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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Efforts to manage conservation conflicts are typically focused on
reconciling disputes between opposing stakeholders over conservation objectives. However, this is an oversimplification of conflict
dynamics, driven by the difficulties of understanding and addressing deeper-rooted issues. In this study, an ethnographic approach
using a combination of informal discussions, participant observation, and in-depth interviews was used to examine local stakeholder narratives around a conservation conflict over grouse
shooting and raptor conservation. Analysis highlighted three main
narratives – cooperation, resistance, and despondence, that served
as a basis for individuals to justify their responses to conflict: to
work toward collaboration, act antagonistically, or avoid. Our analysis suggests that the current status quo in conflict management
serves to reinforce antagonistic positions. We recommend a more
nuanced approach to understanding stakeholder decision-making
that goes beyond superficial disputes to recognize diversity within
stakeholder groups, access hidden voices, and encompass the
wider socio-political context.
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Introduction
Wildlife management, land-use and the conservation of nature involve a diversity of
people and interests, with different and often conflicting opinions of the natural world
and how it should, or should not, be managed (Redpath, Gutierrez, et al. 2015; Mason
et al. 2018). As conflicts are often framed around distinct stakeholder groups with divergent goals, objectives or world views, it follows that the management of conflicts in
practice is largely focused on bringing representatives of the opposed parties together to
foster constructive dialogue, develop joint solutions, share knowledge and reconcile their
differences (Butler et al. 2015; Ainsworth et al. 2020).
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In recent years, however, the literature on conservation conflicts has increasingly recognized that seeing conflicts as clashing interests or values relating to nature is an oversimplification (Mason et al. 2018; von Essen and Allen 2020). Although conflicts do
involve conservation-related disputes, they also stem from – and are exacerbated by – a
highly complex and multi-dimensional suite of issues that go beyond these arguments.
These include, but are not limited to, cultural or social norms (De Pourcq et al. 2019),
political histories (Mathevet et al. 2015), fractured relationships and diminished trust
(Young et al. 2016a), entrenched societal inequities (Kashwan 2017), and power asymmetries (Raik, Wilson, and Decker 2008). Therefore the decision of how to act in a conflict situation – how to interact, which “strategy” to adopt, and who to trust – is likely
not based on group or individual interests alone, but also on attitudes and judgements
based on past events, and the wider socio-political context (Madden and McQuinn
2014; Bergius, Benjaminsen, and Widgren 2018). Ignoring or overlooking these elements
risks causing further polarization (von Essen and Allen 2020).
An in-depth, nuanced approach to stakeholder analyses allows for these more subtle
arguments to become apparent, highlighting future avenues for management that could
be more productive than the current trajectory of reinforcing antagonistic positions.
Studies have used experimental games (Rakotonarivo et al. 2020), Q-methodology (Rust
et al. 2017) and participatory social-network mapping (Jin et al. 2021) to better understand stakeholder motivations and decision-making relating to conservation conflicts.
Here, we use the conceptual framing of Harrison and Loring (2020), which defines conservation conflicts as stories with numerous, inter-related storylines told from multiple
perspectives. This framing aligns with the view of conflicts as dynamic processes with
complex histories and multiple facets (Cusack et al. 2021). If we are to understand conflicts as stories – built and sustained by the different ways in which actors see the world
– then examining narratives provides useful insight into their underlying causes.
Narratives are a mode of communication, where diverse events are drawn together and
retold in a way that conveys a certain interpretation of reality (Benjaminsen and
Svarstad 2010; Ingram, Ingram, and Lejano 2019). Analyzing the events an individual
chooses to recall, and how they are linked, can reveal complicated relationships between
social, political and environmental factors that may otherwise be overlooked (Bixler
2013). Through narrative analysis, we may gain insight into people’s responses to conflict, and the meaning and motivations behind them (Bruner 1993).
In this study, we analyzed narratives of stakeholders associated with a highly contentious conservation conflict in Scotland, UK, which concerns land management for the
sport of driven grouse shooting and, predominantly, the conservation of birds of prey
(or “raptors”). Despite protective legislation, many species of raptor are persecuted to
prevent the predation of a valuable game-bird, red grouse (Thirgood and Redpath
2008). Driven grouse shooting has become an increasingly controversial practice over
the last few decades; the ongoing illegal persecution1 of raptors has sparked national
debate, in conjunction with other concerns as to the environmental impact of grouse
moor management (Hodgson et al. 2018). A shift in environmental governance –
whereby responsibility for land management decisions has been devolved from private
land ownership to more networked modes of governance – has broadened the involvement of stakeholders in decision-making processes to non-governmental organizations
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and government bodies (Dinnie, Fischer, and Huband 2015). Combined with a wider
societal and political shift toward more “pro-conservation” discourses (Romsdahl et al.
2017), conflicts have emerged around Scottish land use, access and rights, as well as
wildlife management and species impact (Fischer and Marshall 2010; Dinnie, Fischer,
and Huband 2015). Several attempts at reconciliation have failed to achieve long-lasting
solutions to the problem, pointing to the need to delve deeper into stakeholder perspectives and decision-making, acknowledging that the unresolved issues transcend focal
disputes between pro-shooting and pro-conservation interests (Hodgson et al. 2018).
Conflict escalation and persistence in Scotland, and the need for in-depth social and
political analyses of this case study reflects that of other conservation conflicts globally,
including wolves and hunting in Scandinavia (Von Essen et al. 2015), seal protection
and human recreation in California (Konrad and Levine 2021) and people-park conflicts
in Ghana (Soliku and Schraml 2020).
We contribute to the global ddebate on conservation conflict management and stakeholder interaction by applying an ethnographic approach, including participant observation, informal discussions, and in-depth interviews with land managers and raptor
conservationists to identify core narratives and better understand the different events
and experiences that have led to certain interpretations of the conflict, and stakeholder
responses to management. Our findings carry important implications for changing the
status quo regarding current global trends in conflict management, especially regarding
multi-stakeholder forums, and we identify avenues toward more constructive processes.
Conflicts as Stories: Narrative Analysis
Mishler (1991) – one of the leading scholars of narrative psychology – describes narratives as “ … individuals’ contextual understanding of their problems, in their own terms”
(142). Narratives therefore do not accurately reflect reality, but rather how an individual
experienced an event and made sense of it (Svarstad 2002). They can be used to convey
a certain message, justify actions and behaviors or bring others round to a specific way
of thinking (Bennett 2019). Researchers in the social and political sciences have highlighted the advantages of the narrative concept as an accessible way of understanding
people’s realities and motivations, as well as exploring perspectives that may otherwise
be lost in more standard assessments of stakeholder decision-making (Cieslik, Dewulf,
and Buytaert 2020).
In social science, a central aspect of a narrative is chronology in that events are retold
in a sequential order. Narratives therefore have a distinct structure – a beginning, middle and end, or a clear line of argumentation with a premise and conclusion (Roe
1994). Although we acknowledge the importance of chronology, we also agree with
Cieslik, Dewulf, and Buytaert (2020) in that causality sometimes takes precedence over
chronology. Our methodology is therefore more in line with that of Elliot (2005), who
distinguishes between narrative analysis for social context, for form, and for content.
Social context examines how and where stories are told, whereas form analysis is more
concerned with structural elements such as order, plot and genre. Here, we are most
interested in understanding the content of the narrative, in particular how stakeholders
establish causal links between events, actors, and remembered facts to justify their own
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actions. This type of analysis also allows for comparison between individuals, and for
commonalities to be drawn to establish patterns within groups of people (Czarniawska
2004). For the purpose of our research, we examine how individuals construct a premise
based on their experiences and interactions within the conflict, and how they establish
causality between these events to reach a conclusion on the “right” way to act within
the conflict.

Methods
Based on an initial conflict mapping exercise (Hodgson et al. 2018) we identified “key”
stakeholders, including gamekeepers (responsible for the upkeep of private sporting
estates), landowners, and raptor monitors (responsible for the collection of data regarding raptor populations). We focused on “local” stakeholder groups as there is a paucity
of data regarding the perspectives of these groups (Swan et al. 2020), chosen on the
basis that they were not part of national-level dialogue initiatives and worked predominantly at ground level. To obtain a diverse range of perspectives, participants were
selected from locations across Scotland where there were high concentrations of grouse
shooting estates, and a diversity of shooting practices (e.g. driven shooting, walked-up
shooting and deer stalking). In the interests of participant confidentiality, exact locations
cannot be released. Purposive sampling was used initially, based on contacts established
during previous work and through relevant organizations and interest groups e.g.
Regional Moorland Groups and Scottish Raptor Study Groups. A “snowball” technique
was then employed, whereby existing participants were asked to provide contacts of
others with relevant perspectives (Bryman 2004). Fieldwork was carried out from
February 2016 to August 2017.
For the purpose of this research, which involved a conflict where some behavior could
be perceived as “wrong” or deemed socially unacceptable, such as wildlife crime and acts
of resistance (Von Essen et al. 2014), we chose a two-stage interview process, consisting
of: (1) ethnographic interviews and (2) recorded, semi-structured interviews.
Ethnographic interviews are a form of participant observation that take place in an informal setting, and often consist of loosely structured discussions to allow participants the
freedom to raise topics they believe to be of relevance and importance to the situation
(Berg 2004). Ethnographic approaches are, for example, often used in peace research and
the examination of other sensitive subjects, as they allow researchers to engage with individual and community experiences within a local context, and in a relatively relaxed and
“safe” environment for the participant (Millar 2018). In the context of this study, sessions
consisted of activities held in a variety of settings, such as hill walks, monitoring expeditions, and manual estate work. Some took place with individuals, whereas others were in a
group setting. Interviews with 19 gamekeepers, 18 raptor monitors and 5 estate workers
who did not identify as “gamekeepers” (e.g. deer stalker, ghillie, or estate owner) (total
n ¼ 42) were completed. Each participant was interviewed twice. These ethnographic
interviews were not audio-recorded, but detailed notes were taken from each session
which later provided social context to inform guidelines for the second stage of the study
(semi-structured interviews). Further – and relevant to the highly sensitive nature of this
conflict –trust was built in the study and the research team, which encouraged openness
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and transparency in participants regarding their experiences. Confidentiality was maintained through the generation of numbered “codes” for each participant.
Semi-structured interviews were designed to complement the ethnographic study, and
interview guides were constructed to focus on key topics raised by participants of the
ethnographic stage (Table A2 for example interview guide). These topics covered individual perceptions of the conflict, relationships with members of the community and
other communities, perceptions of national actors (NGOs and governments), and participant engagement with conflict management methods. Of the 42 contacts included in
the ethnographic stage, 20 individuals  10 raptor monitors, and 10 gamekeepers –
were selected at random to minimize bias. The smaller sample size was chosen to allow
for a more in-depth exploration of the issues raised during the ethnographic discussions, under the time period of the present study. Interviews took place in a one-to-one
setting, and were audio recorded.
Interview recordings (n ¼ 20) were transcribed verbatim, and transcripts analyzed
using the software NVivo (v.11). We applied a two-stage narrative analysis. Data were
first subjected to a thematic narrative analysis, which identifies and explores the content
of a narrative including the recurring elements which constitute the narrative (Allen,
2017). In this stage, we established the overall premise of the narrative, and its conclusion. Transcripts were analyzed line-by-line, common themes extracted and codes developed based on these themes (Table A1). A further dialogic narrative analysis was then
conducted, to examine ideas about causality between the events and actors described
under these themes, and to understand how the narrative related to larger discourses
and the wider context of the conflict (Allen, 2017). Following the analysis, details of the
themes and narratives were disseminated to all participants with an accompanying form
for feedback, and findings were presented to various relevant organizations (e.g. regional
raptor monitoring groups and local moorland management groups) to test the legitimacy and validity of the results. Themes and narratives were then adjusted accordingly.

Results
Three overarching narratives emerged from the interview data: resistance, despondence,
and cooperation (Figure 1), based on six themes (on the left-hand side of Figure 1), which
recurred throughout each narrative and therefore formed their “building blocks” (Table
A1). These narratives were not mutually exclusive; some interviewees showed evidence of
more than one narrative in their interviews. However, interviewees tended to align themselves more strongly with one narrative over others. Additionally, narratives were heterogeneous within stakeholder groups; there was no significant evidence that suggested
narratives were exclusive to either raptor monitors or gamekeepers as a group.
Quotes are used throughout the text to illustrate certain arguments. The numbers
that follow each quote (1–20) refer to the interviewee’s unique reference number. “RM”
or “GK” are used to denote raptor monitors and gamekeepers, respectively.
The Resistance Narrative (the “Fight” Response)
The resistance narrative conveyed a particularly antagonistic message, built from stories
and experiences that implied there was no other choice but to act combatively, as a
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Figure 1. Summary of the three narratives (cooperation, despondence and resistance) and their construction. Larger boxes illustrate the main arguments under each theme (small boxes on left). Arrows
represent the way in which these arguments collectively justified a particular action.

form of defence and protection against an implied enemy – in other words, to fight. As
such, this narrative depicted the interviewee – and, often, their respective interest group
– as being on the back foot, cornered, or pressured in some way. For example: “When
you’re being constantly attacked, you have two options … either shrink into a hole and
die, or come out fighting. I’ve chosen to come out fighting” (5GK). Others described a
“harsh world” where you must “strike fire with fire … else you’ll get nowhere” (14RM).
This narrative deflected blame from the actor themselves onto others, and painted a
story of injustice. Interviewees emphasized that their position was the “correct” one,
and that others were in the wrong: “ … they’re always demanding … demanding … we’re
only demanding they stop persecuting birds of prey. But they’re still wanting all these
other things” (4RM). Similarly, there was a sense of disregard for these “other” groups,
who were deemed as having inferior knowledge and skills in comparison to the higher
credibility and merit of the group the interviewee identified with. For example, one
interviewee (2RM) described the entire shooting sector as “based on personal, individual
experience or snippets of information, rather than robust, scientifically approved methods”. Others claimed that some interest groups were untrustworthy, or cheating the system in order to gain status: “ … we outperform about 70% of their reserves … we put in
all the time and effort … but do you hear that? No. Don’t take public money, say you’re
going to protect it, and then not do the job.” (5GK). This led to the interpretation that
“other” groups had unwarranted power and capacity, for example interviewee 20GK
stated that “[Conservation bodies] have had undue influence for too long.” From this
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perspective, it made sense to defend your own territory: “They [Scottish government]
want to allow a licence for them [landowners] to kill things like ravens … It’s up to people like myself to disprove these things.” (9RM).
In essence, the resistance narrative depicted a strong sense of pride in the interviewees’ own work, interests, and actions, as well as those of their interest group, which
were deemed to be superior. Other groups were seen to be asserting their influence at
the expense of other interests, wildlife and the environment – and even duping the
wider public with falsehoods. Linked to this was the fear that these groups would not
be held adequately accountable, and there was low levels of trust and respect for decision makers and those in positions of authority. Conflict management interventions,
such as multi-stakeholder forums and participatory processes, were therefore seen as
arenas to fight, compete, and eventually, win – with past experiences of failed management efforts used as justification for why this had to be the case: “the constant attempts
by both sides to come together … only to be broken again … has completely undermined
any goodwill that has begun to be built up” (8RM).
The Despondence Narrative (The “Flight” Response)
Where the resistance narrative was characterized by action, the despondence narrative
represented inaction. Interviewees expressed wanting to disengage and deliberately avoid
any situation where they may come into conflict with others – be that in a multi-stakeholder forum or on social media. Dominant motifs were of hopelessness, disempowerment, rejection, and unfairness, which served as an explanation as to why the individual
had chosen to withdraw from the conflict and any effort to manage it. “What is the
point?” (3GK) was a recurring statement, as was the idea that the outcome of any
efforts – especially collaborative efforts – would be “inevitable. It’s just having [meetings] for having them’s [sic] sake” (10RM).
The sense of disempowerment and despondence interviewees described appeared to
be closely linked with accountability, however the way in which they were linked differed between GKs and RMs. For RMs, the desire to disengage stemmed from a “loss of
hope” (14RM) that the shooting industry would ever be held accountable for its actions:
“I just can’t see them ever being brought to justice. And it’s hard to persevere, you
know, when you’re fighting a losing battle” (10RM). GKs, on the other hand, felt they
were wrongly blamed for the actions of their peers who had committed crimes, but
were unable to prevent themselves from being labeled as perpetrators by association:
“It’s terrible for the industry … [the public] think that [illegal killing] is the norm. But
that’s what these high-profile individuals do, they tar everybody with that” (16GK).
Such interviewees distanced themselves from other members of their community that
they saw as “getting more and more intensive, moving further away from traditional
methods” (3GK). Some mentioned “factoring agencies” (7GK) – agencies hired specifically to increase the productivity of a shooting estate – and “absentee landlords” (16GK)
as major contributing factors to bad behavior, but did not want to speak of these issues
within their community or on a more public stage: “I don’t like public speaking, and I
don’t like standing up in front of audiences and being a mouthpiece … it’s not in our
[gamekeepers’] nature to stand up and speak out” (16GK). RMs also described
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disapproving of peers with more “extreme” stances, but felt they were “drowned out by
those who shout the loudest” (19RM) and so chose not to speak of this publicly.
The despondence narrative was also characterized by stories that portrayed little support from, or confidence in, the bodies that claimed to represent them on a more
national stage. For example, 1RM recalled a negative experience with a conservation
group who had promised protection during an altercation with the local estate: “ … they
washed their hands of me. I got – they put me in the firing line, and when the flak
came over, they just ran for the hills”. Some interviewees described shame, or even
embarrassment at bodies chosen to represent shooting interests: “ … we don’t have anyone that I see as a figure fighting our side. Some of the guys I see … who are real
mouthpieces, and they think they’re talking for the whole game shooting industry
but … I’ve heard comments that just make me cringe” (16GK)., Interviewees therefore
perceived themselves as being alone (“you batter, and batter, and batter your head
against a brick wall, until you either have a mental breakdown, or you give up … ”
19RM) and unable to voice their concerns (“I think they [gamekeepers] are frightened
that if they went and spoke to somebody, they’d be accused of talking out of turn”
3GK). Furthermore, there was a distinct lack of trust in the government to act: “there’s
signals, and there’s signs, but they’re not strong enough in any way” (14RM). Or, that
decisions made by government would have repercussions for the interviewee or their
livelihood “I passionately know that what [Scottish government] are about to do is
crazy, because it will be used against us.” (13GK).
Collectively, these elements were used to construct a narrative which represented conflict management as a fruitless endeavor, and the interviewee as helpless and/or lacking
in the agency and capacity to enact change. This narrative allowed the individual to justify avoiding, and in some cases running away from, the situation at hand as a form
of protection.
The Cooperation Narrative (The “Ready and Willing” Response)
The cooperation narrative demonstrated a more tolerant – and in some cases, positive –
reaction to the conflict, where interviewees expressed a readiness and willingness to
engage constructively in conflict management and make progress. The view was that
conflicts over wildlife and land management were inevitable, but not necessarily a
wholly negative process – rather “healthy … natural … normal” (12RM). In contrast to
the other two narratives, the cooperation narrative detailed good, healthy relationships
and positive interactions, not just between them and their peers, but also with other
stakeholders at both a local and national level. High levels of trust and respect were
apparent. For example, 15GK described having a “good relationship with everybody,
they respect what we do”, whereas 11RM talked of knowing “a sort of level we can
work at, because we can’t do what we need to do without their [gamekeeper’s]
cooperation”.
While resistance and despondence narratives portrayed feeling let down by their representative bodies, the cooperation narrative contradicted this sentiment: they felt well
represented by the same organizations. They drew on remembered experiences and specific events that evidenced this: “I really liked how [a national conservation
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organisation] put things across at the last consultation I went to. I think they’re actually
pretty balanced, on the whole, and I trust them to do right” (12RM); “I know if I need
advice on certain aspects … I know they’re [a shooting organisation] are there. They’re
good at it.” (15GK). This also extended to government bodies and decision makers.
3GK spoke of a constructive meeting with a member of Scottish parliament (MSP),
describing that they, and their colleagues, then felt understood and supported: “she
came to us, she saw the issue, she understood the issue”. Associated with positive views
of the government and decision-makers was also a level of empathy and respect for
those needing to “keep everybody happy” (2RM).
The cooperation narrative identified power as evenly distributed and depicted stakeholders as having almost equal capacity for change: “ … we can’t all dictate the terms,
there’s got to be compromise. There’s room for everybody to make change” (11RM).
Responsibility for the conflict, and its associated issues, was also seen to be shared
(“everybody is to blame in some way. We need to look at our own stances” (2RM)) and
therefore everyone should be held accountable for their own actions: “We have to
respond to this pressure, and be seen to respond to it … I don’t think we’re going to be
able to carry on like this. And nor should we – it’s not good for people” (15GK).
Stories emphasized collaboration and cooperation between stakeholders as being of
utmost importance (“ … move towards the middle ground” (11RM)) and suggested the
interviewees’ willingness to be part of that process: “I’d be all for that, I’d love to be involved
in [a process] that tries to get some good dialogue between the extreme organisations”
(7GK). However, this came with a pre-requisite: that the “right people, in the right places”
(1RM) would need to come together, which, according to interviewees, was still to happen.
In essence, the cooperation narrative constructed the conflict as everybody’s problem, but
one that was a positive opportunity for change – given the right ingredients.

Discussion
Our findings carry important implications for the management of conservation conflicts
on a global scale, where current trends lean heavily toward multi-stakeholder processes
(Zimmermann, Albers, and Kenter 2021). At present, the status quo is still to view and
manage conservation conflicts as the inevitable outcome of competing interests
(Redpath, Bhatia, et al. 2015). Under this framing, it makes sense to group stakeholders
based on their respective interests or professions; representatives of these interest groups
are then brought together to enter dialogue and foster shared solutions and decisions
that, ideally, appease both sides (Kusters et al. 2018). However, the results of this study
– mirrored by those from the wider literature – suggest several considerations that need
to be taken into account before entering into multi-stakeholder processes as a form
of management.
Who Speaks for Me? Representation and Exclusion as Drivers of
Conflict Responses
The first regards adequate representation and inclusion. Grouping stakeholders by interest alone assumes homogeneity within the perspectives, values, motivations and
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decision-making of individuals with the same interest and/or profession, which risks
representation bias (De Vente et al. 2016; L
opez-Bao, Chapron, and Treves 2017). Our
results found that group affiliation was not a reliable proxy for individual perspectives
and actions in a conflict situation; rather, there was substantial variation within both
interest groups. The three narratives identified represented very different social realities:
resistance painted a picture of politics and strategy; despondence a fractured situation
beyond repair. These constructed realities provided justification for certain actions, or
responses, to the conflict: to “fight or flight”, respectively. However, our analysis also
uncovered a third, more positive outlook – the cooperation narrative (“ready and willing”). Here, the conflict was seen as a potential for social change, more akin to a conflict transformation perspective (Skrimizea et al. 2020). These findings are mirrored by
other scholars who have examined similar conflicts pertaining to conservation or natural resource management and suggest substantial heterogeneity not just between, but
within stakeholder “groups” and “communities” (Levine 2016; Voyer et al. 2017).
If this nuance and complexity in perspectives does not translate to various levels of
governance, then important voices can be marginalized or even completely lost from
the debate – including those that are more willing to engage constructively (Voyer et al.
2017; Cieslik, Dewulf, and Buytaert 2020) or with a key role in how decisions are implemented on the ground (De Pourcq et al. 2019). Such skewed bias can then result in culturally or socially inappropriate management decisions, that do not adequately reflect
the positions of the whole community (Levine 2016; Oduma-Aboh, Tella, and Ochoga
2019). This can evoke resistance in the form of counter or even radical views, as individuals fight to be acknowledged, and perpetuate existing tensions (Von Essen and
Hansen 2015; Bergius, Benjaminsen, and Widgren 2018).
Representation – or indeed, a lack of it – was an integral component in individual
decisions on whether, and how, to engage in conflict management. This suggests that
there needs to be less focus on the outcome of conservation conflict mitigation in the
first instance and more on the process itself, with emphasis on who is invited to the
decision-making table and how. Ottolini, De Vries, and Pellis (2021, 1) observe that in
conflicts associated with wolf conflicts in Spain were exacerbated by the act of managing
conflicts “at a distance” – where decisions regarding conflict management are made by
actors operating at scales outside of the local context. The main caveat of this is a lack
of meaningful and appropriate representation. Especially with problems of regional or
country-wide scale, designing and implementing multiple local-level processes is
resource and time intensive, and governments are often put under pressure to resolve
such issues quickly and efficiently (Young et al. 2016a). Consequently, the institutions
and actors involved in decision-making are often selected by governments or a higherlevel authority, even when the governance mechanism is claimed to be “decentralised”
(Taylor and Van Grieken 2015). This can result in a similar effect to what was observed
in our case study: individuals feel misrepresented and/or lack trust in the bodies chosen
to represent them at a national level. Non-governmental organizations and statutory
bodies are increasingly fulfilling these roles and becoming powerful voices in environmental debates (Betshill and Corell 2008). Representatives can be found at national
level, seated in forums and around the decision-making table, informing future management decisions (Nuesiri 2018). Furthermore, NGOs – particularly conservation NGOs –
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have an active role in the design, implementation, and leadership of community-level
processes (Pooley et al. 2017; Aldashev and Vallino 2018). The role of such actors can
be valuable and at times necessary to address large-scale issues, however there can be
an issue of mis-match between these actors and local level, as we have seen from this
study and others (e.g. Bonsu et al. 2019; Cox et al. 2020). NGOs may represent certain
interests, but also have their own agendas to fulfill which influences their actions and
discourses – for some, perpetuating the conflict is of interest in order to satisfy a political agenda (Hodgson et al. 2018). Thereby certain perspectives can become dominant
and institutionalized, even if they do not adequately reflect the full variety of values and
opinions present in a community (Turnhout et al. 2012; Matulis and Moyer 2017).
In practice accurately representing every viewpoint is unachievable, although diversity
and representation can be improved through involving local communities and stakeholder groups in the design of conflict management strategies (De Vente et al. 2016). A
collaborative conflict management process in the Amazon basin developed a “roadmap
to increased collaboration” by designing the project in partnership with stakeholders
over several months and building social learning into the process, advocating for constant dialogue and reflection to identify and address points of contention regarding the
process and the people involved (Fisher et al. 2020). This process included collaborative
stakeholder and conflict analysis, to identify with involved parties who should be
involved, and what should be addressed. Further, studies investigating the failures and
success of co-management processes of Indigenous people’s cultural heritage in Sweden
and Finland advocate the agreement of local committees (or “champions”) through
community-led consensus processes, as a way of validating and legitimizing key representatives (Grey and Kuokkanen 2020).

Going Beyond Disputes to Address Underlying Social and Political Inequities
Second, our findings emphasize the importance of understanding in-depth the underlying factors behind different social constructions of a conflict, and how this can influence
stakeholder decision-making in a conflict scenario (Maldonado et al. 2019; Swan et al.
2020). It is often assumed that stakeholder willingness to engage with or accept a management intervention (or “solution”) is based on the distribution of tangible, material
costs and benefits (Hodgson et al. 2020). Although these are important factors to consider (e.g. Hanley et al. 2010) our research supports others in demonstrating that social
realities are much more complex, based on immaterial factors and the wider socialpolitical context in which the conflict is embedded (Thondhlana, Cundill, and Kepe
2016; Nandigama 2020). The interviewees in our study based their decisions regarding
whether and how to engage on past experiences, levels of trust, the distribution of
power and agency, who would be held accountable, and whether they perceived
themselves to be adequately represented by decision-makers. Our findings are
supported by the work of many others, who have also found trust (Young et al. 2016b;
Baynham-Herd et al. 2020), power (Nantongo, Vatn, and Vedeld 2019) and historical
relations and political dynamics (Mathevet et al. 2015) to be important in influencing
how, and why, individuals engage and interact during conflicts.
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These issues are more systemic; speaking to the governance and process of conflict
management, and the socio-political environment in which it is situated, rather than its
outcome. Conflict management can fail if attention is overly focused on resolution and
important relationships, political dynamics and social and cultural barriers are overlooked (Bluwstein, Moyo, and Kicheleri 2016; Juerges et al. 2018). One method
employed in the resolution of humanitarian conflicts, and suggested but not broadly
tested in conservation, is that of conflict transformation, which aims to simultaneously
resolve disputes over tangible aspects while addressing imbalances in power and social
inequities (Rodrıguez and Inturias 2018; Skrimizea et al. 2020). Although the exact process of transformation is difficult to ascertain due to its immense complexity, in general
it looks to use conflict as a positive driver of social change (Madden and McQuinn
2014). The idea is not to suppress the conflict, but rather work constructively with it
(Hallgren, Bergeå, and Westberg 2018) to cultivate an optimal social and political environment where such disputes can be dealt with more effectively (Hallgren, Bergeå, and
Westberg 2018; Skrimizea et al. 2020).
Another potential way to address these issues is to integrate a diagnostic framework
into conflict management, such as the conflict management tool suggested by Young
et al. (2016a) and the diagnostic framework presented by Harrison and Loring (2020).
Such frameworks provide a useful, iterative mode of enquiry that can be carried out
with stakeholders to better understand the full story, and address core issues prior to
any multi-stakeholder process so that they may be more targeted, efficient, and
constructive.

Conclusions
Two main conclusions can be drawn from this study. First, common interest or profession is not a reliable proxy for stakeholder responses and experiences of conflict. Our
analysis demonstrates significant nuance and variability within pre-defined stakeholder
groups. Therefore categorizing stakeholders on these criteria alone does not ensure
adequate representation of local actors and capture essential nuances within the debate
and stakeholder perspectives. Second, core issues influencing the construction of narratives and social realities centered around governance and relationships, which reflects
the wider literature on failures in conservation and natural resource management.
Therefore our work contributes not just to the conservation conflict knowledge base,
but also to conversations regarding a dilemma that characterizes most environmental
problems: how do we successfully navigate a multi-stakeholder environment?
Our study suggests the need to recognize the social and political environment in
which conservation is embedded as inherently complex, dynamic, and messy. Creating
flexible processes that allow for nuanced discussion and expression of disagreement,
rather than the polarized debate of strategy and contention that typically characterizes
conservation conflicts, will allow for more diverse, constructive outcomes. In the context
of the grouse shooting debate in Scotland, this means the development of more regional
forums, designed and implemented in participation with local communities, to address
the inherent issues derived from a lack of representation, agency, trust, and the unequal
distribution of power between national and local voices. More generally, this requires
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acknowledging and addressing the systemic challenge of tackling global or national scale
problems with sufficient local context. This underscores the need for long-term, adaptive management that supports constant dialogue and reflection on the process, rather
than the outcome, of conflict management.

Note
1. “Raptor persecution” is a term used commonly in the UK to describe situations where
raptors are killed or injured through trapping, poisoning, shooting or nest destruction.
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Appendix
Table A1. Six key themes, identified and defined by a thematic narrative analysis of 20 semi-structured interviews conducted with key stakeholders involved in raptor monitoring (RM) and grouse
moor management (GK) in Scotland.
Theme
1. Power & agency

2. Accountability

3. Representation

4. Trust and relationships
5. Government and authorities

6. Engagement & conflict
resolution

Definition
References to the distribution of power among actors, and one’s own ability to
enact change.
e.g. “I could witter on like this for hours, but what good would it do? Nobody
listens” (13, GK)
Where responsibility currently lies for actions within the conflict, the degree to
which this happens, and who should be held responsible for future actions.
e.g. “Everybody needs to sort of change … one group can’t dictate the terms”
(11, RM)
How well the interviewee felt they, and their interests, were represented by other
actors, decisions and decision-makers.
e.g. “ … I hear talk of one or two individuals who are real mouthpieces and they
think they’re talking for the whole game shooting industry but … I’ve heard
comments that have just made me cringe” (16, GK)
References to relationships with other actors, and the quality of those relationships.
e.g. “ … quite frankly, they washed their hands of me. I got –they put me in the
firing line, and when the flak came over they just ran for the hills” (1, RM)
Comments on the abilities of government, and relevant authorities, to manage the
conflict.
e.g. “They do what the boss tells them to – the boss being Scottish government,
which are toothless; inept.” (9, RM)
The extent to which interviewees engaged with the conflict and efforts to manage
it, and what route they thought appropriate in order to change to the situation.
e.g. “I’d love to be involved and try and get some dialogue between some of the
extreme organizations (7, GK)

Quotes used to illustrate narrative themes are italicised.

Table A2. Example guidelines for semi-structured interviews conducted with gamekeepers and raptor monitors from across Scotland.
Read through of information sheet; consent form read through
and signature

Prior to interview

Discussion topic 2: raptors and raptor
management








Discussion topic 3: other actors



Discussion topic 4: solutions






Discussion topic 1: background, warm-up





Interviewee background
Relationship to raptors/grouse moor management
How did they come into their profession?
How has the working environment changed over the years
How raptors feature in/affect their work
What issues do they identify as being associated with raptors and/
or their management?
How to they feel about the grouse shooting industry/raptor
conservationists?
Do they perceive the government to be effective?
Do they feel pressure or negative feelings from other parties?
What are their relationships like with gamekeepers/raptor monitors
Keeping in mind the issues identified earlier, how do you see them
being rectified?
Openness to collaboration/partnership
Reasons for failure of past mitigation efforts
How do we move forwards

Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.

