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Abstract 

The long-term effectiveness of protected areas depends on both ecological management and 

the support of local communities whose livelihoods are closely linked to protected 

landscapes. This study assessed community attitudes toward wildlife conservation and 

protected area management in the Dhera Dilfaker Block of Arsi Mountains National Park, 

Ethiopia. A cross-sectional mixed-methods design was employed, integrating household 

surveys, key informant interviews, focus group discussions, and field observations. 

Household survey data were collected from 151 randomly selected households in three 

kebeles adjacent to the protected area. Descriptive statistics summarized quantitative data, 

while qualitative data were analyzed thematically. Respondents generally expressed positive 

attitudes toward wildlife conservation and recognized the importance of protected areas for 

biodiversity conservation, environmental sustainability, and future generations. Wildlife 

conservation received the highest composite mean score (3.64), whereas institutional support 

received the lowest (2.53). Despite their positive conservation attitudes, respondents 

expressed dissatisfaction with environmental education, community participation, 

conservation communication, livelihood support, and institutional engagement. The findings 

indicate that while local communities support wildlife conservation, they perceive important 

weaknesses in conservation governance, institutional responsiveness, and opportunities for 

meaningful participation. Strengthening participatory governance, environmental education, 

institutional collaboration, equitable benefit-sharing, and livelihood diversification is 

therefore essential for enhancing community trust, fostering local stewardship, and improving 

the long-term effectiveness of protected area management in Arsi Mountains National Park 

and similar social–ecological systems. 

Keywords: Community attitudes, participatory conservation, protected areas, wildlife 

conservation, Arsi Mountains National Park 

Introduction 

Protected areas (PAs) are widely recognized as essential for conserving biodiversity, 

maintaining ecological processes, and sustaining ecosystem services. Beyond protecting 

species and habitats, they contribute to climate regulation, watershed protection, carbon 

sequestration, and human well-being (Watson et al. 2014; UNEP-WCMC & IUCN 2021). 

From a human ecology perspective, however, protected areas are not solely ecological 

entities but social–ecological systems in which conservation outcomes are shaped by 

interactions among ecosystems, local livelihoods, institutions, and governance processes. 

Consequently, the long-term effectiveness of protected areas depends not only on ecological 

management but also on the willingness of local communities to support conservation 

initiatives and participate in protected area governance (Bennett et al. 2017; Oldekop et al. 

2016). 

Historically, biodiversity conservation in many developing countries was dominated by 

protection-oriented approaches that prioritized ecological objectives while restricting local 

access to natural resources. Although these approaches contributed to the establishment of 

protected areas, they frequently generated conflicts with neighbouring communities by 

limiting access to land, grazing areas, forest products, and other resources on which rural 

livelihoods depended (Andrade & Rhodes 2012; Clements et al. 2014). Such experiences 



demonstrated that conservation initiatives are unlikely to achieve long-term success when 

they overlook the socioeconomic realities of local resource users. Consequently, 

contemporary conservation has increasingly shifted toward participatory and community-

based approaches that recognize local people as key stakeholders in conservation planning, 

governance, and benefit-sharing. This transition reflects growing recognition that effective 

biodiversity conservation depends on building trust, fostering collaboration, and creating 

institutions that are perceived as legitimate, equitable, and responsive to local needs (Berkes 

2004; Bennett et al. 2017).. 

Community attitudes toward conservation are shaped by complex interactions among 

socioeconomic conditions, institutional arrangements, and ecological experiences. In rural 

landscapes where households depend directly on natural resources for agriculture, livestock 

production, and household energy, perceptions of conservation are often influenced by the 

extent to which protected areas affect livelihoods and provide tangible benefits. At the same 

time, institutional factors—including transparency, trust, participation, and equitable benefit-

sharing—strongly influence whether communities perceive conservation policies as 

legitimate and worthy of support (Karanth & Nepal 2012; Mutanga et al. 2015). Positive 

conservation attitudes are associated with greater compliance with conservation regulations, 

increased environmental stewardship, and stronger support for protected area management 

(Oldekop et al. 2016; Moorhouse et al. 2025). Conversely, limited livelihood opportunities, 

weak institutional engagement, and perceived inequities in conservation governance may 

undermine community support and increase pressure on protected ecosystems (Ferraro et al. 

2011). Understanding these interconnected social and ecological factors is therefore essential 

for designing conservation strategies that are both ecologically effective and socially 

sustainable. 

Recent conservation research recognizes that the effectiveness of protected area 

management depends not only on ecological performance but also on the social legitimacy of 

conservation institutions. Social legitimacy develops when local communities perceive 

conservation policies as fair, transparent, and responsive to their needs and when they have 

meaningful opportunities to participate in decision-making processes (Bennett et al. 2017; 

Oldekop et al. 2016). Such legitimacy strengthens trust, encourages voluntary compliance 

with conservation regulations, and promotes collective stewardship of natural resources. 

Consequently, understanding local perceptions has become an essential component of 

evidence-based conservation planning and adaptive governance, enabling conservation 

managers to design interventions that balance biodiversity conservation with local livelihood 

needs while maintaining long-term community support (Watson et al. 2014; Andrade & 

Rhodes 2012). 

Across sub-Saharan Africa, protected areas are embedded within human-dominated 

landscapes where rural households depend heavily on agriculture, livestock production, and 

natural resources for their livelihoods. This close dependence creates complex social–
ecological interactions in which biodiversity conservation and livelihood security are often 

pursued simultaneously but may also come into conflict. As agricultural expansion, livestock 

grazing, and resource extraction intensify, conservation institutions face increasing 

challenges in balancing ecological objectives with the socioeconomic needs of local 

communities. Consequently, understanding how rural households perceive conservation 



interventions has become a priority for developing governance approaches that promote both 

biodiversity conservation and sustainable livelihoods (Valbuena et al. 2012).  

Ethiopia possesses diverse ecosystems and globally important biodiversity resources but 

faces continuing environmental pressures associated with land-use change, habitat 

degradation, agricultural expansion, and increasing human demand for natural resources 

(Young, 2012; Mengist, 2020). Protected areas in Ethiopia increasingly encounter challenges 

associated with balancing conservation objectives and local livelihood requirements (Jiren et 

al., 2021). Studies from Arsi Mountains National Park have further demonstrated that local 

households remain highly dependent on protected area resources, creating potential tensions 

between conservation objectives and livelihood needs (Deyaso, 2021). Improving community 

participation and institutional responsiveness has therefore become central to strengthening 

conservation outcomes. 

Arsi Mountains National Park is one of Ethiopia's most important protected landscapes, 

supporting diverse vegetation communities, endemic plant species, and wildlife of national 

conservation significance. Ecological studies have documented both the biological 

importance of the park and the growing pressures associated with livestock grazing, 

agricultural expansion, settlement, and resource extraction (Girma et al. 2018; Bantihun et al. 

2018). These pressures are particularly evident in the Dhera Dilfaker Block, where protected 

habitats are closely interspersed with rural communities practicing mixed crop–livestock 

farming. The resulting interactions between conservation objectives and local livelihood 

strategies make the area an important social–ecological system for examining how 

institutional governance, livelihood dependence, and community perceptions influence 

support for wildlife conservation. Understanding these interactions is essential for developing 

management strategies that are both ecologically effective and socially acceptable. 

Although previous studies have examined biodiversity conservation, natural resource 

dependence, and human–wildlife interactions in Ethiopia, relatively little empirical attention 

has been given to how local communities simultaneously perceive wildlife conservation, 

institutional governance, and opportunities for participation within specific protected 

landscapes. Existing studies from Arsi Mountains National Park have primarily focused on 

ecological conditions or household dependence on natural resources, with comparatively 

limited analysis of the social dimensions of conservation, particularly community attitudes 

toward institutional support, participatory governance, and conservation service delivery in 

the Dhera Dilfaker Block. Addressing this gap is important because understanding how local 

people evaluate conservation institutions provides evidence for designing management 

strategies that strengthen both biodiversity conservation and community support. 

This study contributes to the growing literature on the human dimensions of conservation 

by examining how livelihood dependence, institutional governance, and community 

participation influence attitudes toward wildlife conservation in a protected landscape of 

Ethiopia. By integrating quantitative and qualitative evidence, the study provides insights into 

the social factors that shape conservation support and offers practical recommendations for 

strengthening community-centred conservation governance. The findings are expected to 

inform protected area management not only in Arsi Mountains National Park but also in other 

protected landscapes where biodiversity conservation must be reconciled with the livelihood 

needs of neighbouring communities. 



Accordingly, this study aimed to assess local community attitudes toward wildlife 

conservation and protected area management in the Dhera Dilfaker Block of Arsi Mountains 

National Park, Ethiopia. Specifically, the study sought to: 

1. describe the demographic and livelihood characteristics of households surrounding 

the protected area; 

2. assess community attitudes toward wildlife conservation and protected area 

management; 

3. examine local perceptions of institutional support, conservation governance, and 

community participation; and 

4. develop evidence-based recommendations for strengthening participatory 

conservation and improving protected area management. 

 

Based on previous literature, we expected that respondents would express generally 

favourable attitudes toward wildlife conservation while identifying weaknesses in 

institutional support and opportunities for community participation. 

Materials and Methods 

Study Area 

The study was conducted in the Dhera Dilfaker Block of Arsi Mountains National Park 

(AMNP), located in Dodota-Sire District, Arsi Zone, and Oromia Regional State, Ethiopia. 

The study area lies approximately 125 km southeast of Addis Ababa and approximately 55 

km from the zonal administrative centre. Geographically, the area is located around 

8°20′30.88″ N and 39°19′44.85″ E, with elevations ranging from approximately 2,200 to 
2,400 m above sea level. The Dhera Dilfaker Block covers approximately 13 km² and is 

bordered by surrounding kebeles including Dire Kiltu, Awash Bishola, Dilfaker, and Dhera 

town administrative units (Figure 1). The block constitutes an important conservation 

landscape within Arsi Mountains National Park and supports biodiversity resources that are 

increasingly exposed to anthropogenic pressures associated with agricultural expansion, 

grazing, and resource extraction (Bantihun et al., 2018). 

The area is characterized by mixed crop–livestock production systems occurring adjacent 

to protected habitats, creating strong interactions between local livelihoods and conservation 

activities. Arsi Mountains National Park supports diverse vegetation communities and 

numerous endemic species of conservation importance; however, these resources are 

increasingly threatened by livestock encroachment, tree harvesting, and other anthropogenic 

disturbances (Girma et al., 2018). Previous research from other blocks of Arsi Mountains 

National Park reported substantial household dependence on natural resources obtained from 

protected landscapes, emphasizing the close linkage between local livelihoods and 

conservation management within the park system (Deyaso, 2021). Agricultural production 

and livestock rearing constitute the principal livelihood strategies of surrounding 

communities. 

Previous assessments have highlighted the ecological importance of the Dilfaker Block 

and identified increasing conservation challenges related to habitat degradation, human 



encroachment, livestock grazing, and resource use pressures (Bantihun et al., 2018). These 

conservation concerns underscore the importance of understanding local community attitudes 

toward wildlife conservation and protected area management in the area. 

The Dhera Dilfaker Block provides an appropriate setting for examining the social 

dimensions of protected area management because it represents a landscape where 

biodiversity conservation and rural livelihoods are closely interconnected. Households living 

adjacent to the park depend primarily on mixed crop–livestock farming and maintain frequent 

interactions with protected resources for grazing, fuelwood, and other ecosystem services. 

These interactions create both opportunities for community participation in conservation and 

potential conflicts over resource access, making the area particularly suitable for investigating 

how local perceptions of governance, participation, and conservation benefits influence 

attitudes toward wildlife conservation. 

 

Figure 1. Location of the Dhera Dilfaker Block of Arsi Mountains National Park and 

surrounding study kebeles 

(Sources: AMNP Office) 

 

Study Design 

A cross-sectional mixed-methods research design was adopted because the study sought 

to generate both quantitative and qualitative evidence regarding community attitudes toward 

wildlife conservation and protected area management. The quantitative component enabled 

the measurement of patterns in community perceptions across households, whereas the 

qualitative component provided contextual insights into the experiences, motivations, and 

institutional factors underlying those perceptions. Integrating these complementary sources of 

evidence enhanced the credibility and comprehensiveness of the findings and facilitated a 

more nuanced understanding of the social dimensions of conservation. 

The quantitative component relied on household surveys, while qualitative evidence was 

generated through key informant interviews, focus group discussions (FGDs), and field 

observations. 

 



Sampling Procedure and Sample Size 

The study targeted households residing adjacent to the Dhera Dilfaker Block of Arsi 

Mountains National Park. Three kebeles—Dire Kiltu, Awash Bishola, and Dilfaker—were 

purposively selected because of their direct interaction with protected area resources and 

proximity to conservation management activities. 

According to local administrative records, a total of 2,342 households were identified 

across the selected kebeles. Households were proportionally allocated among kebeles to 

ensure representative coverage of the study population. According to local administrative 

records, the selected kebeles contained a total of 2,342 households. The required sample size 

was determined using Yamane's (1967) formula at a 95% confidence level and 8% margin of 

error: 

𝑛 = N1 + N(݁)2 

Where: 

• n = required sample size  

• N = total number of households  

• e = level of precision (0.08)  

Substituting N = 2,342: 

𝑛 = 2,3421 + 2,342(0.08)2 

n = 146 

 

Based on this formula, a sample size of 146 households was obtained. To account for 

possible non-response and incomplete questionnaires, an additional 10 households were 

included, resulting in a final sample size of 156 households. The sample was then 

proportionally allocated among the selected kebeles according to the number of households in 

each kebele (Table 1) A total of 156 questionnaires were administered to the sampled 

households. Five questionnaires were not returned and were therefore excluded from the 

analysis, resulting in 151 completed questionnaires retained for the final analysis (response 

rate: 96.8%). 

Household respondents were selected using simple random sampling procedures. Key 

informants were selected purposively based on conservation experience, institutional role, 

and familiarity with local conservation issues. 

Simple random sampling was employed to minimize selection bias and to ensure that all 

eligible households within the selected kebeles had an equal probability of inclusion. This 

approach reduced potential selection bias among eligible households within the selected 

kebeles and supported descriptive assessment of community perceptions in the study area. 

Table 1. Distribution of sampled households across study kebeles 

Kebele Total households Surveyed 

households 

Percentage (%) 

Dire Kiltu 1,020 68 44 



Awash Bishola 700 46 29 

Dilfaker 622 42 27 

Total 2,342 156 100 

 

Data Collection 

The household questionnaire was developed based on the study objectives and a review 

of published literature on community attitudes toward wildlife conservation and protected 

area management. The instrument was adapted to the socioeconomic and environmental 

context of communities surrounding Arsi Mountains National Park. Prior to the main survey, 

the questionnaire was pre-tested with a small number of households outside the final sample 

to assess clarity, relevance, cultural appropriateness, and the logical sequencing of questions. 

Based on feedback obtained during the pre-test, minor revisions were made to improve the 

wording and organization of the questionnaire before the final data collection. 

Data were collected in 2023 using four complementary methods: structured household 

questionnaires, key informant interviews, focus group discussions (FGDs), and direct field 

observations. The household questionnaire was used to collect quantitative data on 

respondents' socioeconomic characteristics and attitudes toward wildlife conservation and 

protected area management. Key informant interviews with park officials, local government 

representatives, and community leaders provided detailed information on conservation 

governance, institutional practices, and management challenges. Focus group discussions 

were conducted to explore community perceptions, experiences, and collective views 

regarding wildlife conservation and protected area management. Field observations were 

undertaken to verify information obtained from respondents and to document environmental 

conditions and human activities within and around the protected area. The use of multiple 

data collection methods enabled triangulation of evidence, thereby enhancing the credibility 

and comprehensiveness of the study findings (Johnson et al. 2007). 

Structured questionnaires containing closed-ended and open-ended questions were 

administered to sampled households. Five-point Likert-scale items were used to evaluate 

attitudes toward wildlife conservation, institutional performance, and conservation 

participation. Questionnaires were initially prepared in English and translated into Afan 

Oromo before administration. Prior to field implementation, questionnaire items were 

reviewed and refined to improve clarity and consistency. A pilot assessment was conducted 

prior to the main survey to evaluate question clarity, relevance, and respondent 

understanding. Feedback obtained during pretesting was used to refine questionnaire wording 

and improve data quality. 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with selected individuals representing park 

administration, local authorities, development agents, community leaders, and conservation 

personnel. 

Focus group discussions were conducted within the selected kebeles to capture broader 

community experiences regarding conservation governance, livelihood dependence, and 

community–park interactions. 

Direct observations were undertaken to document visible interactions between local 

communities and protected landscapes including grazing activities, land-use patterns, 

settlement expansion, and resource extraction. 

 

Data Analysis 

 



Quantitative data were analysed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS) version 26. Frequencies and percentages were used to summarise respondents’ 
socioeconomic and livelihood characteristics. Attitude items were measured on a five-point 

Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), and means and standard 

deviations were calculated for individual indicators. Mean scores were interpreted as strongly 

disagree (1.00–1.49), disagree (1.50–2.49), moderate (2.50–3.49), agree (3.50–4.49), and 

strongly agree (4.50–5.00), following Boone and Boone (2012). Four thematic dimensions 

were considered: park administration, community participation and leadership, wildlife 

conservation, and institutional support. Composite scores were calculated as the mean of the 

indicator scores within each dimension. 

 

Qualitative information from key informant interviews, focus group discussions, and 

field observations was organised and analysed thematically following Braun and Clarke 

(2006). The qualitative evidence was used to contextualise and interpret the patterns 

identified in the household survey. 

 

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical clearance and administrative permission were obtained from the responsible 

institutional authorities before field implementation. 

Participation was voluntary and informed consent was obtained from all respondents 

prior to interviews and questionnaire administration. Confidentiality and anonymity were 

maintained throughout the study. 

RESULTS 

Socio-demographic Characteristics of Respondents 

A total of 151 completed household questionnaires were included in the final analysis 

(Table 2). Respondents were predominantly male-headed households (89.4%), whereas 

female respondents accounted for 10.6% of the sample. Most respondents belonged to the 

49–65-year age category (57.0%), followed by 36–48 years (23.2%) and >66 years (19.9%). 

Educational attainment was generally low. Approximately two-thirds (66.9%) completed 

primary education (Grades 1–8), whereas 16.6% had no formal education and only 3.3% 

attained diploma-level education (Table 2). Most respondents were married (95.4%). 

Table 2. Socio-demographic characteristics of respondents 

Variable Category Frequency Percenta

ge 

Gender Male 135 89.4  
Female 16 10.6 

Age (years) 36–48 35 23.2 

 
49–65 86 57.0  
>66 30 19.9 



Education No formal education 25 16.6 

 
Grade 1–8 101 66.9  
Grade 9–12 20 13.2  

Diploma 5 3.3 

Marital status Married 144 95.4 

 
Divorced 7 4.6 

 

Land Ownership, Livelihoods, and Proximity to Protected Area 

All surveyed households reported ownership or access to agricultural land. Most 

respondents (78.8%) owned between 2 and 3 ha of farmland (Table 3). 

Approximately 70.2% cultivated land within 1–2 km of the protected area boundary. 

Mixed crop–livestock farming was identified as the dominant livelihood strategy (71.5%) 

(Table 3). 

 

Table 3. Household livelihood and land-use characteristics 

Variable Category Frequency Percentage 

Land ownership Yes 

No 

151 

0 

100 

0 

Land size <1 ha 23 15.2  
2–3 ha 119 78.8  
4–5 ha 9 6.0 

Distance to protected area 1–2 km 106 70.2  
3–4 km 40 26.5  
≥5 km 5 3.3 

Livestock ownership Yes 

No 

151 

0 

100 

0 

Livestock number 1–5 5 3.3  
6–10 15 9.9  
11–15 121 80.1  
>16 10 6.6 

Main livelihood Agriculture 20 13.2  
Livestock 6 4.0  
Mixed farming 108 71.5  
Employment 17 11.3 

 

Community Attitudes toward Conservation and Institutional Roles 

Attitudes Toward Park Administration 

The community attitude toward park administration is given on Table 4. Respondents 

generally agreed that park administration collaborated with communities to control illegal 

tree cutting (3.74 ± 0.79) (Table 4). However, lower scores were reported for environmental 

education, conservation research support, and promotion of alternative energy. 



Table 4. Community attitudes toward park administration 

Indicator Mean ± SD Interpretation 

Collaboration in controlling illegal tree cutting 3.74 ± 0.79 Agree 

Environmental education 2.22 ± 0.81 Disagree 

Alternative energy promotion 2.44 ± 0.99 Disagree 

Seed conservation initiatives 2.34 ± 0.89 Disagree 

Support for conservation research 2.45 ± 0.86 Disagree 

 

Community Participation and Leadership 

Respondents expressed relatively positive attitudes toward conservation responsibility 

but lower evaluations regarding practical participation (Table 5). 

Table 5. Community participation and leadership attitudes 

Indicator Mean ± SD Interpretation 

Community responsibility for conservation 3.80 ± 0.88 Agree 

Ecological restoration 3.79 ± 0.85 Agree 

Awareness creation by leaders 2.25 ± 0.95 Disagree 

Participation in wildlife conservation 2.34 ± 0.78 Disagree 

Regular conservation discussion 2.28 ± 0.95 Disagree 

 

Attitudes Toward Wildlife Conservation 

Community attitudes toward wildlife conservation were generally favourable, although 

perceptions varied across specific conservation issues (Table 6). Strong agreement was 

expressed regarding the benefits of wildlife conservation for future generations and the role 

of conservation in mitigating climate change, whereas support for protected area 

establishment was comparatively moderate. 

Table 6. Community attitudes toward wildlife conservation 

Indicator Mean ± SD Interpretation 

Wildlife conservation benefits future generations 3.87 ± 0.81 Agree 

Protected area establishment 3.29 ± 0.85 Moderate 

Deforestation contributes to climate change 3.83 ± 0.84 Agree 

Conservation areas mitigate climate change 3.53 ± 0.90 Agree 

Protected areas should continue 3.66 ± 0.86 Agree 



 

Institutional Support and Conservation Services 

Respondents reported moderate institutional confidence (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Mean attitude scores across major conservation dimensions. 

NB: Interpretation: 1.00–1.49 = Strongly disagree, 1.50–2.49 = Disagree, 2.50–3.49 = 

Moderate, 3.50–4.49 = Agree and 4.50–5.00 = Strongly agree 

Respondents perceived institutional support for conservation activities to be generally 

low (Table 7). Among the assessed indicators, awareness creation received the highest mean 

score (3.17 ± 0.91), indicating a moderate level of agreement that institutions conduct 

conservation awareness activities. However, respondents disagreed regarding the adequacy of 

other institutional interventions. Alternative energy promotion showed the lowest mean score 

(2.15 ± 0.93), suggesting limited institutional efforts to support energy alternatives that may 

reduce pressure on natural resources. Likewise, respondents expressed disagreement 

concerning conservation research support (2.37 ± 0.82) and conservation enforcement (2.42 ± 

0.90), indicating perceived weaknesses in institutional engagement, scientific support, and 

implementation of conservation measures. 

Overall, the findings indicate that institutional efforts were perceived as more visible in 

awareness creation than in practical conservation support, research, and enforcement 

activities. 

Table 7. Institutional support and conservation services 

Indicator Mean ± SD Interpretation 

Awareness creation 3.17 ± 0.91 Moderate 

Alternative energy promotion 2.15 ± 0.93 Disagree 
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Conservation research support 2.37 ± 0.82 Disagree 

Conservation enforcement 2.42 ± 0.90 Disagree 

 

Integrated Interpretation of Conservation Attitudes 

Table 8 presents the overall interpretation of major conservation dimensions assessed in 

the study area. The findings indicate variation in respondents’ perceptions across different 
components of conservation management. Park administration was rated as moderate, 

suggesting that management activities and administrative performance are perceived as 

functioning at an intermediate level but still requires improvement to meet conservation 

expectations fully. Similarly, community participation was interpreted as moderate, 

indicating that local communities are involved in conservation activities to some extent, 

although opportunities for deeper engagement and collaborative decision-making remain. 

In contrast, wildlife conservation received a positive interpretation, reflecting relatively 

favourable perceptions regarding conservation outcomes and efforts directed toward 

protecting wildlife resources. However, institutional support was interpreted as weak, 

indicating limited effectiveness of institutional mechanisms, including service provision, 

research support, enforcement, and facilitation of conservation initiatives. 

Overall, respondents demonstrated a generally positive orientation toward wildlife 

conservation despite identifying important shortcomings in institutional support and 

community participation. 

Table 8. Composite interpretation of conservation dimensions 

Dimension Overall interpretation 

Park administration Moderate 

Community participation Moderate 

Wildlife conservation Positive 

Institutional support Weak 

Overall conservation attitude Moderate–Positive 

Overall, communities demonstrated positive conservation values but perceived 

institutional and participatory limitations (Figure 3). 

 
Figure 3. Conceptual synthesis of factors influencing local conservation attitudes. 



 

Note: The conceptual framework was developed by the authors based on integrated interpretation of quantitative survey 

results, key informant interviews, focus group discussions, and field observations. 

 

 

Discussion 

Community Characteristics and Conservation Context 

The demographic and livelihood characteristics observed in this study indicate that 

conservation outcomes in the Dhera Dilfaker Block are strongly influenced by communities 

with long-term dependence on agricultural and livestock-based production systems. The 

predominance of mixed farming livelihoods and the close proximity of household farmland to 

the protected area suggest frequent interactions between local communities and conservation 

landscapes. 

Such livelihood dependence is commonly associated with increased exposure to 

conservation restrictions and may influence community perceptions toward protected area 

management. Similar findings were reported from the Chilalo-Galama Block of Arsi 

Mountains National Park, where household dependence on protected area resources was 

identified as a major factor shaping interactions between local communities and conservation 

authorities (Deyaso, 2021). Similar patterns have been reported across protected landscapes 

in Ethiopia and other African conservation systems where local livelihoods remain closely 

connected to natural resource access (Jiren et al., 2021; Mengist, 2020; Kasso et al., 2023). 

Educational attainment among respondents was generally low, which may influence 

conservation awareness, access to environmental information, and engagement in formal 

conservation programs. Previous studies have shown that education can positively influence 

environmental attitudes and support for conservation interventions (Karanth & Nepal, 2012). 

The combination of low educational attainment and high dependence on agriculture and 

livestock production observed in this study suggests that conservation interventions must be 

accompanied by targeted awareness and capacity-building programs. Where rural livelihoods 

remain closely linked to natural resource use, conservation outcomes are often influenced by 

the extent to which local communities understand the ecological and socioeconomic benefits 

associated with biodiversity conservation (Oldekop et al., 2016; Bennett et al., 2017). 

 

Community Attitudes toward Wildlife Conservation 

The findings indicate that respondents generally demonstrated favourable attitudes 

toward wildlife conservation and acknowledged the importance of protected areas for future 

generations and environmental sustainability. 

Positive perceptions toward conservation suggest that local communities do not 

fundamentally oppose wildlife protection but rather seek more equitable and practical 

engagement mechanisms. Similar findings were reported from Chimit Kola in north western 

Ethiopia, where most respondents expressed positive attitudes toward wildlife conservation 

despite the presence of conservation-related challenges and livelihood concerns (Wale et al., 

2025). Comparable findings have been reported in Ethiopia and elsewhere where 

communities recognized ecological benefits despite experiencing livelihood-related 

constraints (Merkebu & Mammo, 2021; Kerorsa, 2024). 

The relatively strong agreement regarding the contribution of conservation to climate 

regulation may reflect increasing local awareness of environmental degradation and changing 

environmental conditions. This observation supports broader arguments that conservation 



support can increase when communities perceive direct environmental benefits (Oldekop et 

al., 2016; Kasso et al., 2023). Studies across sub-Saharan Africa indicate that conservation 

institutions frequently receive stronger recognition for enforcement activities than for 

community engagement, benefit-sharing, and livelihood support functions, resulting in 

reduced institutional trust and lower participation in conservation programs (Bennett et al., 

2017; Jiren et al., 2021). 

However, only moderate support was recorded regarding protected area establishment 

itself. This pattern may indicate continuing concerns regarding restrictions on land access and 

limited local benefits, which has been documented in previous conservation studies (Andrade 

& Rhodes, 2012). 

The coexistence of positive attitudes toward wildlife conservation and moderate support 

for protected area establishment suggests that local communities may distinguish between 

conservation objectives and the practical consequences of conservation policies. Similar 

observations have been reported in several protected areas where residents supported 

biodiversity conservation in principle but expressed concerns regarding access restrictions, 

agricultural expansion, grazing rights, and limited livelihood benefits (Andrade & Rhodes, 

2012; Karanth & Nepal, 2012; Oldekop et al., 2016). This finding highlights the importance 

of integrating social and economic considerations into conservation planning to enhance local 

acceptance and long-term conservation effectiveness. 

 

Institutional Support and Community Participation 

Although respondents expressed generally positive conservation attitudes, they reported 

comparatively lower satisfaction regarding environmental education, promotion of alternative 

livelihood options, conservation communication, and institutional engagement. 

Lower confidence in institutional support mechanisms may indicate that conservation 

interventions remain more enforcement-oriented than participatory. Similar challenges have 

been documented in community conservation initiatives where limited engagement reduced 

conservation effectiveness and local ownership (Berkes, 2004; Bennett et al., 2017). 

Community members also reported relatively weak participation in practical 

conservation activities and limited awareness initiatives led by local institutions. Participatory 

conservation approaches increasingly emphasize collaboration, knowledge exchange, and 

benefit sharing as mechanisms for strengthening conservation outcomes (Bennett et al., 

2017). These observations indicate that conservation challenges in the Dhera Dilfaker Block 

are not solely ecological but also institutional. Effective conservation governance requires 

transparent communication, accountability, equitable benefit-sharing, and meaningful 

stakeholder participation. Strengthening these governance dimensions may improve both 

conservation effectiveness and community trust in protected area management institutions 

(Jiren et al., 2021; Bennett et al., 2017). 

Comparison with previous studies indicated that protected area effectiveness depends not 

only on ecological management interventions but also on the degree of social legitimacy 

achieved among local stakeholders. Communities that perceive conservation institutions as 

fair, inclusive, and responsive are generally more likely to support conservation initiatives 

and participate in biodiversity protection efforts (Bennett et al., 2017; Oldekop et al., 2016). 

Where conservation governance promotes transparency, accountability, and equitable benefit-

sharing, voluntary compliance with conservation regulations is often strengthened and 

conflicts between local communities and conservation authorities are reduced (Andrade & 

Rhodes, 2012; Berkes, 2004). Consequently, investments in community engagement, benefit-

sharing mechanisms, and participatory governance should be considered central conservation 

strategies rather than complementary activities. Such approaches may be particularly 



important in Arsi Mountains National Park, where local livelihoods remain closely linked to 

natural resource use and conservation outcomes are strongly influenced by community 

cooperation (Jiren et al., 2021; Deyaso, 2021). 

These findings suggest that improving institutional responsiveness may generate greater 

conservation support than increasing enforcement alone. Recent evidence from Ethiopia 

further indicates that education, awareness, and opportunities for community participation are 

important factors shaping positive attitudes toward wildlife conservation (Wale et al., 2025). 

Implication from community-based conservation programs indicates that trust in conservation 

institutions is often a stronger predictor of conservation support than regulatory enforcement 

alone. When local communities perceive conservation institutions as transparent, inclusive, 

and responsive to local concerns, they are more likely to participate in conservation activities 

and comply voluntarily with management regulations (Berkes, 2004; Bennett et al., 2017). 

Strengthening communication channels between park authorities and local residents may 

therefore represent a cost-effective strategy for improving conservation outcomes within the 

Dhera Dilfaker Block. 

 

Conservation and Management Implications 

The findings of this study provide important practical implications for protected area 

management in the Dhera Dilfaker Block and other comparable conservation landscapes. 

These implications are particularly relevant in the Ethiopian context, where many protected 

areas are embedded within human-dominated landscapes and surrounded by communities 

that depend substantially on agriculture, livestock production, and natural resource extraction 

for their livelihoods. Similar challenges associated with limited community participation, 

inadequate institutional support, and competing resource-use demands have been documented 

across multiple conservation areas in Ethiopia, indicating the broader relevance of 

community-centred conservation approaches for improving conservation outcomes at the 

national scale (Jiren et al., 2021; Mengist, 2020; Merkebu & Mammo, 2021; Kasso et al., 

2023). 

The generally positive but not uniformly strong conservation attitudes observed in this 

study suggest the need to strengthen environmental education and awareness initiatives. 

Enhancing local understanding of biodiversity values, ecosystem services, and the long-term 

benefits of conservation may improve community participation and reinforce support for 

protected area management (Wale et al., 2025). 

The findings also highlight the importance of creating more inclusive governance 

structures that enable communities to participate meaningfully in conservation planning, 

implementation, and decision-making processes. Strengthening participatory mechanisms can 

improve transparency, increase local accountability, and reinforce shared responsibility for 

biodiversity conservation. 

Effective conservation outcomes additionally require stronger coordination among park 

administration, local government institutions, and community representatives (Kasso et al., 

2023). Enhanced institutional collaboration may improve trust, reduce conflicts over resource 

use, and support long-term conservation effectiveness. In this regard, adopting adaptive co-

management approaches that integrate scientific evidence with local ecological knowledge 

offers a promising pathway for improving conservation legitimacy, strengthening conflict 



resolution processes, and enhancing community ownership of conservation initiatives 

(Berkes, 2004; Bennett et al., 2017). 

Given increasing anthropogenic pressures across protected landscapes, adaptive 

governance frameworks that balance ecological objectives with local development needs are 

increasingly recognized as essential. In Arsi Mountains National Park, ecological studies 

have already documented the impacts of livestock encroachment and vegetation disturbance 

on biodiversity resources, further emphasizing the need for effective community-based 

conservation approaches (Watson et al., 2014; Girma et al., 2018). 

Strengths of the Study 

Despite limitations associated with the availability of respondent-level datasets during 

manuscript preparation, the study provides important evidence regarding local community 

attitudes toward wildlife conservation in an understudied section of Arsi Mountains National 

Park. The integration of household surveys, key informant interviews, focus group 

discussions, and field observations strengthened the reliability of interpretations through 

methodological triangulation. Furthermore, the study contributes empirical evidence from 

Ethiopia, where understanding community perspectives remains essential for strengthening 

conservation governance and improving protected area management. The findings therefore 

provide useful insights for conservation practitioners, policymakers, and protected area 

managers seeking to promote community-centred conservation approaches in tropical 

landscapes. 

 Study Limitations 

This study has some limitations. The cross-sectional design captures community 

perceptions at a particular point in time and therefore cannot assess changes in attitudes over 

time or establish causal relationships. In addition, the study focused on three kebeles 

surrounding the Dhera Dilfaker Block, and the findings should therefore be interpreted 

primarily within this local conservation context. Nevertheless, the integration of household 

survey data with key informant interviews, focus group discussions, and field observations 

provided complementary evidence for understanding community perceptions of wildlife 

conservation and protected-area management. 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Conclusions 
This study assessed community attitudes toward wildlife conservation and protected area 

management in the Dhera Dilfaker Block of Arsi Mountains National Park, Ethiopia. Overall, 

local communities expressed generally positive attitudes toward wildlife conservation and 

recognized the ecological and socioeconomic importance of conserving protected areas. 

However, respondents also identified important shortcomings in institutional support, 

community participation, and practical conservation interventions, indicating that positive 

conservation attitudes alone are insufficient to ensure long-term conservation success. 

The findings demonstrate that effective wildlife conservation depends not only on 

ecological protection but also on strengthening relationships between protected area 

institutions and neighbouring communities. Greater transparency, meaningful community 

participation, equitable benefit-sharing, and improved institutional responsiveness are likely 



to enhance public trust and encourage stronger local support for conservation initiatives. 

These findings reinforce the importance of integrating social and ecological dimensions in 

protected area governance and support the growing recognition that successful conservation 

requires collaborative approaches that balance biodiversity protection with sustainable rural 

livelihoods. 

The study contributes to the human dimensions of conservation by providing empirical 

evidence on how institutional governance, livelihood dependence, and community 

participation shape conservation attitudes within a protected landscape in Ethiopia. The 

findings offer practical insights for protected area managers and policy-makers seeking to 

strengthen community-centred conservation and improve the long-term sustainability of 

biodiversity conservation in Arsi Mountains National Park and similar protected landscapes. 

 

    Management and Policy Recommendations 

Based on the findings of this study, the following actions are recommended to strengthen 

wildlife conservation and protected area management in the Dhera Dilfaker Block of Arsi 

Mountains National Park: 

1. Strengthen participatory governance. Park management should promote 

meaningful community participation in conservation planning, implementation, and 

monitoring to enhance local ownership and improve institutional trust. 

2. Enhance institutional support and communication. Regular dialogue between park 

authorities, local government, and surrounding communities should be strengthened 

to improve transparency, address local concerns, and build collaborative relationships. 

3. Promote sustainable livelihood opportunities. Conservation programmes should be 

integrated with livelihood diversification initiatives, including support for sustainable 

agriculture, alternative energy sources, and income-generating activities that reduce 

dependence on protected area resources. 

4. Expand environmental education and awareness programmes. Continuous 

conservation education should be provided to increase public understanding of 

biodiversity values and encourage long-term stewardship of wildlife and natural 

resources. 

5. Support long-term monitoring and future research. Periodic assessments of 

community attitudes, institutional performance, and conservation outcomes should be 

undertaken to evaluate management effectiveness and guide adaptive protected area 

governance. 

 

Implications for Conservation 

The findings demonstrate that effective wildlife conservation depends not only on 

ecological protection but also on strengthening relationships between protected area 

institutions and neighbouring communities. Positive community attitudes alone are unlikely 

to ensure long-term conservation success unless they are supported by transparent 

governance, meaningful participation, equitable benefit-sharing, and livelihood opportunities. 

The lessons from this study are relevant not only to Arsi Mountains National Park but also to 

other protected landscapes in Ethiopia and similar social–ecological systems where 

biodiversity conservation depends on collaboration between conservation institutions and 

local communities. 
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