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conservation with an enterprise strategy 

For about three decades, supporting community enterprises has been a popular strategy to 

incentivize conservation behaviors and support sustainable development. Advocates of 

conservation enterprises promote it as a way to foster local leadership, improve standards of 

living, and incentivize communities to sustainably manage natural resources. Skeptics point out 

that conservation outcomes are mixed, income is often captured by local elites, or businesses 

struggle to remain sustainable without external support. 

 

A systematic review of alternative livelihood projects, including conservation enterprises, 

confirms that the evidence base for these projects supporting conservation outcomes is weak 

(Roe et al. 2016). We wanted to better understand why. To this end, we used the studies in the 

systematic review and additional literature to develop and examine a theory of change for 

conservation enterprises to provide practitioners with a better understanding of how to achieve 

and sustain conservation outcomes with enterprise strategies.  

 

Our theory of change stipulates that with support of certain conditions, 1) enterprises will be 

established and sustained over time, 2) participants will benefit, 3) benefits will motivate 

participants to positively change attitudes and behaviors, 4) which will contribute to a reduction 

in overall threats, and 5) will improve the status of biodiversity. We used this generalized theory 

of change as a conceptual framework to identify the specific conditions that contributed to, or 

hindered, the achievement of conservation outcomes. We then reviewed 18 studies included in 

the systematic review that used an enterprise approach and 20 reports from the grey literature 

providing specific guidance on conservation enterprises. 

  

We found that, even though the set of studies included in Roe et al. do not provide strong 

evidence for the assumptions in the theory of change, our synthesis suggests specific conditions 

that enable and hinder the achievement of conservation outcomes. Some conditions are well 

recognized, such as strong business partnerships. But others, including targeting participants and 

benefit distribution mechanisms to motivate behavior change are less well understood. These 

findings offer a rich vein of information that can help practitioners understand the conditions 

under which enterprise approaches can most effectively achieve biodiversity conservation and 

promote sustainable development.


