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Paying households for forest conservation has become in vogue to protect the environment. The 

impact of these programs on social and institutional outcomes, however, is largely unknown. 

Some scholars hypothesize that conservation incentive programs can positively influence social 

capital, land tenure security, and sustainable development, while others have raised concerns that 

these programs may undermine social trust, crowd out intrinsic values and exacerbate land 

conflicts. Few studies have rigorously tested the impact of forest conservation incentive 

programs on these social and institutional outcomes using counterfactual evaluation methods. 

Our study analyzes the social and institutional impacts of Ecuador’s national forest conservation 

incentives program using data from 1,000 households within 50 indigenous communities. Half of 

our households are within communities participating in the forest incentives program and the 

other half are not. Using information from both sets of households and retrospective questions 

about social and institutional outcomes before entering the program, we use matching and post-

matching regression methods to test the effect of the program on participation in community 

activities and meetings, land conflict disputes, and a social capital index. We find positive and 

statistically significant impacts of the forest conservation program on household participation in 

community activities and our social capital index. We also find a statistically significant effect of 

the program on reported land conflict disputes, with participation reducing the number of land 

conflicts with neighboring communities. Community-level surveys conducted with village 

leaders also support our findings of increased social capital and reduced land disputes for those 

indigenous communities participating in the forest conservation incentives program. Thus, our 

findings support the hypothesis that conservation programs can positively influence sustainable 

development outcomes while also protecting the environment. Specifically, we find that 

Ecuador’s national program has improved social institutions and decreased land conflicts in 

indigenous communities. These types of outcomes are important to measure and evaluate within 

conservation programs to further justify investing in nature to support the health and well-being 

of people. These findings also suggest that the conservation approach of paying for conservation 

can support local institutions and can positively contribute to the sustainable development goals 

of communities.


