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Abstract
1.	 Mounting evidence suggests that win-wins are elusive and trade-offs are the 

norm in marine conservation development practice. The status quo involves 
trade-offs, and any change brought to ecosystems, economies and societies will 
alter the distribution of costs and benefits, creating other winners and losers 
among ecosystem services, sectors and people.

2.	 While studies are increasingly acknowledging the prevalence of trade-offs, this 
article analyses how practitioners working for conservation development agen-
cies consider, facilitate and make trade-off decisions a priori and post hoc when 
designing and implementing marine conservation development programmes in 
Southeast Asia.

3.	 We find that these practitioners recognize both substantive trade-offs, which are 
diverse social and ecological trade-offs resulting from their programmes, and pro-
cess trade-offs, related to how they design programmes, including between their 
prioritization of different locations; between strategic relationships; and between 
the efficacy, equity and sustainability of projects.

4.	 Existing decision support tools only capture a limited range of substantive (mainly 
ecological) trade-offs, however, and are not widely used. Typically, social trade-
offs are not systematically assessed. Instead, they are implicitly identified by par-
ticipants and beneficiaries voicing their concerns during consultation processes.

5.	 Importantly, whether a trade-off is then deemed acceptable is not determined 
through transparent assessment of trade-offs and principles of equity or jus-
tice but by the uneven political power of stakeholders to project their values in 
decision-making processes.

6.	 The article concludes that practitioners should facilitate inclusive, transparent 
and systematic identification and deliberation of the social acceptability of mul-
tidimensional trade-offs, and formulate response options to avoid or minimize 
adverse consequences. Tackling trade-offs in this way has the potential to make 
invisible trade-offs visible and improve the sustainability and legitimacy of ma-
rine conservation development programmes while promoting the interests of the 
most marginalized in efforts to achieve the sustainable development goals.
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1  |  INTRODUC TION

Conservation development practice posits that improved ecologi-
cal management generates improved outcomes for people (Adams 
et al., 2004; Senko et al., 2011; Wieland et al., 2016). This win-win 
discourse is the basis of most conservation development initiatives, 
from community-based protected areas to large-scale integrated 
landscape and seascape management and market-based approaches 
(Chambers et al.,  2020; Evans et al.,  2018). Achieving win-wins is 
challenging in practice, however, with social, economic and eco-
logical objectives often competing rather than aligning (Chaigneau 
& Brown,  2016; Howe et al.,  2014; McShane et al.,  2011; Rice & 
Garcia, 2011). ‘Trade-offs’ arise when initiatives result in gains for 
some objectives, ecosystem services, stakeholders or economic 
sectors at the cost of others. Trade-offs have been ‘recorded almost 
three times as often as synergies’ in the literature (Howe et al., 2014, 
p. 263) and making difficult trade-offs has been posited as a key gov-
ernance challenge for achieving the sustainable development goals 
(SDGs) (Bowen et al., 2017). Trade-offs are therefore the rule rather 
than the exception in conservation development decision-making 
(McShane et al., 2011).

Trade-offs resulting from conservation development initiatives 
may be inevitable, but they are not inherently undesirable—making 
them can protect species and ecosystems, and/or redistribute in-
come and benefits to marginalized or deprived stakeholder groups. 
However, change initiatives that reinforce or lead to more inequi-
table distributions of costs and benefits among stakeholders, eco-
systems, jurisdictions and generations can also result in social and 
political conflict, poor compliance with rules, disenfranchised stake-
holders and ultimately unsustainable conservation development ini-
tiatives (Hirsch et al., 2013; Weeks et al., 2014). In the context of the 
SDGs, failure to consider how gains come at the expense of other 
system components (who and what wins and loses) risks widening 
inequalities, failure to meet conservation and/or development ob-
jectives or expectations and the most vulnerable and marginalized 
being left behind or, worse, driven unintentionally into serious harm 
(Raworth, 2017; Schreckenberg et al., 2018).

The academic literature on trade-offs in environmental decision-
making has expanded in recent years (Gill et al.,  2019; Schreck-
enberg et al.,  2018), pointing to diverse ecological, social and 
well-being trade-offs, occurring across spatial and temporal scales 
(Davies et al., 2018; Gill et al., 2019; Woodhouse et al., 2018). This 
literature has also demonstrated that negotiating, promoting and 
undertaking conservation development initiatives is a value-centred 
endeavour: the desirability of different objectives, processes and 
outcomes is subjective and varies according to the perspectives, 
needs, aspirations and motivations of different stakeholders (Man-
fredo et al., 2017). Trade-offs therefore prioritize certain values over 

other values (Vucetich et al., 2021), which can result in disagreement 
and conflict (Schaafsma et al., 2021).

The conservation development literature introduces various 
trade-off typologies and, here, we focus on two distinct but re-
lated types: process trade-offs and substantive trade-offs. Or-
ganizations make process trade-offs through choices about which 
activities to conduct and how to conduct them (Morrison-Saunders 
& Pope,  2013). These can include strategic decisions on resource 
allocation, prioritization of one action or relationship over others, 
non-disclosure of sensitive information versus transparency with 
stakeholders and activity timing and design. Process trade-offs may 
prioritize security of project financing, adherence to proposed time-
lines or accountability to funders at the expense of best practices 
around meaningful engagement of local communities and broader 
procedural equity (Crosman et al., 2021; Massarella et al., 2018). 
Substantive trade-offs are the tangible costs and benefits or win-
loss outcomes resulting from a policy, programme or intervention. 
Substantive trade-offs are more often the focus of trade-off re-
search, and they often occur because of process trade-off decisions 
(Morrison-Saunders & Pope,  2013), making it important to distin-
guish the two.

Research has primarily examined the post hoc substantive trade-
offs between conservation or ecosystem services and development 
or well-being that arise from conservation development initiatives, 
many explored as case studies and at the local scale (Gill et al., 2019; 
Howe et al.,  2014). Relatively little research has interrogated the 
uptake of trade-off thinking and tools in conservation development 
decision-making a priori, including whether and when process and 
substantive trade-offs are identified and how they are managed by 
practitioners (Mikkelsen et al., 2022; Wiréhn et al., 2020). In this ar-
ticle, we explore the perspectives and experiences of practitioners 
involved in designing, implementing and evaluating marine conser-
vation development initiatives at a programme level to understand 
to what extent and how trade-offs are systematically assessed (a 
priori or post hoc) and the principles by which trade-off decisions 
are made. Our analysis is intended to inform reflection by practi-
tioners on how they can facilitate decision-making processes that 
acknowledge trade-offs—going beyond the win-win discourse and 
the view that trade-offs are inherently undesirable—and produce 
transparent, fair and equitable trade-offs.

Specifically, we answer the questions: (i) What trade-offs are 
recognized by marine conservation development practitioners? (ii) 
What tools and approaches are used for trade-off identification and 
decision-making? (iii) What and whose principles of acceptability 
underpin trade-off decisions in marine conservation development 
programmes? We focus on the perceptions and experiences of se-
nior technical staff developing, implementing and evaluating marine 
conservation development programmes in Southeast Asia where 

K E Y W O R D S
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the coastal marine environment is under immense pressure from 
multiple and competing human needs and uses, including fisheries, 
settlement expansion, tourism, conservation, science and recreation 
(Burke et al., 2006; Christie et al., 2016; Fidelman et al., 2012). The 
region was selected because designing and implementing marine 
conservation development programmes in this low- to middle-
income context requires numerous high stakes trade-off decisions 
to be made. Nevertheless, many of the organizations included in our 
study work internationally and our findings are applicable to con-
texts beyond Southeast Asia. By better understanding how process 
and substantive trade-offs are explicitly and implicitly considered, 
we provide critical insights on how trade-offs could be better anal-
ysed and managed in practice.

2  |  MATERIAL S AND METHODS

2.1  |  Data collection

We conducted elite, semi-structured interviews to leverage inter-
viewees' ‘insider’ knowledge and facilitate in-depth exploration 
of trade-off decision-making in their programmes (Jupp,  2006; 
Kuzel, 1992).

The interview protocol introduced the research to participants 
as aiming to learn from their experiences of assessing and dealing 
with trade-offs in their programing and projects. The protocol in-
cluded questions on the decision-making processes of organizations' 
programmes and interventions; the types of trade-offs they encoun-
tered; the approaches and tools currently employed to analyse and 
manage trade-offs; the processes and bases upon which decisions 
on the acceptability of trade-offs were made; and their perspectives 
on how to improve existing tools and approaches. The interviews 
were guided by the protocol to ensure all topics were discussed, 
but they also provided for in-depth discussion of commentary and 
interpretations raised as relevant by the experts during the inter-
view (Jupp,  2006). The lead author conducted interviews by tele-
conference. They lasted 50–100 min and were digitally recorded and 
transcribed verbatim. Ethical approval for the study was received 
from Geography Research Ethics Committee at the University of Ex-
eter (Reference Number eCLESGeo000422), and informed consent 
to participate in the study was received in writing from all research 
participants.

2.2  |  Sampling and participants

We used purposive and snowball sampling to select expert partici-
pants with specialized knowledge relevant to marine conservation 
development trade-off decision-making in Southeast Asia. Research 
participants included six senior technical staff at five key Big Inter-
national Non-Governmental Organizations (BINGOs) working on 
marine conservation development in Southeast Asia, five senior 
independent consultants each with experience of working for a 

diversity of BINGOs and international donor agencies in Southeast 
Asia, and one director in each of two regional intergovernmental or-
ganizations (n = 13).

The organizations sampled are highly influential in Southeast 
Asia and globally: They play a pivotal role in making process trade-
offs and influencing substantive trade-offs through their resource 
mobilization, technical assistance and scrutiny of government poli-
cies (Christie et al., 2016; Lawrence, 2018). We focused on conserva-
tion development practitioners, noting their organizations' influence 
in how governments and communities are enrolled in conservation 
development initiatives across scales, especially in low- to middle-
income countries (Merrie & Olsson, 2014).

Participants were identified though their affiliation with the key 
conservation development organizations with active large-scale ma-
rine programmes in Southeast Asia. The lead author searched the 
organizations' regional and country team websites and the profes-
sional social networking site, LinkedIn, for marine technical leads, 
who were invited to participate in the research by email or direct 
message. The high-level experts interviewed were deliberately se-
lected because of their knowledge and experience of working on, 
and technical oversight over, a diversity of programmes and ap-
proaches/tools to decision-making in various Southeast Asian con-
texts. They were positioned to explain the ways in which trade-offs 
are considered at strategic and tactical levels, and the approaches, 
challenges and opportunities relevant at local, national and regional 
levels. Each participant was asked to recommend other high-level 
experts with relevant knowledge (snowball sampling), which re-
sulted in supplementary sampling of consultants with experience 
of working for multiple conservation development organizations. 
We concluded snowball sampling when we reached data satura-
tion (Fusch & Ness, 2015). Within the limited resources of the study 
and context of the Covid-19 global pandemic, we were not able to 
include the perspectives of local/field site practitioners or the af-
fected stakeholders.

2.3  |  Qualitative analysis

Findings relevant to our three research questions were identified 
using a systematic and iterative process of reading and reread-
ing transcripts, coding phrases used by the interviewees and re-
fining codes using the qualitative data analysis software, NVivo 
(Strauss,  1987). Codes were initially coded according to themes 
emergent in the data, and then converted into broader, informa-
tive themes (e.g. trade-off types, acceptability, power relations, 
responses) that formed the basis of interpretations and insights rel-
evant to our research questions. While the word trade-off was not 
always used explicitly by interviewees, discussion related to trade-
offs (e.g. positive and negative impacts, costs and benefits, choices, 
winners and losers) was interpreted during data analysis. The NVivo 
coding informed the selection of quotes and paraphrases used in this 
article. The interview data were then substantiated by and triangu-
lated with a review of grey and scientific literature when possible.
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3  |  RESULTS

3.1  |  Recognition of trade-offs

The term ‘trade-off’ was not generally used explicitly in practice ac-
cording to the interviewees, with terms like environmental and so-
cial impact more commonly used. However, interviewees recognized 
that new trade-offs were ‘inevitable’ because marine conservation 
development initiatives invariably involve ‘prioritization’ and ‘nego-
tiation’ between different interests. Based on their experience and 
knowledge, interviewees identified a range of common, substantive 
ecological and social trade-offs resulting from their interventions 

(Table  1). In addition, they frequently discussed process trade-off 
decisions made by the organizations they work or consult for when 
designing and implementing projects, such as between the equity 
and effectiveness, or effectiveness and sustainability of projects 
(Table 2).

3.2  |  Approaches to trade-off identification

Respondents highlighted that they do not yet explicitly or compre-
hensively use trade-off thinking to inform their decision-making in 
programme development or implementation. However, the data 

TA B L E  1  Respondent examples of substantive trade-offs that emerge from marine conservation development initiatives in Southeast 
Asia.

Type of trade-off Examples of substantive trade-off Spatial Temporal

Ecological outcome 
versus other 
ecological 
outcomes

Not discussed by interviewees Displacement of fishing effort by MPAs 
benefits enclosed marine ecosystems 
at the expense of nearby ecosystems

Not discussed by 
interviewees

Conservation versus 
development 
outcomes

Conservation and fisheries livelihoods, 
e.g. MPA size and location (and thus 
conservation benefit) can have adverse 
effects on fisher incomes and expenses 
(e.g. fuel for travelling to more distant 
ground)

Displacement can increase fishing effort 
in other locations, potentially affecting 
fish catches and income there, e.g. 
‘where you put the emphasis on a 
particular community, it doesn't stop 
the problem a lot of times because it just 
goes somewhere else…that stereotypical, 
squeezing the balloon because the fishing 
activities move to a different community’ 
(Regional marine director)

Fish catches and fishing 
productivity and effort 
restricted in return for 
long-term increased 
catches (e.g. from MPA 
spillover) and fisheries 
sustainabilityTourism and conservation, e.g. Improved 

ecological outcomes through small-
scale ecotourism versus economic 
opportunities of larger-scale tourism

Ecotourism turns into mass tourism, 
having negative effect on the marine 
environment through increased 
pollution and resource consumption

Social/stakeholder 
group outcomes 
versus other 
social/stakeholder 
group outcomes

Economic growth versus preservation 
of cultural values, e.g. ecotourism 
development can cause cultural change 
in communities

Alternative livelihood opportunities 
in tourism or aquaculture benefit 
migrants rather than local population, 
with fishers not transitioning to 
tourism to take up opportunities

Short-term income against 
long-term food security

‘Freeriding’ resource users, e.g. Some fishers 
suffer opportunity costs by participating 
in MPA management, while others do 
not comply with rules or participate 
yet benefit from improvements to the 
fisheries resulting from the MPA

Restricting access to MPAs or preserving 
access for local fishers stops fishers 
from other places fishing there

Changing access rights, e.g. protected 
areas can give management rights to a 
community organization, with power 
to open and close it seasonally, and 
prevent other resource users from 
accessing the area.

Tourism and aquaculture employment 
opportunities taken up by migrant 
tourism workers and farmers 
respectively

Note: The examples are illustrative of the types of trade-offs visible to, or commonly observed, by the practitioners interviewed, including where 
respondents note spatial and temporal dimensions to the trade-offs (it is not a comprehensive list of all marine conservation development trade-offs). 
Additional or alternative trade-off examples may be provided by other implementing agencies or impacted stakeholders.
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suggest that trade-offs were identified implicitly using decision sup-
port tools (DSTs), community-based and participatory planning pro-
cesses, or through monitoring and evaluation tools.

Respondents reported that DSTs such as Marxan with Zones 
(Watts et al.,  2009) and InVEST (Guerry et al.,  2012) are used 
on occasion but not routinely in programmes to map and priori-
tize the spatial allocation of management zones. These tools use 
data and models on features such as habitat, species and fishing 
grounds to achieve conservation (e.g. minimum percent repre-
sentation of habitats and species) and (less often) development 
objectives. In some instances, output maps are reviewed and ne-
gotiated by stakeholders. However, respondents noted that these 
tools were not widely used in Southeast Asia, and some interview-
ees questioned their value and utility. The tools were said to be 
highly technical so require external scientific support, prioritize 
conservation objectives, and the outputs were not considered to 
be easily understood by stakeholders. A M&E coordinator said: 
‘We're not a research institute so we don't have that capacity to re-
ally [use these scientific tools]; [even] pens and papers not familiar to 
some people’. Respondents often cited data deficiencies in many 
Southeast Asian contexts, which weaken the ability of these tools 
to accurately represent complex systems and provide meaningful 
outputs. A consultant with expertise in Marxan with Zones said, 
it ‘can be quite dangerous because it's easier to use than it is to use 

intelligently and understand all of the outputs […and…] of course, the 
outputs you get are only as good as the data that you have going in’. 
Even with good ecological data or data on specific sectors (e.g. 
fisheries), respondents said the tools are unable to capture values 
and thus trade-offs outside of those that fit into models and quan-
titative data: ‘you're comparing apples and oranges, you are compar-
ing sacred values with monetary values, social values versus ecological 
value’ (marine programme manager).

Instead, respondents suggested that their organizations more 
commonly use community-based and participatory planning pro-
cesses as a core strategy to identify potential conflicts and under-
lying trade-offs:

We don't have a specific way of doing [trade-off anal-
ysis]…a lot of our work is done by discussing with the 
community how they think it might affect them. 

(M&E Coordinator)

In principle, communities, through their participation, are em-
powered to influence the design of interventions to favour their 
interests and rule out interventions that they find have unaccept-
able impacts. The perceptions of respondents reflected arguments 
in the literature that participation can also nurture ownership and 
willingness to accept short-term costs (e.g. displacement by a marine 

TA B L E  2  Respondent examples of process trade-offs that emerge from marine conservation development initiatives in Southeast Asia.

Type of trade-off Examples of process trade-offs Related quote

Allocation of limited 
resources between 
strategic objectives

Prioritize resource allocation to community 
development objectives at the expense 
of conservation objectives or vice versa

We face difficult choices about investing in improving the basic needs 
of the community, which could later improve their willingness to 
engage in conservation, or investing directly in natural resource 
management and not ‘spreading resources too thinly’ (paraphrased 
M&E coordinator)

Prioritize resource allocation to site 
preservation/protection versus site 
recovery/restoration

‘Do we set up projects to preserve pristine or species rich sites … or 
try to recover the degraded sites …’ (Consultant)

Between strategic 
relationships

Prioritize community support for project 
sustainability at the expense of donor 
expectations to deliver impact within 
project lifecycle

‘“how do we work with communities effectively when we have to deliver on 
[project cycles of] every two to three years?”… funders want things to 
move at a much faster speed […] than what the community wants and 
the reality of doing effective community based management…’ (M&E 
coordinator)Community empowerment can come at 

expense of government relationships if it 
conflicts with national policies

Between procedural 
equity and (short-
term) effectiveness 
of projects

Emphasizing women's participation at the 
expense of breaking cultural norms and 
thus losing engagement of men and the 
support of key male influencers

‘You might not have women in meetings, but if you don't do that, you're 
trading off men's engagement more broadly with the whole thing, and 
trust for the process’…‘there's a real sensitivity… around not repeating 
colonialist issues and saying we believe in equality and therefore [you 
need to change]. We have to partner with communities in a meaningful 
way. And that does to some degree mean that existing inequities are 
going to continue in some degree’ (marine programme manager)

Work in areas where most likelihood of 
success or neglected places.

Between (short-term) 
effectiveness 
of projects and 
capacity building and 
durability of projects

Non-governmental organizations may 
implement activities more effectively 
than government actors at the expense 
of development of local ownership and 
capacity for long-term project durability, 
or vice versa

‘Going with the government might increase sustainability [sensu durability] 
but then there may be animosity from the community towards the local 
government so you lose their buy-in’ (M&E coordinator)
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protected area) for long-term gains (e.g. increased fish catches). 
However, despite examples given by respondents of efforts to 
improve representation (e.g. gender-sensitive programming) and 
minimize elite capture (e.g. using non-resident local facilitators), 
participation was said to still be limited to direct beneficiaries rep-
resented by relatively few village leaders and those organized in 
associations (e.g. a cooperative). This narrow participation of stake-
holders was said to constrain the diversity of trade-offs voiced and 
led to trade-offs affecting unrepresented stakeholders not being 
considered. A consultant noted it often ‘depends on who is in the 
room’ as to which trade-offs are recognized in these processes, and 
a marine programme manager explained how tourism interests are 
often better organized and thus easier to include in participatory 
processes than fishing interests. Some interviewees also observed 
that stakeholders voice tangible livelihood, income and food impacts 
more often than less tangible or indirect costs, such as loss of recre-
ation services, navigation passages or cultural impacts.
In addition to participatory processes, some respondents referred 
to monitoring and evaluation as a programming tool that can iden-
tify trade-offs as they emerge or retrospectively by assessing the 
impacts of interventions. In practice, however, ecological out-
comes were said to be monitored more often than socio-economic 
outcomes, and respondents noted that costs and benefits can 
manifest after a project terminates, and reporting tended to pri-
oritize positive outcomes (winners) and ignore negative ones (los-
ers) to demonstrate a programme's success: ‘In Southeast Asia or 
Pacific as a whole, the good stories, there's a few out there, but bad 
stories, there's absolutely nothing out there [documented]’ (regional 
marine director). To add, one respondent said that theories of 
change, or results chains, developed at the outset of programmes 
map pathways to desired change for targeted beneficiaries, but 
not potential costs of these pathways from different perspectives. 
Subsequent programme evaluations use a narrow set of metrics 
based on these results chains to measure success: ‘…often a step 
that gets missed [in the results chain], is…the potential negative re-
sults – taking a gender lens, taking a disability lens, or taking different 
cultural group's lens’. Data suggested that external audits by donors 
at times provided a layer of scrutiny by questioning local people 
about how an intervention has affected them, but these were not 
explicitly driven by trade-off considerations and rarely informed 
future interventions. Despite these limitations, a respondent high-
lighted that learning is increasingly shared across conservation de-
velopment organizations through collaborative mechanisms (e.g. 
the Coral Triangle Initiative), meaning some trade-offs can be an-
ticipated. Learning-by-doing or adaptive management approaches 
were said by another respondent to be used to help avoid unin-
tended, emergent or unknown trade-offs and associated conflict.

3.3  |  The acceptability of trade-offs

Participants described three broad principles that underpinned 
whether a trade-off is regarded as acceptable to practitioners: 

alignment with law and policy, the extent of ecological benefit and 
community acceptance.

Firstly, formal laws and policies were said to define the bound-
aries for decisions on the acceptability of trade-offs. In particular, 
some respondents highlighted the growing visibility and attention to 
human rights concerns in their work, embedded within international 
to local legal frameworks. A respondent explained that conserva-
tion development organizations, of course, seek to avoid trade-
offs that violate laws or undermine the legal exercise of rights, and 
they work within frameworks of international commitments, such 
as the Convention on Biological Diversity. Because these organi-
zations often partner with all levels of government, these commit-
ments and legal frameworks work to provide a minimum threshold 
against which trade-offs decisions may be evaluated as acceptable 
or unacceptable.

Secondly, interviewees expressed that a corresponding mini-
mum threshold of conservation benefit is required for a trade-off to 
be acceptable to a conservation development organization:

We're an environmental NGO, we have to show a 
conservation benefit…[if] a trade off or a particular 
course of action will not have a conservation benefit, 
then that's a red flag, that's a line that we absolutely 
can't cross. 

(marine programme manager)

Trade-off decisions that break international conservation stan-
dards, risk an endangered species or involve significant uncertainty 
about ecological impacts are examples of ecological thresholds that 
the practitioners considered unacceptable.

Finally, the data showed that community acceptance of an inter-
vention was a primary operational concern for practitioners because 
of a recognition that community ownership and support is needed for 
effective and enduring projects. Community acceptance is highly con-
text dependent and political, varying across geographies, stakeholder 
groups and individuals. Interviewees specified that values, attitudes, 
trust and the magnitude and cultural congruence of implied changes 
determine community acceptance. Participants cited entrenched at-
titudes (e.g. ‘there will always be fish in the sea’), the track record of 
marine conservation development programmes, and the strength of 
trust in the implementing organization as affecting willingness to ac-
cept narratives that long-term benefits are worth short-term costs. 
The type and degree of potential change also affects community 
acceptability. A marine programme manager gave the example of 
interventions that curb fishing effort, including bans on destructive 
fishing, as normally being considered unacceptable for many commu-
nities because of their livelihood effects. The capability of negatively 
affected members of a community to adapt to the changes brought 
about by an intervention was perceived as a further consideration in 
the calculus of acceptability by communities and conservation devel-
opment organizations, according to another respondent. In particular, 
several respondents identified cultural congruence of an intervention 
as a key factor in community acceptance of associated trade-offs. For 
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example, the cultural influence of foreign tourists or a women's em-
powerment agenda may be unacceptable because it challenges cul-
tural and gendered norms in the beneficiary community. Respecting 
local social and cultural norms was considered critical for programme 
success (and thus whether the conservation development organiza-
tion considered a trade-off acceptable), even if that meant compro-
mising on equity concerns held by the organization:

It's a sacred cow to speak about making any adjust-
ments to that customary framework. There are limits 
we're working within…[If] we stepped outside those, 
the overt resistance would be pretty [strong]… And 
that does to some degree mean that existing inequi-
ties are going to continue. 

(marine technical advisor)

For this reason, explained respondents, some biodiversity conser-
vation objectives may be traded off to prioritize community support 
and compliance, especially in the short term. However, a regional di-
rector stated that as climate- and development-related resource deg-
radation accelerates, their tolerance of trading-off conservation gains 
for community acceptance may be waning.

Thus, beyond legal and policy standards providing clear decision-
making guidance, interviewees described necessarily subjective 
processes that determined whether it was deemed acceptable to 
trade-off biodiversity objectives and equity principles for community 
acceptance of initiatives.

3.4  |  Whose principles of acceptability matter?

As with the identification of trade-offs, our data showed that con-
textually defined power relations shape whose principles of ac-
ceptability, and thus whose values, are voiced and prioritized in 
decision-making processes. Interviewees discussed how decisions 
are influenced by power asymmetries in communities. For instance, 
traditional or local leaders, and local elites, who are mainly elderly 
men, were recognized to have disproportionate influence because 
of their social status, capacity to participate in programme activities, 
and control over traditional property rights. They can silence other 
voices, as exemplified by a marine technical advisor:

the women's meeting was organised…and basically a 
couple of the [male] Chiefs…decided that they [would 
attend uninvited]… They just all sat there quietly… 
They've made sure that nothing untoward happened 
and they left. [Only] then [we heard] women voice 
their concerns…So, that to me was a striking example 
of just how easy it is to silence people.

Yet some respondents said conservation development organiza-
tions abide such power dynamics because these leaders ‘are opinion 
formers…and encourage people to come along’ (country director).

Donors and implementing organizations themselves are powerful in 
influencing community sentiment. Interviewees discussed a range of 
strategies they employ to influence communities into accepting the 
substantive trade-offs of their programmes. These included only in-
vesting in communities willing to adopt conservation practices and 
withdrawing funding if community actions are deemed unacceptable. 
Incremental strategies, in particular, were discussed by several partic-
ipants as a strategic choice to obtain community support for conser-
vation. Examples of such approaches given by respondents included 
starting with small uncontroversial activities (reef restoration, beach 
clean-ups and school programmes) or prioritizing quick wins (e.g. in-
vesting in fisheries with fast replacement rates) that have less pro-
nounced trade-offs. For example, an M&E coordinator explained how 
setting up a small octopus no-take zone will quickly benefit local fish-
ers as ‘octopus grow really quickly’ and participation in its management 
builds community capacity and support for broader marine manage-
ment. Incremental strategies were said to aim to minimize or divert 
conflict, resistance or bureaucratic barriers in the initial phases of a 
project or engagement with the community with the aim of building 
trust and the eventual acceptance of more conservation-oriented 
activities favoured by the conservation development organization. A 
consultant and regional marine director pointed out, however, that 
such attempts to improve community acceptability can come at the ex-
pense of conservation and long-term community objectives: ‘we make 
the MPA smaller and not in the place we recommended to satisfy fishers, 
then the community doesn't understand potential conservation and fisher-
ies benefits are being compromised’ (paraphrased, consultant).

Interviewees also recognized the power asymmetries that result 
from the technical and financial resources of conservation develop-
ment organizations, often enabling them to frame problems and the 
acceptability of solutions. Using scientific evidence and/or their re-
spected expertise, organizations seek to persuade communities of 
the biodiversity conservation and development win-win.

Some interviewees also spoke of the power wielded by govern-
ment institutions and politicians, influencing the rules of the game in 
which practitioners and the communities they support make trade-
off decisions. A country programme director pointed out that ‘the 
hierarchy’ of government ministries means that trade-offs that harm 
the interests of more powerful ministries (such as tourism or fisher-
ies) for the benefit of the interests of less powerful ministries (such 
as environment/conservation) are unlikely to be acceptable. Others 
explained that acceptability from a government perspective often 
depends on the priorities of the current political leadership. What 
is deemed acceptable can therefore change over political cycles 
and can be corrupted by lobby groups and clientelism. For exam-
ple, another respondent said that it is difficult to implement marine 
conservation development that curtails fishing activities that are lu-
crative to, and thus protected by, corrupt politicians and government 
officials.

Politics and power dynamics among and within communities, 
conservation development organizations and government therefore 
shape not only which trade-offs are identified and explicitly consid-
ered but also whose principles of acceptability ultimately determine 
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trade-off decisions about which initiatives go ahead and in what 
ways. According to some interviewees, the marginalized tend to lose 
out from the decisions—within communities, among government 
departments and between private, public and civil society sectors. 
Overall, our data suggest that current approaches to a priori and 
post hoc trade-off identification and decision-making in contempo-
rary conservation development programmes reproduce rather than 
rectify these unequal power relations.

4  |  DISCUSSION

We investigated high-level practitioner perspectives and experi-
ences on how trade-off decision-making in marine conservation 
development is navigated in Southeast Asia. Our research reveals 
that these practitioners recognize inherent trade-offs in their work, 
but do not explicitly or systematically identify or address trade-offs. 
The interviewed practitioners highlighted several challenges with 
how current scientific and participatory tools and decision-making 
processes reveal trade-offs and are used to discern whether or not 
these trade-offs are acceptable, to whom and on what basis.

Regardless of the pressure to deliver win-wins (McShane 
et al., 2011), those interviewed recognized that their interventions 
had or could cause multiple types of temporal and spatial social and 
ecological substantive trade-offs (Table 1), which reflected typolo-
gies in the literature (e.g. Gill et al., 2019; Woodhouse et al., 2018). In 
addition, interviewees also expressed process trade-offs that arise 
from programme design and implementation choices (Table 2). Al-
though neglected in the conservation literature, the findings from 
this study show that process trade-offs are critical to conserva-
tion development organizations' decision-making. Such trade-offs, 
in principle, define the problem–solution space and constrain the 
choices available. In turn, they shape the eventual substantive trade-
offs and the decisions made by actors with the authority to make 
them, such as government and community organizations (Morrison-
Saunders & Pope, 2013).

Despite awareness of trade-offs, practitioners in the Southeast 
Asia region rarely use specific tools to explicitly identify or address 
trade-offs. Available DSTs, such as Marxan with Zones, were not 
widely used because of implementation challenges in data scarce 
contexts and their perceived shortcomings in analysing social sub-
stantive trade-offs and capturing deeper context-specific values. 
Our data therefore reinforce social science critiques of DSTs related 
to their inability to address equity and justice concerns (Gurney 
et al., 2015; Halpern et al., 2013; Law et al., 2018). The quantifica-
tion of trade-offs using such tools results in marginalized groups' 
values being underrepresented and the ignorance of sacred values 
and the disproportionate ability of different individuals and groups 
to bear costs (Daw et al.,  2011, 2015; Dawson & Martin,  2015; 
Tetlock, 2003).

Instead of, or in addition to, DSTs, participatory or community-
based processes are the dominant approach used by marine con-
servation development practitioners in Southeast Asia to plan and 

design their projects. Participatory processes are known to eluci-
date a broader set of values than DSTs, including those difficult to 
quantify (Halpern et al.,  2013), and can reveal some social costs. 
However, none of the DSTs or participatory processes discussed 
by respondents involved an explicit, systematic or transparent pro-
cess for assessing a full range of trade-offs, or deliberating the ac-
ceptability of who will win and lose because of an intervention. For 
instance, practitioners do not explicitly use trade-off language (or 
similar) in such forums or employ participatory DSTs or equivalent 
processes that systematically analyse the pros and cons of decisions 
for different social groups and ecosystem functions and services.

While participatory approaches remain a dominant and vitally 
important approach, the practitioners recognized that their par-
ticipatory processes are keenly influenced by power relations. As 
the literature shows, conservation development agencies them-
selves, in upholding their commitment to donors and win-win aspi-
rations, exercise discursive power by defining problems, concepts, 
goals, the range of solutions and who is recognized as participants, 
which can inadvertently promote some and hide other trade-offs in 
decision-making processes (Chambers et al., 2020; Daw et al., 2015; 
Tetlock, 2003). Moreover, our findings reflected well-documented 
critiques of participation related to elite capture (Cinner et al., 2014) 
and working within existing community institutions (e.g. Lane & 
Corbett,  2005). While making trade-offs is unavoidably a political 
process in which actors negotiate their different goals (Dawson 
et al., 2018), trade-off thinking can, in principle, promote more sys-
tematic, transparent and acceptable decisions. Yet, we found that 
current approaches in marine conservation development in South-
east Asia do not employ tools or processes to mediate these power 
relations: They do not facilitate explicit, systematic or transparent 
deliberation and resolution of trade-offs, which are instead deter-
mined by the relative power of winners over losers in the pursuit of 
their interests (Fisher et al., 2014; Galafassi et al., 2017). We do not 
mean that participatory processes (or DSTs) per se are incapable of 
dealing with trade-offs, but that better tools and decision-making 
frameworks are needed (or existing ones applied, see below) to sup-
port these processes to better account for trade-offs and the local 
political economy.

Our study indicated that resolution of trade-offs centred 
around their perceived acceptability—a critical yet unstudied con-
cept in trade-off conservation science. Whether a trade-off was 
deemed acceptable was based on which groups were represented 
in decision-making processes and the diverse principles, values and 
power relations of those participating in or influencing decision-
making. The data highlight that there can be tensions between the 
values and goals of a conservation development organization and 
those of local communities, but that some organizations were willing 
to trade-off biodiversity goals, at least in the short term, for com-
munity acceptability and support of the respective project. Some of 
the boundaries of acceptance can be considered ‘hard’ legal, organi-
zational and ecological thresholds that represent generally agreed-
upon limits of acceptability articulated in national and international 
laws and policies. Other principles related to community support, 
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political salience and cultural congruence can be considered softer 
subjective, elastic and contextually defined determinants of ac-
ceptability. ‘Soft’ thresholds of acceptability are an expression of 
the diverse norms and values of stakeholders and the organizations 
themselves (Jacobs et al., 2014). Research shows that social–cultural 
preferences (Martín-López et al., 2012) and different ethical and so-
cial justice values and frameworks of what is good and right (Law 
et al.,  2018; Vucetich et al.,  2021) determine willingness to make 
trade-offs and an intervention's acceptability to a particular stake-
holder. Some trade-offs may be fundamentally unacceptable or un-
negotiable for a certain stakeholder and cultural context because, 
for example, they break social taboos (Daw et al., 2015), while others 
may be negotiable.

‘Hard’ and ‘soft’ thresholds of acceptability reflect notions of 
‘negotiable’ and ‘non-negotiable’ impacts (e.g. threat to human life 
or ecosystems) outlined in the environmental impact assessment 
literature (Sippe,  1990); the ecological, social and cultural ‘limits’ 
to adaptation discussed in the climate change literature (Adger 
et al., 2009; Evans et al., 2016); and public acceptability in environ-
ment and energy policy scholarship (Schuitema & Bergstad, 2018; 
Upham et al.,  2015). Our study suggests that current approaches 
are oversimplified: There is no assessment or deliberation of what 
is acceptable to whom, and what is open or closed to negotiation in 
marine conservation development practice in Southeast Asia.

Finally, our findings show that in responding to trade-offs 
deemed unacceptable on socio-cultural grounds, programmes pri-
marily rely on incremental and adaptive approaches. Particularly 
in the case of community acceptability, marine conservation de-
velopment programmes often begin with uncontroversial activities 
to minimize short-term livelihood impacts and secure community 
support for conservation action, before later implementing more 
radical activities, which has the trade-off of diminished progress 
towards conservation goals in the short term. There is, however, 
rarely a mitigation or compensation process to address unavoidable 
adverse social impacts resulting from trade-offs. Project theories of 
change were said to normally focus on how positive change could 
be achieved rather than potential unintended and negative conse-
quences of that change process—this influenced what was moni-
tored during project implementation. Evaluations were said to not 
sufficiently inform future programming and focus on impacts rather 
than the distribution and relationships between costs and benefits 
captured in trade-off thinking. That is, evaluations are not driven by 
an explicit consideration of trade-offs.

The insights provided by the study should be considered in the 
context of limitations related to participants' substantive and geo-
graphic expertise as well as the sample size. Study participants 
were senior professionals working at or consulting for conserva-
tion development organizations in regional-level units. The results 
presented, therefore, do not capture potentially important process 
trade-offs being made in field operations and the resultant substan-
tive trade-offs experienced among communities and ecosystems. 
The interviewees' seniority may have also shaped their identifica-
tion of and perspectives on trade-offs decisions; for example, senior 

conservationists tend to be less satisfied with collective goal prog-
ress (Pienkowski et al., 2022) and more likely to hold people-centred 
views of conservation compared to more junior conservationists 
that favour science-led ecocentrism (Sandbrook et al., 2019); senior 
staff, through their experience, may therefore understand that dif-
ficult trade-offs need to be made to make conservation effective in 
practice. The study's regional focus on Southeast Asia and its sample 
size also limit the ability to generalize the findings to other geogra-
phies or decision-making populations, although many of the organi-
zations included have an international remit. Future research could 
build upon these findings and explore differences across contexts 
by investigating trade-off decision-making at the project site level in 
Southeast Asia and in other regions of the world.

In sum, within current approaches, many trade-offs are invisible 
to decision makers and narrowly defined by available data and mod-
els or skewed towards the interests of the most powerful. Left unad-
dressed, narrowly defined and hidden trade-off results in haphazard 
decision-making and the potential for resistance from, and conflict 
among, those adversely affected or disenfranchised by decision-
making processes. Such unjust decision-making can undermine the 
legitimacy and durability of programmes (Evans et al.,  2011; Fort-
nam,  2019; Giordano et al.,  2020). Failure to consider trade-offs 
systematically can also seriously harm marginalized stakeholders by 
interventions restricting livelihoods, breaking cultural taboos, push-
ing households into critical deprivation or violating human rights 
(Woodhouse et al., 2018). These issues become especially pertinent 
in low-income countries, where many people live below or close to 
thresholds of social deprivation. There is broad agreement among 
conservationists that conservation should seek no harm to poor 
people (Sandbrook et al., 2019), but findings from this study show 
that this ambition may not always be realized in practice using cur-
rent decision-making approaches and tools. Figure 1 summarizes our 
findings from the study.

The findings suggest that marine conservation development 
practitioners and the communities they work with would benefit 
from deliberately and systematically identifying multidimensional 
trade-offs, deliberating their acceptability and devising response 
options to mitigate or avoid unacceptable adverse outcomes.

Several existing systematic approaches could provide ways 
forward for conservation development practitioners to better ac-
count for trade-offs in this way. The guidance of DSTs on spatial 
optimization of marine plans could be coupled with systematic 
participatory approaches (e.g. fuzzy cognitive maps, role playing 
games, participatory modelling, scenario planning) to disaggre-
gate costs and benefits across all stakeholder groups. Participa-
tive multicriteria decision analysis (MCDA) involves weighting and 
prioritizing objectives and criteria upon which to evaluate trade-
offs of alternative management options (Brown et al., 2001). The 
wider use of MCDA in marine conservation development could 
help to clarify a wider range of stakeholders' values than the ex-
isting DSTs discussed by participants (Estévez & Gelcich, 2015). 
However, participatory MCDA processes are often designed to 
establish an aggregated or consensus weighting of criteria, which 
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tends to mask diverse perceptions of the acceptability of trade-
offs. Instead or additionally to MCDA, open deliberation of the 
acceptability of trade-offs identified by systematic participatory 
methods could nurture a shared understanding and acknowl-
edgment of the diversity of stakeholder value orientations and 
changes deemed acceptable, by whom, and why. In this way, re-
cent methodological advances are incorporating considerations 
of trade-off acceptability into sustainability (de Magalhães et al., 
2019) and marine planning decision-making (Fortnam et al., 2022).

Even if systematic open deliberation of trade-offs provides valu-
able perspectives on acceptability, trade-offs will invariably result in 
adverse outcomes for some groups. Biodiversity compensation and 
offsetting, and no net loss of biodiversity, compensate for ecolog-
ical damage by development (Brown et al.,  2014), but little atten-
tion has been given to offsetting the social impacts of conservation 
development, even though international best practice calls for peo-
ple to be no worse off because of the implementation of a project 
(IUCN, 2021). Furthermore, research is needed to understand how 
trade-offs can be monitored and evaluated (e.g. during mid-term 
project evaluations) to adjust interventions or mitigate impacts if un-
expected unacceptable trade-offs become apparent, and to support 
sharing of lessons learnt for integration into future trade-off analysis 
in marine conservation development.

4.1  |  Conclusion

Despite increasing attention to equity, justice and trade-offs 
in conservation science (Bennett et al.,  2019; Law et al.,  2018), 
practitioners still lack the tools and decision-making processes 
to ensure their trade-off decisions duly recognize stakeholders' 

values, facilitate meaningful and inclusive stakeholder participa-
tion and provide for the fair distribution of costs and benefits 
among stakeholders. Participatory approaches remain a domi-
nant and vitally important vehicle for revealing stakeholder 
perspectives. Through these processes some, though not all, 
trade-offs may be uncovered and deliberated. Our study suggests 
that such participatory processes could, in principle, benefit from 
bespoke decision-support tools that more explicitly and system-
atically consider: (i) the new process and substantive trade-offs 
that arise from conservation development interventions; (ii) how 
acceptable they are to different and, often disparate, groups; and 
(iii) how implementing agencies might respond to minimize ad-
verse impacts and avoid ecological and social harms. Such tools 
could go some way to mediating the power dynamics inherent 
in participatory processes and better ensure procedural equity 
and transparency for the diverse array of stakeholders involved 
in and impacted by conservation development decisions. These 
concerns are not only important for marine conservation devel-
opment programming. To achieve the SDGs in the context of the 
leave no one behind commitment, trade-off analysis must go be-
yond technical optimization and avoidance of conflict, to consider 
diverse principles of justice, equity and acceptability in decision-
making and programming.
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F I G U R E  1  Trade-off decision-
making tools and processes in marine 
conservation development. The figure 
shows the tools and processes used (blue) 
by marine conservation development 
practitioners in Southeast Asia to identify 
trade-offs, which determines which trade-
offs are visible and hidden in decision-
making; how the acceptability of trade-
offs is decided based on the interplay 
between diverse principles, values and 
power relations; options to respond to 
adverse effects of trade-offs; and the 
potential for adverse outcomes. Figure 
elements coloured grey are suggested as 
missing in current approaches. Source: 
authors.
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