
Letter

Understanding conservation marketing and
focusing on the best available evidence: a reply to
Hobson

We thank Hobson () for raising important questions
about evidence for the impact of social and conservation
marketing initiatives. There is a clear need for more rigorous
evaluation of all behaviour change initiatives that focus on
biodiversity and the environment. Yet we feel it is vital to
dispel any misunderstandings around the different ways
marketing is used to support environmental sustainability
and to ensure a clear emphasis on the best available
evidence.

It is often assumed that because commercial marketing is
focused on consumption andmonetary transactions, the use
of marketing in a social or conservation context must have
the same emphasis. This is not the case. As with the now
well established use of social marketing in public health,
the focus of conservation marketing is social change. This
has included, amongst others, driving the adoption of
fuel-efficient cooking stoves to reduce deforestation, estab-
lishing reciprocal water agreements to improve watershed
management, and reinforcing local customary laws around
sustainable fishing (see references in Veríssimo, ).
Matters such as donations have been the remit of another
marketing field, non-profit marketing.

The confusion around the scope of conservation market-
ing is understandable, given the myriad of often fuzzily de-
fined terms, such as social media marketing and green
marketing, which have spread through the literature. The
community of social marketing practitioners has addressed
this challenge through its Declaration of Social Marketing’s
Unique Principles and Distinctions, which sets out social
marketing’s unique value proposition (Lee & Kotler, ).
It is perhaps time for the community of practice around con-
servation marketing to follow a similar path, after the recent
proposition of a definition for the field (Wright et al., ).

Regarding the impact of conservation marketing, we are
interested by the reference to a ‘strong empirical evidence
base’ for the notion that marketing has been ineffective in
an environmental context. We regret that Hobson ()
does not cite any empirical studies to support this assertion.
In fields such as public health the best available evidence, in
the form of systematic reviews (e.g. Stead et al., ), shows
that marketing interventions can lead to positive outcomes
in a diversity of contexts and target groups. Conservation
marketing interventions have suffered historically from a
lack of robust evaluation and so the available evidence is
not as strong, yet to the best of our knowledge the best

available evidence supports the view that marketing can
be an important tool for biodiversity management (see re-
ferences in Veríssimo, ).

It is therefore not surprising that there is a growing inter-
est in conservation marketing amongst conservationists,
many of whom are social scientists. This is showcased by
the creation and growing membership of the Society for
Conservation Biology’s Conservation Marketing and
Engagement Working Group (Wright et al., ), which
since December  has gathered more than members.
Simultaneously, conservation marketing is increasingly be-
coming established and being recognized as part of the so-
cial science fields of conservation science (Bennett et al.,
).

Nonetheless, we acknowledge that, as with any approach,
there are contexts where a marketing-based approach may
not succeed. This realization is in line with marketing prin-
ciples: a basic tenet of the field is that there are no one size
fits all solutions. Conservation marketing is one field of
many seeking to achieve positive change for biodiversity
conservation.
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