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Abstract 

How conservation messages are framed will impact the success of our efforts to 

engage people in conservation action. This is highly relevant in the private land conservation 

(PLC) sector given the low participation rates of landholders. Using a case study of PLC 

schemes targeted at Australian landholders, we present the first systematic analysis of 

communication strategies used by organisations and government departments delivering 

those schemes to engage the public. We develop a novel approach for analysing the framing 

of conservation messages that codes the stated benefits of schemes according to value 

orientation. We categorised the benefits as flowing to either the landholder, to society, or 

to the environment, corresponding to the egoistic, altruistic and biospheric value 

orientations that have been shown to influence human behaviour. We find that messages 

are biased towards environmental benefits. Surprisingly, this is the case even for market-

based schemes that have the explicit objective of appealing to production-focussed 

landholders and those who are not already involved in conservation. The risk is that PLC 

schemes framed in this way will fail to engage more egoistically oriented landholders and 

are only likely to appeal to those likely to already be conservation-minded. By 

understanding the frame in which PLC benefits are communicated, we can begin to 

understand the types of people who may be engaged by these messages, and who may not 

be. Results suggest that the framing of the communications for many schemes could be 

broadened to appeal to a more diverse group (and thus ultimately to a larger group) of 

landholders.   

1. Introduction  

Private land conservation (PLC) has become increasingly common over the last 

twenty years as a means of implementing conservation action beyond the protected area 

network. Interna- tionally, PLC is implemented through a range of instruments including 

direct payments, tax incentives, cap and trade markets, voluntary markets and auctions and 

certification programs (Pascual and Perrings, 2007; Pirard, 2012; Yang et al., 2010). Despite 

widespread implementation, there has been mixed success in engaging rural landholders in 

conservation initiatives (e.g. Posthumus et al., 2010; Prager and Posthumus, 2010). Thinking 

strategically about how PLC messages to rural land-holders are framed could help increase 

engagement. To under- stand how messages are currently framed, we use an Australian 

case study to examine how PLC organisations currently promote the benefits of landholder 

participation. Our purpose here is to critically analyse the current information provided to 

this target group, and discuss alternative framings that may improve participation rates. 

Communications strategies are important for informing land-holders about the 

purpose of a PLC program, how they can become involved, and the benefits of participation. 

Within this, there is much scope for promoting the benefits of any PLC scheme in a variety 

of frames. Previous studies indicate that a range of factors influence a landholder’s decision 

to participate in PLC, for example, economic considerations, the adoptability of new 



practices, and the characteristics of landholders themselves have all been shown to be 

relevant (e.g. Ervin and Ervin, 1982; Lynne et al., 1988; Adesina and Zinnah, 1993; Negatu 

and Parikh, 1999; Greiner et al., 2009; Kuehne et al., 2013). We propose that social value 

orientation also plays an important role. Below we discuss what we mean by social value 

orientation, and explain why we have used this concept to critically analyse existing PLC 

messages.  

1.1. Background to value orientations: egoistic, social-altruistic and biospheric  

The value orientation concept builds on the homo economicus model of human behaviour 

that underpins traditional economics, recognising that narrow self-interest alone does not 

always guide human decision-making.1 The value orientation concept identifies two general 

approaches that people take when allocating resources in a social dilemma scenario, 

reflecting the differing degrees of self-interest that individuals show for others. People tend 

to either maximise their own payoff (i.e. exhibit narrow self-interest) or maximise the joint 

payoff (i.e. display altruism) (Gärling, 1999). People who display these alternative 

behaviours (i.e. ‘value orientations’) are referred to as non-co-operators (or pro-selves) and 

co-operators (or pro-socials), respectively. In the context of undertaking pro-environmental 

behaviours, a third value orientation, the ‘biospheric’ orientation in which an individual 

places primacy on the intrinsic value of the biosphere, is also relevant (De Groot and Steg 

2007, 2008). In this three value orientation framework, the pro-self value orientation is akin 

to the egoistic value orientation, while the pro- social value orientation is supplanted by 

both the social-altruistic and biospheric value orientations (De Groot and Steg, 2007). This 

framework describes how values inform individual choices; with egoistically oriented people 

tending to weigh the cost and benefits for them personally; social-altruistically oriented 

people tending to weigh the costs and benefits to other people; and biospherically oriented 

people tending to weigh the costs and benefits to the biosphere as a whole (De Groot and 

Steg, 2007). Egoistically oriented people are more likely to value such things as social power, 

wealth, authority, influence and ambition; social-altruisti-cally oriented individuals are more 

likely to value such things as equality, peace, social justice and helping others; and 

biospheri-cally oriented people are likely to value such things as unity with nature, 

respecting the Earth and pollution prevention (De Groot and Steg, 2007 following 

Schwartz,1992). In describing these value orientations it is convenient to talk in an idealised 

manner, implying that individuals act as if they were of either one orientation or another. In 

reality, value orientation is a continuous concept (Murphy et al., 2011) and may better be 

conceived as a spectrum upon which individuals exist, and may exhibit a combination of 

orientations that may vary across time. The way information is framed can influence 

environmentally significant behaviour (Opdam et al., 2015), and when information is framed 

to align with a person’s values and beliefs, it has the greatest influence on behaviour (e.g. 

Hong and Zinkhan, 1995; Chernev, 2004; Florack and Scarabis, 2006; Ku et al., 2012). While 

individuals of a pro-social orientation (social-altruistic or biospheric) are more willing to 

engage in pro-environmental behaviour, this is not the only pathway by which an interest in 



and value for conservation may be evoked (Ives and Kendal, 2013). Communications about 

PLC provides an opportunity to present the case for participation not only to the biospheric 

and the social-altruistic, but also to the egoistic by emphasising those benefits that flow to 

the landholder or to society (or both) as a result of participation. As such, we could expect 

congruence between the benefits emphasised in PLC communications and engagement by 

land-holders with corresponding value orientations. For example, an egoistically oriented 

landholder may not be strongly engaged by the promise of conservation benefits, but may 

be motivated by wider benefits such as increased land productivity, a sense of achievement, 

the respect of peers, or greater opportunity for social interaction. By analysing the way PLC 

organisations frame the benefits of participation to landholders, we can gain insight into the 

breadth of the audience that are likely to be engaged. To ensure that communications are 

relevant and engaging to as broad a range of landholders as possible, the PLC sector ought 

to ensure that these three different kinds of benefits are included in their messaging. In this 

study, we examine the extent to which contemporary communications about PLC actively 

seek to engage individuals across the three value orientations. We make no assumptions 

about the dominant value orientation, if any, of rural landholders. In any case, a persons’ 

orientation may change over time. Our motivation is to understand how messages are 

currently framed to inform approaches that may improve rates of participation in PLC 

schemes. 

 

2. Methods   

Communications pertaining to PLC schemes were analysed to identify the apparent 

benefits of each scheme. These were subsequently categorised as ‘benefits to landholders’, 

‘benefits to society’ or ‘benefits to conservation’, corresponding to the value orientations 

outlined above. A sample of 20 Australian PLC schemes representing a variety of scheme 

types were chosen for content analysis (see Table 1 in the Supplementary material). This 

analysis involved identifying sentences on the PLC scheme’s websites (accessed between 

December 2013 and March 2014) that described a benefit of participation, and coding these 

as either a benefit to landholders, a benefit to society, a benefit to conserva- tion or as any 

combination of these. The proportion of each type of benefit as a fraction of the total 

benefits described by each scheme was calculated and then averaged across all schemes to 

determine the relative proportion of each type of benefit described by the websites, across 

the Australian PLC sector. Websites were used as a convenient proxy for the wider 

communications by PLC schemes, noting that the Web is a useful source of information for 

farmers (Morrison et al., 2008), and that websites are increasingly the ‘first point of contact’ 

for many businesses and organisations (Flanna-gan, 2014; Musante et al., 2009). We 

employed a directed content analysis approach (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005) whereby our 

coding was based on the a priori identified benefit types derived from value orientation 

theory. All schemes were coded by a single coder, with double coding by a secondary coder 



to measure reliability. Double-coding was conducted on 27% of sentences (324 out of 1209 

total sentences coded). The secondary coder agreed with the primary coder for 83% (140 of 

168 sentences) of ‘non-benefit’ categorisations; 82.9% (63 of 76 sentences) of ‘pro-self’ (i.e. 

egocentric) categorisations; and 85.9% (85 of 99 sentences) of ‘pro-social’ (i.e. social-

altruistic plus biospheric) categorisations. The ‘pro-social’ sentences were then coded to 

discriminate between explicit conservation related benefits and other social benefits more 

broadly (or as both). The double-coding by the second coder here consisted of 20% (53 of 

266 sentences) for which there was agreement with the primary coder of 81% (43 of 53 

sentences). The initial count of landholder benefits included all apparent benefits, not all of 

which may rightly be considered as a ‘true’ benefit from the perspective of the egoistic 

value orientation. Many of these prima facie benefits are actually aimed at facilitating 

participation or removing barriers to participation, and do not offer a ‘true’ (egoistic) benefit 

in which a landholder would gain something from participation. For example, notional 

benefits such as minimal administration involved in participation, nil ongoing obligations, 

and free provision of additional fencing that may be required for participation may all be 

helpful in lowering the barriers to participation for landholders that already have an 

interest, yet offer no actual ‘reward’ for participation. Accordingly these types of benefits 

were identified and excluded, with 20% (59 out of 295) double coded, and both coders in 

agreement for 97% of instances (57 of 59 sentences). Rather than looking solely at the total 

count of the benefit sentences for each value orientation, it is more instructive to consider 

the relative proportions of all benefits for each scheme that are framed in each orientation. 

To calculate this, we first took the total number of benefit sentences of each value 

orientation, for each scheme separately, and calculated the relative proportions that these 

comprised of the total benefits described by each scheme. For example, if Scheme A had 

three benefit sentences coded ‘egoistic’, two coded ‘social-altruistic’ and four coded 

‘biospheric’, then the relative proportion of each orientation for that scheme would be 

given by 3/9 (i.e. 0.33), 2/9 (i.e. 0.22) and 4/9 (i.e. 0.44), respectively. By averaging these 

proportions across all schemes, the average relative proportion of each benefit type (i.e. 

value orientation) was calculated. 

 

3. Results  

The total number of sentences that describe a benefit of PLC, when categorised 

simply as pro-self, pro-social, or both, are strongly dominated by pro-social benefits (64% of 

all benefits). If we consider the benefit sentences framed in terms of the three value 

orientations, and account for the relative proportion of each category as a component of 

the total benefits described by the website for each scheme, and averaged across all 

schemes, we see that biospheric (conservation) benefits make up the greatest proportion. 

On average (across all schemes) biospherically framed benefits accounted for 48% of 

communications related to the benefits of participation, while egoistically framed 



(landholder) benefits made up 33% and social-altruistically framed benefits (to society) 

made up 19% (Fig. 1). Five of the 20 schemes analysed were market-based schemes in which 

landholders competitively bid for funds to undertake specified conservation activities. These 

schemes are distinct from other PLC schemes in their reliance upon markets to find 

prospective participants, and are inherently designed to appeal to the more egoistic 

oriented landholder. Hence, we thought it would be interesting to see what the relative 

frequency of each benefit type was for these schemes, compared to the average for the 

sector. We note that this data should be used cautiously when drawing inferences about 

market-based schemes generally, as it is derived from a small sample of only five schemes. 

For the market-based schemes, on average (across all market-based schemes), 

biospherically framed (conservation) benefits made up 60% of communications that related 

to the benefits of participation, while egoistically framed (landholder) benefits made up 27% 

and social-altruistically framed benefits (to society) made up 13% (Fig. 1). 

 

 

Fig. 1. Average proportions of benefits that are framed as egoistic, social-altruistic and biospheric benefits. 

Solid bars show the proportion across 20 Australian PLC schemes. Error bars are 95% confidence intervals. 

Transparent bars show the proportion for 5 Australian market-based PLC schemes (n insufficient for error bar 

calculation). 

 

 



4. Discussion  

Of the three benefit types examined in this study, biospheric (conservation) related 

benefits are the most common type emphasised by PLC websites in Australia. The potential 

consequence of this bias is that landholders with a strong egoistic value orientation are less 

likely to be engaged by content on PLC program websites because the benefits have not 

been communicated in a way that aligns with their primary production interests (this would 

also include corporate farming entities). To ensure that egoistic landholders (and not only 

biospheric oriented landholders) are engaged by PLC program websites, new 

communication strategies need to be devised which link conservation interests to primary 

production and/or personal interests. The under-representation of egoistic (landholder) 

benefits in PLC communications may stem from a cautious approach to the use of financial 

incentives in conservation. In certain circumstances, financial incentives have the ability to 

crowd-out intrinsic motivations for conservation practices, and can be counterproductive to 

promoting conservation land management practices over the longer term (e.g. Frey and 

Jegen, 2001; Reeson, 2008). However, ‘joining the dots’ from conservation outcomes to 

public benefits can extend also to egoistic (landholder) benefits without the need for direct 

financial incentives. By explaining how certain conservation practices may aid or maintain 

productivity (Carvalheiro et al., 2011; Scherr and McNeely, 2008;) and allow increased 

diversification of income streams (e.g. from market-based schemes) that in turn provide 

some insurance against the threat of bushfire and drought, etc., conservation outcomes 

may be framed in a manner more receptive to the egoistic oriented landholder. In any case, 

there is evidence that financial incentives are important in recruiting production-based 

landholders to PLC schemes (Moon and Cocklin, 2011). The risk of such incentives crowding 

out intrinsic conservation motivations only exists where there is already an existing intrinsic 

conservation motivation (Stern, 2006), which may not necessarily be the case for egoistic 

landholders. If the underlying motivation for production-based landholders is to generate 

profit from the land there may be little competing conservation motivation to be crowded 

out. Rather, a financial incentive alone or in conjunction with other non-financial landholder 

benefits, may provide the motivation required to retire marginally profitable land from 

cropping or grazing in preference for conservation. Whilst the communications of some 

schemes did make some of these connections, they were used infrequently. Social-altruistic 

benefits (to society) were the least emphasised type of benefit, with more than twice as 

many biospheric (conservation) benefits emphasised. The social-altruistic benefits (to 

society) portrayed on the websites of PLC schemes tended to be less explicit and generally 

harder to define than either the biospheric (conservation) or egoistic (landholder) benefits. 

Given the relative subtlety with which the biospheric value orientation distinguishes itself 

from the social-altruistic value orientation, and generally only in instances of conflict 

between a pro-social outcome and a pro-environment outcome (De Groot and Steg 2007), 

this may be a missed opportunity to engage potentially receptive landholders. By explaining 

how conservation benefits will lead to, or could themselves be considered as public 



benefits, it may be possible to increase the emphasis of the social-altruistic benefits (to 

society).  

4.1. Market-based schemes  

The proportions of benefit types for the market-based schemes shows a similar distribution 

to that of the sector as a whole, although rather surprisingly, it is even more biospherically 

(conservation) framed, with such benefits making up a greater proportion of the 

communicated benefits (60% compared to 48%). This comes at the expense of social-

altruistic benefits (to society) (13% compared to 20%), and egoistic (landholder) benefits 

(27% compared to 33%). While we note the low sample size for this data, it arguably 

represents a lack of strategic framing, given that by providing monetary incentives to 

undertake conservation, market-based schemes seek in part to appeal to those landholders 

who would not otherwise be likely to engage in conservation behaviour without such 

financial incentives. As such, the significant focus on biospheric (conservation) benefits is 

arguably misaligned to the interests of this target landholder audience. Blackmore and 

Doole (2013) found that landholders who participate in market-based PLC are typically of a 

conservation mindset and are likely to engage in pro-conservation practices anyway. Our 

findings suggest that market-based schemes do not appear to strategically frame the 

benefits of participation in a way that would engage a broad range of landholders, 

particularly egoistic oriented landholders who are a key target audience. 

4.2. Framing failure  

This apparent failure of PLC scheme websites to make the case for conservation to those 

less biospherically oriented is consistent with criticisms that much of the environmental 

movement continues to preach only to the converted (e.g. Hope, 2014; Murray, 2012) and is 

not engaging the ‘silent majority’. In discussing the importance of values in conservation 

messages, Ives and Kendal (2013, p. 71) point out that “many conservation messages fail to 

be as effective as they could be because the message is framed in a way that only a subset 

of people will find important” and thus communication strategies must be designed for the 

greatest effect. There is also a possibility that an emphasis on biospheric oriented 

(conservation) benefits may not be necessary in engaging landholders, given that consumers 

with positive attitudes toward the environment are equally receptive to weak as well as 

strong ‘green’ product claims (Tucker et al., 2012). It may be that biospheric oriented 

landholders are easily engaged by the conservation aspect of a PLC communication, even 

where the emphasis may not actually be on the biospheric (conservation) benefits. 

Meanwhile the over-emphasis of these benefits may fail to engage egoistic and social-

altruistic oriented landholders, however further research is needed.  

 

 



4.3. Future directions for PLC communications  

This is the first study that we are aware of that has attempted to analyse PLC message 

content and further studies are required to show how pervasive this pattern is across the 

international PLC sector. Future research could adapt the novel approach used here to 

investigate the communications of specific categories of PLC schemes. Future investigations 

could examine the messages used by schemes within each type of PLC mechanism to 

understand the degree to which the framing of these benefits matches the value orientation 

of the landholders that the policy is designed to appeal to. This could provide further 

guidance for the strategic framing of PLC benefits and insight into the imbalance in the use 

of benefit types observed in this study. Future research could also consider the range of 

communications provided to landholders (website, printed, verbal, social media) and 

compared the similarities or differences between these framings. Finally, understanding 

how messages are currently framed is a good first step, but we also need research that tests 

the impact of alternatively framed PLC communications on landholders with different value 

orientations. 

 

5. Conclusions 

Here we have shown that there is a bias across the Australian PLC sector toward the framing 

of PLC participation benefits as conservation benefits. Increased use of egoistic and social-

altruistic frames in emphasising both landholder and social benefits of PLC may be 

advantageous in engaging a wider range (and greater number) of landholders. Appealing to 

a wider range of landholders is potentially key to improving participation rates. However, 

we caution that any promised benefits must be reasonably achievable by the landholder 

through their participation; over-promising and under-delivering could be a sure-fire means 

of permanently deterring the participation of many landholders. Furthermore, we need to 

investigate the potential for unintended feedback effects of messages matched to other 

value orientations, for example, the potential for motivation crowding out in egoistic (pro-

self) messages. As a first step, we recommend PLC programs be aware of the value 

orientation frame implicit in their messages, and to consider whether this is a good match 

for their audience and their program’s goal.   
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