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“Caminante, son tus huellas 

el camino y nada más; 

Caminante, no hay camino, 

se hace camino al andar. 

Al andar se hace el camino, 

y al volver la vista atrás 

se ve la senda que nunca 

se ha de volver a pisar. 

Caminante no hay camino 

sino estelas en la mar” 

 
 

Antonio Machado 
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ABSTRACT 

Despite efforts to reverse the current global environmental crisis that threat-
ens biodiversity and human well-being, many indicators suggest we are still 
far from changing the main trajectory towards sustainability. With privately 
owned land covering large areas of the world, private land conservation (PLC) 
has been recognized as a promising strategy to complement protected area 
networks in meeting biodiversity conservation objectives. However, the over-
all success of PLC depends on designing and implementing a suite of policies 
according to geographical contexts and to the needs, values, and capabilities 
of different stakeholders. In my doctoral thesis, I aim to identify challenges 
and opportunities to foster PLC at different geographical scales by under-
standing the main trends and gaps in a global PLC literature review and by 
assessing landowners’ preferences and needs at national and local levels. In 
order to do so I followed transdisciplinary approaches, combining theories and 
methods from the natural and social sciences in collaboration with stakehold-
ers outside academia. 

In the first chapter, I carried out an in-depth global literature review of PLC 
scientific articles. My results revealed that most studies have focused on lim-
ited geographical contexts and policies. This highlighted the need for i) as-
sessing a more diverse set of policy instruments to increase participation; ii) 
increasing stakeholders’ engagement in research to better inform PLC policy-
making; iii) better understanding barriers and opportunities to foster PLC in 
underrepresented regions, such as South America. 

Based on findings from my first chapter, I conducted two empirical studies 
at local and national levels in Uruguay, a country where most of the land is 
privately owned (~96%). While the importance of voluntary PLC has been rec-
ognized by law in 2017, in Uruguay PLC policy has not been developed or im-
plemented yet. Hence, there is a need to understand context-specific land-
owners’ preferences for voluntary PLC to inform policy-making at early stages. 

In the second chapter, I applied qualitative methods to explore landown-
ers´ perceptions, motivations and needs for voluntary conservation in a cul-
tural landscape in north-eastern Uruguay. I found that landowners considered 
themselves and their neighbours as local environmental stewards and their 
main needs to support biodiversity conservation were mostly related to en-
hance land management and social cohesion. My results revealed that 
strengthening existing links between people and nature and addressing local 
rural development needs could confer both social and conservation benefits in 
a just and sustainable way. 

In the third chapter, I used stated preference methods to assess landown-
ers’ preferences for hypothetical voluntary PLC policies at the national level in 
Uruguay. My results revealed that landowners had high willingness to engage 
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in voluntary conservation initiatives if future policies would meet their heter-
ogeneous preferences. Offering a diverse set of policy instruments, mainly 
non-monetary incentives, while fostering networks and collaboration with dif-
ferent stakeholders could help increase participation and long-term engage-
ment in voluntary PLC. 

To conclude, by following a transdisciplinary approach my thesis contrib-
utes to identifying and addressing research gaps in PLC at different scales with 
practical implications for biodiversity conservation, sustainability, and policy-
making in Uruguay and elsewhere in the world in similar contexts. In addition, 
my thesis highlights the need for future research to disentangle the main con-
textdependent dimensions driving PLC effectiveness but also to identify gen-
eral principles that could inform the design, governance and implementation 
of legitimate and equitable policies across contexts. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

1.1 THE BIODIVERSITY CRISIS 

Humanity depends on nature’s contributions for life support and development 
in complex ways and at different scales, from local to global (Díaz et al., 2019; 
Fischer et al., 2015; McLaughlin, 2018; Rockström et al., 2009). However, we 
are currently facing an unprecedented global sustainability crisis that threat-
ens biodiversity, food, water and health security, compromising human well-
being (Cardinale et al., 2012; Ceballos et al., 2015; Díaz et al., 2019; Steffen et 
al., 2015). Most of the challenges are rooted in the current foundation of the 
global economy on consumption expansion and the structural imperative for 
unlimited growth in competitive market economies (Gómez-Baggethun, 
2020; Otero et al., 2020; Vadén et al., 2020; Wiedmann et al., 2020). In addi-
tion, both the responsibilities and the impacts of the sustainability crisis are 
unequally shared between different regions and social groups (Agrawal et al., 
2019; Díaz et al., 2019; Dorninger et al., 2021; Wiedmann et al., 2020). Despite 
global efforts to reverse this crisis, many indicators suggest we are still far from 
changing the main global trajectory towards biodiversity conservation and 
sustainability (Díaz et al., 2019; Naidoo and Fisher, 2020; Zeng et al., 2020).  

Historically, protected areas have been one of the main strategies to ad-
dress the biodiversity crisis and their importance has been widely recognized 
internationally (Butchart et al., 2012; Gray et al., 2016; Margules and Pressey, 
2000; Watson et al., 2014; Aichi target 11 of the Convention of Biological Di-
versity, CBD 2010). In order to meet policy obligations at different scales (e.g. 
to cover at least 17% of all terrestrial land by 2020), protected areas have ex-
panded rapidly over the last decades (Watson et al., 2016). However, conser-
vation action has mainly focused on achieving quantitative targets, without 
simultaneously addressing the conditions needed to enable protected areas’ 
success (Barnes, 2015; Barnes et al., 2018; Fukuda-Parr, 2014; Gill et al., 
2017). Many protected areas have been established on locations that minimize 
conflict with agriculturally suitable lands (Venter et al., 2018) and some still 
remain ‘paper’ parks (Di Minin and Toivonen, 2015), not significantly reduc-
ing human pressures on biodiversity compared to unprotected landscapes 
(Eklund et al., 2019; Geldmann et al., 2019). In addition, many protected areas 
have been often imposed on local people, and many traditional practices have 
been limited therein, leading to an exclusionary process that separated people 
from nature (Agrawal and Gibson, 1999; Anaya and Espírito-Santo, 2018; 
Palomo et al., 2014; West et al., 2006). Overall, while protected areas have 
been crucial in tackling biodiversity loss (e.g. Bolam et al., 2020; Hannah et 
al., 2020; Pacifici et al., 2020), there is an urgent need to develop and imple-
ment complementary conservation policies that promote biodiversity beyond 
protected areas (CBD 2010).  
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Many strategies have been implemented worldwide to help tackle the bio-
diversity crisis beyond protected areas (e.g. Convention of Biological Diversity, 
Sustainable Development Goals). However, no single strategy can provide suf-
ficient transformation towards sustainability and help achieve the full set of 
international goals of mutual benefits for both people and nature (Chan et al., 
2020; Díaz et al., 2019). This is because many contemporary problems, such 
as biodiversity loss and climate change, can be characterized as “wicked prob-
lems” (Defries and Nagendra, 2017; Game et al., 2014; Levin et al., 2012; 
Sharman and Mlambo, 2012). These problems are typically complex, poorly 
understood, without readily available solutions, and attempts to resolve them 
by intervening in a system can lead to unintended consequences (Engler et al., 
2020; Levin et al., 2012; Sharman and Mlambo, 2012; Toomey et al., 2017). In 
addition, challenges may also be related to the fact that they usually involve 
diverse stakeholders with different worldviews, values and perceptions, power 
legitimacy and interests (Defries and Nagendra, 2017; Rittel and Webber, 
1973; Sharman and Mlambo, 2012). Addressing these complex issues requires 
transdisciplinary approaches (i.e. reflexive, integrative process between vari-
ous scholars and non-scholars to address a specific real-world problem; 
Haider et al., 2018; Lang et al., 2012), in order to better assess the role of multi-
scale direct and indirect drivers, while requiring actions and institutions to 
foster transformative changes in social-ecological systems (Chan et al., 2020; 
Engler et al., 2020; Fischer and Riechers, 2019; Freeth and Caniglia, 2020; 
Zafra-Calvo et al., 2020).  

1.2 CONSERVATION IN CULTURAL LANDSCAPES 

Traditional cultural landscapes integrate the natural and human domains of 
social-ecological systems as a result of their coupled evolution (Plieninger et 
al., 2015; Plieninger and Bieling, 2010). In these systems, people have inter-
acted, perceived and shaped landscapes according to worldviews, values, and 
different cultural and institutional contexts (Chan et al., 2016; Díaz et al., 
2018; Fagerholm et al., 2020; Jax et al., 2018; Pascual et al., 2017; Zafra-Calvo 
et al., 2020). Many cultural landscapes play an important role to conserve bi-
odiversity, ecosystem services and cultural heritage, based on place-based tra-
ditional practices, knowledge and culture (Brockington et al., 2018; Fagerholm 
et al., 2020; Fischer et al., 2012; Plieninger et al., 2006; Strohbach et al., 2015). 
However, many of these cultural landscapes are threatened by pressures from 
local and global socio-economic drivers of change (Díaz et al., 2019; 
Fagerholm et al., 2020; Fischer et al., 2012). These threats at the local scale 
can have negative consequences on both people (e.g. negative impacts on so-
cial cohesion, local economies, access to education; Camarero and Oliva, 2019; 
McManus et al., 2012; Measham et al., 2012) and biodiversity (e.g. increasing 
risk of local extinction from habitat loss; Auffret et al., 2018; Cousins et al., 
2015; Newbold et al., 2015; Staude et al., 2018). As these cultural landscapes 
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are dynamic, adaptive and continuously evolving social-ecological systems, 
there is a need to collaboratively design strategies that would facilitate the 
emergence of novel sustainable links between people and nature in a changing 
world (Fischer et al., 2012; Hanspach et al., 2020).  

Rural communities can play a key role in contributing to biodiversity con-
servation and fostering sustainability through environmental stewardship, 
caring for, and responsibly managing the environment according to diverse 
motivations and capacities (Bennett et al., 2018; Fischer et al., 2012; Raymond 
et al., 2016). Therefore, understanding how people relate to places and nature 
in diverse cultural landscapes is key to identify transformative changes that 
could integrate sustainable production and biodiversity conservation (Chan et 
al., 2016; Gooden, 2019; MacGillivray and Franklin, 2015; Masterson et al., 
2019; Pascual et al., 2017; West et al., 2018). As many cultural landscapes 
across the world occur on private land, private land conservation policies, if 
adequately designed, could help foster landowners’ existing and novel links 
with nature and their environmental stewardship in a way that would benefit 
both people and nature (Bingham et al., 2017; Gooden, 2019; Kamal et al., 
2015; Mitchell et al., 2018; WCPA, 2019). 

1.3  PRIVATE LAND CONSERVATION 

With privately owned land covering large areas of the world, private land con-
servation (PLC) is an increasingly recognized strategy to complement pro-
tected area networks (Bingham et al., 2017; Cortés-Capano et al., 2019; Kamal 
et al., 2015a; Mitchell et al., 2018; Stolton et al., 2014). PLC strategies include 
areas that have a primary conservation objective (i.e. privately protected ar-
eas), and areas that contribute to effective in-situ conservation of biodiversity, 
independently of their primary objectives (i.e. ‘other effective area-based con-
servation measures’ Casey et al., 2006; Disselhoff, 2015; Kamal et al., 2015a; 
Mitchell et al., 2018). If adequately designed, PLC policies have the potential 
to (i) increase total area managed to contribute to biodiversity conservation, 
(ii) increase the diversity of stakeholders engaged in conservation manage-
ment and policy-making, (iii) enhance ecological and socio-economic connec-
tivity and (iv) reduce social conflict (Doremus, 2003; Maciejewski et al., 2016; 
Paloniemi and Tikka, 2008; Stolton et al., 2014; Wallace et al., 2008). How-
ever, designing effective national and sub-national (e.g. municipal) PLC poli-
cies is challenging, as it requires interacting with complex, context dependent 
socio-ecological, institutional, legal and economic processes (Cocklin et al., 
2007; Doremus, 2003; Kamal et al., 2015a; Selinske et al., 2017).  

 
Most existing policies to conserve biodiversity on private land are either invol-
untary, voluntary or a combination of both (Kamal et al., 2015a). In the case 
of involuntary policies, the decision to engage in PLC is not made by the land-
owner. As these policies typically involve mandatory land-use regulations or 
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total acquisition of land made by governments or central authorities in favor 
of biodiversity conservation, they can create social conflicts (e.g. discussions 
about property rights, social values and responsibilities; Moon et al., 2020; 
Rissman, 2016). On the other hand, voluntary approaches are based on land-
owners’ willingness and motivations to engage in conservation initiatives 
(Kamal et al., 2015a). These policies usually involve diverse types of agree-
ments between landowners and conservation organizations, such as govern-
ment agencies or non-governmental organizations. The voluntary nature of 
these policies implies that their success mainly depends on adequately foster-
ing landowners’ willingness to engage, in terms of enrolment, permanence and 
security of conservation agreements. (Farmer et al., 2017; Hardy et al., 2017; 
Knight et al., 2010; Selinske et al., 2015). This requires conservation organiza-
tions to understand how to design policies that would help meet both land-
owners’ preferences and needs, while fostering both biodiversity conservation 
and the broader society (Clement et al., 2015; Clements and Cumming, 2017a, 
2017b; Epstein et al., 2015; Greiner, 2016; Hanley et al., 2012; Selinske et al., 
2019, 2017).  

Studies in PLC peer-reviewed literature usually focus on understanding 
factors driving landowners’ decisions to participate in already existing PLC 
programs (e.g. Brenner et al., 2013; Drescher et al., 2017; Farmer et al., 2017; 
Farmer et al., 2015; Kabii & Horwitz, 2006; Ma et al., 2012; Moon et al., 2012; 
Selinske et al., 2015; Selinske et al., 2019). For example, these include under-
standing which policy instruments are preferred and how these preferences 
vary according to the socio-economic background of landowners (Drescher et 
al., 2017a; Januchowski-Hartley et al., 2012). Among different policy instru-
ments (e.g. Casey et al., 2006; Disselhoff, 2015), buying property rights (e.g. 
conservation easements and covenants) or direct payments have been widely 
assessed as a way to provide monetary benefits in exchange of conservation 
actions on landowners properties (Casey et al., 2006; Cortés-Capano et al., 
2019; Ma et al., 2012; Ruto and Garrod, 2009; Selinske et al., 2017; Sheremet 
et al., 2018; Villanueva et al., 2017). However, policies relying mainly on mon-
etary benefits can marginalize other motivations for environmental steward-
ship (“crowding out”) and generate financial dependency and expectations 
among landowners (Chapin and Knapp, 2015; Chapman et al., 2019; Cooke 
and Corbo-Perkins, 2018; Fischer et al., 2012; Gooden and ‘t Sas-Rolfes, 2020; 
Selinske et al., 2017; Yasué et al., 2019; Yasué and Kirkpatrick, 2018). In this 
sense, providing non-monetary incentives, such as access to trainings or 
strengthening landowners’ social networks could foster their environmental 
stewardship and provide long term conservation outcomes (Cetas and Yasué, 
2016; Cortés-Capano et al., 2020; Selinske et al., 2017). However, the im-
portance of non-monetary incentives to meet landowners’ preferences and 
needs in PLC is still poorly understood (Cortés-Capano et al., 2019). Address-
ing this gap is particularly important in the Global South, where resources for 
conservation are likely to be scarce, and where there is an urgent need to iden-
tify and implement a set of policy instruments that would help achieve more 
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equitable and sustainable outcomes (Cortés-Capano et al., 2019; Zafra-Calvo 
et al., 2020). 

1.4 URUGUAY AS A CASE STUDY:  
CULTURAL LANDSCAPES IN PRIVATE LAND 

Uruguay is located in south-eastern South America (Fig.1), within the “Río de 
la Plata Grasslands” ecoregion, one of the largest grasslands biomes in the con-
tinent (Paruelo et al., 2007; Soriano et al., 1992). This ecoregion is one the 
most threatened (e.g. land-use change and intensification) and least protected 
in the world and is mainly found on private land (Bilenca and Miñarro, 2004; 
Henwood, 2010; Hoekstra et al., 2005; Jacobson et al., 2019; Overbeck et al., 
2007). In Uruguay, diverse “old-growth” native grasslands  (Behling et al., 
2007; Veldman et al., 2015) have been used for traditional cattle ranching 
since European colonization, leading to the development of different cultural 
landscapes across the country. However, the area occupied by native grass-
lands in Uruguay has decreased at least 23% between 1961 and 2011 (OPP, 
2015), and still continues to decrease due to the expansion of commercial for-
estry, crops and pastures (Altesor et al., 2019; Brazeiro et al., 2020; Cortés-
Capano et al., 2020; Soutullo et al., 2020). Nevertheless, land-use change in 
Uruguay has been relatively moderate in the context of the Rio de la Plata 
Ecoregion (Brazeiro et al., 2020) (i.e ~60% of the country is still covered by 
native grasslands; Altesor et al., 2019). Since 96% of the land in the country is 
privately owned and the National System of Protected Areas (SNAP) covers 
only ~1% of the land (Ávila et al., 2018), this represents a unique opportunity 
to conduct empirical research in order to collaboratively inform effective and 
equitable voluntary PLC policies at the local and national scale in the ecoregion 
(Fig. 1). Beyond the context dependent nature of PLC policies (i.e. low trans-
ferability; Moon et al., 2016), lessons learned from the case of Uruguay might 
provide insights to inform actionable research (Beier et al., 2017) in other cul-
tural landscapes globally.  
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Figure 1.  Map of the study areas where the empirical work of this thesis was conducted. (a) 
Location of Uruguay in South America; (b) map of Uruguay (Chapter III) and location 
of the cultural landscape addressed in Chapter II, within the country (Chapter III); (c) 
private landowners properties identified as priorities for the conservation of biodiver-
sity and ecosystem services within the cultural landscape addressed in Chapter II. 
Our interviews were conducted in a sub-sample of those conservation priority prop-
erties (Figure modified from Di Minin et al., 2017). Pictures show examples of cultural 
landscapes, traditional cattle ranching on native grasslands and biodiversity in Uru-
guay (credit: Gonzalo Cortés Capano). 
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2 AIMS OF THE THESIS 

As several governments are currently developing and implementing different 
PLC policies to help achieve global and national conservation targets 
(Disselhoff, 2015; Stolton et al., 2014; WCPA, 2019), there is a need to assess 
published scientific literature, identify research gaps, and direct future re-
search. In my doctoral thesis, I aim to identify challenges and opportunities to 
foster PLC at different geographical scales. I did this by investigating the main 
trends and gaps in a global PLC literature review, and by assessing landown-
ers’ preferences and needs at the local and national levels in Uruguay, as a case 
study (Fig. 1).  

 
The specific objectives of the thesis are: 

 
 to identify and discuss the main research trends and gaps in PLC 

literature globally in order to inform future actionable research. 
 to understand landowners’ relationship with nature, their percep-

tions of the main problems affecting the area where they live, and 
their vision of a desired future in order to foster environmental stew-
ardship in a cultural landscape in north-eastern Uruguay. 

 to understand landowners’ preferences for novel voluntary PLC pol-
icies, including both monetary and non-monetary incentives, in or-
der to inform policy-making at the national scale in Uruguay. 

 
The thesis is structured in three Chapters, one literature review at the global 
scale (Chapter I) and two empirical Chapters (Chapter II and III) at a local and 
national scale, aiming at addressing geographical and conceptual gaps identi-
fied in Chapter I (Fig. 2). Specifically, by using Uruguay as a case study, both 
empirical Chapters address the underrepresentation in peer-reviewed litera-
ture of South America, and particularly the Rio de la Plata grassland ecoregion, 
in PLC literature. In Chapter II, I addressed the conceptual gap of assessing 
the relationship between people and nature at the local level, in order to in-
form context specific voluntary PLC policies in a cultural landscape. In Chap-
ter III, I addressed the conceptual gap of assessing the role of non-monetary 
incentives in fostering landowners’ willingness to participate in voluntary PLC 
policy at the national level.  

In order to address the aims of the thesis, I followed transdisciplinary ap-
proaches, combining theories and methods from the natural and social sci-
ences and engaging diverse academic and non-academic stakeholders in the 
research process. The different approaches and findings of this thesis provide 



Aims of the Thesis 
 
 

20 

practical insights to inform policy-making in Uruguay and to conduct action-
able research to promote voluntary PLC in other underrepresented regions
worldwide.

Figure 2.  Logical framework of the thesis.

Related to the work conducted and described in this thesis, I have also 
worked on addressing and developing different PLC initiatives on the ground 
in Uruguay. By working at the Universidad de la República (Uruguay) and in 
Vida Silvestre Uruguay (national biodiversity conservation non-governmental 
organization), I had the opportunity to navigate diverse science-policy inter-
faces and develop skills that contributed importantly to frame the research 
questions of this thesis and develop the methodologies to address them. This 
experience also contributed to build trust with different stakeholders from the 
public, private and civil society sector, which was crucial to implement the col-
laborative approach. 
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3 RESEARCH METHODOLOGY  
AND METHODS 

3.1 NAVIGATING THE “UNDISCIPLINARY” JOURNEY  

In order to address the complexity of current environmental wicked problems 
it is increasingly necessary to actively transcend traditional academic discipli-
nary boundaries (Adler et al., 2018; Lang et al., 2012; Norström et al., 2020). 
Accordingly, transdisciplinary approaches to problem-driven actionable re-
search have been increasingly conceptualised, advocated and applied to ad-
dress conservation and sustainability problems (Beier et al., 2017; Fischer et 
al., 2015; Lang et al., 2012; Toomey et al., 2017). At different stages of this 
thesis, I aimed to apply transdisciplinary approaches engaging with, and 
learning from, academics from different disciplines (e.g. anthropology, agron-
omy, social psychology, geography, ecology) and non-academic stakeholders 
(e.g. rural landowners, municipal and national decision-makers, civil society) 
(Lam et al., 2020; Lang et al., 2012; Tengö et al., 2017). Overall, this collabo-
rative approach provided opportunities to expand the space for the emergence 
of a wide range of socially acceptable research options. However, as an early 
career researcher, I encountered numerous theoretical (e.g. ontological, epis-
temological) and practical (e.g. learning diverse skills) challenges along the 
way. Navigating these challenges required continued systematic personal and 
collective reflexivity, which fostered diverse learning (and “unlearning”; 
Cumming et al., 2013; Nygren et al., 2017) processes along an “undisciplinary 
journey” (Haider et al., 2018). According to Haider et al., (2018), an undisci-
plinary journey could be characterised by research questions that require en-
gaging in various research strategies, embracing complexity and uncertainty 
along the research process. Along this journey, I developed competencies on 
methodological groundedness (e.g. qualitative data gathering and analysis, 
quantitative econometric modelling) relevant to address my research ques-
tions. In addition, I exercised epistemological agility, continuously reflecting 
on different ontological and epistemological positions and assumptions, which 
facilitated the identification of conceptual opportunities and limitations as 
well as collaboration with diverse stakeholders.  

3.2 PHILOSOPHICAL POSITION 

By navigating the undisciplinary journey of my theses, I adopted a “critical re-
alism” research position (Nastar et al., 2018). Critical realism accepts that 
there is a reality but, it also acknowledges the influence of human perception 
and cognition in shaping it (Bhaskar, 2008; Bhaskar et al., 2010; Collier, 1994; 
Danermark et al., 2002). Therefore, critical realism differentiates ontology 
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(i.e. the nature of reality) and epistemology (i.e.  the  knowledge  of reality), 
recognising that knowledge of the reality is socially produced and therefore 
plural, fallible and incomplete (Bhaskar, 2008; Bhaskar et al., 2010).  

This position proposes that reality is articulated by multiple nested layers 
with emergent properties (i.e. stratified ontology), including three domains 
(the empirical, the actual, and the real; Bhaskar, 2008) that the researcher 
critically investigates. For example, a researcher can observe landowners’ 
land-use decisions on their properties (empirical domain). However, in order 
to obtain a more comprehensive understanding, the researcher should assess 
how diverse social-ecological contextual factors at the cultural landscape level 
might be influencing these decisions (actual domain). Finally, the researcher 
should always acknowledge that there are other broader factors (real domain) 
that, although  might not be observable, are still influencing the context and 
the decisions, such as national land-use planning policies, and global market 
forces (Cockburn et al., 2020). Therefore, as noted by Cockburn et al. (2020), 
the critical realism position is consistent with social-ecological systems think-
ing, since it conceives reality as a complex system with non-reducible emer-
gent properties. It encourages methodological pluralism (i.e. the use of 
qualitative, quantitative and mixed-methods) and transdisciplinary ap-
proaches to capture various dimensions of people and nature relationships at 
multiple scales, while acknowledging the influence of unobservable drivers 
(Cockburn et al., 2020; Mahmoud et al., 2018; Nastar et al., 2018; Olsson and 
Jerneck, 2018).  

In this thesis, I adopted a critical realism position, and a mix-method ap-
proach, in order to account for a multiple set of socio-economic and cultural 
drivers (e.g. traditional practices, sense of place, formal education level, eco-
nomic dependency on land, rural exodus) influencing landowners’ perceptions 
and preferences for PLC at the local (Chapter II) and national (Chapter III) 
scales. However, I also acknowledge that several drivers, ranging from per-
sonal circumstances to the influence of global market drivers (e.g. Green et al., 
2019; Moon et al., 2012) were not addressed by the research questions in this 
thesis, but are still important aspects influencing landowners’ motivations and 
needs at different scales that should be addressed in future studies.  

3.3 MIXED METHODS DESIGN 

The term mixed-methods refers to research that combines quantitative and 
qualitative approaches, which provide different kinds of information with 
their own limitations and strengths (Creswell, 2014; Newing et al., 2011). 
Qualitative methods (e.g. interviews) are appropriate for exploring partici-
pant’s perspectives on social-ecological phenomena, allowing to take into ac-
count different social and cultural aspects (Newing et al., 2011). They are 
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usually flexible methods and involve different levels of discussion between in-
terviewer and interviewee, facilitating the emergence of unexpected insights. 
However, qualitative methods generate results which are usually context de-
pendent and their generalization to a wider population should be cautious  (i.e. 
low transferability; Moon et al., 2016). On the other hand, quantitative meth-
ods (e.g. questionnaires) provide data that can be analysed using different sta-
tistical and modelling techniques, potentially allowing for testing hypotheses 
and for generalising findings from a sample to a wider population (Newing et 
al., 2011). However, quantitative methods are less flexible (i.e. predefined set 
of standardised questions) and are less suitable for accounting for contextually 
relevant factors (Newing et al., 2011).  

In the context of this thesis, I followed a mixed-method approach by com-
bining both qualitative and quantitative methods at different stages of the re-
search process (Brannen, 2005; Palinkas et al., 2019). This was in order to 
address research questions at different geographical scales, and to obtain a 
more comprehensive understanding of landowners’ motivations, needs and 
preferences for voluntary PLC policies. The following paragraphs briefly sum-
marise the main methodological approaches used in Chapter I (literature re-
view), Chapter II (place-based approach) and Chapter III (stated preference 
methods) (Table 1). Across chapters, I followed an exploratory sequential mix 
methods approach (Creswell, 2014), in which findings from the qualitative in-
terviews at the local level (Chapter II), were used to inform the design of a 
national level survey that would adequately integrate context dependent fac-
tors (Chapter III). Both Chapter II and III were informed by the literature re-
view in Chapter I, by directing research towards addressing global gaps. More 
details about the methods used can be found in the chapters. 

 

Table 1. Mixed methods used for data collection and analysis in each of the chapters. 

 Qualitative methods Quantitative methods 
Chapter I Critical reading of literature, 

topic identification and assess-
ment 

Content analysis, descriptive sta-
tistics 

Chapter II Critical reading of literature, 
stakeholder analysis, workshops 
with diverse stakeholders, infor-
mal discussions, qualitative inter-
views, community validation  

 

Chapter III Critical reading of literature, 
focus groups, interviews 

Choice experiment, mixed logit 
model 

 
 

3.3.1 LITERATURE REVIEW 
In Chapter I, I conducted a global scale review of peer-reviewed literature on 
PLC policies and strategies to identify research trends and gaps. The review 
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combined quantitative with qualitative approaches (Grant and Booth, 2009) 
(Table 1). First, in order to identify the relevant articles to be analysed I con-
ducted a comprehensive keyword search including a broad set of synonyms for 
PLC in different countries and regions to account for the context-dependency 
in terminology. Then, I read all abstracts to ensure inclusion of articles ad-
dressing PLC policies, policy instruments, actions, and/or analysing their ef-
fectiveness and impacts on biodiversity conservation. Based on critical 
readings on the PLC literature and on the aims of the study, I qualitatively 
identified a set of topics of interest and classified each paper according to: (i) 
countries where the studies were conducted, (ii) conservation actions and pol-
icy instruments addressed, and (iii) stakeholder sectors reported to be engaged 
during the research process. In addition to this qualitative approach, I con-
ducted quantitative analyses to describe the main trends and gaps in the liter-
ature. Finally, I performed a content analysis to identify most frequent topics 
present in the articles’ abstracts. This complementary approach allowed me to 
obtain a comprehensive understanding of the literature, which was then used 
to inform both chapters II and III, together with extensive literature reviews 
on the addressed topics of each chapter. 

3.3.2 PLACE-BASED APPROACH  
Place-based research addresses the context-specific characteristics of different 
landscapes, explicitly taking into account the social–ecological dynamics of 
the system (Carpenter et al., 2012). Place-based empirical research can poten-
tially facilitate active learning about the practice of stewardship in social–eco-
logical systems that emerge from the interactions between people and nature 
(Cockburn et al., 2018). According to Balvanera et al. (2017), a successful 
place-based project can promote shared understanding of the social-ecological 
context between researchers and local communities while facilitating the iden-
tification of socially acceptable policy recommendations. 

In Chapter II, I implemented a place-based collaborative approach to un-
derstand landowners’ relationship with nature, their perceptions of the main 
problems affecting the area, and their vision of a desired future in a cultural 
landscape in Uruguay. In order to do so I applied the following methods: stake-
holder analysis, workshops and qualitative interviews. Analyses followed con-
structivist analytic methods (Charmaz, 2006), iteratively integrating inductive 
(i.e. grounded in the views and experiences of the participants) and deductive 
(i.e. inquiring about topics related to existing theoretical frameworks, such as 
sense of place and stewardship) approaches (Gooden, 2019; Moon et al., 
2016). 
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3.3.2.1 Stakeholder analysis 
Stakeholders are the parties whose interests may be affected by an action or 
who can influence a process (e.g. policy-making or implementation), using 
means at their disposal, such as power, legitimacy, and existing ties of collab-
oration and conflict (Reed et al., 2009). In order to adequately engage stake-
holders in the study area, in Chapter II I identified and characterized them 
according to their legitimacy, power, interests and relationships following 
Chevalier and Buckles (2008). 

3.3.2.2 Workshops 
In Chapter II, I conducted multiple workshops with diverse stakeholders (e.g. 
landowners, academics, managers, decision-makers). These workshops were 
conducted before, during and after the study in order to i) refine the overall 
scope of the study; ii) refine research questions and methods; iii) refine the 
geographical boundaries of the study area; iv) discuss the validity of our inter-
pretations; and v) discuss the implications of the results for future policy-mak-
ing. This method was key to implement the collaborative approach in practice, 
engaging stakeholders to adequately address complex science-implementa-
tion spaces (e.g. Reed et al. 2009; Sterling et al. 2017; Toomey et al. 2017). 

3.3.2.3 Qualitative interviews 
In Chapter II, I conducted qualitative interviews, in order to get in-depth un-
derstanding on landowners’ perceptions and to facilitate the emergence of un-
expected insights (Newing et al., 2011). While the interviews were flexible to 
follow landowners’ interests, the main topics discussed covered their sense of 
place, their relationship with nature, the main problems perceived to be affect-
ing the area and their vision for a desired future. As the approach was not 
based in any pre-conceived normative definition of nature conservation, I also 
inquired about their perception in order to inform future culturally appropri-
ate actions and avoid social conflicts (Crow and Baysha, 2013; Peterson et al., 
2010).   

3.3.3 STATED-PREFERENCE APPROACH 
Stated preference methods have been widely used to assess people’s prefer-
ences for non-marketed goods, services and novel policies (Adamowicz et al., 
1998; Hanley et al., 1998; Hanley and Czajkowski, 2019). One of the main ap-
proaches to stated-preference assessments are choice experiments, which al-
low to explore people’s choices in experimentally controlled hypothetical 
settings (Hanley and Czajkowski, 2019). Respondents to a choice experiment 
are asked to indicate their preferred choice between alternative options show-
ing a combination of attributes, defined by their levels (Hanley and 
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Czajkowski, 2019). People’s choices allow the relative values placed on each 
attribute to be statistically estimated (Adamowicz et al., 1998; Hanley et al., 
1998; Hensher et al., 2005). Compared to what is observable in real world sit-
uations, choice experiments allow for more variation in the attributes and lev-
els defining novel policies (Adamowicz et al., 1998; Rabotyagov and Lin, 2013; 
Train, 2009). In addition, combined with surveys and qualitative methods, it 
is possible to further explore the influence of a range of respondents’ socio-
economic background, attitudes and values on their preferences, while ac-
counting for non-observed sources of heterogeneity as random elements. 

In chapter III, I designed and implemented a choice experiment to assess 
landowners’ preferences for different novel voluntary PLC policies at the na-
tional level in Uruguay. Policies were designed based on findings from Chap-
ters I and II, and by following a multi-stage collaborative process (i.e. 
literature review, focus groups and interviews; Greiner, 2015). Novel policies 
included both monetary and non-monetary incentives, and requirement or 
“costs” (conservation action and contract length). Preferences were assessed 
by using an online survey in Spanish language. Moreover, I assessed the influ-
ence of a range of landowners’ socio-economic background and cultural as-
pects on their heterogeneity of preferences by using a mixed logit model 
(Broch et al., 2013; Greiner et al., 2014; Mariel et al., 2013).  

3.3.3.1 Focus groups and interviews 
Focus groups are a common approach when designing efficient and culturally 
appropriate choice experiments (Greiner et al., 2014; Hensher et al., 2005). In 
Chapter III, during the design of the survey I conducted multiple face-to-face 
focus groups discussions and interviews with a diverse group of stakeholders 
from the public, private and non-governmental sectors (e.g. practitioners, de-
cision-makers, academics and landowners). Participants were recruited fol-
lowing a combined approach including purposive sampling informed by 
stakeholder analysis and snowball sampling, asking interviewees to recom-
mend other participants (Newing et al., 2011). Participants were asked to pro-
vide feedback on the selection of relevant attributes and levels that were 
perceived to be understandable and important to landowners, while being fea-
sible to implement by conservation organizations working in the country. In 
addition, respondents were asked to provide feedback related to the use of cul-
turally appropriate content and clarity of the survey. The survey was adapted, 
piloted and finalised after feedback. 

3.3.3.2 Online survey  
In order to implement the choice experiment, I designed and distributed an 
online survey. The survey was structured in three parts: i) an introduction to 
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obtain informed consent; ii) the choice alternatives; and iii) the questions 
about socio-demographic background and other preferences and motivations 
(Chapter III). Compared to face-to-face interviews, an online survey allowed 
me to i) carry out a country-wide survey to reach out a larger proportion of the 
landowners’ population; ii) ensure full anonymity of respondents (no personal 
identifiers were collected); and iii) avoid an intrusive approach which may mo-
tivate strategic responses (Lindhjem and Navrud, 2011; Menegaki et al., 2016). 
The link to the online survey was distributed within landowners’ networks and 
organisations at a national level through pre-existing email lists and social me-
dia groups. It was also advertised via radio interviews. 
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4 MAIN RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

This thesis highlights that private land conservation research is a growing field 
in the global biodiversity conservation literature (Chapter I). However, the 
field has been mainly developed on a limited set of geographic locations, ad-
dressing a relatively narrow set of topics and policy instruments, while poorly 
reporting stakeholders’ engagement in research. The growing PLC literature 
provides important contributions and insights to the understanding of the 
multiplicity of factors influencing PLC success and to inform further research. 
However, considering that most processes involved in PLC are typically con-
text-dependent (Cooke et al., 2012), it is important to address the geographical 
and conceptual gaps identified in Chapter I in order to advance into a more 
comprehensive understanding of PLC that would help inform policy-making 
across regions. My in-depth results at the local scale in a cultural landscape in 
Uruguay (Chapter II) revealed opportunities to promote voluntary PLC by 
supporting landowners’ current environmental stewardship. However, such 
policies would need to account for landowners’ identity, values and needs, 
while aligning with broader social and rural development goals. Similarly, re-
sults at the national scale, in Chapter III, showed that landowners in Uruguay 
are willing to engage in voluntary PLC if policies would meet their preferences 
in terms incentives and conditions (e.g. allowing for traditional cattle ranching 
inside conservation areas). Designing a diverse set of policy instruments, in-
cluding monetary and non-monetary incentives, would help foster participa-
tion in future PLC initiatives by addressing the diversity of participants’ values, 
motivations, expectations, and experiences (Chapter III).  

Overall, my thesis shows the importance of conducting research at different 
scales, following collaborative transdisciplinary approaches in order to get a 
more comprehensive understanding of social-ecological phenomena. This is 
also by taking into account different worldviews, perspectives, preferences, 
drivers and to expand the set of context specific options to foster voluntary 
conservation. At the same time, navigating some of the inherent multiscale 
complexities of PLC revealed different key issues that could not be addressed 
in this thesis, such as the influence of global market drivers, national and local 
institutions and governance schemes. Adequately addressing these issues in 
future actionable research could help inform the design of more effective le-
gitimate and equitable policies within and across contexts. 
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4.1 GLOBAL SCALE:  
TRENDS AND GAPS IN PLC LITERATURE 

The results from the global literature review revealed a strong geographical 
bias with most scientifically published research conducted in four countries 
only, the U.S.A., Australia, South Africa and Canada (Fig. 3) (Fitzsimons, 2015; 
Maciejewski et al., 2016; Merenlender et al., 2004; Schuster et al., 2017). In 
order to understand how variations in local contexts might influence policy 
outcomes, my findings show that there is need to conduct more research in 
different underrepresented geographical regions, where land is mostly pri-
vately owned (Cetas and Yasué, 2016; Cooke et al., 2012; Selinske et al., 2017; 
Sorice and Donlan, 2015). Beyond this geographical bias, literature content 
revealed some degree of heterogeneity in terms of the topics addressed in dif-
ferent continents, which might contribute to the understanding of regional 
needs and opportunities to increase PLC impact on the ground. 

Figure 3.  Global distribution of private land conservation peer-reviewed articles in English, 
classified according to the countries where the studies were conducted. Colour clas-
sification shows the number of articles per country and was prepared using the geo-
metrical interval method in ArcMap™ (Esri- ArcGIS®).  

I found that literature mostly focused on addressing property rights policy 
instruments (e.g. conservation easements and covenants) as a way to promote 
biodiversity conservation on private land (Fig. 4). Conservation easements 
generally focus on restricting development and preventing land use change, 
rather than on fostering stewardship and adaptive management (Rissman et 
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al., 2013; Rissman, 2016). However, I found that only few articles addressed 
their effectiveness and long-term conservation security (e.g. Braza, 2017; Byrd 
et al., 2009; Copeland et al., 2013; Farmer et al., 2017; Hardy et al., 2017; 
Pocewicz et al., 2011; Selinske et al., 2019). Since, investing in property rights 
acquisitions is becoming an increasing practice internationally, there is an ur-
gent need to assess their implications in different socio-political contexts, par-
ticularly with regards to the effectiveness of public expenditure, transparency 
and equity (Cooke and Corbo-Perkins, 2018; Rissman et al., 2017).  

Figure 4.  Barplot showing the number of scientific peer-reviewed articles in English addressing 
different private land conservation policy instruments. Note that a given article can 
address more than one policy instrument. 

Finally, in spite of recent emphasis on stakeholders’ engagement in conser-
vation research (Reed et al. 2009; Sterling et al. 2017; Toomey et al. 2017), 
almost half of the PLC studies did not report any stakeholder sector engage-
ment in their research processes and cross-sector stakeholders’ engagement 
was often missing (Fig. 5). Integrating different stakeholders’ perspectives into 
research and decision-making is a crucial aspect that could potentially lead to 
the formulation of more legitimate and actionable policy proposals (Beier et 
al., 2017; de Vente et al., 2016; Jolibert and Wesselink, 2012). While stake-
holders’ engagement in research might not always be fully documented in 
peer-reviewed articles (Jolibert and Wesselink, 2012), it would be important 
to improve its documentation to increase future learning opportunities. 
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Figure 5.  Reported stakeholders’ engagement in private land conservation scientific peer-re-
viewed articles in English, shown as the number of articles reporting the engagement 
of none, one, two and three stakeholder sectors (i.e. private, public and civil society) 
in the research process. 

4.2 LOCAL SCALE: ENVIRONMENTAL STEWARDSHIP 
IN A CULTURAL LANDSCAPE 

In Chapter II, by implementing a place-based approach (Balvanera et al., 2017) 
in a cultural landscape in Uruguay, I found that landowners considered them-
selves and their neighbours as stewards of local nature and culture. In line with 
the recent examinations of human nature relationships in social-ecological 
systems literature (Díaz et al., 2018; Enqvist et al., 2018; Jax et al., 2018; 
Pascual et al., 2017; West et al., 2018), I found that landowners’ perceptions of 
local environmental stewardship were strongly mediated by their perceived 
benefits and conflicts with nature and their sense of place. Similar to the find-
ings by Raymond et al. (2016), landowners showed an holistic understanding 
of stewardship, recognizing complex interdependencies between food produc-
tion (cattle ranching) and ecological systems. Traditional cattle ranching on 
native grasslands was a core element of their stewardship, underlying self-
identity, social cohesion and daily connections with nature (Díaz et al., 2018; 
Hall, 2019; IPBES, 2018; Modernel et al., 2016; Pascual et al., 2017). These 
results suggest that traditional conservation approaches failing to recognize 
existing links between people and nature (e.g. increasing regulations or buying 
property rights) are unlikely to foster environmental stewardship and provide 
long-term conservation outcomes in cultural landscapes (Bennett et al., 
2019b; Bohnet and Konold, 2015; Chapman et al., 2019; Fischer et al., 2012; 
Moon et al., 2019). Instead, designing policies that would support existing lo-
cal environmental stewardship, aligned with landowners’ motivations and 
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needs, offer unique opportunities to meet socio-economic and ecological goals 
in the long term (Cetas and Yasué, 2016; Rueda et al., 2019). 

Developing a shared understanding of the locally perceived problems and 
threats is key to support and further incentivize local stewardship in cultural 
landscapes (Bennett et al., 2018; Enqvist et al., 2018; Moon et al., 2019). In 
this sense, the in-depth approach used in Chapter II helped reveal that rural 
exodus and shrubland and forest encroachment were among the main pres-
sures perceived to threaten the long-term economic, social and environmental 
sustainability in the area. In Chapter II, I discuss specific policy recommenda-
tions emerging from the study to help address some of the locally perceived 
problems (Fig. 6).  
 

Figure 6.  Conceptual model of our collaborative place-based approach. The approach is 
based on understanding landowners’ perceptions on the main dimensions of the lo-
cal social ecological context (sense of place, benefit and conflicts with nature and 
social-ecological problems) and their vision for the future to identify a set of policy 
instruments, based on people’s and nature’s needs, that would facilitate local stew-
ardship and sustainable production in the long term. Some of the policy instruments 
that could potentially be implemented in our study area are: a) access to remote 
secondary education programs and capacity building; b) landowners networks; c) 
technical assistance from interdisciplinary teams; d-e) cost-share incentives to as-
sist with the implementation of conservation actions; f) support to develop ecotour-
ism initiatives; g) integration of different knowledge systems (e.g. local, academic) 
to find solutions to local problems; h-i) support to develop sustainable production 
and ecotourism certification schemes. 

For example, landowners expressed the need for receiving support to en-
hance their autonomy, competence and relatedness, in line with insights from 
self-determination theory (Cetas and Yasué, 2016). In the context of future 
voluntary PLC policies, landowners suggested to include non-monetary incen-
tives rather than only payments for conservation. Among the incentives, they 
mentioned the need for building local capacities (e.g. through trainings and 
workshops) and for accessing technical assistance from interdisciplinary 
teams (e.g. agronomists and conservationists working together). According to 
their views, these instruments might help mitigate rural exodus and address 
land management challenges respectively (Deotti and Estruch, 2016; Li et al., 
2019). Overall, my results showed that biodiversity conservation goals in this 
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cultural landscape cannot be pursued in isolation from social and rural devel-
opment goals (Hanks, 1984; Mikulcak et al., 2013) and need to consider al-
ready existing local environmental stewardship in order to succeed. 

4.3 NATIONAL SCALE: LANDOWNERS’ PREFERENCES 
FOR NOVEL PLC POLICIES 

While there is a global growing tendency to foster landowners’ engagement in 
conservation by providing financial incentives (Chapter I), in-depth findings 
at the local scale in Uruguay (Chapter II) revealed that policies relying mainly 
on these instruments might marginalize other motivations for environmental 
stewardship. In order to bridge these global trends and local findings, in Chap-
ter III I conducted a national scale assessment of landowners’ preferences for 
novel voluntary policies, including both monetary and non-monetary incen-
tives. Overall, I found that landowners in Uruguay showed positive interest in 
joining voluntary PLC programs with heterogeneous preferences for policies 
according to their socio-economic background. In line with local scale findings 
in Chapter II, monetary incentives were also not the main attractor for land-
owners to participate in future PLC policies at the national scale. Instead, non-
monetary incentives were mostly preferred, given that cattle ranching would 
be allowed inside those conservation areas. As found in Chapter II, cattle 
ranching on native grasslands is a core element of landowners’ environmental 
stewardship and livelihoods. In Uruguay, traditional cattle ranching on native 
grasslands is also a key aspect supporting land management inside and outside 
protected areas (Cortés-Capano et al., 2020; de Freitas et al., 2019; Lapetina, 
2012; Modernel et al., 2019). Recent findings at the global level showed that 
Sustainable Development Goals and Nature’s Contribution to People can ben-
efit, with no significant adverse trade-offs, from improving land grazing and 
livestock management (Hall, 2019; McElwee et al., 2020; Proença and 
Teixeira, 2019). Overall, my findings showed that integrating context-specific 
social-ecological characteristics is a crucial aspect to maximize landowners’ 
participation and design effective, legitimate and equitable PLC policies 
(Cooke et al., 2012; Moon et al., 2014; Raymond and Brown, 2011). 

While policies centred around monetary incentives may create financial de-
pendency among landowners (Clements and Cumming, 2018; Gooden and ‘t 
Sas-Rolfes, 2020; Selinske et al., 2017; Yasué and Kirkpatrick, 2018), policies 
designed to build landowners’ capacity might foster their intrinsic motivations 
and stewardship in the long-term (Cetas and Yasué, 2016; Gooden and 
Grenyer, 2019). In Chapter III, I found that non-monetary incentives were 
particularly important for landowners with lower formal education levels and 
owning smaller properties. Integrating this result into future PLC policies de-
sign at the national level might help achieve biodiversity conservation, while 
fostering broader social and rural development aims (Cortés-Capano et al., 
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2020; Hanks, 1984; Mikulcak et al., 2013). In addition, similar to other con-
texts, landowners in Uruguay preferred policies with shorter contract length 
agreements (e.g. Espinosa-Goded et al., 2010; Hanley et al., 2012; Horne, 
2006; Layton and Siikamäki, 2009; Sheremet et al., 2018; Sorice et al., 2013). 
However, I found that landowners already participating in either production 
or conservation groups preferred to engage in longer-term agreements and 
were more interested in allocating larger proportions of their properties to bi-
odiversity conservation. Therefore, fostering existing landowners’ networks 
(e.g. exchange of diverse knowledge, skills and resources) may increase en-
gagement in the long term while facilitating the coordination of conservation 
actions across property boundaries and social learning (Banerjee et al., 2017; 
Cortés-Capano et al., 2020; Duff et al., 2017; Hoffman, 2017; Kuhfuss et al., 
2016; Maciejewski et al., 2016). Overall, my results suggest that designing a 
diverse set of policy instruments, including monetary and non-monetary in-
centives and flexible options regarding contract length, would help foster par-
ticipation and long-term engagement based on addressing the diversity of 
participants’ values, motivations, expectations and experiences. 

4.4 REFLECTIONS ABOUT SCALE IN  
PRIVATE LAND CONSERVATION 

Understanding multiple and complex problems related to scale, and particu-
larly how institutions and policies might fit social-ecological systems structure 
and dynamics, is central for research and decision-making in biodiversity con-
servation and sustainability (Cumming et al., 2013; Epstein et al., 2015; 
Fischer et al., 2015; Folke et al., 2011; Häyhä et al., 2016; Liu et al., 2018; 
Ostrom, 2009; Sterling et al., 2017; Wu, 2019). Although comprehensively ad-
dressing these issues is beyond the scope of this thesis, I discuss here some 
reflections related to PLC.  

Following up from a critical realism position, understanding wicked prob-
lems, such as biodiversity loss and the efficacy of PLC policies, requires as-
sessing multiple levels of reality at different spatial and temporal scales 
(Bhaskar et al., 2010; Cockburn et al., 2020). This is because, the world is 
stratified and different scales will exhibit emergent and unique mechanisms 
and properties, which are often non-reducible to other scales. For example, 
while global studies are important to get broad understanding of trends and 
gaps in research (Chapter I), the information produced at such a broad scale 
might fail to capture context-specific values, perspectives and needs at policy-
relevant scales (e.g. local and national, Chapter II and Chapter III respectively) 
(Brockington et al., 2018; E.J. Sterling et al., 2017). In the context of exploring 
opportunities to develop PLC policies at national scales (Chapters III), first 
assessing landowners’ motivations and needs at the local scale (Chapter II), is 
important to understand the conditions that would facilitate the implementa-
tion of socially and culturally appropriate policies, that would benefit both 
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people and nature. However, challenges may also emerge when generalising 
information from local to a broader scale, as it might not reflect the specific 
place-based characteristics across social-ecological contexts. For example, 
while the findings on preferences for PLC policies in Uruguay filled important 
information gaps in the global literature (e.g. role of non-monetary incentives 
to increase policy participation, Chapter II and Chapter III), their transfera-
bility to broader scales and other contexts would require applying critical com-
parative case-study approaches (Cockburn et al., 2020). More studies aiming 
to increase understanding of diverse systems are, therefore, needed and could 
be integrated in comparative case studies in order to identify cross-context 
general principles (e.g. Balvanera et al., 2017; de Vente et al., 2016; Fagerholm 
et al., 2020; García-Martín et al., 2018). 

Contextualising the role of PLC within broader social, economic and polit-
ical drivers operating at different scales is also crucial in order to adequately 
identify potential opportunities and constrains. This means that it is important 
to assess how different “external” conditions, operating at various scales, 
might facilitate or limit the efficacy of PLC policies (e.g. funding, telecoupling, 
policy regimes, market drivers) (Clements et al., 2020; Díaz et al., 2019; Green 
et al., 2019; Leverkus et al., 2020; Martín-López et al., 2019; Paavola et al., 
2009; Rocha et al., 2019; Waldron et al., 2013; Zimmerer et al., 2018). In 
Chapter II, rural exodus was perceived at the local scale to be one of the main 
pressures that threaten the long-term economic, social and environmental 
sustainability of the cultural landscape. Far from being a local problem, rural 
exodus is a complex global issue, causing the shrinkage of rural communities’ 
economies and autonomy (Li et al., 2019). While my thesis shows that cultur-
ally appropriate PLC policies might help foster local environmental steward-
ship, it would be important to understand how other global drivers, which are 
beyond the scope of locally crafted policies, might hinder their long-term suc-
cess. Moreover, in a recent study conducted in South Africa, landowners iden-
tified threats to PLC interacting across scales, namely direct threats to 
biodiversity within properties (e.g. poaching, alien invasive species) and socio-
economic threats at broader scales (e.g. national policies, global economic 
fluctuations) (Clements et al., 2020). While such an in-depth analysis extends 
beyond the scope of this thesis, my results revealed the need for further studies 
assessing potential opportunities and constrains arising from multiple- scale 
drivers in PLC. Analysing different scales and following transdisciplinary ap-
proaches would provide a more comprehensive understanding of complex so-
cial-ecological phenomena, facilitating the co-production of actionable 
knowledge (Bhaskar et al., 2010).  



 

37 

4.5 INSIGHTS TO INFORM VOLUNTARY PLC  
POLICY-MAKING IN URUGUAY 

Since most of the land in Uruguay is privately owned, voluntary PLC can play 
a key role in promoting biodiversity conservation and sustainable develop-
ment at the local and national scales. As a signatory to the CBD and with lim-
ited resources for implementing conservation actions, voluntary PLC is also 
important to help meet national and international biodiversity conservation 
targets. While the voluntary PLC has been officially recognized (Law N° 
19.535, Article 163, October 2017, https://www.impo.com.uy/bases/leyes-
originales/19535-2017/163), the policy still lacks instruments and has not 
been developed or implemented yet.  Di Minin et al. (2017) identified priority 
areas for the conservation of biodiversity and ecosystem services at the cadas-
tral level in Uruguay. In order to enhance implementation and identify the 
most appropriate PLC policies, there was a need to understand landowners’ 
perspectives and preferences. In this context, both the collaborative processes 
implemented in this thesis and the results aimed at providing actionable in-
formation to assist policy-making at the local and national scales. In Chapters 
II and III, I provided specific policy recommendations for doing so, based on 
empirical observations emerging from the studies (for more details see respec-
tive chapters). These results can also be channeled back into a national spatial 
conservation prioritization that considers opportunities for implementation 
based on the preferences and socio-economic information of the respondents. 
In Box 1, I briefly suggest a non-exhaustive series of aspects that, based on my 
results and on a critical reading of the PLC literature, should be considered in 
the policy-making processes and further addressed in future studies in order 
to foster PLC in Uruguay.  

 
BOX 1. INSIGHTS FOR VOLUNTARY PLC POLICY-MAKING IN URUGUAY 

 
Stakeholders’ engagement and participation: considering that a wide range of stakeholders 

might be interested or affected by the implementation of PLC policies, these policies should be 

developed collaboratively, engaging a diverse set of stakeholders from the public, private and 

civil society sectors, at different stages of the policy-process (e.g. Reed et al. 2009; Sterling et al. 

2017; Toomey et al. 2017). The participation processes should be carefully designed addressing 

among other factors, power relations, legitimacy and conflicts of interest, aiming to build trust 

and collaboration between stakeholders (de Vente et al., 2016; Hurlbert and Gupta, 2015; Reed 

et al., 2018). In addition, a fair and transparent flow of information could foster social learning 

(e.g. from communication to co-production) (Clements et al., 2018; Reed et al., 2018).  

 

Plural policies: as a result of the collaborative processes, future policies should have broad goals 

explicitly acknowledging the plurality of values, knowledge systems (e.g. academic, local) pref-

erences, motivations and needs of different stakeholders.  
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Recognition and governance: Promoting voluntary conservation in a way that would contribute 

to broader transformative changes towards sustainability in Uruguay (Abson et al., 2017; Fischer 

and Riechers, 2019) would require addressing different complex issues at different scales (e.g. 

rural exodus, Chapter II). Future policies in Uruguay should recognize and support already ex-

isting conservation and sustainable development initiatives (e.g. on the ground conservation 

programs) at different scale, from the public, private and civil society sectors. Existing and future 

initiatives should be integrated within adequate governance schemes that would foster a better 

fit of institutional and social-ecological systems dynamics (e.g. polycentric governance) (Epstein 

et al., 2020; Oberlack et al., 2018; Ostrom, 2010).  

 

Policy instruments and resilience: future policies should implement a diverse set of policy in-

struments and flexible agreements to account for landowners’ heterogeneous needs and to help 

address some of the locally perceived problems. Since there are numerous drives of uncertainty 

influencing the success of PLC, these instruments should aim at fostering resilience at different 

scales, from the individual property level to the landscape and national scale. For example, pol-

icy instruments to foster resilience at the property level might include providing support to: i) 

diversify current business models (e.g. integrating ecotourism and cattle ranching); ii) improve 

land management, increasing native grasslands resilience to extreme climatic events such as se-

vere droughts; Modernel et al., 2019) and; iii) build capacity for long-term conservation and 

sustainable production fostering landowner’ autonomy and self-efficacy (Cetas and Yasué, 2016; 

Selinske et al., 2019). In addition, fostering multi-stakeholders networks could help enhance 

resilience at the landscape and national scale by facilitating the coordination of conservation 

actions across property boundaries and the exchange of diverse knowledge, skills and resources 

(Banerjee et al., 2017; Cortés-Capano et al., 2020; Duff et al., 2017; Hoffman, 2017; Kuhfuss et 

al., 2016; Maciejewski et al., 2016). 

 

Monitoring: in order to evaluate PLC policies effectiveness it would be necessary to design and 

implement monitoring systems that would: i) capture diverse ecological, social and psychologi-

cal dimensions contributing to biodiversity conservation and sustainable production (Selinske 

et al., 2015, 2019); ii) enable adaptive management and governance of complex social-ecological 

systems (Folke et al., 2005; Schultz et al., 2015; Waylen et al., 2019) and; iii) be based on cultur-

ally grounded indicators (Eleanor Sterling et al., 2017).  
 
Part of the work I conducted in this thesis was performed under a project 

supported by the Uruguayan Ministry of Housing, Land Planning and Envi-
ronment (project URU/13/G35) In this context, I prepared different reports in 
Spanish language in order to inform on the ground policy-making (e.g. 
(Cortés-Capano et al., 2018, 2017; Fernández et al., 2017). In order to build 
institutional capacities, reports also included methodological protocols on 
how to inquire about landowners’ motivations and needs at the local level (e.g. 
stockholder analysis, interview design). Moreover, as part of the collaborative 
approach, I presented the main results of this thesis in different national and 
regional venues (e.g. meetings, conferences and seminars), and in different ra-
dio interviews, in order to reach a diverse stakeholders audience in Uruguay.  
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5 CONCLUDING REMARKS  

There is no single strategy that would provide a comprehensive solution to our 
current global crisis of biodiversity, there is no panacea (Chan et al., 2020; 
Ostrom et al., 2007). Although PLC policies can potentially contribute to the 
necessary wider societal transformation towards sustainability, their contri-
bution is limited as they are only a piece of a bigger puzzle. Hence, we need to 
understand how to better fit these policies into broader societal goals towards 
sustainability and how they may contribute to human well-being and biodiver-
sity conservation (Gooden, 2019; Horton et al., 2017; G. N. Wallace et al., 
2008; Yasué et al., 2020). If PLC policies are not contributing to foster envi-
ronmental and social justice, they may create unexpected negative impact on 
people (Bennett et al., 2019a). For example, researchers have warned that the 
emergence of PLC in some contexts has led to negative impacts such as cultural 
conflicts, exclusion of people to resources and decision-making, and green 
grabbing (Benjamin Cooke and Corbo-Perkins, 2018; Gooden and ‘t Sas-
Rolfes, 2020; Holmes, 2015, 2014, Serenari et al., 2017, 2015). Reversing un-
wanted outcomes (e.g. negative attitudes towards conservation, further dis-
connection between people and nature) may require much higher efforts from 
stakeholders and become more challenging (Bennett et al., 2019b; Bennett and 
Dearden, 2014; Chapman et al., 2019). However, these challenges should not 
prevent us from action. Instead, it urges us to increase our efforts to under-
stand the complexity behind socio-ecological systems and to navigate science-
policy interfaces. There are promising platforms contributing to these efforts, 
such as the Intergovernmental Platform for Biodiversity and Ecosystem Ser-
vices (IPBES), which is promoting the integrations of scales and different 
knowledge types, engaging diverse stockholders in the processes. In addition, 
other examples may include the Programs on Ecosystems Change and Society 
(PECS) (Balvanera et al., 2017; Carpenter et al., 2012), Future Earth (van der 
Hel 2016), and ENVISION project (https://inclusive-conservation.org/the-
project/). In addition, recognizing already existing successful initiatives, such 
as the “Seeds for a good Anthropocene” initiative (https://goodanthropo-
cenes.net/), may help learning best practices from a diverse set of examples at 
the global level. Adequately integrating PLC into these broader initiatives may 
help to add another piece in the sustainability solutions puzzle. 

 
In order to better understand and steer the contribution of PLC policies in the 
broader context of transformative change towards sustainable pathways, it 
might be insightful to observe these policies through the lens of leverage points 
for sustainability. Leverage points are places in a system where a small change 
could lead to a proportionally large shift in systems’ behaviour and outcomes 
(Abson et al., 2017; Chan et al., 2020; Fischer and Riechers, 2019; Meadows, 
2009). According to this approach, there are different points to intervene in a 
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system, with an increasing level of transformative potential. PLC conservation 
policies, if adequately implemented (e.g. integrating stakeholders motivations 
and needs), can potentially be used to intervene in the “design” of a systems 
by introducing new rules, such as incentives and regulations to environmental 
governance (Fischer and Riechers, 2019). In addition, as suggested in Chapter 
II, by fostering landowners’ social-cohesion and collaboration grounded in ru-
rality (e.g. exchange of diverse knowledge, skills and resources), PLC policies 
may help promote self-organization and facilitate resilience to emerging socio-
ecological disruptions (Leap and Thompson, 2018). These are considered re-
latively deep leverage points, where interventions are difficult and require dee-
per understanding and engagement at societal level but have great potential to 
foster transformative changes towards sustainability (Abson et al., 2017; 
Fischer and Riechers, 2019).  

 
To conclude, at the time when this thesis synopsis is being written, the global 
COVID-19 pandemic is causing unprecedented worldwide health, economic, 
social and environmental impacts, with uncertain consequences for global and 
regional sustainability (e.g. Corlett et al., 2020; Guerriero et al., 2020; Johns 
Hopkins Coronavirus Resource Center, 2020; Marco et al., 2020). Diverse 
stakeholders (e.g. decision-makers, civil society, academics) are increasingly 
discussing about the urgency of shifting current development paradigms. 
These include, for example, to reduce pressures on biodiversity, promote re-
silient and fair food production systems, developing coordinated and preven-
tive health systems and overall, to integrate local, national and global scale 
solutions (e.g. Béné, 2020; Fatiou and de Paula, 2020; Naidoo and Fisher, 
2020; Oldekop et al., 2020; Paul et al., 2020). The magnitude of such complex 
global issues might generate the impression that local actions may be unable 
to address these challenges (Bennett et al., 2018). However, engaging into lo-
cal environmental actions may provide ways for people to develop meaningful 
experiences (Ives et al., 2019), to imagine alternative futures (Wyborn et al., 
2020) and to promote transformative changes towards sustainability (Bennett 
et al., 2018; Chan et al., 2020). Reflecting on this, I hope this thesis makes a 
contribution both to the scientific literature and to expand the space for the 
emergence of a wide range of policy options to foster environmental ste-
wardship on the ground.  
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