascinating about the ranging
patterns of the chimpanzee community she was studying.

The devaluation of native people’s knowledge links with an outdated (but very
commonly used) top-down approach imparted when conservation education pro-
grammes seek to superimpose Euro-western forms of understanding above native
knowledge (Bettinger & Leighty, 2021; Rubis, 2020; West et al., 2006). Undoubt-
edly this is done with the best intentions, for example “If only local people knew
what we know, they would realise how important this primate/habitat is and stop
their harmful practices.” But education frequently echoes a colonialist narrative and
implies that certain types of knowledge are more valid than others. Not only is this
attitude disrespectful, but there is a danger that education given without full under-
standing of the local cultural and social context may be offensive, ignored as worth-
less, or potentially culturally destructive (Bettinger et al., 2021; Bettinger & Leighty,
2021; Wallis & Lonsdorf, 2010). Such an approach can be counter-productive, in
that local people may become alienated or unwilling to engage with conservation
efforts. A more productive approach is knowledge sharing. Through ethnoprimato-
logical approaches we can share what we know or have learnt through our research,
but accepting local knowledge is equally important.

Indigenous, traditional, and local knowledge can provide valuable contributions
to conservation efforts, particularly at fine grain, spatial, and temporal scales
(Tengd et al., 2014). Three ethnoprimatological studies illustrate the importance
and value of incorporating local people’s knowledges and viewpoints in primate
conservation. Dore’s study (2018) of the political ecology of “the monkey problem”
in St Kitts explores the viewpoints of local Kittitian farmers towards green monkeys
(Chlorocebus sabeus) and reveals the historical and contemporary issues associated
with land, power, and economy that have influenced their perspectives. Whilst
conserving the introduced monkeys is not the issue, she highlights a disconnect between
the farmers’ need to make a living and the changing pressures that external actors exert
on debates about how to deal with the monkeys. Dore’s long-term engagement with
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farmers and other stakeholders has helped her to understand the context in which
the farmers’ narratives about monkeys are situated and to apply this understanding
through her participation in multi-stakeholder monkey management discussions
(Dore, 2017, 2018).

The disconnect between local and global viewpoints about land is also high-
lighted in Keller’s research (2008, 2009) in Masoala, Madagascar. By regarding the
forest as a habitat to be preserved in order to protect or enhance biodiversity, conser-
vationists can be said to hold an “ethos of static equilibrium” (Keller, 2008, p.651).
In contrast, local people’s understandings stem from an “ethos of growth”, whereby
land provides the means for a successful life based on producing many descendants
to extend one’s kin group (which includes one’s ancestors as well as descendants)
(Keller, 2008, p.652). The gazetting of land as a Protected Area causes local people
to feel “defeated in the purpose of life” according to their worldview (Keller, 2008,
p-659). In this context, Keller cautions that the conservation approach of educating
local people about the need to cease forest conversion to agriculture and reduce the
number of children they had would be ineffective because it conflicts with their fun-
damental values about growth and the meaning of success (Keller, 2008).

In their research into the ethnoprimatology of the Waorani people of the Ecua-
dorian Amazon, Papworth and her colleagues wanted to understand the cultural
importance of local nonhuman primate species in Waorani society and how this
influenced people’s hunting practices (Papworth et al., 2013). They found that the
ways in which Waorani people grouped and conceptualised animals differed from
Euro-western taxonomy, and that among a variety of primate and non-primate ani-
mal species only the woolly monkey (Lagothrix poeppigii) was distinguished as cul-
turally important. What these articles have in common is their emphasis on valuing
the knowledge systems of local people (not simply to find out their response to a
particular conservation initiative), by trying to understand the deeply rooted cultural
perspectives and experiences that have a bearing on their relationships with primates
and the places where they interact. These examples also highlight the importance
of not imposing Euro-western scientific viewpoints when shaping conservation
initiatives.

Anthropological endeavours have made valuable contributions to understanding
how different ontological lenses shape people’s experience of their surroundings.
In Euro-western philosophies, environmental ideology generally separates nature
from culture (Caillon et al.2017; Vining et al., 2008). However, dichotomies sepa-
rating humans from nature do not reflect the worldviews held by many other cul-
tural groups (Brightman, 2017; Descola, 2013). Whilst this can mean that the goals
of different actors may clash, in some circumstances, even when the worldviews of
local/Indigenous groups differ, there may be points where their objectives coincide
(Berkes, 2004). Sacred groves and other sacred sites provide an example highlight-
ing how local beliefs and safeguards and conservation initiatives can be complemen-
tary, thereby providing a bridge between these knowledge systems. They are some-
times designated as community-conserved areas, and are well-documented in many
different parts of the world (Mallarach, 2008; Parthasarathy & Naveen Babu, 2019).
Sacred sites are upheld by the adherence to socially bound local taboos, sanctions,
and belief systems, and tied closely to the environment and the natural resources that
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people depend on over a long period of time (Farooquee et al., 2004; Parthasarathy
& Naveen Babu, 2019).

In their work comparing tree, bird and macrofungi species across forest reserves,
sacred groves and coffee plantations in the Western Ghats, India, researchers found
that sacred groves contained a distinct assemblage of endemic and threatened spe-
cies (Bhagwat et al., 2005). Despite variations between the three habitats, Bhagwat
et al. (2005) suggest that, due to the contiguous nature of the tree cover, these dif-
ferences might not be perceptible to wildlife, thereby providing greater connectivity
opportunities throughout a mosaic landscape. As such, sacred sites can potentially
benefit nonhuman species by providing refugia or enhancing connectivity.

Sadly, many of these traditional methods of sustainability and conservation are
now in decline, as multiple factors threaten them, including transition to market
economies, developmental interventions, rural-urban migration, and decreases in
intergenerational knowledge transmission (Farooquee et al., 2004; Parthasarathy &
Naveen Babu, 2019; Singh et al., 2017). With this decline comes a loss of local
ecological knowledge and the social mores that uphold the preservation and sustain-
able harvesting of forest resources, which may result in more pressure being put on
these resources (Baker et al., 2014). In examples from sacred forests in southeastern
Nigeria and southeastern Madagascar respectively, conservationists have collabo-
rated with local people to find concordance between local desires to uphold social
and cultural values in the face of changing values and external pressures, and con-
servationists’ aims to protect local primate species (Baker et al., 2014; Gardner et
al., 2008).

Collaboration is integral to knowledge-sharing, but the level of participation of
local stakeholders should always be context- and project-specific. There are various
modes in which local people might participate in conservation, including: 1) engag-
ing in discussion and feedback, 2) generating shared analysis and interpretation of
data, and 3) participating in agenda setting (Bieler et al., 2021). Knowledge co-
production extends the participation of local or Indigenous people into the second
and third modes, so that they are collaborators at every stage of the project process,
rather than simply invited to the table after key decisions have been made. Co-pro-
duction has been defined as “iterative and collaborative processes involving diverse
types of expertise, knowledge, and actors to produce context-specific knowledge and
pathways towards a [specific goal]” (Norstrum et al., 2020, p.183).

In contrast to scientific knowledge, local or traditional knowledge is usually expe-
riential, related to local resource use, and often based on observations extending
over long time periods (Berkes, 2004; Moller et al., 2004). Triangulating data from
multiple evidence bases across knowledge systems can provide a way of examin-
ing Indigenous, local, and scientific knowledge systems in parallel and revealing
complementarities that serve to provide a richer, more holistic knowledge base from
which to work (Sterling et al., 2017; Teng0 et al., 2014). The synthesis of differ-
ent knowledges enables cross-fertilisations and integrations that can produce a
new, enriched picture of the particular problem or issue (Berkes, 2004; Moller et
al., 2004; Moore & Hauser, 2019; Tengo et al., 2014). Collaborative approaches are
grounded in the understanding that diverse knowledge systems are equally impor-
tant and valid. Although contradictions may also arise between different ways of
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knowing, they can also provide additional insights and a better overall understand-
ing of the phenomena under investigation. If this bridging of knowledges were to be
taken up by diverse knowledge representatives, and founded on mutual recognition
of legitimacy, power, and ways of knowing/understanding the world, collaboration
may flow more freely (Tengo et al., 2014).

Whilst most primatologists focus on mode 1 methodologies (engaging in
discussion and feedback) with which they are most familiar, case studies from the
wider conservation literature demonstrate the practical value of co-production to
bridge local and scientific knowledges. Examples demonstrating how knowledge
co-production involving ecologists and Indigenous peoples have been used in
applied conservation to: assess and monitor the health of muskoxen (Ovibos
moschatus wardi) and caribou (Rangifer tarandus) populations in Nunavut, Canada
(Tomaselli et al., 2018), monitor populations and agree on sustainable harvesting
levels of sooty shearwater (Puffinus griseus) in New Zealand (Moller et al., 2004),
and improve longitudinal monitoring of sea-ice dynamics and marine mammal
health and ecology in the Alaskan Arctic. The latter contributed to tracking of
ecosystem variability and supporting food security for Indigenous whale-hunting
communities (Moore & Hauser, 2019). Whilst these projects have not been without
disagreements among the various actors, they demonstrate the important roles local
people can and could have in conservation monitoring and management, particularly
in light of the fact that funding is often stretched thin during this phase of research
(Fernandez-Gimenez et al., 2006; Moore & Hauser, 2019).

The coproduction of ecological knowledge using participatory methods and
respecting multiple ways of knowing can be beneficial to research and conservation
(Setchell et al., 2017), but what is done with this knowledge is also important and
germane to the decolonisation debate. Latulippe and Klenk (2020) argue that Indig-
enous knowledge is inseparable from Indigenous governance. Knowledge should not
be considered merely as data to be extracted and used to inform decision-making
and actions by outside organisations. Instead, co-production of knowledge should
be empowering to the local communities and supportive of societal goals (Kutz &
Tomaselli, 2019; Turnhout et al., 2020). That is not to say that we should abjure
our own knowledge. As researchers and conservationists, we have a responsibility
to offer our knowledge in support of local people and also a responsibility to treat
knowledge that is given to us with respect and integrity.

Introducing the Concept of Resilience When Evaluating Success

We consider that the ultimate goal of a successful primate conservation programme
is for non-human primates and local people to be thriving, for the habitat to be stable
and sufficient to meet their needs, and for this social-ecological situation to be sus-
tainable over time (Estrada et al., 2017; Hill, 2002; Lee, 2010; Riley, 2013; Waters
et al., 2021). Achieving shared understanding with local people about the issues
and potential solutions relating to a primate conservation problem requires not only
personnel with appropriate anthropological/qualitative training but also long-term
commitment. Typically, research or conservation proposals identify the outputs or
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outcomes against which success will be measured. It is important to understand the
difference, as they often become muddled: outputs are measurable activities or prod-
ucts (such as survey effort or the number of people participating in training or out-
reach initiatives); outcomes are the changes that occur as a consequence of the inter-
vention (measured against indicators such as species population growth or aspects
of human behavioural change). Whilst it is reasonable to identify short or medium-
term outputs as a measure of success in research projects, in conservation, achieving
biodiversity or habitat outcomes is a long-term enterprise that may be subject to
changing pressures over time.

We consider the four categories to assess success in conservation projects sug-
gested by Brooks et al., 2006 (ecological, economic, behavioural and attitudinal) to
encompass a large proportion of the areas needed to assess conservation success, but
we also propose a fifth domain: resilience.

“Resilience is the capacity of a system to absorb disturbance and reorganize
while undergoing change so as to still retain essentially the same function,
structure, identity, and feedbacks” (Walker et al., 2004, p.2)

Whilst the concept of resilience was originally conceived in relation to ecologi-
cal systems (Hollin, 1973), it can also be discussed in terms of human social sys-
tems (Berkes & Turner, 2006; Walker et al., 2004) and cultures (Pretty et al., 2009).
The interconnections between people and nature are emphasised in the concepts of
biocultural diversity (Maffi, 2005) and social-ecological resilience (Walker et al.,
2016).

Biocultural approaches recognise the linkages between biological diversity and
human cultural diversity and the common threats they face (Pretty er al., 2009;
Sterling et al., 2017). The extensive geographic co-occurrence between biodiversity
hotspots/high biodiversity wildernesses and linguistic diversity (as a proxy for
cultural diversity) suggests that conserving both biodiversity and human cultural
richness is likely to be beneficial for human and nonhuman species alike (Gorenflo
et al., 2012).

“In the same way that biological diversity underpins the resilience of natural
systems, cultural diversity has the capacity to increase the resilience of social
systems” (Pretty et al., 2009, p.101).

As such, resilience provides a relevant and useful criterion in ethnoprimatology
and conservation. Resilience is founded on the assumption that social-ecological
systems are dynamic, and it contributes to sustainability by providing the capacity
for adaptation or transformation in the system as circumstances change (Berkes &
Turner, 2006). In this sense, in a resilient system we are not striving for constant
stasis, but instead for the adaptive capacity to retain or recover stability in the face of
disturbance and uncertainties that may arise from emerging pressures. This depends
on creating a mindset where actors in the conservation process and governance
mechanisms are open and responsive to adaptation, rather than adhering doggedly to
fixed pathways that have been set at the beginning of a project (Biggs et al., 2012) or
nostalgia for a landscape that no longer exists.
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So how do we go about building in resilience to primate conservation pro-
grammes? Interactions between nature and human culture are manifested in a socie-
ty’s worldviews, knowledge, language, livelihoods, norms, and institutions (Pretty et
al., 2009), so an integrated approach is essential for maintaining the well-being and
resilience of both biodiversity and local communities, and thereby the sustainabil-
ity of conservation programmes (Caillon et al., 2017; Gavin et al., 2015). Biggs et
al. (2012) propose seven interconnected principles for enhancing resilience of eco-
system services. Table I summarises these principles and highlights their utility for
conservation projects. We wish to promote these principles as a theoretical frame-
work applicable to enhancing the resilience of primate conservation programmes,
based on our experience and observations of projects, both within and outside the
field of conservation.

The principles are organised into two types: 1-3 are properties to be managed and
4-7 are attributes to be incorporated into governance systems. Evidently, every con-
servation case is unique and requires a contextually appropriate approach. To illus-
trate how application of the framework could assist primate conservation, we can
consider a hypothetical (but common) scenario where a nonhuman primate popula-
tion is under threat from habitat fragmentation due to agricultural expansion by local
farmers. One only has to look at the negative effects that disruptions associated with
the COVID-19 pandemic have wrought on protection of primate populations, conti-
nuity of conservation and research programmes, and available funding (Evans et al.,
2020; Lappan et al., 2020) to recognise the importance of maintaining diversity and
redundancy (contingency reserves or compensatory capacity) in supporting resil-
ience (principle 1). In our hypothetical example, we might consider how to maintain
diversity of habitats, tree species, livelihoods, funding streams, and ideas (principle
1), all the time recognising the interconnectedness of the human—nonhuman primate
spheres (principle 4) and ensuring that there is sufficient capacity and flexibility for
both to cope in the event of future shocks (principle 1). We could consider climate
change as an example of a slow variable, where as yet uncertain impacts on habitats
and resources may loom on the horizon. Collective scenario planning (Peterson et
al., 2003) could support preparedness for a range of potential future impacts on eco-
systems, homes, crops, and infrastructure arising from changes in rainfall patterns
and temperatures (principle 3).

As primatologists, readers may recognise that, in our hypothetical scenario, con-
necting habitat patches could be a way of expanding nonhuman primate social net-
works and enabling genetic diversity to improve the resilience of a population to
stochastic events. This provides a useful analogy which can be applied to govern-
ance in conservation. In a programme designed to enhance resilience, the emphasis
would be on establishing inclusive, consensual, multi-level governance (principles 6
and 7) to strengthen connectivity of stakeholder networks (principle 2) and promote
knowledge sharing, trust, and collective action (principle 5). This would facilitate
the grounding of potential conservation pathways in their wider spatial, social, eco-
nomic, political, and cultural contexts, taking into account local and broader-than-
local perspectives. Recognition of the dynamic nature of the social-ecological sys-
tem stimulates an adaptive ethos that supports continuous re-evaluation of issues,
potential solutions, and change pathways (principle 4).
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Enabling the seven principles for enhancing resilience depends on generating
holistic knowledge of the problems and issues within their context, and coopera-
tion among stakeholders in exploring, implementing, and monitoring solutions. In
the last two decades it has become increasingly recognised that community partici-
pation is essential to maximise the sustainability of conservation programmes, as
well as for reasons of equity and social justice (Brosius, 2004; Hutton et al., 2005;
TUCN, 2003). However, participation in itself is not an outcome — it is an input
into the project. Achieving conservation resilience depends on genuine multi-stake-
holder engagement to enable a shared understanding of all the various perspectives
of the problem and a shared vision of goals, change pathways, and responsibilities
(O’Connell et al., 2016; Walker et al., 2016). Many projects have failed to achieve
their biodiversity conservation goals because the goals are those of external actors,
rather than encompassing the objectives of local people. The resilience approach
requires the capacity for continuous sharing of ideas, testing options, learning, and
adaptation to be integral to the implementation process and governance structures
(Biggs et al., 2012; Walker et al., 2016). This supports the integration of actors’
multiple knowledges, values, and aspirations for resource and landscape manage-
ment (Caillon et al., 2017).

In their discussion of Conservation Conflict Transformation, Madden and
McQuinn (2017) postulate that whereas most conservation and development efforts
focus on meeting the basic physiological and security needs of people, addressing
their social and psychological needs is equally important. These include empower-
ment, recognition, identity, and control over decisions. Psychological research pro-
vides useful insights into the nature of human motivations, which can enhance our
understanding of these social and psychological needs. Self-determination theory
identifies two kinds of human motivation, namely intrinsic (arising from within an
individual) and extrinsic (arising from outside the individual), with intrinsic motiva-
tion found to generate enhanced performance, persistence, creativity, self-esteem,
and general well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Three psychological factors are nec-
essary to facilitate intrinsic motivation: the need for competence, relatedness, and
autonomy (Ryan & Deci, 2000). These factors dovetail closely with the four social
and psychological needs identified by Madden and McQuinn (2017). In their explo-
ration of the links between self-determination theory and conservation success,
Cetas and Yasué (2016) found that community-conservation projects that fostered
conditions for intrinsic motivation were more likely to succeed in meeting ecologi-
cal, social, or economic goals (both separately or in combination). Their research
demonstrated that generating intrinsic or extrinsic motivation was not predicated
upon the particular kind of conservation instrument used (for example, community
education, direct payments, development schemes, regulation), but instead depended
more on the way in which it was offered in the particular social context to maximise
feelings of self-determination and autonomy (Cetas & Yasué, 2016).

If we are sincere about ensuring that local participation in projects is genuine and
meaningful, we have a responsibility to ensure that engagement and consultation are
not one-sided information-giving or just superficial exercises to demonstrate that
community interests have been considered. We should recognise that Indigenous or
other local people are not simply stakeholders in their homelands, and that there is
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a difference between participation and autonomy (Latulippe & Klenk, 2020). In this
context, we have to be prepared to accept conservation solutions and compromises
that do not necessarily meet all of our own preferred outcomes. As Madden and
McQuinn (2017) point out, conservationists fear that if they relinquish control over
conservation they will have to compromise over conserving species and habitats.
But, in fact, evidence shows that cooperative working and consensus-building gener-
ate trust and understanding of each other’s motivations that can lead to better con-
servation and societal outcomes (Madden & McQuinn, 2017).

In trying to foster consensus and collaboration between multiple stakeholders, it
is important to acknowledge that as primatological researchers or conservation prac-
titioners we do have an opinion (recognising our positionality). Even if we come
with intended neutrality and open-mindedness to understand local peoples’ view-
points, we actually have an agenda, a pre-existing goal that we wish to see real-
ised (for example, saving a particular species or stopping hunting/deforestation), and
which is probably written into our research or funding proposal.

We have noticed that our positionality is often portrayed without words. Sim-
ply because we are studying a particular primate, local people may assume that
our over-riding concern is for the conservation or welfare of that species. This can
affect how local people regard us, even if we have best intentions to approach from
a neutral position. This raises important ethical issues, as it constrains our ability
to both act neutrally and to express our aspirations freely. By reflecting on our own
positionality and respecting those of others, we can move towards acknowledging
the conflicts between the responsibilities we hold towards our various collaborators,
including research participants, institutions, and funders (Brittain et al., 2020) as
well as our nonhuman primate subjects. Regarding ourselves as one voice among
multiple stakeholders is likely to enable a more equitable and collaborative approach
towards primate conservation initiatives that will ultimately be more empowering to
all concerned.

Concluding Remarks

So where in all this is a future role for primatologists? With researchers and practi-
tioners increasingly bridging the social-ecological gap, this is a unique opportunity
to support genuine bottom-up and community-led conservation. Valuing and inte-
grating multiple ways of knowing promotes deeper understanding and more viable
conservation solutions, in addition to supporting genuine collaboration, respect, and
trust. Understanding the complex socio-cultural, historical, and political contexts in
which we work, as well as how different actor networks inter-relate (Jepson et al.,
2011), is also essential. Reflexive engagement within our more-than-human research
environments can assist with this, and enables us to locate our inherent biases and
privileges, so as to better understand power dynamics and navigate ethical dilem-
mas. Moving beyond formalised communications and reflecting on the everyday
talk we share with those with whom we interact can also provide further insights
(Kohl & McCutcheon, 2015). In parallel, we also need to cultivate and nurture this
type of sharing within academia and the wider primatology profession (Brittain et
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al., 2020). Sharing our experiences of pitfalls, as well as successes, within primatol-
ogy can facilitate learning and better equip conservation practice.

In taking a biosocial approach, researchers can better investigate what would
make people feel intrinsically motivated (i.e. by asking them what they want to
see happen). We believe further study in this area would enhance future research.
By spending time getting to know people, and the multispecies communities in
which they/we are embedded, ethnoprimatologists can incorporate data on people’s
beliefs and perceptions as well as other important aspects of the bio-social domain
(Dore, 2017, 2018; Hardin & Remis, 2006; Jost Robinson & Remis, 2018; Waters
et al., 2020). This can facilitate strategies that will foster intrinsic motivation and
build resilience, rather than perpetuating more top-down approaches (extrinsic
motivation).

We conclude by reiterating the uncomfortable idea that perhaps conservation
solutions may not match our pre-existing ideas of success, and the end result of con-
sensus-building will be somewhere between them and what local people want and
need. In much the same way as we have previously had to admit that there are no
pristine habitats, we should also accept that there are no perfect conservation solu-
tions. The solutions we do find need to fit within the parameters of the existing prac-
tices and beliefs of the local people. We can only achieve this by realising our own
positionality and having the flexibility to re-define our measures of success.
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