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Introduction
In the present paper we seek to advance the under-
standing, relevance, and utility of  stewardship frame-
works presented by Bennett et al. (2018) and Enqvist 
et al. (2018) for park and protected area conservation 
efforts. We have two primary objectives: (1) describe 
the context of how individuals and communities are 
motivated to be stewards of their environment, and 
(2) offer new perspectives and management consid-
erations for leveraging environmental stewardship 
mechanisms within parks and protected areas. Our 
higher-level aspiration is to bolster the collective resil-
ience and long-term vision of parks and protected areas 
across the United States for the benefit of all people. 
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Harnessing a multilevel environmental stewardship framework:  
A bare necessity for parks and protected areas

This paper came out of an interdisciplinary collabora-
tion following the George Wright Society Virtual Stu-
dent Summit on “Systemic Threats to Parks and Pro-
tected Areas” in April 2020. Though the authors have 
diverse backgrounds and perspectives, we all consider 
environmental stewardship to be a chief mechanism in 
mounting a response to systemic threats to parks and 
protected areas.

What is environmental stewardship?
At a basic level, “environmental stewardship” is a 
human expression of care for the natural world. In gen-
eral, environmental stewardship is defined as a variety 

Abstract
In parks and protected area conservation, research is underway to understand the elements and mechanisms of 
environmental stewardship and to evaluate its effectiveness as a management tool for conservation. Across the 
country, protected area managers, scientists, concerned citizens and communities are trying to harness stewardship 
actions to mitigate systemic threats to parks and other protected areas. Through developing and engaging with a 
stewardship framework approach (i.e., an organized, collaboratively supported, and enduring system of stewardship 
actions), protected area managers can engage a variety of motivated people to collaboratively care for a protected 
area, creating a win–win solution for park resource users and managers. Recent advances in sustainability science 
and environmental stewardship address the development of stewardship mechanisms through novel analytical 
frameworks. Collectively, the framework approach can help protected area managers make actions and initiatives 
more effective and meaningful to the individuals or communities involved by helping to unravel the multifaceted 
nature of environmental stewardship. Specifically, we seek to advance the understanding, relevance, and utility of 
the Bennett et al. (2018) and Enqvist et al. (2018) stewardship frameworks for park and protected area management 
and conservation efforts. In doing so, we also offer potentially new, interdisciplinary perspectives and management 
considerations for leveraging actions that serve to bolster environmental stewardship as a concept, practice, and 
research focus for parks and protected areas. 
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ject to changing leadership and political resolutions. 
These fluctuations can be addressed and remedied by 
harnessing a multifaceted stewardship framework: an 
organized, collaboratively supported, and enduring 
system of stewardship actions that underlies protect-
ed area management and remains constant no matter 
what changes in the larger political context. Through 
stewardship frameworks, managers can develop tai-
lored approaches to engage a variety of motivated peo-
ple (e.g., visitors, volunteers, recreationists, local and 
regional communities) to collaboratively care for a pro-
tected area, creating a win–win solution. Within such 
frameworks, effective stewardship initiatives could be 
designed to aid in the protection of ecological integrity, 
cultural and historical authenticity, and transforma-
tive experiences within parks and protected areas—
which happen to be key priorities for the national park 
system (Colwell et al. 2012: 18). As stated in the 2006 
NPS Management Policies, managers are encouraged 
to foster stewardship within the agency as well as in 
partnership with the public to establish resiliency. To 
develop environmental stewardship into an effective 
management tool for a variety of parks and protected 
areas, each with its own unique management challeng-
es, further investigation is needed. Recent advances 
reported in the environmental stewardship literature 
address some of these challenges through using novel 
analytical frameworks that help navigate stewardship 
as a concept, practice, and research focus.

Harnessing a stewardship framework
In 2018, two important environmental stewardship 
frameworks were published: Bennett et al. (Figure 
1) and Enqvist et al. (Figure 2). Both sets of authors 
synthesized previous academic literature on environ-

of “actions taken by individuals, groups or networks of 
actors, with various motivations and levels of capacity, 
to protect, care for or responsibly use the environ-
ment. . .” (Bennett et al. 2018: 597). In parks and pro-
tected area conservation, research is underway to un-
derstand the elements and mechanisms of stewardship 
and to evaluate its effectiveness as a management tool 
for conservation (Bennett et al. 2018: 597; Enqvist et al. 
2018: 17). Across the country, managers, scientists, and 
concerned citizens and communities are trying to har-
ness stewardship efforts to mitigate systemic threats to 
parks and other protected areas. These threats include 
increasing demand on natural resources, climate 
change, social inequity, and biodiversity loss. Engaging 
in stewardship actions can shield protected areas from 
these threats, establish richer connections to place, 
and promote a sense of ownership and responsibility 
for the collective care-taking of parks and protected 
areas. Stewardship actions can also augment the often 
limited resources of park managers. In the context of 
the United States and the National Park Service (NPS), 
environmental stewardship is considered an “enduring 
responsibility shared by all Americans” (Colwell et al. 
2012: 16), so expanding stewardship initiatives should 
be a top priority. 

Relevance of stewardship to parks and protected areas
Managing a protected area is a complicated logisti-
cal and financial endeavor. Resource managers are 
equipped with limited financial resources to cover di-
verse areas such as maintenance, staffing, visitor safety 
and risk management, wildlife management, scientific 
research, and educational outreach. Yet management 
budgets required to perform these tasks are often 
insufficient and volatile, as they are frequently sub-

FIGURE 1. A conceptual framework for local environmental stewardship (from 
Bennett et al. 2018).

FIGURE 2. The notions of “care,” “knowledge,” and “agency” help relate the differ-
ent meanings of stewardship (from Enqvist et al. 2018).
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In reviewing the frameworks, we start by focusing on 
their shared notion of environmental stewardship as 
either a direct (e.g., planting a tree) or indirect (e.g., 
casting a vote for forest canopy preservation) action 
with the intention of creating environmental or social 
change. In other words, direct or indirect actions are 
the central pillar to directly engaging in environmental 
stewardship. Without actions, stewardship is just an 
idea. Furthermore, stewardship actions can be highly 
variable across contexts and are often accompanied by 
an end goal or objective to benefit the environment in 
response to a social–ecological problem (Bennett et al. 
2018: 597; Enqvist et al. 2018: 17). They can range from 
simple and low cost (e.g., river trash clean-ups, signing 
an online petition), to more complex and costly (e.g., 
stream or trail restoration projects, invasive species 
removal, or volunteering on a co-management board).

mental stewardship and offered their own conceptual 
frameworks to advance stewardship research and 
practice. These frameworks are critical to supporting 
the communication of “the stewardship concept across 
the broad range of disciplines engaged in landscape and 
sustainability science” (Enqvist et al. 2018: 18). While 
research on stewardship has a long tradition, the com-
bination of holistic, systematic, and practical elements 
offered in these two specific frameworks inspired the 
following perspectives on promoting stewardship in 
parks and protected areas. This article attempts to in-
corporate language shared by the Bennett and Enqvist 
frameworks. We recommend further investigation of 
both to fully grasp their breadth and depth, however, 
the basic tenets are explained and illustrated in this 
paper (see Table 1). 

TABLE 1. Summary comparison of Bennett and Enqvist frameworks.
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ute most to developing an emotional interest in the 
natural world later in life. The related concept, place 
attachment, is understood as an emotional connection 
to a place, such as a home, city, park, or protected area 
(see Miller et al. 2020: 233), which is formed through 
the accumulation of experiences over time. Hence, 
developing an emotional connection with nature is a 
long-term process that consists of repeated interrelat-
ed and interconnected experiences. It is through these 
experiences that people come to care for nature and 
places, serving the basis for motivated actions to stew-
ard parks and protected areas.

For a manager of a park or protected area, the traits of 
experiences identified by research on environmental 
socialization provide insight into the types of experi-
ences that should be nurtured and leveraged. However, 
an important first step that managers should consider 
is expanding the conception of what constitutes an 
“experience.” Classical views of experiences hold that 
they are direct, such as physically visiting a park; but 
managers should consider alternative experiences and 
programs that can take place outside park boundaries, 
such as virtual or interactive videos, which are more 
accessible to an increasingly urban society. Since fre-
quent and recurring experiences are vital for socializa-
tion and developing emotional connections, there is a 
critical need to encourage experiences beyond a single 
visit to an iconic national park. One practical sugges-
tion is to enhance and raise the visibility of other, less-
er-known national parks, exemplified by programs such 
as the Find Your Park initiative. This initiative should 
be expanded to include mechanisms that connect peo-
ple to other federal, state, regional, county, and local 
parks and nature centers, where people can have more 
frequent outdoor experiences close to home. 

We would also like to challenge managers and steward-
ship programmers to consider ways to expand current 
programs to include dimensions of self-discovery or 
fun, such as gamifying stewardship to act as the initial 
hook or foray into perpetual stewardship actions. We 
encourage managers to focus on efforts that build the 
motivation of stewardship through the development 
of emotional connections to places that arise from 
frequent, recurring, and meaningful experiences within 
protected areas. 

The spiritual dimension of stewardship 
It is also important for managers to understand how 
spirituality can act as a conduit to emotional connec-
tions with nature, and hence as a driver for steward-
ship. Spirituality can serve as a pillar in individuals’ 
lives that influences how they choose to care for and 

Environmental stewardship results from elements of 
motivation, knowledge, care, and capacity (e.g., agen-
cy). Motivations, a major component of the drive for 
stewardship actions, rely partly on the intrinsic (e.g. 
pleasure and self-actualization) and extrinsic (e.g. 
external stimuli, costs and benefits, rewards) motiva-
tions of various actors (e.g., individuals, groups, and 
communities) (Bennett et al. 2018: 601). Motivations 
are described by Bennett et al. as the “rationale and 
will for stewardship” (2018: 601). Understanding 
this, protected area managers can encourage effective 
stewardship actions and outcomes by focusing on the 
reasons why people engage in stewardship. For exam-
ple, a stewardship intervention to restore native habitat 
at a local park may involve a youth program hoping to 
educate and engage children with the environment, a 
spiritual-based organization seeking to give back to and 
highlight divine creation, a recreationist wanting to 
“get dirty” and improve the recreation experience, or 
a joint working group of community members hoping 
to engage with park staff to show their support. Mana-
gers should be aware that stewardship means different 
things to different people; accordingly, “knowing your 
audience” is beneficial to managers when trying to tar-
get or tailor a specific stewardship initiative. 

Collectively, the stewardship analytical framework ele-
ments (e.g., action, motivation, care, capacity, etc.) pro-
posed by Enqvist and Bennett are important because 
they give protected area managers a compass to locate 
leverage points to make stewardship initiatives more 
effective and meaningful to the individuals or commu-
nities involved. The following thought pieces shape our 
objectives and offer novel contributions to understand-
ing the mechanisms of environmental stewardship.

Environmental socialization: The need for frequent, 
recurring, and expanding experiences to develop  
emotional connections with nature
Emotional connections with nature are the foundation 
for developing an ethic of care, which can lead to long-
term stewardship of parks and protected areas (Jones, 
Shipley, and Ul-Hasan 2017: 45). Enqvist and colleagues 
define “care for the environment” as a cluster of “per-
sonal values, aesthetic ideals, identity, emotions, and 
collective notions of morality and ideology” (2018: 24). 
However, how do emotional connections with nature 
arise? One framework that is helpful for understanding 
the types of experiences that are necessary for devel-
oping emotional connections with nature is environ-
mental socialization. Research on environmental social-
ization (James, Bixler, and Vadala 2010: 231) suggests 
that frequent, recurring, expanding, meaningful, and 
immediate childhood experiences with nature contrib-
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find solitude. Given the immense variety of collective 
human impacts these activities can have on the envi-
ronment, recreationists and environmental groups are 
exploring a new frontier of outdoor recreation oppor-
tunities focused on giving back and stewarding their 
playgrounds. Recreational stewardship, or steward-
ship as a form of recreation, is an emerging model for 
conservation that can serve as a major leverage point 
for protected area managers. Miller and colleagues 
highlighted the symbiotic relations between steward-
ship and recreation, describing recreationists and their 
potential stewardship actions as an integral element in 
the overall sustainability and preservation of outdoor 
recreation resources (2020: 232).

“Recreational stewardship” is a simple concept that the 
authors define as “engaging in a recreation activity for 
the purpose of conducting stewardship actions.” For 
example, a local riverkeeper organization may leverage 
the motivation, knowledge, and resources of a network 
of kayakers to maintain river access points, clean up 
the river, document illegal activities, or monitor water 
quality when out paddling. Recreational stewardship 
typically entails organized initiatives with goals or 
desired outcomes, though these can be loosely defined 
and are seldom evaluated. Recreational stewardship 
can be a social event or organized trip (i.e., outing), 
such as when stewardship actions for a park or river 
section are celebrated with food and beverage dona-
tions from local restaurants, free entertainment (e.g., 
local bands), free swag (i.e., outdoor gear), and educa-
tional programs (Figure 3). There is some evidence that 
such events may promote stewardship via people sim-
ply wanting to belong to a certain social or recreational 
group (Bennett et al. 2018: 602). Recreational steward-
ship can also spur new conservation approaches and 
federal designations, such as the National Water Trail 
System. This system highlights exemplary river trails in 
which stewards (e.g., paddlers) and surrounding com-
munities are instrumental in the river’s protection and 
development of recreational opportunities.

Managers wanting to leverage recreational stewardship 
mechanisms should be visible to and engaged with all 
forms of recreation occurring within their resource 
area to lay the future groundwork of collaboration in 
organizing stewardship initiatives. We suggest the de-
velopment of outdoor recreation stewardship specialist 
positions for parks and protected area management. 
These individuals should be knowledgeable and pro-
ficient in the various forms of recreation occurring 
within their park as well as understand the associated 
resource needs particular to each form of recreation. 
The establishment and visibility of these specialists 

interact with the natural world. Additionally, spiri-
tuality often involves the belief in a higher deity that 
serves as a foundational source of guidance within the 
detailed dimensions of life (e.g., decisions, behaviors, 
attitudes, or perceptions; Newman 2004: 102). Spiri-
tually motivated visitors of parks and protected areas 
may possess a heightened level of compassion and 
stewardship, potentially due to their beliefs (Enqvist 
et al. 2018: 18; Heintzman 2010: 72). Individuals may 
be more inclined to act as environmental stewards 
based on their devotion to care for a natural resource 
they consider to be divine or sacred, or as an outlet to 
express their reverence towards the deity they believe 
in (Heintzman 2010: 74). Sensitivity to spirituality as 
a motivator for stewardship actions can foster rich-
er steward–manager relationships and result in the 
establishment of positive feedback loops for future 
initiatives.

Collaboratively working with spiritual groups can also 
be a way to include new and diverse actors or organi-
zations with whom protected area managers may have 
not considered engaging before (Bennett et al. 2018: 
607). Connecting with groups motivated by a variety 
of belief systems can promote inclusion and respectful 
environments for parks and protected areas. To fur-
ther explore stewardship and the influence of spiri-
tual motivations, empirical research (e.g., qualitative 
focused studies) could provide new managerial insight 
into how spirituality influences specific stewardship 
actions and behaviors within parks and protected areas. 
An increased understanding of the spiritual beliefs that 
influence potential stewardship engagement with parks 
and protected areas can also be a gateway to engaging 
with other user groups, such as outdoor recreationists. 

Recreational stewardship:  
The new frontier of outdoor recreation
Parks and protected areas are the playgrounds of rec-
reationists—a key user group and management focus 
as the demand for and diversity of recreational activ-
ities and opportunities expand. Through the growth 
of the outdoor industry and economy, technological 
advancements, recognition of health benefits, and 
increased leisure time, among other factors, recre-
ationists are finding new reasons, new ways, and new 
places to get out-of-doors. Mountain trails are tra-
versed on foot, bike, board, or horse; cliffs are climbed, 
ice-axed, or revered; rivers and seascapes are floated, 
canoed, kayaked, rafted, SUPed; caves are spelunked or 
scuba-dived; forests and the backcountry are hunted, 
fished, camped in, geotagged, or explored; and local 
parks or nature centers are where families gather, 
people bird-watch, or workers escape to at mid-day to 
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Like individuals, communities will take care of what 
they care about. To a large degree, communities care 
about that which they perceive as benefitting them. 
Therefore, one of the first steps is to understand how 
communities benefit, or would like to benefit, from 
protected areas. The benefits people receive could be 
environmental, socioeconomic, physical, cultural, or 
spiritual in nature. Knowing these benefits will allow 
agencies and communities to identify shared steward-
ship goals that will motivate communities to care about 
the environment through a sense of ownership, respon-
sibility, and pride. Managers should consider initiatives 
that increase the benefits people receive, while reduc-
ing the costs they have to pay to participate, such as 
time and finances. 

Communities are also more likely to become stewards 
if they are given agency to participate in decisionmak-
ing and management activities as recognized owners, 
or co-owners, of a resource. One feasible management 
approach to accomplishing this is by consistently 
involving a community in scientific monitoring, such 
as through a citizen science initiative or recreational 
stewardship activities mentioned above. These ac-
tivities can also aid in environmental socialization, 
which can deepen connections with place and increase 
stewardship motivations. Involving communities in de-
veloping and establishing rules (e.g., hunting seasons, 
entry permits, etc.), is also important since people 
within a community are more likely to adhere to rules 
they helped establish. Strengthening community-level 
stewardship through these initial ideas is not a simple 
or minor endeavor, and may even seem like too much 
trouble, yet drawing from best practices of managing 
shared resources from around the world can yield im-
portant benefits (Ostrom 1990). 

within day-to-day operations will serve 
as a beacon to recreationists that the 
park acknowledges recreation as a core 
management objective, and may allow 
for authentic, synergetic stewardship 
efforts between park managers and 
recreational users. Other potential 
opportunities for managers to engage 
with include alternative spring break 
programs for schools and universities, 
university outdoor recreation programs 
and clubs, and environmental non- 
profits with recreational stewardship 
trip programs (e.g., those of the Georgia Conservancy). 
Overall, tremendous stewardship potential remains 
dormant within recreationists, an abundant human 
capital asset to parks just waiting to be uncorked. For 
recreational stewardship to become a “sustainable 
symbiosis,” managers are encouraged to develop ways 
of making stewardship an essential part of every recre-
ational experience (Miller et al. 2020: 227).

Creating a system of stewardship
Within communities surrounding parks and protect-
ed areas, managers have an opportunity to promote 
stewardship by increasing both motivation and agen-
cy. Communities can be found across many scales, 
from park border towns to annual park visitors across 
the country. Often, we think about the management 
relationship between parks and communities as one 
directional, yet sustainable park management should 
be a shared responsibility between communities and 
government. Parks and neighboring communities share 
transboundary resources that are part of larger sys-
tems with environmental, socioeconomic, and cultural 
dimensions. Protected area management decisions 
can affect communities as much as community deci-
sions (both locally and nationally) can affect parks. 
Communities can access distinct forms of knowledge 
that agency managers may not possess, which unique-
ly positions a community to contribute to resource 
management goals outside of park boundaries. To gain 
enduring support, managers need to understand the 
motivations of communities around them and commu-
nities should understand management goals and con-
straints. Thinking about stewardship through commu-
nities increases the potential to magnify and harmonize 
individual actions for the greatest benefit to the shared 
goal of protected area conservation. 

FIGURE 3. The Georgia Conservancy, one of the state’s oldest 
environmental non-profits, hosts a unique and robust trips 
program focused on recreational stewardship.
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managers to support shared goals, some of the barriers 
and threats managers are up against can be overcome. 
Crucial to the widespread acceptance and application 
of park and protected area stewardship models will be 
sound, scientific research that can effectively monitor 
and evaluate the success or failure of environmental 
stewardship initiatives and interventions. Through uti-
lizing the lessons learned from the Bennett and Enqvist 
frameworks, resource managers and researchers can 
make great strides in collaborative efforts to system-
atically investigate stewardship to bolster theory and 
produce guidelines for best practices within parks and 
protected areas. We recognize that some of the ideas 
expressed in this article are incomplete and aspiration-
al, yet we hope this can spur critical discourse. To end 
with the words of Colwell and colleagues:

The American people—including but not limit-
ed to visitors and residents of communities near 
parks—must be recruited as ‘co-stewards’ of the 
national parks. The public must be made aware of 
the challenges facing the national park system and 
urged and empowered to take action to preserve 
and protect these resources as part of their endur-
ing responsibility as citizens (2012: 19).
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