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Executive summary

The pursuit of social equity must guide marine conservation. Past marine conservation initiatives 
have varied substantially in the extent that they incorporate participatory planning and governance 
processes, and in the impacts that they have on local populations, Indigenous Peoples and coastal 
communities. Positive social impacts have included economic benefits related to small-scale fisheries 
and tourism, greater involvement in environmental decision-making, improved food security and 
wealth, and protection of culturally important species. Negative social consequences have included 
displacement and evictions of local populations, exclusion from decision-making, loss of rights, as 
well as numerous other impacts on livelihoods and culture. These social exclusions and impacts 
have arisen, in part, because many initiatives have primarily been designed and managed to achieve 
environmental objectives. Attention to social considerations, participation and equity have not received 
as much attention during design, decision-making, or within management plans and activities. 
However, the Convention on Biological Diversity Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework 
now recognises the necessity of addressing equity as an integral part of the planning, establishment, 
governance and management of conservation initiatives. 

Assessing social equity in marine conservation is a fundamental action to enable governments, 
institutions, managers, communities, rightsholders, and other stakeholders to reflect on and improve 
governance and management practices. This guidebook is based on an understanding that social 
equity refers to fairness and justice with respect to the ways that people are recognised, treated, or 
impacted by conservation initiatives. It is also grounded on a common framework for assessing equity 
that includes six dimensions: recognitional, procedural, management, environmental, distributional, and 
contextual and structural equity. 

RECOGNITIONAL PROCEDURAL MANAGEMENT

ENVIRONMENTAL DISTRIBUTIONAL CONTEXTUAL  
AND STRUCTURAL

Marine conservation initiatives around the world operate in diverse governance contexts. Managers 
have different levels of capacity and resources to carry out monitoring and reporting on topics such as 
equity, and the situation may necessitate more or less participatory approaches to assessments and 
monitoring depending on the interests and needs of local managers, stakeholders and rightsholders. 
Recognition of this diversity of contexts, capacities, and needs led to the development of three 
approaches or options for assessing equity that require differing levels of resources, expertise, time, 
and collaboration as follows:
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1.
RAPID EQUITY 
ASSESSMENT

	↘ involves the use of a survey 
with a single or small group 
of marine conservation 
managers and/or 
practitioners. The goal is to 
gain quick insights into equity-
related topics in order to 
facilitate reflections to identify 
and potentially address 
key issues.

2.
STAKEHOLDERS 
AND 
RIGHTSHOLDERS 
ASSESSMENT

	↘ involves surveying a broader 
group of stakeholders and 
rightsholders who are adjacent 
to and potentially impacted 
by a marine conservation 
initiative. The aim is to 
understand a wider range of 
perspectives, and differences 
across groups, on issues and 
improvements needed to 
improve social equity.

3.
CO-PRODUCED 
AND CUSTOMISED 
EQUITY 
ASSESSMENT

	↘ involves engaging in a 
collaborative and participatory 
process of co-developing 
equity indicators and 
assessment methods, and 
analysing results. It is intended 
to have inclusivity and equity 
built into its process, in addition 
to actively generating collective 
learning and ongoing dialogue 
to improve equity in a marine 
conservation initiative. 

To support teams interested in carrying out an equity assessment, this guidebook provides specific 
guidance and tools for each approach. It also reviews key considerations in choosing an assessment 
option, preparing for an assessment, carrying out an assessment, and moving from assessment to 
action. These considerations emphasise how the process of doing and reflecting on the results of an 
assessment can be as important as the assessment outputs. 

Ultimately, the aim of all 
three equity assessment 
options is to improve equity 
by promoting learning, raising 
awareness about key issues 
and providing insights for 
marine conservation initiative 
managers and other actors 
to drive action. Evaluating the 
status of equity is a first step 
towards addressing past issues 
with meaningful involvement 
of local stakeholders or 
rightsholders. This guidebook 
is intended to support local, 
case-specific assessments 
and learning, but benefits are 
most likely to arise through 
continued engagement and a 
commitment to action.

RAPID EQUITY 
ASSESSMENT

STAKEHOLDERS AND 

RIGHTSHOLDERS 

EQUITY 
ASSESSMENT

CO-PRODUCED AND 

CUSTOMISED EQUITY 

ASSESSMENT 

PROCEDURAL DISTRIBUTIONAL

MANAGEMENT

RECOGNITIONAL

CONTEXTUAL AND STRUCTURAL

ENVIRONMENTAL
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TERM MEANING

Assessment Gathering and analysing information with the aim of increasing understanding. 

Co-production
Collecting and producing knowledge and/or fostering action where different 
groups work together in ways that prioritise equitable partnerships and shared 
decision-making. 

Equity (social equity) Fairness and justice with respect to the ways that people are recognised, treated, or 
impacted by conservation initiatives. 

Indigenous and local 
knowledge

Understandings, skills, and philosophies developed by Indigenous Peoples, small-
scale fishers, and local communities through long histories of interaction with the 
environments where they live.

Learning
The processes through which individuals and groups acquire knowledge and develop 
understanding, especially in ways that can lead to potential changes in attitudes or 
practices. 

Marine conservation 
initiative

A broad term to refer to any area-based marine conservation measures, including 
marine protected areas (MPAs), other effective area-based conservation measures 
(OECMs), reserves, sanctuaries, or parks, as well as place-based stewardship activities, 
including management or restoration. 

Rightsholders

Groups or individuals who hold tenure or access rights in relation to a marine 
conservation initiative, based on historical or ongoing use and reliance on an area or 
resources for livelihoods, food or cultural continuity, and/or their specific status as 
Indigenous Peoples, small-scale fishers or harvesters, or traditional local communities. 

Stakeholders Organisations, groups, or individuals with any type of interest in, and who might be 
impacted by, a marine conservation initiative. 

Glossary of terms
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Introduction

↘
Equity is an essential consideration in marine conservation for 
ethical, legal, and practical reasons. Assessment of social equity 
is fundamental to enable governments, managers, practitioners, 
and other actors to reflect on and improve marine conservation 
governance and management. This section introduces the why, 
what, how, when, and who of equity assessments for marine 
conservation, and provides an overview of this guidebook. 
The guidebook is intended to be used by any groups who are 
interested in, and committed to, evaluating and improving equity 
in marine conservation. The guidance and equity assessment 
approaches presented can be applied and adapted to different 
marine conservation initiatives, including marine protected areas 
and other effective area-based conservation measures. 

© Justin Jin / WWF France
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Why assess equity in marine conservation? 
Marine conservation initiatives are intended to support long-term environmental sustainability, which 
can benefit both the environment and people. However, research has shown that marine conservation 
initiatives (Box 1) can vary substantially in how inclusive and participatory planning and governance 
processes are and in the social impacts on coastal populations and communities, including those 
who identify as Indigenous Peoples1 and small-scale fishers (Oracion 2015; Chaigneau and Brown 
2016; Ban et al. 2019). Positive social impacts have included economic benefits related to small-scale 
fisheries and tourism, greater local involvement in environmental decision-making, improved food 
security and wealth, and protection of culturally important species (Ban et al. 2019; Sullivan-Stack et al. 
2024). Negative social consequences have included displacement and evictions of local populations, 
exclusion from decision-making, loss of rights, as well as numerous other impacts on local livelihoods 
and culture (Outeiro et al. 2015; Sowman and Sunde 2018; Blythe et al. 2023). In the worst cases, marine 
conservation initiatives can further entrench existing inequities through unfair governance or unequal 
access to financial support or ocean resources (Österblom et al. 2020). Often, those who are most 
vulnerable bear further inequities. Some marine conservation efforts have also been criticised for being 
derived from colonial and racist institutions and continuing colonial and racist legacies, especially when 
marine conservation initiatives are first established.

1	 There are many regional differences regarding how Indigenous Peoples prefer to be referred to. In places where Indigenous 
Peoples are not recognised by governments, the term “Indigenous People and local communities (IPLCs)” is often preferred 
because it enables participation in United Nations fora and other processes set up for IPLCs. However, where Indigenous 
Peoples have received greater recognition and independence, there can be preference towards referring to the names 
of specific Indigenous groups or communities. In this guidebook, we have tried to remain respectful of all preferences by 
recognising these differences.

© WWF-Pacific / Tom Vierus
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BOX 1

Defining marine conservation initiatives for the purposes of this guidebook 

↘	 Includes MPAs, OECMs  
and other area-based marine 
conservation initiatives 

This guidebook refers to marine 
conservation initiatives as the focal 
point for equity assessments, which 
primarily includes marine protected areas 
(MPAs) and other effective area-based 
conservation measures (OECMs). However, 
the assessment options and methods are 
intended to be adaptable and applicable 
broadly to other area-based marine 
conservation measures, such as marine 
stewardship efforts, restoration initiatives, 
and nature-based solutions. Many countries 
and communities use different names or 
legal instruments for similar place-based 
marine conservation measures, including 
reserves, sanctuaries, and parks. 

↘	 Includes diverse  
governance arrangements

Area-based marine conservation measures 
can include a broad array of governance 
arrangements with different balances 
of authority and responsibilities among 
governmental and non-governmental actors. 
Governance can include government-
led, private sector-led, community-
led, and collaborative management 
arrangements with shared responsibility 
and/or authority. The particular set of 
governance relationships and rules can have 
a large influence on how actors perceive 
and experience equity, but the level of 
equity should not be assumed based on 
governance type. 

↘	 Marine versus terrestrial 
conservation initiatives

Although the assessment methods 
described in this guidebook might 
be adapted and applied to terrestrial 
conservation initiatives, the conceptual 
framework and many of the attributes of 
equity were developed specifically for 
marine contexts. Aspects of tenure and 
rights, for example, are unique in marine 
settings. Differences also arise in relation 
to histories of resource use, relationships 
of communities with marine environments, 
and the ways that benefits and risks impact 
people. Although the broad dimensions and 
many of the attributes of equity discussed 
will be applicable in any conservation 
setting, the attributes and survey templates 
included in the assessment packages at 
the end of this guidebook are tailored to 
marine conservation. 

These social exclusions and impacts have arisen, in part, because many past marine conservation 
initiatives were primarily designed and managed to achieve environmental objectives. In many 
places, a legacy of the fortress conservation mentality (where people are seen as separate from 
‘pristine’ environments) is that some marine conservation initiatives have excluded and displaced local 
communities (Blythe et al. 2023; Sowman and Sunde 2018). Attention to social considerations and equity 
may not have been included during design of the marine conservation initiatives or within management 
plans and activities. 

Moving ahead, there are three reasons – ethical, legal, and practical – for assessing and addressing 
equity in the context of marine conservation. First, the conservation community has a moral obligation to 
take meaningful action to enable participation, and to do no harm to – or, better, to improve the lives of – 
those potentially impacted by marine conservation initiatives. 

Second, with respect to legal reasons, marine conservation must align with international and national 
commitments related to human rights. Human rights law necessitates that states and other entities 
promote, protect, and respect both procedural and substantive human rights in all activities, including 
marine conservation actions (Smallhorn-West et al. 2023). Further, the United Nations Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) draws attention to the overlap of conservation with territories 
of Indigenous Peoples (United Nations 2007). Indigenous Peoples and civil society organisations have 
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long advocated for approaches to marine conservation that centre local and Indigenous rights, needs, 
livelihoods, self-determination, and leadership in management. For this reason, the Kunming-Montreal 
Global Biodiversity Framework recognises human rights as a mandatory foundation of conservation 
practice (CBD 2022). 

Third, there are practical reasons for assessing and addressing equity in marine conservation initiatives. 
Equitable governance tends to support the achievement of more effective and enduring outcomes 
(Saif et al. 2022; Sandbrook et al. 2023). Equitable governance and positive social impacts improve 
the legitimacy of, support for, and long-term success of conservation. Equitable governance also 
aims to recognise and support the contribution of Indigenous Peoples and local communities, and 
their deep knowledge, customary institutions, and practices, to conserving nature (Bennett et al. 2019; 
Hampton-Smith et al. 2024b; Jones 2024). In other words, increasing equity leads to stronger allies for 
conservation with groups who are known to be effective stewards of nature (Dawson et al. 2021).

What is equity?
In the context of conservation, equity refers to fairness and justice with respect to the ways that people 
are recognised, treated, or impacted by conservation initiatives (Österblom et al. 2020; Bennett et al. 2021; 
Blythe et al. 2023; de Vos et al. 2023). Understanding (in)equity necessitates consideration of historical 
and contextual conditions and power relationships (e.g., institutional structures that systematically 
promote inequities) that maintain unfair or unequal conditions for groups of people (Singh et al. 2023).

The literature on equity is extensive and provides further insights on how to understand equity in 
practice. Various authors advocate for attention to multiple dimensions in relation to effective and 
equitable governance (e.g., Pascual et al. 2014; Zafra-Calvo et al. 2017; Gurney et al. 2021; Bennett et 
al. 2021). Following Bennett et al. (2021), the assessments presented in this guidebook are based on a 
set of six interrelated dimensions of equity – recognitional, procedural, management, environmental, 
distributional, and contextual and structural equity (see Figure 1). These can be defined as follows:

	↘ Recognitional equity: The acknowledgment and incorporation of the rights, tenure, cultural 
identities, practices, values, visions, knowledge systems and livelihoods of local groups into 
conservation governance, planning, and management.

	↘ Procedural equity: The inclusion and effective participation of all relevant actors and groups 
in rule- and decision-making for conservation policies and programmes, which requires good 
governance practices such as transparency and accountability.

	↘ Management equity: The extent to which local people are able to participate in, carry out the 
work of, or be responsible for and have a leadership role in management activities.

	↘ Distributional equity: The level of fairness in the distribution of benefits and burdens between 
different groups, including current and future generations, of the outcomes of conservation 
actions.

	↘ Environmental equity: The quality of the local environment and nature’s contributions to people 
based on the effectiveness of actions taken to maintain ecological sustainability, health and 
productivity that people depend on for food security, livelihoods, cultural anchoring, health, 
and well-being.
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PROCEDURAL 

EQUITY

DISTRIBUTIONAL 

EQUITY

MANAGEMENT 
EQUITY

RECOGNITIONAL EQUITY

CONTEXTUAL AND STRUCTURAL EQUITY

ENVIRONMENTAL 

EQUITY

DIMENSIONS OF 
SOCIAL EQUITY 

IN MARINE 
CONSERVATION

	↘ Contextual and structural equity: The surrounding social, economic, and political conditions 
that influence people’s pre-existing status (in terms of wealth, social capital, assets/
capabilities, and power), as well as the structures that enable or undermine people’s ability 
to achieve recognitional, procedural, distributional, managerial, and environmental equity 
in conservation initiatives.

Taken together, these six dimensions of equity are part of a complete framework. The different 
dimensions are also interrelated and can influence each other. A marine conservation initiative can 
lead to impacts within each dimension, as well as produce impacts that span across dimensions. 
Each dimension will apply in unique ways in different contexts, because how equity is experienced is 
dependent on specific social, economic, ecological and political circumstances and dynamics, and 
individuals’ perceptions of them. This means equity assessments need to be adapted based on local 
interpretation of the six equity dimensions and their related attributes. 

FIGURE 1:	 SIX INTERRELATED AND INTERACTIVE DIMENSIONS OF EQUITY THAT ARE IMPORTANT 
FOR CONSERVATION (FRAMEWORK ADAPTED FROM BENNETT ET AL. 2021). 
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How and when to apply an equity assessment?
All environmental policies and practices are imperfect and have room for improvement. Conservation 
practitioners and managers must continually learn, grow, and adapt. This means that humility and 
willingness to change are needed for a team conducting an equity assessment. Rather than a pathway 
to rapid change, an equity assessment should be viewed as part of an iterative and continuous 
learning journey that helps to generate more awareness around problematic conditions and how 
they affect people. Key steps to ensure that an equity assessment supports learning and action are 
shown in Figure 2. 

FIGURE 2:	 KEY STEPS IN DEVELOPING AN EQUITY ASSESSMENT TO SUPPORT MOVING FROM 
ASSESSMENT TO ACTION TO IMPROVE SOCIAL EQUITY.

Viewing an equity assessment as a learning journey can lead to pressure to ‘get it right’ – especially if 
results are shared publicly. However, it is important that everyone on the learning journey accepts that 
it will be challenging to make improvements. It is important to build processes and spaces for actors 
– especially those who have a history of disagreement or conflict – that are founded on long-term 
commitments to equity and justice. Sharing stories and experiences can be helpful for building trust 
and mutual understanding as actors spend time deliberating assessment results and consider potential 
pathways forward. 

	↘ Collect data
	↘ Analyse results

	↘ Communicate 
results to key 
audiences to enable 
learning and inform 
decision-making

	↘ Collaboratively 
evaluate meaning of 
results

	↘ Deliberate on potential 
actions

	↘ Select meaningful and 
pragmatic actions

	↘ Implement actions
	↘ Commit to continual 

cycle of monitoring, 
evaluating, learning 
and adapting

	↘ Choose the approach
	↘ Define objectives and 

attributes
	↘ Confirm understanding 

of indicators and 
methods

	↘ Establish scope 
and purpose of 
assessment

	↘ Confirm interest in 
assessing equity 
and commitment to 
learning and action

COMMITTING 
TO ADDRESSING 

EQUITY

DESIGNING 
AN EQUITY 

ASSESSMENT

CARRYING OUT 
THE EQUITY 

ASSESSMENT

REFLECTING ON RESULTS 
AND DELIBERATING ON 

ACTION

TAKING ACTION 
TO IMPROVE 

EQUITY
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Inviting more people into the assessment process and including their perspectives helps generate 
awareness, legitimacy, and agreement with outcomes. In some cases, this may be the first time different 
groups have expressed their diverse views on sensitive topics, whereas in others there may be a long 
history of reconciliation of past issues or conflict between groups. An assessment conducted publicly 
and transparently is likely to be more successful. Success is also most likely when lawmakers, decision-
makers in conservation, and other groups in powerful and influential positions commit to equity. 

Another consideration is when an equity assessment should be applied during the life cycle of a marine 
conservation initiative. The assessment options in this guidebook can be applied during the planning 
phase, after full implementation, or at regular intervals. An equity assessment during planning can 
provide early insights into anticipated equity issues that could arise and help identify ways of mitigating 
negative impacts. An equity assessment carried out after implementation will be useful for documenting 
actual experiences of stakeholders and rightsholders and identifying specific interventions to improve 
equity. Applying an equity assessment at regular intervals would be in line with the learning and 
adaptation cycle emphasised in Figure 2. External pressures and circumstances – as well as internal 
dynamics – can lead to the rise of inequitable conditions for certain stakeholders or rightsholders. 
Regular reflection on potential issues and maintaining open dialogue are important for long-term equity. 

Why is this guidebook needed? 
Global conservation policy agreements, documents and organisations increasingly recognise the 
importance of advancing social equity in marine conservation planning and management (Bennett et 
al. 2021; Hampton-Smith et al. 2024a). Notably, the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) Kunming-
Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework has references to equity throughout its goals, targets and 
implementation advice (Gurney et al. 2023), with Target 3 stating (emphasis added): 

“Ensure and enable that by 2030 at least 30 per cent of terrestrial, inland 
water, and of coastal and marine areas, especially areas of particular 
importance for biodiversity and ecosystem functions and services, are 
effectively conserved and managed through ecologically representative, 
well-connected and equitably governed systems of protected areas and 
other effective area-based conservation measures, recognizing indigenous 
and traditional territories where applicable.” (CBD 2022)

Globally, states that are signatories to the CBD are committed to the pursuit of all elements of Target 3, 
and the other equity directives in the Global Biodiversity Framework addressing issues such as those 
related to human rights, gender equity, Indigenous and traditional knowledge, and benefit-sharing. 

The need to monitor and evaluate conservation initiatives against criteria such as management 
effectiveness, equitable governance, and ecological outcomes is widely recognised. However, there are 
shortcomings in the extent to which protected and conserved area governance and management are 
evaluated – and adaptively managed.
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Many marine conservation initiatives have been established with commitments and requirements 
related to equity. Yet few have assessed equity in relation to conservation. Assessing equity can help 
to emphasise shared learning and improvement, which are essential for adaptive governance and 
management. Assessment insights can be a useful starting point for understanding how equity and 
inequity play out in specific marine conservation initiatives, and designing effective interventions to 
improve equity in governance and management (Singh et al. 2023).2

There is a need for broad guidance for marine conservation practitioners and actors to evaluate and 
progress towards equity. Although this guidebook does not provide a comprehensive literature review, 
key references and resources related to equity and conservation are referred to.3 A few insights from 
this growing body of literature include: 

(1)	 There is a need for improved equity assessment guidance that is practical and effective. 
(2)	 There are multiple dimensions of equity that can be important to understand. 
(3)	 Different groups experience different inequalities and perceived inequities. 
(4)	 Not everyone will be supportive of conducting equity assessments or committed to 

actually improving conditions. 

Preparing to assess equity leads to many questions, such as whether there is sufficient interest in and 
commitment to the process, who will lead the assessment, how results will be used, what the logistical 
and capacity requirements are, and what type of equity assessment is most suitable for a given context. 
For instance, on one hand, an assessment that is quick to implement can be appropriate for identifying 
or confirming key equity concerns. On the other hand, there are also important roles for more complex 
and costly in-depth and/or repeated assessments that track progress over time. 

This guidebook is designed to provide a range of approaches for assessing equity in marine 
conservation – including a rapid assessment option, a stakeholders and rightsholders assessment 
option, and a co-produced and customised assessment option – and to provide clear yet conceptually 
informed guidance about how to assess equity using each approach. 

Who is this guidebook for? 
Anticipated users of this guidebook include managers and governance boards or committees of marine 
conservation initiatives, community organisations, government agencies, NGOs, and researchers, 
among others. A combination of any of these groups could form an assessment team to lead and carry 
out an assessment. The guidebook aims to provide a means for various groups to work together to 
identify ways to improve social equity in and through marine conservation. Assessment teams are 
encouraged to reflect carefully on their own intentions and objectives from the outset. 

2	 The use of ‘governance’ in this guidebook refers to the policies, institutions and processes (both formal and informal) that 
shape who participates in decision-making, how decisions are made, what decisions are taken, and to what effect for the 
environment and people (Lockwood 2010; Bennett and Satterfield 2018). This differs from ‘management’, which refers to the 
resources, plans, rules and actions that result from applied governance (Lockwood 2010; Bennett and Satterfield 2018).

3	 For more in-depth literature and conceptual reviews see Zafra-Calvo et al. 2017; Bennett et al. 2021; Gurney et al. 2021; 
Ruano-Chamorro et al. 2022; Adams et al. 2023; Smallhorn-West et al. 2023; Dawson et al. 2024; Hampton-Smith et al. 
2024b.
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It is also important to distinguish between who are the assessors and who is being included as a 
participant in the assessment. If a co-production approach is used, the lines between ‘assessor’ 
and ‘assessed’ may be blurred – the aim is to ensure that all decision-makers, stakeholders, and 
rightsholders feel included and part of any proposed interventions. 

This guidebook uses the terms rightsholders and stakeholders to refer to actors who may have links 
to or interests in marine conservation initiatives. We define stakeholders as organisations, groups, or 
individuals with any type of interest in or who might be impacted by a marine conservation initiative. 
Rightsholders are groups or individuals who hold tenure or access rights, based on historical or ongoing 
use and reliance on an area or resources for livelihoods, food or cultural continuity and/or based on their 
specific status as Indigenous Peoples, small-scale fishers or harvesters, or traditional local communities. 

How to use this guidebook
As there is no singular, ideal way to assess equity, this 
guidebook provides three options or approaches that 
assessment teams may choose to employ with increasing levels 
of complexity, expertise, time, and costs required. The aim for all 
three assessment options is to promote learning and to improve 
equity by raising awareness about key issues and generating 
dialogue and deliberations about potential changes and action. 
It is not to provide scores or to enable comparison of different 
places. The flexibility to choose different assessment options 
reinforces that it is critical to tailor assessments to different 
timelines, budgetary constraints, socio-cultural contexts, and 
governance contexts. 

Further details about the key features, benefits and limitations 
of each assessment option are provided in the following 
section. After the overview of the three assessment options, 
we summarise key considerations for carrying out an equity 
assessment. These include ethics, feasibility, understanding 
local history and context, analysing and presenting results, 
and limitations. Following a brief conclusion and references 
cited, the main body of the guidebook is supplemented with 
three ‘packages’ of materials for carrying out each assessment 
option, providing additional guidance and templates (e.g., a form 
for consent to participate, preliminary questions, main survey 
questions). This format is intended to make it easier for 
assessment teams to choose an option, extract step-by-step 
instructions and materials for each assessment option, and 
adapt the options and methods to different contexts. 

© WWF-US / James Morgan
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Overview of 
the three equity 
assessment 
options

↘

Marine conservation initiatives around the world exist in 
diverse governance contexts, and managers, stakeholders and 
rightsholders have different levels of capacity and interests for 
engaging in equity assessments. Recognising this diversity of 
contexts, situations and needs, this section introduces three 
options for assessing equity in marine conservation that require 
differing levels of resources, expertise, time and collaboration: 
(1) rapid equity assessment, (2) stakeholders and rightsholders 
equity assessment, and (3) co-produced and customised equity 
assessment. This section also provides further information 
about how these assessment options were developed and 
presents the common equity framework that guides all 
three assessment options. 

© James Morgan / WWF

Guidebook for assessing and improving social equity in marine conservation
O

verview
 of three equity assessm

ent options
10

Executive Sum
m

ary
Introduction

C
onsiderations for all Equity A

ssessm
ents

C
onclusion

References
A

ssessm
ent

TO
C



Introduction to the three equity assessment options
The choice of which assessment option to use is site and context specific, with the first option being 
the simplest, and the depth and complexity increasing with each option (Table 1). The rapid equity 
assessment is best suited when there are strict limitations on budget or time (e.g., when MPA managers 
are already overburdened with responsibilities). It might also be used in situations where there are 
high levels of conflict to allow conservation initiative managers to reflect on the status of equity prior to 
engaging stakeholders and rightsholders. The stakeholders and rightsholders equity assessment can 
be an effective way to engage a range of actors and generate awareness of key issues, while the co-
produced and customised option can ensure measures of equity reflect local understandings of what 
constitutes equitable marine conservation. 

An assessment team may use one assessment option and repeat an assessment at regular intervals. 
Alternatively, an assessment team may take a stepwise approach by using an initial assessment to 
gather momentum, gain support from more stakeholders and rightsholders, and then build resources to 
pursue a more in-depth assessment. 

TABLE 1:	 OVERVIEW AND FEATURES OF EACH ASSESSMENT APPROACH. 

RAPID EQUITY 
ASSESSMENT

STAKEHOLDERS AND 
RIGHTSHOLDERS EQUITY 
ASSESSMENT

CO-PRODUCED AND 
CUSTOMISED EQUITY 
ASSESSMENT

Outputs
Quick insights into key equity 
issues based on reflections from 
a small group of managers

Increasing awareness of equity 
issues through engagement of 
stakeholders and rightsholders

In-depth insights into equity 
based on a reflexive and adaptive 
approach that is co-designed with 
stakeholders and rightsholders

Participants
Managers and/or key experts 
with knowledge of the marine 
conservation initiative(s)

Representatives from all stakeholder 
and rightsholder groups

Managers, key experts with 
knowledge of the marine 
conservation initiative(s), 
representatives from stakeholder 
and rightsholder groups 

Methods Surveys with key informants
Surveys with stakeholder and 
rightsholder groups representatives

Co-production workshops, surveys, 
focus groups

Time 
required for 
participants

Introductory meeting with all 
participants (1 hour), one-on-one 
survey with each participant 
(1-2 hours), debrief and follow-
up meeting with all participants 
(1-2 hours)

Introductory meeting with managers 
(1 hour), surveys with stakeholder and 
rightsholder group representatives 
(1-2 hours each), debrief and follow-
up meeting with managers and other 
key actors (1-2 hours)

Series of meetings, workshops, 
surveys, and focus groups over 
3-6 weeks (or longer)

Use this 
approach if

Local capacity and funding for 
assessments is very limited

Managers have capacity to 
participate and there is support 
for engaging stakeholders and 
rightsholders about equity issues

There is sufficient expertise on 
assessment team, managers are 
fully engaged, and stakeholders and 
rightsholders are fully engaged

Limitations

Not designed for capturing 
perspectives or concerns 
directly from stakeholders and 
rightsholders

Based on a limited number of 
people’s perspectives

Requires larger budget and 
commitment to a longer process
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Reviewed 
past equity 
assessment 
approaches, 
indicators,  
and measures

Consultation with 
expert working 
group to support 
the project and 
contribute to 
development of 
the guidebook

Consultation 
with funders, 
MPA managers, 
and other 
conservation 
practitioners 
via two virtual 
workshops

Developed first 
draft of the three 
assessment 
approaches 

Tested and 
gathered 
feedback on 
three assessment 
approaches

Developed  
draft content  
for guidebook

Guidebook 
launch

2023 2024 2025

2023 January 2024 - ongoing May 2024 April - September 2024 October 2024 - 
March 2025

February - April 2025 October 2025

In addition to the three assessment options included in this guidebook, other equity and governance 
assessment approaches are available and may be suitable for different situations and assessment goals 
(e.g., Zafra-Calvo et al. 2017; Engen et al. 2021; Springer et al. 2021; Franks 2023; Mahajan et al. 2024; 
Ruano-Chamorro et al. 2024; Anariba et al. 2025).

Development of the equity assessment options
Development of this guidebook and the three assessment approaches was motivated by the need for 
practical guidance on how to evaluate and improve social equity in marine conservation. This was an 
iterative and collaborative process that began with a literature review of dimensions, attributes, and 
indicators that have been used in equity assessments (see Bennett et al. 2025). Following the completion 
of the literature review, we convened a working group of international experts in social aspects of marine 
conservation, seeking feedback from marine conservation practitioners and managers, and field testing 
the options in several MPAs around the world.4 The steps and timeline in Figure 3 show the evolution 
of thinking that led to the development of the three assessment options. A notable turning point was 
the decision to create multiple options for equity assessments, rather than a single tool or approach. 
The rationale for taking this approach was that there are multiple ways to carry out equity assessments. 

4	 The co-produced and customised assessment has not been tested in the field yet for this draft of the guidebook.

FIGURE 3:	 STEPS AND TIMELINE IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE THREE ASSESSMENT OPTIONS.
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A framework to guide equity assessments
In developing the three equity assessment options, we built on the six dimensions of equity – 
recognitional, procedural, management, distributional, environmental, and contextual or structural – 
to identify common attributes and indicators to guide measurement. The outcome of the initial literature 
review, including the identification of a broad set of attributes and almost 600 indicators of equity, was 
published as supplementary material in Bennett et al. (2025). The next steps were to narrow down the 
attributes to a number that would be more practical, and then develop relevant indicators for each 
remaining attribute. Notably, the methods for assessing social equity using each approach should 
be developed through a logical, stepwise, relational flow from dimensions to attributes to indicators 
and then ultimately to measures (this framework is also explained in Bennett et al. (2025), Figure 3). 
The resulting attributes and related indicators are included in Table 2. These sets of attributes and 
indicators, along with methods for measuring equity in marine conservation, are included with the 
assessment option descriptions and templates at the end of the guidebook (note that a set of indicators 
is not repeated for the co-produced and customised equity assessment since users of this option 
can create their own from the other two sets of indicators and broader review in Bennett et al. (2025)). 
Assessment teams are encouraged to review each indicator prior to commencing data collection. 
This is an important step, where the set of indicators can be changed, adapted, and reworded as 
needed to best suit local contexts, language, and understandings. 

© Jonathan Caramanus / Green Renaissance / WWF-UK
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TABLE 2:	 DIMENSIONS OF EQUITY IN CONSERVATION (FROM BENNETT ET AL. 2021), ALONG WITH 
ATTRIBUTES RELATED TO EACH DIMENSION (ADAPTED FROM BENNETT ET AL. 2025) 
AND BRIEF EXAMPLES THAT ILLUSTRATE POTENTIAL DESCRIPTIONS OF INDICATORS. 

	 DIMENSIONS OF 
SOCIAL EQUITY

	 RELATED 
ATTRIBUTES EXAMPLE DESCRIPTIONS OF INDICATORS

RECOGNITIONAL

Stakeholders and 
rightsholders

All relevant rightsholder and stakeholder groups are recognised

Human rights Basic human rights are respected

Tenure and access rights Marine use, tenure, and access rights are recognised and incorporated

Resource users Resource users are recognised as rightsholders

Small-scale fishers’ rights Small-scale fishers’ rights are respected

Indigenous recognition Indigenous Peoples are recognised as rightsholders

Indigenous rights Indigenous rights are respected

Culture Cultural identities, values, and practices are acknowledged

Groups experiencing 
marginalisation

Consideration is given for people who receive fewer opportunities

Indigenous and local 
knowledge

Value of Indigenous and local knowledge are acknowledged

PROCEDURAL

Local participation Local people are able to participate and provide feedback

Representation of 
stakeholders and 
rightsholders

Stakeholders and rightsholders have representation and influence on 
decisions

Effective participation 
processes

Processes are in place to enable local people to influence decisions

Information about decisions Information about decision-making is easy to access

Raising concerns
Stakeholders and rightsholders are able to raise concerns about 
management

Dispute resolution 
(management)

Satisfactory processes to resolve disputes with managers

Dispute resolution 
(stakeholders/rightsholders)

Satisfactory processes to resolve disputes with other stakeholders/
rightsholders

Free, prior, and informed 
consent

Decisions are made after free, prior, and informed consent
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	 DIMENSIONS OF 
SOCIAL EQUITY

	 RELATED 
ATTRIBUTES EXAMPLE DESCRIPTIONS OF INDICATORS

MANAGEMENT

Local authority for 
management

Local groups share or hold management authority

Local agency in management Local groups have agency to carry out management activities

Local employment in 
management

Local people are employed in management (staff) roles

Local representation in 
leadership

Local people are represented in leadership roles

Sufficient funding Sufficient funding to support local participation in management

Secure funding Secure funding to support local participation in management

Fair enforcement Enforcement of marine conservation initiative rules is fair for all people

ENVIRONMENTAL

Location of conservation 
initiative

Marine conservation initiative is in a good location to produce 
environmental benefits

Management capacity Adequate management capacity to support environmental goals

Effective management 
(environment)

Management plans are effective for achieving environmental goals

Environmental 
improvements

Marine conservation initiative has led to environmental improvements

Stakeholders and 
rightsholders benefits

Stakeholders and rightsholders benefit from environmental 
improvements

DISTRIBUTIONAL

Positive impacts for local 
people

Marine conservation initiative has been positive for local people

Effective management 
(social)

Management has been effective at achieving social goals

Positive livelihood and 
economic impacts

Livelihood and economic impacts have been positive

Distribution of livelihood and 
economic opportunities

Livelihood and economic opportunities are shared fairly

Positive social impacts Social impacts have been positive

Distribution of benefits and 
opportunities

Social benefits and opportunities are shared fairly

Distribution of negative 
impacts

Negative impacts (risks, burdens) are shared fairly

Understanding of impacts on 
local people

Engagement or studies are in place to understand material and non-
material impacts on local people

Programmes to increase 
positive impacts

Programmes and efforts are in place to help increase positive impacts

Support for people 
experiencing marginalisation

Support is delivered for people who are most in need
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	 DIMENSIONS OF 
SOCIAL EQUITY

	 RELATED 
ATTRIBUTES EXAMPLE DESCRIPTIONS OF INDICATORS

CONTEXTUAL  
AND STRUCTURAL

Basic needs for local people
People living near the marine conservation initiative are able to meet 
basic needs

Reliable coastal livelihoods Coastal livelihoods provide a steady and reliable income

Political views
Political views do not prevent groups from being involved in and 
benefiting from the marine conservation initiative

Social norms
Social norms do not prevent groups from being involved in and 
benefiting from the marine conservation initiative

Colonisation Colonisation does not have ongoing impacts on local people

Support for marine 
livelihoods

Laws and policies support people who rely on the ocean

Environmental changes Environmental changes do not negatively impact local people

Recognition of customary 
resource users

Laws and policies recognise customary resource users

Recognition of Indigenous 
Peoples

Laws and policies recognise Indigenous Peoples

Support for equitable marine 
conservation planning

National policy supports equitable marine conservation initiative 
planning

Law enforcement treats all 
people fairly

The law treats all people near the marine conservation initiative fairly

© Meridith Kohut/WWF-US
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Key features, benefits, 
and limitations of 
each assessment option
Which option to select will depend on an 
assessment team’s goals, funding, capacity, 
and the support of local managers and other 
stakeholders and rightsholders. Decisions may 
also depend on rules and requirements for a 
specific MPA or OECM, such as obligations to 
carry out social and economic evaluations. With 
these differing needs and interests in mind, this 
section provides an overview of each equity 
assessment option. Additional information 
for each option and templates to support 
assessments are provided at the end  
of the guidebook.

Three approaches  
for assessing equity
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FIGURE 4:	 FEATURES, BENEFITS, AND LIMITATIONS OF THE RAPID EQUITY ASSESSMENT APPROACH. 

RAPID EQUITY ASSESSMENT

KEY FEATURES
	↘ Quick insights into key 

equity issues; can be used in 
combination with other ongoing 
assessments

	↘ Participants: Managers and/or 
key experts with knowledge of 
the marine conservation initiative

	↘ Methods: Surveys of key 
informants or self-assessment

	↘ Time required for participants: 
Introductory meeting with all 
participants (1 hour), one-on-one 
survey with each participant  
(1-2 hours), debrief and follow-up 
meeting with all participants  
(1-2 hours)

	↘ Time required for assessment 
lead: 1-3 weeks

LIMITATIONS
	↘ Not designed for capturing 

perspectives or concerns 
directly from stakeholders 
and rightsholders

	↘ Positionality of 
assessment participant(s) 
is inherently limited to 
their own knowledge 
and assumptions (e.g., 
managers are relatively 
influential and powerful 
positions and may not 
be fully aware of other 
actors’ perspectives), 
and therefore results can 
be biased

	↘ Based on a limited number 
of people’s perspectives

WHEN TO USE THIS 
APPROACH

	↘ Use this approach 
when a rapid 
snapshot is 
required, or if 
local capacity 
and funding for 
assessments is 
very limited

PATHWAYS TO CHANGE
	↘ Written and verbal reports to 

managers and local leaders 
	↘ Use surveys and report to 

raise awareness about key 
equity concerns and increase 
support for change

	↘ Help assessment participants 
with how to talk about 
potential equity issues or 
concerns through reflection

	↘ Build support for more 
in-depth future equity 
assessments

Rapid  
equity assessment

A rapid equity assessment requires the involvement of managers or other key individuals who 
are knowledgeable about the marine conservation initiative in a short process of self-assessment 
and reflection. 

The main goal of a rapid equity assessment is to gain quick insights into a broad range of equity issues that 
leaders may or may not have already considered, and to encourage management-level reflection on 
how to potentially address key issues. Assessment teams and marine conservation initiative managers 
can use the rapid equity assessment reports to showcase what is going well and to identify ways to 
address challenges. 
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This assessment will typically involve a series of short meetings (1-2 hours each). The first meeting can 
be used to confirm the purpose of the assessment and consent for participation, gather background 
information about the marine conservation initiative (e.g., management plans that might not be available 
online), and conduct an actor mapping exercise to identify all stakeholders and rightsholders who might 
be impacted (the actor mapping will provide a basis for thinking about the full range of stakeholders and 
rightsholders during the assessment). The second meeting can be used to carry out a structured survey 
focused on questions related to the six dimensions of equity. (Note that if a rapid equity assessment is 
led by managers of a marine conservation initiative, these meetings may be structured as discussions 
with other people involved in management or key knowledge holders). 

The relationships linking each of the six equity dimensions to relevant attributes (and to corresponding 
questions), and the full set of materials for conducting a rapid equity assessment, is provided in the 
supplementary section Assessment option 1: Rapid equity assessment. Similar to other expert-based 
assessments, responses for the survey questions are based on a four-point scale ranging from 0 to 3, 
where 0 represents absent and 3 represents fully implemented (e.g., Lockwood et al. 2010; Zafra-Calvo 
et al. 2017, 2019). The range of this scale is meant to indicate the extent to which each attribute is present, 
although it does not provide an indication of negative impacts. For each response, users are also 
encouraged to explain the rationale for the score and provide examples. This qualitative information is 
equally if not more important and useful for identifying changes and improvements to equity. 

© WWF-Malaysia / Mazidi Abd Ghani

Guidebook for assessing and improving social equity in marine conservation
O

verview
 of three equity assessm

ent options
19

Executive Sum
m

ary
Introduction

C
onsiderations for all Equity A

ssessm
ents

C
onclusion

References
A

ssessm
ent

TO
C



Stakeholders and rightsholders 
equity assessment

FIGURE 5:	 FEATURES, BENEFITS, AND LIMITATIONS OF THE STAKEHOLDERS AND 
RIGHTSHOLDERS EQUITY ASSESSMENT APPROACH. 

STAKEHOLDERS 
AND 
RIGHTSHOLDERS 
EQUITY 
ASSESSMENT

KEY FEATURES
	↘ Increasing awareness of equity issues; 

engagement of key stakeholders and rightsholders
	↘ Participants: Managers, key experts with 

knowledge of the marine conservation initiative, 
representatives from all stakeholders and 
rightsholders groups

	↘ Methods: Surveys of key stakeholders and 
rightsholders

	↘ Time required for participants: Introductory 
meeting with managers (1 hour), approximately 
20 surveys with rightsholders and stakeholders 
(1-2 hours each), debrief and follow-up meeting 
with managers and other key actors (1-2 hours). 

	↘ Time required for assessment lead: 2-4 weeks, 
plus time to arrange and travel if required

WHEN TO USE THIS APPROACH
	↘ Use this approach if managers 

have interest and capacity to 
participate, there is support 
for engaging stakeholders and 
rightsholders about equity 
issues, and there is a willingness 
to engage with insights and take 
action to improve equity

LIMITATIONS
	↘ Based on a limited number of 

people’s perspectives
	↘ Positionality of assessment team is 

inherently limited to their own knowledge 
and assumptions (e.g., managers 
are relatively influential and powerful 
positions and may not be fully aware of 
other actors’ perspectives)

	↘ May or may not use representative 
sampling of rightsholders and 
stakeholders

PATHWAYS TO CHANGE
	↘ Written and verbal report to local leaders, managers, 

and key stakeholders and rightsholders.
	↘ Participation and outputs increase awareness of 

equity concerns among managers, stakeholders, and 
rightsholders to promote empathy and share insights and 
potential equity issues or concerns

	↘ Use report to generate discussions about potential 
changes to improve equity

	↘ Build support for more in-depth future equity 
assessments

A stakeholders and rightsholders equity assessment will involve surveying key stakeholder and 
rightsholder groups about their perceptions of the level of equity in relation to a marine conservation 
initiative. This option was designed to provide relatively fast insights into equity while gathering a wider 
range of perspectives than in the rapid equity assessment. 

An assessment will typically begin by meeting with marine conservation initiative managers to 
confirm the purpose and consent for participation, gather background information about the marine 
conservation initiative, and conduct an actor mapping exercise to identify all stakeholders and 
rightsholders. The mapping exercise will be used to select people and organisations who will be 
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invited to participate in the assessment (e.g., 15-30 participants based on including 2-3 individuals per 
stakeholder and rightsholder group identified). Similar to a rapid equity assessment, a stakeholders and 
rightsholders equity assessment will involve a survey structured around a set of questions based on 
the six dimensions of equity. 

The relationship linking the six equity dimensions to relevant attributes (and to corresponding survey 
statements), and the full set of materials for conducting a stakeholders and rightsholders equity 
assessment, is provided in the supplementary section Assessment option 2: Stakeholders and 
rightsholders equity assessment. Responses for the survey questions are based on a five-point scale 
ranging from -2 to +2, where -2 = strongly disagree, -1 = somewhat disagree, 0 = neutral, +1 = somewhat 
agree, and +2 = strongly agree. This format was developed based on methods used in other 
assessments that draw on actors’ perceptions (Bennett et al. 2020; Engen et al. 2021; Franks 2023). The 
range of this scale is meant to provide some indication of directionality and allow participants to provide 
responses that show negative or positive impacts related to the equity attributes. For each response, 
users are also encouraged to explain the rationale for the score and provide examples. Depending on 
availability of participants, surveys will take place over approximately 1-2 weeks conducted in the field 
and/or virtually. 

A stakeholders and rightsholders equity assessment is still relatively quick and is a good way to begin 
engaging stakeholders and rightsholders about how they are impacted by a marine conservation 
initiative. A central goal is to increase awareness among managers, stakeholders, and rightsholders 
about specific equity concerns, which should lead to further discussion and actions (including with 
decision-makers). 

© WWF-Malaysia / Mazidi Abd Ghani
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CO-PRODUCED 
AND CUSTOMISED 

EQUITY 
ASSESSMENT

Co-produced and customised 
equity assessment

FIGURE 6:	 FEATURES, BENEFITS, AND LIMITATIONS OF THE CO-PRODUCED AND CUSTOMISED 
EQUITY ASSESSMENT APPROACH. 

The co-produced and customised equity assessment offers a comprehensive yet flexible approach 
for assessing equity. Any equity assessment approach that is derived from an externally developed 
framework may not reflect local worldviews or understandings of equity, so may overlook important 
equity issues. For instance, the equity dimensions and attributes provided in the supplementary 
materials (at the end of this guidebook) are based on a thorough review of equity literature, but it is 
inevitable that they will not capture all possible equity concerns and issues that matter to people in 
different contexts. Through a fully collaborative approach, a co-produced and customised equity 
assessment provides opportunities for all managers, stakeholders, and rightsholders to raise additional 
questions and bring context-specific insights into an assessment. 

KEY FEATURES
	↘ In-depth insights into equity; full and inclusive 

engagement of all stakeholders and rightsholders; 
provides additional time and opportunity for a reflexive 
approach where assessment team can consider their 
own biases, assumptions, and blindspots

	↘ Participants: Managers, key experts with knowledge 
of the marine conservation initiative, representatives 
from stakeholders and rightsholders (including those 
who may not be recognized officially by management 
or government)

	↘ Methods: Co-production workshops, surveys, and/or 
focus groups

	↘ Time required for participants: Series of meetings, 
surveys, and/or focus groups over 3-6 weeks or longer

	↘ Time required for assessment lead: 3 months or longer, 
to allow for planning and thorough follow-through

PATHWAYS TO CHANGE
	↘ Collaborative workshops and co-

production processes increases 
knowledge of equity, and 
perceived legitimacy of results

	↘ Written and verbal report to 
local leaders, managers, and key 
stakeholders and rightsholders

	↘ Discussion and deliberation of 
results with all stakeholders, 
rightsholders, and decision-
makers

	↘ Increases awareness of equity 
concerns among managers, 
stakeholders, and rightsholders

	↘ Identification of actions and 
changes as part of assessment 
process

LIMITATIONS
	↘ Requires larger budget, commitment to a 

longer process, and higher level of expertise
	↘ Participatory processes can be captured 

by more vocal or powerful individuals if not 
carefully facilitated

	↘ Raises expectations of participants, which 
can lead to frustration if there is no follow-
through with meaningful improvements 
to equity 

WHEN TO USE  
THIS APPROACH

	↘ Use this approach if there 
is sufficient expertise on 
assessment team to facilitate 
indicator co-production process, 
and when managers, stakeholders 
and rightsholders are willing and 
able to be fully engaged
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PHASE 2:

DESIGNING THE ASSESSMENT

	↘ Identify actor groups
	↘ Define equity and key dimensions
	↘ Select attributes, indicators and methods
	↘ Plan for next phases

PHASE 4:

ANALYZING AND 
COMMUNICATING 
RESULTS

	↘ Analysis of data using qualitative 
and quantitative methods

	↘ Design, visualization, and 
communication of results

	↘ Conduct outreach

PHASE 5:

REFLECTING AND DELIBERATING 
ON ACTIONS

	↘ Convene all actor groups to 
reflect on findings

	↘ Brainstorm adaptations and 
deliberate on interventions

PHASE 3:

CONDUCTING THE ASSESSMENT

	↘ Collect data on the six 
dimensions of equity using 
quantitative and qualitative 
methods

PHASE 1:

ESTABLISHING THE PROCESS

	↘ Convene advisory group to 
establish co-production process

	↘ Articulate purpose and objectives
	↘ Discuss funding and budget
	↘ Identify assessment team and roles Main phases for a 

co-produced and 
customised equity 

assessment

The co-produced and customised equity assessment involves a series of steps or phases (Figure 7). 
These phases are broadly similar to the rapid and stakeholders and rightsholders equity assessments, 
but they are articulated here for a co-produced and customised equity assessment because 
assessment teams and their partners will need to engage in reflection and design during each phase. 

	↘ Phase 1 – Establishing the process involves convening an advisory group, articulating the 
purpose and objectives of the assessment, confirming funding and allocating budget, and 
identifying the assessment team and roles. 

	↘ Phase 2 – Designing the assessment involves identifying actor groups, confirming local 
definitions of equity and key dimensions, and selecting attributes, indicators and methods (this may 
require adapting and adjusting attributes and indicators to better suit local worldviews, language 
and contexts). This phase might draw from the attributes, indicators and methods contained in 
the rapid and the stakeholders and rightsholders equity assessment options or elsewhere. 

	↘ Phase 3 – Conducting the assessment involves collecting data on the dimensions, attributes 
and indicators of equity co-developed and agreed upon during the design phase, which may 
require using quantitative and/or qualitative methods. 

	↘ Phase 4 - Analysing and communicating results involves analysis of data using qualitative 
and quantitative methods, as well as design, visualisation, and communication of results to 
all actor groups.

	↘ Phase 5 - Reflecting and deliberating on actions convenes all actor groups to reflect on 
findings, brainstorm adaptations and deliberate on interventions to improve equity in governance 
processes or outcomes. 

FIGURE 7:	 FIVE MAIN PHASES FOR A CO-PRODUCED AND CUSTOMISED EQUITY ASSESSMENT. 
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© Alejandro Gonzalez

A co-produced and customised equity assessment will require the inclusion of team members who are 
experienced with facilitation and assessment methods, and who appreciate the importance of multiple 
and diverse perspectives. It will also require a greater commitment of time and resources than the other 
two options. This guidebook cannot provide an accurate timeline for a co-produced and customised 
equity assessment but they are likely to require several months to carry out all of the phases. This time 
investment is intended to generate a product that is representative of the local context and has a high 
level of legitimacy and support for planned interventions to improve equity. Regular check-ins will 
be important to ensure that all stakeholders and rightsholders continue to feel that they are able to 
participate in and influence the assessment process. 
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© Jürgen Freund / WWF

Considerations 
for all equity 
assessments

↘
The process of choosing, doing and reflecting on assessments 
can be as important as the results and outputs. This section 
reviews key considerations in choosing an assessment option, 
preparing for an assessment, carrying out an assessment, 
and moving from assessment to action. 

There are numerous considerations that an assessment team should take into account at all 
stages of an equity assessment. The process of doing an assessment can be as important as the 
assessment outputs, or even more so. The considerations discussed here are important for all types 
of equity assessments: choosing an assessment option, preparing for an assessment, carrying out an 
assessment, and moving from assessment to action (Figure 8).
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Choosing an  
assessment option

Consider for whom and by whom the assessment is being done
The primary motivation for carrying out these assessments is to drive action to improve social 
equity and protect against further entrenching inequities. From this understanding, it is important for 
assessment teams to consider the involvement and roles of marine conservation initiative managers 
and other decision-makers and leaders. An equity assessment will be most legitimate and effective 
when the people involved with, and impacted by, a marine conservation initiative feel that they have 
contributed to the assessment process. The extent that any groups ultimately benefit from an equity 
assessment will be influenced by who is leading an assessment, who is involved on the assessment 
team, which stakeholders and rightsholders groups are engaged (and how they are engaged), and 
who is included in follow-up deliberations and decisions about actions. Key questions for early reflection 
include: Who will use the results of the equity assessment? How will the assessment team manage 
conflicts and differences of opinion or perception? Who will need to be involved to improve equity? 
Who will benefit from any actions and changes? 

In some cases managers and decision-makers may be directly or indirectly part of the assessment 
team. In other cases, an assessment team may be led by an NGO or community-based organisation. 
This guidebook does not specify what is necessary or ideal: the emphasis should be on understanding 
the benefits and drawbacks of directly involving end-users such as managers. Directly involving 
managers and decision-makers from the outset can help ensure support and buy-in for the results and 
commitment to a journey of learning and action. However, there are inherent power relationships and 

FIGURE 8:	 CONSIDERATIONS WHEN CONDUCTING AN EQUITY ASSESSMENT. 
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biases that can affect how an assessment is carried out, and thus its results. Relationships and trust are 
closely linked with people’s perceptions about equity and fairness, and if certain powerful individuals are 
seen to influence the assessment process unduly, it may be detrimental for the outcomes. To reiterate, 
there is no golden rule to specify how an equity assessment should be carried out, but assessment 
teams should carefully consider decisions about how and when assessment end-users are engaged. 

Identify potential for a co-produced process
Co-production refers to the relationships between assessors and other societal actors in the process of 
collecting and producing knowledge, often with an inclination towards societal change and sustainability 
(Wyborn et al. 2019; Petriello et al. 2022; Zurba et al. 2022). It often involves recognition of contextual 
diversity, pre-emptive, and intentional engagement with Indigenous or local knowledge-holders, 
formation of shared understanding of the purpose of knowledge co-production, and empowerment of 
knowledge-holders (Zurba et al. 2022). Indigenous approaches to co-production may involve concepts 
such as Two-Eyed Seeing or creating ethical space (Ermine 2007; Reid et al. 2021). In the context of an 
equity assessment, co-production requires relationships between an equity assessment team and 
other stakeholders and rightsholders that are based on joint and collaborative decision-making and 
insight generation with an emphasis on fostering change. Local understandings and interpretations 
of what equity means in practice can vary widely across socio-cultural contexts (e.g., Sterling et 
al. 2017, Gurney et al. 2021). Equity assessments that are founded on co-production of knowledge 
and collaboration with diverse groups will be better positioned to understand local meanings and 
understandings of equity in practice, and can increase legitimacy of the process and outcomes. 

Co-production aims to reframe power, avoid extractive practices, and ultimately help to generate 
mutually beneficial processes. There are instances, however, where efforts towards co-production 
fail and backfire (e.g., an assessment team uses the language of co-production but is not fully trained 
or able to build the relationships required for true co-production) or serve non-local interests (e.g., an 
assessment team uses the language disingenuously only to fill information gaps or gain consent to carry 
out its assessment). Assessment teams need to consider how collaboration with diverse stakeholders 
and rightsholders may take shape, and whether a knowledge co-production approach is suitable given 
the needs, users, feasibility, and other factors. 

Guidebook for assessing and improving social equity in marine conservation
C

onsiderations for all Equity A
ssessm

ents
27

Executive Sum
m

ary
Introduction

O
verview

 of three equity assessm
ent options

C
onclusion

References
A

ssessm
ent

TO
C



Understand both strengths and limitations of each type 
of equity assessment
While each of the assessment options has different features and benefits, it is important that those 
choosing different assessment options are aware of potential limitations. Regardless of which 
assessment option is selected, assessment teams should ensure that the methods employed 
are thorough and meet high standards, while also being locally relevant and adapted for socio-
cultural needs. Selection will depend on an assessment team’s goals, funding, capacity, and the 
support of local managers and other stakeholders and rightsholders. Decisions may also depend 
on rules and requirements for a specific MPA or OECM, such as obligations to carry out social and 
economic evaluations. It is important to consider the value and strengths of each option, which can be 
summarised as follows: 

	↘ The rapid equity assessment involves the use of a survey with a single or small group of 
managers. It is not meant to be representative of stakeholders’ or rightsholders’ views (and can 
be biased for this reason). The goal is to gain some quick insights into equity-related topics in 
order to facilitate reflections to identify and potentially address key issues. This approach can be 
used on its own, as a first step in building understanding of equity issues, or in combination with 
other assessments.

	↘ The stakeholders and rightsholders equity assessment involves engagement and sampling of 
stakeholders and rightsholders using a combined quantitative and qualitative survey to ensure 
that a wider range of perspectives are included. However, it is still limited by which stakeholders 
and rightsholders are engaged (or not), and by the relatively rigid structure of the survey used. 
This approach is suitable when there is a demand for relatively fast insights into equity and 
engagement of key stakeholders and rightsholders is a priority. 

	↘ The co-produced and customised equity assessment involves engaging in a participatory 
process of co-developing equity indicators and assessments methods, and analysing results. 
It is intended to have inclusivity and equity built into its process, in addition to actively generating 
dialogue about potential changes to improve equity. This approach is most suitable when gaining 
in-depth insights into equity is a priority, and to fully and equitably involve all stakeholder and 
rightsholder groups.

Involvement of stakeholders and rightsholders in an equity assessment can raise their expectations 
about the potential for positive changes and more equitable outcomes. If an equity assessment doesn’t 
lead to action, it can result in frustrations and disappointment for local communities and organisations. 
It is important to set clear expectations about what may and may not be possible as outcomes of 
an equity assessment. For instance, using the co-produced and customised option and engaging 
participants in dialogue about potential actions is more likely to lead to change than a rapid equity 
assessment that did not engage stakeholders or rightsholders early in the assessment process.

As one of the six equity dimensions, assessing contextual and structural equity helps to uncover broad 
political, economic, and environmental factors at national, regional and global levels that can impact 
equity locally. While these are important factors to consider, some stakeholders and rightsholders may 
find that an assessment only points to issues that are beyond the influence and control of local people; or 
that governance structures themselves may be further entrenching inequities. This can potentially be a 
source of frustration that assessment teams should be prepared to discuss and address. 
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Evaluate feasibility
A range of factors affect the ease or difficulty of carrying out an equity assessment in a particular place. 
These factors can include the strength of the assessment team’s relationships with marine conservation 
initiative managers and other rightsholders and stakeholders, levels of trust, and willingness and ability 
of potential partners to participate. Assessment teams should also consider the expertise needed to 
carry out the different types of assessment and the required processes, data collection and analysis, 
whether training is needed, and whether additional people will need to be hired or consulted. 

Teams preparing to lead an assessment will also need to evaluate potential costs and budget for each 
assessment option. Due to high variability in contexts and potential expenses, this guidebook does not 
provide estimated costs. On a cursory level, assessment teams should understand that as assessment 
processes become more in-depth and complex, they require greater time commitments and financial 
costs. Some of the factors that will affect overall budgets for assessments include (but are not limited 
to): geographic location and travel requirements to reach participants; total number of participants in the 
assessment; size and skills of the assessment team; time required for data collection, analysis and report 
writing; commitments for reporting assessment results back to managers and assessment participants; 
and currency conversion (if assessment teams are not locally based). 

Preparing for  
an assessment

Evaluate skills and capacities of the assessment team
This guidebook does not prescribe who should carry out any of the types of equity assessments. 
However, it is important for (some or all) members of an assessment team to have or get training in 
conducting social science research and/or community-based research. Skills that are important for 
assessment teams include community outreach and engagement, facilitating workshops, conducting 
surveys, and data analysis. Teams also need familiarity and expertise with equity concepts and ethics for 
conducting research, as well as knowledge about the local area. If leaders of an assessment team do not 
possess such skills and knowledge, it is advisable to partner with additional researchers or evaluators or 
hire consultants who can support the equity assessment process from inception to action. 

Including local researchers on an assessment team is an essential consideration since they will be 
better positioned to converse in local languages, interpret and explain equity concepts in meaningful 
ways, and recognise and understand verbal and non-verbal feedback from participants. Given 
the importance of encouraging honesty and transparency from assessment participants, it is 
recommended that assessment teams include individuals who will be trusted as neutral and respect 
the importance of anonymity. 
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Review ethics
The ability for individuals to choose whether and how they would like to participate in an equity 
assessment is of critical importance. Respecting human dignity, honouring privacy, and minimising 
risk for participants are key principles. Particular attention is required with respect to vulnerable 
and equity-deserving groups that have been subject to historical or structural marginalisation 
within communities. Their perspectives are very important to include in an equity assessment and 
they often face the greatest risks, but they can easily be overlooked by treating the community as a 
uniform or homogenous group. 

To ensure ethical principles are respected, local approvals and permits are often required in places 
where assessments are conducted. Particular countries, regions, or protected areas may have 
approval requirements before assessment activities can begin with local people. Examples include 
institutional review boards (IRBs) or research ethics boards (REBs) that are set up to review and 
approve research or assessment projects (including methods) in line with national and/or local ethical 
standards. The boards are primarily intended to protect the rights and safety of people who participate 
in assessments. Depending on the composition of a team carrying out an equity assessment, it may 
be possible to get assessment protocols reviewed by an institutional review board or research 
ethics board via a university, NGO, or other research institution. Where possible, it is preferable to 
follow the guidance of institutions within the country where an assessment will be conducted. 

This guidebook assumes that anyone who leads an equity assessment has a basic understanding of 
ethics related to the involvement of people in assessments. This includes knowledge of the following: 

	↘ Free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC) is recognised in the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples as a right for Indigenous Peoples with respect to self-determination (United 
Nations 2007). It is essential that any equity assessments – whether with Indigenous Peoples or 
other populations – ensure that prior to giving consent, participants know that their participation 
is voluntary and they can withdraw at any time with no consequences, and are fully informed 
about the intent and goals of the assessment process. 

	↘ Confidentiality (protection of personal information and data) and anonymity (ensuring that 
personal identifying information is not linked to individuals’ responses) should be considered as 
part of any assessment activities. As an equity assessment may involve groups or communities 
who have been marginalised or unfairly impacted by conservation initiatives, it should maintain 
(as far as possible and desired by assessment participants) the confidentiality of all participants 
to ensure that they are not subject to further harm. Participants’ perspectives and data should 
be kept anonymous, for example through removing all identifiable information or sharing only 
aggregate data and anonymous quotes, unless they specify their willingness or preference 
to be identified. 

Underlining all of these concepts is respect for local rules and norms – and ensuring that an 
assessment does not cause harm to individuals or groups. It is critical for any teams involved with 
equity assessments to be familiar with the ways that communities and organisations prefer to engage 
in assessment processes. 
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The assessment materials included at the end of this guidebook provide multiple options for obtaining 
consent. In some places and for some participants, verbal (oral) consent will be the appropriate 
and preferred approach for confirming that participants understand the intent and process of an 
assessment. This can be common when participants are not able to read or are part of cultures that 
emphasise oral traditions. In other cases, it will be important for participants to be able to read and 
review a consent form and then provide their name and signature as an indication of their understanding 
and consent.

In addition to the resources provided in this guidebook, the Conservation Social Science (ConSoSci) 
Partnership has developed resources on ethics that are openly available to anyone working in 
conservation (https://consosci.org/en-us/Research-Ethics). These resources outline key principles of 
beneficence, non-maleficence, and justice. They include a resource library, videos on ethics concepts, 
tools for ethical methods, and a research ethics decision tree. 

Discuss data ownership, sharing, and control
Data ownership and sharing is another key consideration that should be negotiated at the start of an 
equity assessment process. Data sovereignty is the concept that data is owned by the places and 
people where they are collected, and refers to the ability of local communities or organisations to 
retain control over how their information is collected, stored, and used. For example, the First Nations 
principles of ownership, control, access, and possession (OCAP® principles) offer a standard for 
ensuring that Indigenous Peoples have control over the ways that data are collected and used 
(https://fnigc.ca/ocap-training). Similarly, the CARE Principles for Indigenous Data Governance 
(www.gida-global.org/care) were designed to complement trends towards open access data that 
ignore assertions from Indigenous Peoples to have greater control over the application and use of their 
information in light of historical contexts and power differentials. 
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Maintain flexibility and tailor to context
Assessment teams should consider all aspects of their methods and how they can be tailored to meet 
the needs and interests of local participants. Considerations include the timing of meetings, length of 
meetings, languages used, location of meetings, whether local assistants need to be employed for 
making introductions or facilitating meetings, how confidentiality may or may not be maintained, cultural 
or political sensitivities, and the economic or financial position of communities and participants that may 
influence how people respond to the assessment. In some cases, the most marginalised people may not 
even be aware of a marine conservation initiative or specific terminology (e.g., MPA or OECM). They may 
be aware of conservation or management work in their area, or the presence of scientists, but they may 
not have knowledge of the marine conservation initiative itself because they were not included in any of 
the design or implementation processes. As it is critically important to include groups who are subject to 
structural marginalisation within an assessment, assessment teams should reflect on whether they need 
to include educational components within their project. 

Additionally, we strongly encourage assessment teams to include all dimensions and attributes of equity 
within their assessments (Table 2). At the same time, it is important to recognise that not all dimensions 
and attributes of equity will have the same meaning and relevance for all social contexts and every 
marine conservation initiative. Though the questions in the guidebook have been tested in case studies, 
the specific wording of survey questions may need to be adapted (or translated) to suit local conditions. 
If any questions seem to be ill-fitted to a particular context, it is advised to modify the question based 
on the corresponding attribute, rather than simply omit the question. Preliminary testing of survey 
questions is an important step for understanding levels of awareness and subsequently adapting 
assessment methods. 

Plan for logistical factors
Logistical considerations include the need to identify suitable meeting locations and ensure access 
for all participants. Timing is another important consideration, both in terms of the time of the month 
or year (e.g., it is often best to schedule the assessment outside of peak livelihood activities) and 
how long participants are expected to commit to the process. It is also important to consider how 
an equity assessment will intersect with other assessments that managers or other stakeholders 
and rightsholders may be engaged in. Burnout and fatigue can be an important consideration for 
communities who have many requests placed on them for assessments and/or research. 

Another practical consideration relates to how the assessment team will document and store 
responses from participants. If laptops or handheld tablets are available, it may be helpful to make use 
of technologies for recording responses (e.g., Excel spreadsheets or Google forms). In some places and 
contexts, it may be most appropriate to print questions and record all responses on paper. Assessment 
teams should plan for such details early on so that they are prepared once their assessment begins. 
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Foster appreciation 
for diverse knowledge 
systems
Recognising plural knowledge systems and 
diverse worldviews, and taking steps to ensure 
these are respectfully integrated, can bring a 
lot of value to an equity assessment. The norm 
is often to try to integrate pieces of local or 
traditional knowledge systems into an assessment 
dominated by a ‘Western’ knowledge system. 
This can serve to reproduce ongoing harms, 
disengage Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities from an assessment process, and 
miss opportunities to gain important insights and 
perceptions (Tengö et al. 2014). Where Indigenous 
knowledge systems and local knowledge systems 
occur that are distinct from Western knowledge 
systems, appropriate processes and forums 
should be established to build understanding of 
their characteristics, for example the worldviews 
at their core, how people–nature relations are 
perceived and how customary governance 
functions, and to bridge those knowledge 
systems (Orlove et al. 2023). Resources for 
further reading about the value and importance 
of diverse knowledge systems include Berkes 
(2017), Brondízio et al. (2021), and Reid et al. 
(2021). Literature on decolonising methodologies 
can also be helpful for assessment teams who 
would like to learn more about approaches that 
challenge and de-centre Western approaches 
and knowledge (e.g., Smith 2021).  
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Carrying out  
an assessment

Employ principles for community engagement
When engaging marine conservation initiative stakeholders and rightsholders it is important to 
approach those relationships with genuine humility, respect, and commitment to learning. Conducting 
a good community-based assessment involves listening more than speaking, valuing participants’ 
knowledge and experiences, and being transparent about goals, methods, and how participants’ 
information will be used. It also means being patient and remaining flexible as potential participants 
have their own livelihoods and commitments that affect their availability to participate in an equity 
assessment. Building trust and good relationships can take time and depends on mutual respect, 
transparency, and accountability. It is important to carefully explain the intent, goals, and expected 
outcomes of an assessment, and how the assessment relates to the marine conservation initiative, 
and community needs and priorities. 

Include desk-based research
Each assessment option can and should be paired with desk-based research (e.g., reviewing reports 
and websites). Before communicating with participants, assessment teams should have a sound 
understanding of governance contexts, economic and political history of the area, marine conservation 
initiative management plans, and other social dimensions that intersect with marine conservation 
initiative policy and management. Desktop research related to stakeholder and rightsholder groups 
will also be valuable for ensuring that research teams are familiar with the participants who will be 
involved in an assessment. Additional desk-based research can also be conducted throughout the 
assessment process in order to follow up on important information and review additional materials 
identified by participants. 

Understand local history and context
The contextual and structural dimensions of equity require teams conducting an equity assessment 
to have an understanding of local history and context. Knowledge of local history and context may 
be derived through team members who are from the local community, past research or employment 
experience in the area, desk-based research, or a combination of these. This understanding could 
include, for example: 

	↘ Socio-political history, including economic exploitation and colonial and racial influences on local 
and national governments and economy. 

	↘ History of conservation initiatives within the country and locally, and how conservation has been 
supported or opposed by local communities. 

	↘ Indigenous and local knowledge systems at a site and implications for a respectful, inclusive 
assessment process.

	↘ The process of establishment and the ongoing governance of relevant marine conservation 
initiatives, including knowledge of the drivers, proponents and funders of those initiatives and 
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how different initiatives may have overlapped in space and time. For instance, it is important to 
understand the role of international NGOs in establishing or managing a marine conservation 
initiative. It is also important to understand the level of community support for, and involvement in, 
the establishment and ongoing management of a marine conservation initiative.

	↘ Any social, economic, or political conditions that influence the status of local people and those 
who have been impacted by a marine conservation initiative. These conditions might include 
local levels of poverty and access to basic needs, factors that constrain or prohibit the ways that 
people are able to participate in customary livelihood activities, and how national politics and 
governance affect local people’s ability to engage in decision-making processes. Understanding 
these issues and factors can help an assessment team make decisions about disaggregation 
of data during analysis (e.g., separation of important subgroups for analysis, such as cultural, 
spiritual, or livelihood relation to marine resources). 

Understanding local history and context – especially for historically marginalized or equity-deserving 
groups – can help assessment teams appreciate if and when follow-up questions may be helpful during 
surveys. For instance, a participant may not initially share personal or sensitive information about their 
experience or perspectives, or they may not think that it is valuable to share certain types of information. 
If an interviewer is familiar with local contexts, they can provide helpful prompts (e.g., “What about ... ? 
Can you tell me more about your experiences with ... ?”). 
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Identify and recruit assessment participants
Identifying all relevant rightsholders and stakeholders is essential for an inclusive assessment process. 
Equity assessments will typically include a rightsholder and stakeholder mapping exercise (or actor 
analysis) to identify groups who should be invited to participate. Even for the rapid assessment, it can 
be useful to identify all stakeholders and rightsholders so that those completing the assessment can 
consider the different perspectives of these diverse groups.

The following list is a starting point for identifying diverse stakeholder and rightsholder groups during an 
actor mapping exercise: 

	↘ People living within and adjacent to the marine conservation initiative’s boundaries.
	↘ People who have been directly or indirectly impacted by the marine conservation initiative.
	↘ People who were displaced due to the establishment of the marine conservation initiative (and 

may no longer be living in the area).
	↘ Rightsholders – including Indigenous Peoples, small-scale fishers, and other traditional resource 

users in and near the area of the marine conservation initiative.
	↘ Resource user groups who do not have specific resource use rights – including fishers or 

aquaculture cooperatives, and people engaged in activities such as shellfish collection.
	↘ Groups representing special interests – including religious groups, ethnic minorities, youth, 

women, and elders.
	↘ Government and non-governmental organisations with responsibilities related to the marine 

conservation initiative.
	↘ Government and non-governmental organisations with interests related to the marine 

conservation initiative.

Assessment teams should work collaboratively with several key informants who are able to help identify 
all relevant stakeholders and rightsholders (Franks 2023). 

Once stakeholders and rightsholders have been identified, the next step will be to select individuals who 
will be invited to participate in the assessment. For a rapid equity assessment, the selection process is 
not necessary since only managers will be directly involved; however, it can still be useful to conduct a 
mapping exercise to ensure that the assessment considers the interests of all important actor groups. 
For a stakeholders and rightsholders equity assessment, as well as the co-produced and customised 
option, the selection process will take into consideration the total number of participants that the 
assessment team wants to reach, as well as potential methods for selecting individuals such as simple 
random sampling, cluster sampling, or stratification (for further reading on these topics see Glew et al. 
2012; FishForever 2019; WWF 2022). It can be helpful to consult with local leaders who can advise on any 
potential conflicts within or between groups, as well as how to manage representation among groups. 
As issues during sampling and selection of participants can lead to biased responses during the equity 
assessment, we recommend that the assessment team be trained and knowledgeable about sampling 
strategies. The co-produced and customised equity assessment, as a comprehensive and in-depth 
approach, is likely to include a larger number of stakeholders and rightsholders (within the limits of 
budgets and resources). 
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Recruitment (invitations) for individuals to participate in an assessment can occur via direct 
conversations, telephone calls, emails, or other locally relevant communications. Recruitment should be 
clear and transparent about the purpose of an assessment, methods that will be used, and anticipated 
outcomes. Potential participants should be given full information about expectations for their 
participation, how their contributions will be used, and whether their participation will be anonymous 
or not (in most small communities it can be very difficult to ensure anonymity). Assessment teams need 
to explain any anticipated benefits or risks for individuals who participate in an assessment. Incentives 
for participation (e.g., small cash honorariums or gift cards) have become common in some places 
but the assessment team should also be aware that monetary incentives can have perverse effects 
(e.g., participants giving answers that they believe the assessment team or managers want to hear). 
Any incentives should carefully be considered by an assessment team and decisions should be made 
in consultation with local authorities and key partners in the assessment. 

Analyse and visualise results
Assessment teams often emphasise the data collection aspects of an assessment. However, the 
analysis and presentation of results are equally important for moving towards actions and changes. 
This guidebook is not prescriptive about how to carry out analyses or present results but several ideas 
are included here. Visualisation of results can be especially helpful and important where people are not 
able to read full reports, or simply are not willing or interested to read an assessment report. Graphics 
and charts can be effective ways of sharing main results and generating discussion (e.g., at a community 
meeting where assessment results are presented).

Although a rapid equity assessment is based on only one or a few participants’ perspectives, it can still 
be helpful to visually display the results (e.g., comparing scores across the six equity dimensions to show 
areas of strength and areas of concern). While a stakeholders and rightsholders equity assessment 
will include more responses, the sample size will likely not be large enough to necessitate statistical 
analyses. (An assessment team may choose to apply a random sampling technique and larger sample 
size to make inferences about a larger population, although this is not described within this guidebook). 
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FIGURE 9:	 OPTIONS FOR PRESENTATION OF RESULTS OF EQUITY ASSESSMENTS.

Assessment teams should consider the potential to disaggregate their data across gender or other 
demographic groups in order to gain a deeper understanding of differences or similarities between 
groups. Disaggregated and intersectional analysis of the data can be particularly instructive in 
understanding whether historically or structurally marginalised, or equity-deserving, groups are being 
treated equitably. This may only be possible with methods that include the collection of information 
about different groups (e.g., age, gender, occupation). 

Figure 9 shows a variety of ways to present data: 

	↘ Bar charts (top-left) are useful for showing total values across basic categories.
	↘ Line graphs (top-middle) can be used to display changes over time. 
	↘ Radial graphs (top-right) and spider graphs (bottom-left) can be useful to display data across 

categories in interesting ways. 
	↘ Compound diverging stacked bar charts (bottom-middle) are a useful way to display data that 

includes range and frequency of responses. 
	↘ Box plots (bottom-right) help understand variations in responses and levels of agreement 

across categories.
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Moving from assessment  
to action

While the collection of data and carrying out analyses are important for learning, an assessment on its 
own does not inherently lead to action or change. Conducting an equity assessment and analysing the 
results are critical steps, but learning and using the results to improve equity is an ongoing process. We 
recommend reconvening participants to validate, clarify, and interpret results, coordinating discussion 
to identify and prioritise potential actions, and designating roles and responsibilities to determine next 
steps for those prioritised actions. 

Communicate results to end-users and participants
Communication of results is a key path to enable adaptive management. Results of the equity 
assessments should be communicated in a format that is accessible to end-users, participants, and 
other audiences. Communication efforts can include written reports and summary documents so that 
people can review the results at their own pace. A suggested table of contents for an assessment report 
could include: 

	↘ Summary
	↘ Introduction

	→ What is social equity?
	→ Why it is important to assess social equity
	→ Marine conservation initiative description and management plan
	→ Steps in the assessment

	↘ Assessment results
	→ Who participated in the assessment
	→ Participants’ level of satisfaction and support for the marine conservation initiative
	→ Recognitional equity
	→ Procedural equity
	→ Management equity
	→ Environmental equity
	→ Distributional equity
	→ Contextual and structural equity

	↘ Conclusion
	→ Summary and implications of findings
	→ Potential next steps

Verbal presentations of results can also be very important for people who do not read, and to provide 
opportunities for audiences to ask questions and clarify results. While some people will be drawn 
towards quantified results and figures, it is most important to emphasise the conversations that need to 
happen in light of the summarised results. 
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Regardless of which assessment option was used, bringing together rightsholders and stakeholders, 
key decision-makers, managers, and other interested parties can promote validation of results, 
identification of solutions, legitimacy of those solutions for affected actors, and development of a plan 
for action. Discussion can also help to explain any unexpected or apparently contradictory results, 
especially related to the stakeholders and rightsholders or the co-produced and customised equity 
assessments. In the case of a rapid assessment, results can be presented as a reflection of managers’ 
perceptions, providing an opportunity to ask if other actors agree, disagree, or have additional 
perspectives to share, generating further discussion on important topics. 

Deliberate on results and select actions 
As introduced earlier in Figure 2, equity assessments need to emphasise the learning journey and the 
importance of bringing people together to reflect and deliberate on results and then consider potential 
actions to improve equity. It is important to (1) communicate and learn to support learning and inform 
decision-making, (2) set up forums for deliberation and selection of potential actions, (3) ensure that 
actors are able to implement those actions, and (4) commit to ongoing cycles of monitoring, evaluation, 
learning, and adapting to respond to evolving conditions (Bennett et al. 2025).

Meaningful deliberation among participants about equity assessment results and potential actions to 
address key equity gaps or weaknesses is a critical step in improving actual social equity outcomes. 
Encouraging all participants to join in a learning journey and maintain curiosity about each other can 
help generate meaningful and constructive dialogue. Table 3, while not comprehensive, provides some 
examples of types of actions that may be considered in response to the results of an equity assessment. 
As some potential actions can be taken that address issues across dimensions, assessment teams 
and participants (e.g., managers, stakeholders, rightsholders, decision-makers) should think broadly. 
Discussions can include the costs of action or inaction, as this is important for exploring multiple ways 
forward. There is also an element of pragmatism, where participants should consider what actions 
may be feasible, practical, and enduring, given available capacities and resources. As different groups 
participating in this process will have differing priorities and capacities, it can be helpful to collaboratively 
generate a matrix with urgency-importance-feasibility criteria for each potential action to help set 
priorities. This type of matrix, in combination with assigning actions, can help groups to ‘own’ specific 
actions. At the same time, pragmatism needs to be balanced with courage to take bold actions that can 
lead to meaningful changes and improvements to equity. 
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TABLE 3:	 EXAMPLES OF POTENTIAL ACTIONS THAT CAN BE TAKEN FOR EACH DIMENSION OF EQUITY.

	 DIMENSIONS OF 
SOCIAL EQUITY

	 EXAMPLE ATTRIBUTES 
OF CONCERN POTENTIAL ACTIONS

RECOGNITIONAL

The value of Indigenous and local 
knowledge are not acknowledged

Explore potential to further include Indigenous and/or local 
knowledge in monitoring and planning through advisory 
groups or engagement about specific topics.

Not all local groups are recognised 
as legitimate stakeholders or 
rightsholders

Review the ways that each rightsholder and stakeholder 
group is recognised and respected within management 
plans; evaluate potential to update management plans with 
stronger recognition.

PROCEDURAL

Not all actors feel that they are 
represented and/or have an influence 
on decisions

Develop new processes that ensure specific actor groups 
(or subgroups, such as women or youth) are able to 
influence decisions that affect them.

Stakeholders or rightsholders are 
not familiar with mechanisms to raise 
concerns related to managers of 
conservation initiative

Put dispute resolution processes in place and ensure that all 
stakeholders and rightsholders are aware of them.

MANAGEMENT

Local people are not represented 
in marine conservation initiative 
leadership roles

Increase capacity-building and training that can enable 
greater management authority for local groups.

Enforcement of marine conservation 
initiative rules is not seen as fair for all 
people

Evaluate why certain groups may receive more infractions 
and penalties. Determine if adjustments can be made to 
rules or enforcement that will ensure greater fairness. 

ENVIRONMENTAL

Management agency does not 
have sufficient capacity to support 
environmental goals

Advocate to government agencies to provide additional 
resources (funding) and training to ensure that the 
management agency can fulfil its mandate. 

Uncertainty about whether marine 
conservation initiative has led to 
environmental improvements

Work with academic researchers to develop monitoring 
programmes. 

DISTRIBUTIONAL

Uncertainty about whether marine 
conservation initiative has been 
positive for local people

Conduct assessments of local livelihoods and well-being to 
determine whether and how local people are being affected 
(benefits and costs).

Livelihood and economic 
opportunities are not shared fairly

Engage groups who have been negatively impacted by 
conservation to jointly determine fair compensation. 
Determine what constitutes a fair distribution of benefits for 
local actors and implement an appropriate benefit-sharing 
mechanism.

CONTEXTUAL  
AND STRUCTURAL

Environmental changes negatively 
impact local people

Prepare climate change adaptation plans to ensure that 
managers are able to anticipate potential risks and develop 
transformative actions.

Colonisation continues to have 
impacts on local people

Broaden awareness about historical and ongoing injustices 
that impact local people, especially those who are 
stakeholders and rightsholders in relation to the marine 
conservation initiative.
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Commit to actions and ongoing learning
Regardless of which assessment option is pursued, it is important to commit to actions that can improve 
equity. It is important to ensure that all involved actors have the resources and skills to implement the 
selected actions. Designating roles and responsibilities (who will be taking on each action and how 
accountability is determined) helps to clarify this for the group. Since potential actions are context-
specific and can range from a change in future distribution of benefits to advocacy for policy change to 
capacity-building for alternative livelihoods, it is not possible to specify here exactly what resources and 
skills will be needed.

It is also critical to commit to ongoing cycles of monitoring, evaluation, learning, and adapting to respond 
to evolving conditions. Informal insights and learning are likely to be ongoing (e.g., by a manager who 
observes or listens about impacts on certain actors), but formalised assessment processes help to 
document learning that is shared across actor groups. If possible, integrating equity assessments with 
ongoing adaptive management exercises can reduce strain on limited resources, and make it easier 
to see linkages between equity and other aspects of marine conservation initiative management 
(including potential actions). 
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Conclusion

Assessment teams – who can include any combination of managers of marine conservation initiatives, 
community organisations, government agencies, NGOs, researchers, or other organisations – 
should feel empowered to use and lead equity assessments based on any of the options introduced 
in this guidebook. At the same time, they should ensure that they have the capacity to carry out an 
equity assessment thoughtfully, and that stakeholders and rightsholders are both willing and able to 
participate. We have attempted to provide guidance by building from the extensive literature on equity. 

Evaluating progress towards equity is a first step towards addressing any past issues with meaningful 
involvement or negative consequences of marine conservation initiatives. This guidebook is intended to 
support local, case-specific learning in ways that lead to action and change. A single assessment only 
provides an indication of the status of a marine conservation initiative’s impacts at a given moment in 
time, while repeated assessments over time can better support long-term improvements.

Benefits from this guidebook are most likely to arise through meaningful collaboration and effective 
communication. When teams lead equity assessments in a way that is inclusive and respectful, they 
are more likely to lead towards action to address inequities. Communication through all phases of an 
assessment is important for ensuring that all actors feel included and part of the assessment process. 
A willingness to learn and a commitment to action will ultimately bring about improvements that lead to 
more equitable and effective marine conservation.
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Supplementary 
materials

	↘ Guidance, forms, and  
instruments for three equity  
assessment approaches



Assessment option 1: 
Rapid equity assessment

The following materials can be used for carrying out a rapid social equity assessment of a marine 
conservation initiative. This package contains the following materials:

1.	 A reference table that provides an overview of attributes and questions related to different 
dimensions of equity.

2.	 An information sheet about the marine conservation initiative to be filled out by the 
assessment team.

3.	 A script explaining the purpose of the survey, informed consent, and format of the survey.
4.	 A script for verbal consent.
5.	 A form for written consent.
6.	 The survey tool for the rapid equity assessment. 

In many cases, these templates will need to be edited, adapted, and/or translated to suit local contexts. 
An important starting point will be for assessment teams and key collaborators to review the equity 
attributes and survey questions in the table on the following pages. Any adjustments to the survey 
statements should maintain the meaning and intent of the related attribute(s). Assessment teams will 
then need to apply any changes to the survey questions template and then test the questions with local 
community representatives.

KEY FEATURES
	↘ Quick insights into key 

equity issues; can be used in 
combination with other ongoing 
assessments

	↘ Participants: Managers and/
or key experts with knowledge 
of the marine conservation 
initiative

	↘ Methods: Surveys of key 
informants or self-assessment

	↘ Time required for participants: 
Introductory meeting with all 
participants (1 hour), one-on-one 
survey with each participant  
(1-2 hours), debrief and follow-
up meeting with all participants  
(1-2 hours)

	↘ Time required for assessment 
lead: 1-3 weeks

LIMITATIONS
	↘ Not designed for capturing 

perspectives or concerns 
directly from stakeholders 
and rightsholders

	↘ Positionality of 
assessment participant(s) 
is inherently limited to 
their own knowledge 
and assumptions (e.g., 
managers are relatively 
influential and powerful 
positions and may not 
be fully aware of other 
actors’ perspectives), 
and therefore results can 
be biased

	↘ Based on a limited number 
of people’s perspectives

WHEN TO USE THIS 
APPROACH

	↘ Use this 
approach when 
a rapid snapshot 
is required, or if 
local capacity 
and funding for 
assessments is 
very limited

PATHWAYS TO CHANGE
	↘ Written and verbal reports to 

managers and local leaders 
	↘ Use surveys and report to 

raise awareness about key 
equity concerns and increase 
support for change

	↘ Help assessment participants 
with how to talk about 
potential equity issues or 
concerns through reflection

	↘ Build support for more 
in-depth future equity 
assessments
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	 EQUITY 
DIMENSION 	 ATTRIBUTE 	 SURVEY  

QUESTION 

RECOGNITIONAL

All relevant groups 
recognised

Are all relevant people and groups recognised as legitimate actors 
(rightsholders or stakeholders) in marine conservation initiative 
planning and management?

Basic human rights are 
respected

Are basic human rights (e.g., access to food, education, good health, 
safety and security) respected within marine conservation initiative 
planning and management?

Marine use, tenure, 
and access rights 
are recognised and 
incorporated

Are all rightsholders’ marine use, tenure, and access rights formally 
recognised and incorporated into marine conservation initiative 
planning and management?

Resource users 
are recognised as 
rightsholders

Are small-scale fishers (SSF) and/or other customary resource 
users recognised as legitimate rightsholders in marine conservation 
initiative planning and management?

Small-scale fishers’ rights 
are respected

Are small-scale fishers’ and/or other customary resource users’ 
rights respected within marine conservation initiative planning and 
management?

Indigenous Peoples 
are recognised as 
rightsholders

Are Indigenous Peoples recognised as legitimate rightsholders in 
marine conservation initiative planning and management?

Indigenous rights are 
respected

Are Indigenous rights respected within marine conservation 
initiative planning and management?

Cultural identities, 
values, and practices are 
acknowledged

Are the cultural identities, values, and practices of local communities 
and groups acknowledged and incorporated into marine 
conservation initiative planning and management?

Consideration is given for 
people who receive fewer 
opportunities

Has consideration been given to the interests and rights of people 
who often receive fewer economic or livelihood opportunities?

Value of Indigenous and 
local knowledge are 
acknowledged

Is the knowledge of local people (including knowledge that is 
Indigenous, local, and/or multi-generational) acknowledged in 
marine conservation initiative planning and management?

Table of rapid equity assessment attributes and 
questions
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	 EQUITY 
DIMENSION 	 ATTRIBUTE 	 SURVEY  

QUESTION 

PROCEDURAL

Effective participation 
and feedback from 
local people

Are there processes in place to facilitate effective participation 
and gather feedback from local people to help inform marine 
conservation initiative decision-making?

Representation and 
influence on decisions

Are all actor groups represented and able to participate in 
decision-making related to marine conservation initiative planning 
and management?

Processes are in place to 
enable people to influence 
decisions

Are there processes in place that enable people to influence what 
decisions are made about the marine conservation initiative?

Information about 
decision-making is easy 
to access

Is information about what decisions were made in relation to the 
marine conservation initiative, how they were made, and why they 
were made are easy to find and access?

Stakeholders able to 
raise concerns about 
management

Are local people able to raise concerns related to management 
actions?

Satisfactory dispute 
resolution with managers

Are there processes in place for people to resolve disputes that they 
have with marine conservation initiative management?

Satisfactory dispute 
resolution with other 
stakeholders

Are there processes in place for people to resolve disputes that they 
have with other people (non-management) in relation to the marine 
conservation initiative?

Decisions are made after 
free, prior, and informed 
consent

Are decisions that affect rightsholders made after obtaining and 
documenting free, prior, and informed consent (FPIC), or some form 
of engagement?

MANAGEMENT

Local groups share or hold 
management authority

Have government authorities shared or transferred management 
authority with/to local communities or groups?

Local groups have agency 
to carry out management 
activities

Do local groups have agency to carry out management activities 
(e.g., environmental monitoring, stewardship activities, enforcement) 
based on local knowledge and practices?

Local people are 
employed in management 
(staff) roles

Are local groups and communities employed in marine conservation 
initiative management (staff) roles and/or in carrying out 
management activities?

Local people are 
represented in marine 
conservation initiative 
leadership roles

Are local communities and groups represented (e.g., employed, 
elected) in leadership roles in marine conservation initiative 
management?

Sufficient funding to 
support participation in 
management

Is there sufficient funding to support local people’s participation, 
leadership, and working in marine conservation initiative 
management activities?

Secure funding to 
support participation in 
management

Is there secure funding to support local participation, capacity, and 
leadership for marine conservation initiative management activities?

Enforcement of marine 
conservation initiative 
rules is fair for all people

Is enforcement of marine conservation initiative rules and 
regulations fair for all people?
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	 EQUITY 
DIMENSION 	 ATTRIBUTE 	 SURVEY  

QUESTION 

ENVIRONMENTAL

Marine conservation 
initiative is in a good 
location to produce 
environmental benefits

Is enforcement of marine conservation initiative rules and 
regulations fair for all people?

Adequate management 
capacity to support 
environmental goals

Does marine conservation initiative management have sufficient 
capacity to support environmental goals?

Management plans are 
effective for achieving 
environmental goals

Are current management plans and/or actions effective at achieving 
marine conservation initiative environmental goals?

Marine conservation 
initiative has led 
to environmental 
improvements

Has the marine conservation initiative led to environmental 
improvements that benefit local people?

Stakeholders and 
rightsholders benefit 
from environmental 
improvements

Do all local groups (rightsholders and stakeholders) benefit from 
environmental improvements that arise as a result of the marine 
conservation initiative?

DISTRIBUTIONAL

Marine conservation 
initiative has been positive 
for local people

Overall, do you think the marine conservation initiative has been 
positive or negative for local people?

Management is effective 
at achieving social goals

Are current management plans and/or actions effective at achieving 
marine conservation initiative social goals?

Livelihood and economic 
impacts have been 
positive

Overall, do you think the livelihood and economic impacts from the 
marine conservation initiative have been positive?

Livelihood and economic 
opportunities are 
shared fairly

How fairly are livelihood and economic impacts that arise through 
the marine conservation initiative shared among local people?

Social impacts have been 
positive

Overall, do you think the social impacts (e.g., on culture, identity, 
knowledge, education, health) from marine conservation initiative 
plans and management have been positive?

Social benefits and 
opportunities are 
shared fairly

How fairly are social benefits and opportunities that arise through 
the marine conservation initiative shared among local people?

Negative impacts (risks, 
burdens) are shared fairly

Are negative impacts (e.g., risks, burdens) that result from the 
marine conservation initiative shared fairly among local people?

Engagement or studies 
are in place to understand 
material and non-material 
impacts on local people

Have there been studies or public engagement to understand how 
the marine conservation initiative has impacted local people (e.g., 
culture, identities, livelihoods, wealth, wellbeing)?

Programmes and efforts 
to help increase positive 
impacts

Are there programmes and efforts in place to help increase positive 
social impacts from the marine conservation initiative?

Support is delivered for 
people who are most 
in need

Are programmes that are intended to increase positive impacts 
delivered in ways that support people who are most in need or 
whose livelihoods are being negatively impacted?
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	 EQUITY 
DIMENSION 	 ATTRIBUTE 	 SURVEY  

QUESTION 

CONTEXTUAL 
AND 

STRUCTURAL

People near the marine 
conservation initiative are 
able to meet basic needs

Are people who rely on marine resources and/or live near to the 
marine conservation initiative able to meet their basic needs?

Coastal livelihoods 
provide a steady and 
reliable income

Do coastal livelihoods provide a steady and reliable income for all 
people who rely on marine resources?

Political views do not 
prevent groups from 
being involved in and 
benefiting from the marine 
conservation initiative

Do political views prevent anyone from participating in and enjoying 
benefits from the marine conservation initiative?

Social norms do not 
prevent groups from 
being involved in and 
benefiting from the marine 
conservation initiative

Do social norms prevent any groups, such as different genders, 
Indigenous Peoples, fishers or other less fortunate groups, from 
participating in or enjoying benefits from the marine conservation 
initiative?

Colonisation does not 
have ongoing impacts on 
local people

Are lives and livelihoods of local people affected by ongoing impacts 
of colonisation?

Laws and policies support 
people who rely on the 
ocean

Are government laws and policies related to the oceans supportive 
of coastal communities and groups who rely on the ocean?

Environmental changes do 
not negatively impact local 
people

Are local people affected by environmental shifts related to climate 
change?

Laws and policies 
recognise customary 
resource users

Are small-scale fishers (SSF) and/or other customary resource 
users recognised as legitimate rightsholders or stakeholders in 
national laws and policies?

Laws and policies 
recognise Indigenous 
Peoples

Are Indigenous Peoples recognised as legitimate rightsholders in 
national laws and policies?

National policy supports 
equitable marine 
conservation initiative 
planning

Does national environmental policy support equitable marine 
conservation initiative planning and management?

The law treats all 
people near the marine 
conservation initiative 
fairly

Does the law treat all people in communities near the marine 
conservation initiative fairly?
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Information sheet for assessment team

Reminders to interviewers:
	 Introduce yourself and team
	 Explain the project and how long participation will take
	 Give the participant the project overview and consent form, or read the verbal consent form
	 Document consent via either the verbal or written consent form
	 Ask whether they would like to receive copies of project outputs (document email on 

separate paper)
	 Introduce each section of the survey as you go

What is the name of the marine conservation initiative that 
the respondent will be referring to in this survey?

What was the date or year when the 
marine conservation initiative was 
established?

What is the governance type for the marine conservation 
initiative? (e.g., government-led, co-management, 
private governance, led by Indigenous Peoples or Local 
Communities)

What is the nearest town, city or village 
where this survey is being conducted?

What was the format for 
documenting the survey?

Name of interviewer(s) Date of survey

DD

MM

YY

In which country is the marine 
conservation initiative that is the subject 
of this study?

Digital Paper
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Explaining the purpose  
and format of the survey

Thank you for taking part in this assessment about the ways that equity is experienced and influenced 
by  [name of the marine conservation initiative]. The 
aim of this assessment is to raise awareness and improve understanding about perceptions of equity 
held by the different groups of users linked economically, culturally, or institutionally to the marine 
conservation initiative.

Through this survey we will collect information about how you experience equity and inequity in relation 
to the marine conservation initiative based on your personal experiences. Your participation will involve 
responding to a series of questions that will take about 60-90 minutes to complete. There are no right or 
wrong answers. Just tell us what you think.

We will start by asking you some questions related to who you are, how long you have been living in the 
area, and how you make your livelihood. Then, we will ask questions based on six types of equity related 
to the marine conservation initiative. As we start each section we will give you a quick summary on what 
that type of equity will be and then we will go through the questions. You can provide any additional 
details at any point to help clarify your answer. Lastly we will have some wrap up questions.

We want to ensure that you know that your participation in this assessment is completely voluntary. You 
can choose to end the survey at any time (and decide whether you want us to remove earlier responses 
from our records). Data will be stored securely by [assessment team / organisation] but will not include 
your name. We want you to know that your answers will be kept completely private, and we won’t share 
your personal details with anyone. We will only use the information that you provide to better understand 
equity related to the planning and management of the marine conservation initiative. 

Contact information

Instructions for the survey

For the main survey questions, we will ask you to provide a rating related to various aspects of equity 
and then ask you to provide an explanation about why you made the rating. The rating will use a scale 
that ranges from (0) to (3). You will also have the option to indicate if a question does not apply or if you 
do not know. When we ask you to explain your ratings, you may provide explanations related to why 
some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to address certain issues.

If you have any questions that were not answered today, you 
can reach the assessment team at the following contacts:
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Contact information

Script for verbal consent
This form can be read by the interviewer

Thank you for taking part in this assessment about the ways that equity is experienced and influenced 
by  [name of the marine conservation initiative]. The aim 
of this assessment is to raise awareness and improve understanding about perceptions of equity 
held by the different groups of users linked economically, culturally, or institutionally to the marine 
conservation initiative.

 Through this survey we will collect information about how you experience equity and inequity in relation 
to the marine conservation initiative based on your personal experiences. Your participation will involve 
responding to a series of questions that will take about 60-90 minutes to complete. There are no right or 
wrong answers. Just tell us what you think.

We will start by asking you some questions related to who you are, how long you have been living in the 
area, and how you make your livelihood. Then, we will ask questions based on six types of equity related 
to the marine conservation initiative. As we start each section we will give you a quick summary on what 
that type of equity will be and then we will go through the questions. You can provide any additional 
details at any point to help clarify your answer. Lastly we will have some wrap up questions. 

We want to ensure that you know that your participation in this assessment is completely voluntary. 
You can choose to end the survey at any time (and decide whether you want us to remove earlier 
responses from our records). Data will be stored securely by [assessment team / organisation] but will 
not include your name. We want you to know that your answers will be kept completely private, and 
we won’t share your personal details with anyone. We will only use the information that you provide to 
better understand equity related to the planning and management of the marine conservation initiative. 
A summary of the results of the surveys will be analysed and presented in a report that will be given to 
marine conservation initiative managers. If you want to receive a copy of the results, we will document 
your name and email separately so that we can share it.

By continuing to participate in this survey,  
we ask you to confirm that:

	↘ You have received adequate and sufficient information by the assessment team 
above, about (1) the objectives of the assessment and its scope, (2) the type of work 
to be carried out (survey about perceptions of equity), and (3) that your participation 
is voluntary and done in support of the aims of the assessment.

	↘ You have received information about the purpose for collecting limited personal 
information about me and how this information will be used.

	↘ That at any time you can revoke your consent and stop participating (without having 
to explain the reason) and request the deletion of your personal information.

	↘ You are 18 years or older and are competent to provide consent.

If you have any questions that were not answered today, you can 
reach the assessment team at the following contacts:

Name of interviewee:  

	 Interviewer to check this box to 
confirm that participant has given 
verbal consent
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Form for written consent
This form can be given to participants to read or can be read by the interviewer

Thank you for taking part in this assessment about the ways that equity is experienced and influenced 
by  [name of the marine conservation initiative]. The aim 
of this assessment is to raise awareness and improve understanding about perceptions of equity 
held by the different groups of users linked economically, culturally, or institutionally to the marine 
conservation initiative.

Through this survey we will collect information about how you experience equity and inequity in relation 
to the marine conservation initiative based on your personal experiences. Your participation will involve 
responding to a series of questions that will take about 60-90 minutes to complete. There are no right or 
wrong answers. Just tell us what you think.

We will start by asking you some questions related to who you are, how long you have been living in the 
area, and how you make your livelihood. Then, we will ask questions based on six types of equity related 
to the marine conservation initiative. As we start each section we will give you a quick summary on what 
that type of equity will be and then we will go through the questions. You can provide any additional 
details at any point to help clarify your answer. Lastly we will have some wrap up questions.

We want to ensure that you know that your participation in this assessment is completely voluntary. 
You can choose to end the survey at any time (and decide whether you want us to remove earlier 
responses from our records). Data will be stored securely by [assessment team / organisation] but will 
not include your name. We want you to know that your answers will be kept completely private, and 
we won’t share your personal details with anyone. We will only use the information that you provide to 
better understand equity related to the planning and management of the marine conservation initiative. 
A summary of the results of the surveys will be analysed and presented in a report that will be given to 
marine conservation initiative managers. If you want to receive a copy of the results, we will document 
your name and email separately so that we can share it.

Contact information

Date:

Signature:

I,  confirm the following 
and provide my consent to continue participation in this survey:

	 I have received adequate and 
sufficient information by the 
assessment team above, about 
(1) the objectives of the assessment 
and its scope, (2) the type of work 
to be carried out (survey about 
perceptions of equity), and (3) that 
your participation is voluntary 
and done in support of the aims of 
the assessment.

	 I have received information about 
the purpose for collecting limited 
personal information about me and 
how this information will be used.

	 At any time I can revoke my consent 
and stop participating (without having 
to explain the reason) and request the 
deletion of my personal information.

	 I am 18 years or older and am 
competent to provide consent.

If you have any questions that were not answered today, you can 
reach the assessment team at the following contacts:
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Survey tool for rapid equity assessment

Preliminary questions for participants
This section of the survey asks some questions about who you are, how long you have been living in the 
area, and how you make your livelihood. 

1.	 How far do you live from the marine conservation initiative now?
	 Less than 5 kilometers
	 5-10 kilometers
	 11-20 kilometers
	 21-30 kilometers
	 More than 30 kilometers

2.	 How long have you known the marine conservation initiative and its 
surrounding area?

	 Less than 5 years
	 5-10 years
	 11-20 years
	 21-30 years
	 31-40 years
	 41-50 years
	 51-60 years
	 More than 60 years

 
3.	 What is your role in relation to the marine conservation initiative? 

4.	 How long have you been involved in management of the marine conservation 
initiative?

	 Less than 5 years
	 5-10 years
	 11-20 years
	 21-30 years
	 31-40 years
	 41-50 years
	 51-60 years
	 More than 60 years
	 Not applicable
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5.	 Which of the following groups of stakeholders and rightsholders are adjacent to, have 
an interest in, and/or might be impacted by the marine conservation initiative?

	 Artisanal or small-scale fisher
	 Industrial fisher
	 Recreational fisher
	 Aquatic recreational activities (e.g., diving, kayaking, sailing, boating, etc.)
	 Local tourism operator
	 International tourism operator
	 Marine conservation initiative manager
	 Local government representative
	 National government representative
	 Indigenous government representative
	 NGO representative
	 Academic or researcher
	 Business operator
	 Local community resident (not part of above groups)
	 Identify any other groups that are missing: ___________

6.	 How satisfied are you with the way that the marine conservation initiative is 
managed overall?

	 Very unsatisfied
	 Somewhat unsatisfied
	 Neutral
	 Somewhat satisfied
	 Very satisfied
	 I don’t know

7.	 Before we get into our specific questions about equity, is there anything 
that is important for us to know about how the marine conservation initiative 
is managed? (e.g., regarding the level of resources and funding available 
for management; regarding the relationships between management and 
stakeholders and rightsholders). 
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Questions about 
recognitional equity

The following group of questions are related to the ways that people’s rights, livelihoods, values, and 
identities are recognised in marine conservation initiative planning and management.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may 
provide explanations related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to 
address certain issues.

1.	 Are all relevant people and groups recognised as legitimate actors (rightsholders or 
stakeholders) in marine conservation initiative planning and management?
(0)	 Planning and management do not recognise any local people or groups
(1) 	 Planning and management recognise some local people or groups
(2) 	 Planning and management recognise most local people or groups
(3) 	 Planning and management recognise all local people or groups
(99)	 Does not apply
(88)	 Don’t know

2.	 Are basic human rights (e.g., access to food, education, good health, safety and 
security) respected within marine conservation initiative planning and management?
(0)	 Human rights are not acknowledged in any way
(1) 	 Human rights are acknowledged informally or implicitly
(2) 	 Human rights are recognised in writing and partially upheld
(3) 	 Human rights are fully recognised in writing and upheld fully in practice
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

3.	 Are all rightsholders’ marine use, tenure, and access rights formally recognised and 
incorporated into marine conservation initiative planning and management?
(0) 	 Marine use, tenure, and access rights are not recognised or incorporated for any actor 

groups
(1) 	 Marine use, tenure, and access rights are recognised for some rightsholders, but not really 

incorporated
(2) 	 Marine use, tenure, and access rights are formally recognised for most rightsholders, and 

somewhat incorporated
(3) 	 Marine use, tenure, and access rights are recognised for all rightsholders, and well 

incorporated
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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4.	 Are small-scale fishers (SSF) and/or other customary resource users recognised as 
legitimate rightsholders in marine conservation initiative planning and management?
(0)	 Planning and management do not recognise SSF and/or other customary resource users 

and do not advance rights
(1) 	 Planning and management recognise and policies advance some rights
(2) 	 Planning and management recognise and policies advance most rights
(3) 	 Planning and management recognise and policies advance all rights
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

5.	 Are small-scale fishers’ and/or other customary resource users’ rights respected 
within marine conservation initiative planning and management?
(0) 	 Small-scale fishers’ rights are not acknowledged in any way
(1) 	 Small-scale fishers’ rights are acknowledged informally or implicitly
(2) 	 Small-scale fishers’ rights are recognised in writing and partially upheld
(3) 	 Small-scale fishers’ rights are fully recognised in writing and upheld fully in practice
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

6.	 Are Indigenous Peoples recognised as legitimate rightsholders in marine 
conservation initiative planning and management?
(0) 	 Planning and management do not recognise Indigenous Peoples and do not advance 

rights
(1) 	 Planning and management recognise and policies advance some rights
(2) 	 Planning and management recognise and policies advance most rights
(3) 	 Planning and management recognise and policies advance all rights
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

7.	 Are Indigenous rights respected within marine conservation initiative planning 
and management?
(0) 	 Indigenous rights are not acknowledged in any way
(1) 	 Indigenous rights are acknowledged informally or implicitly
(2) 	 Indigenous rights are recognised in writing and partially upheld
(3) 	 Indigenous rights are fully recognised in writing and upheld fully in practice
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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8.	 Are the cultural identities, values, and practices of local communities and groups 
acknowledged and incorporated into marine conservation initiative planning 
and management?
(0)	 Cultural identities, values, and practices are not acknowledged
(1)	 Cultural identities, values, and practices are somewhat acknowledged, but not 

really incorporated
(2) 	 Cultural identities, values, and practices are well acknowledged, and somewhat 

incorporated 
(3) 	 Planning and management are fully informed by cultural identities, values, and practices
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

9.	 Has consideration been given to the interests and rights of people who often receive 
fewer economic or livelihood opportunities?
(0) 	 No consideration has been given within marine conservation initiative planning 

and management
(1) 	 Some consideration has been given
(2) 	 A lot of consideration has been given
(3) 	 A lot of consideration has been given and specific actions have been taken to address the 

interests and rights of these groups
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

10.	 Is the knowledge of local people (including knowledge that is Indigenous, local, 
and/or multi-generational) acknowledged in marine conservation initiative planning 
and management?
(0) 	 Local people’s knowledge is not at all acknowledged
(1) 	 Local people’s knowledge is acknowledged, but not well documented or integrated
(2) 	 Local people’s knowledge is well acknowledged, but only partially documented 

and integrated
(3) 	 Planning and management are fully informed by local people’s knowledge
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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11.	 Are there processes in place to facilitate effective participation and gather feedback 
from local people to help inform marine conservation initiative decision-making?
(0) 	 There are no processes in place to allow people to express their opinions
(1) 	 Processes are in place but they are not being used
(2) 	 Processes are in place but they are not used consistently to include all actors
(3) 	 Processes are in place and they are effectively being used by many people
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

12.	 Are all rightsholder and stakeholder groups represented and able to participate in 
decision-making related to marine conservation initiative planning and management?
(0) 	 No actor groups are ever represented or able to participate in decision-making
(1) 	 Some actor groups are represented and able to participate in decision-making
(2) 	 Most actor groups are represented and able to participate in decision-making
(3) 	 All actor groups are represented and able to participate in decision-making
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

13.	 Are there processes in place that enable people to influence what decisions are 
made about the marine conservation initiative?
(0) 	 There are no processes in place
(1) 	 Processes are in place but they are not being used
(2) 	 Processes are in place but they are not used consistently to include all actors
(3) 	 Processes are in place and they are being used consistently to include all actors
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

Questions about 
procedural equity

The following group of questions are related to inclusion and effective participation of local people in 
decision-making for marine conservation initiative planning and policies.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may 
provide explanations related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to 
address certain issues.
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14.	 Is information about what decisions were made in relation to the marine conservation 
initiative, how they were made, and why they were made easy to find and access?
(0) 	 There is no sharing of information about what, how, and why decisions are made
(1) 	 There is some sharing about what decisions were made, but not information about how 

and why decisions were made
(2) 	 There is a lot of documentation about what decisions were made, how, and why decisions 

were made but it is not easy to find
(3) 	 All information about decision-making is made available and is easy to find and access
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

15.	 Are local people able to raise concerns related to management actions?
(0) 	 There are no mechanisms in place for local people to raise concerns
(1) 	 There is a mechanism for local people to raise concerns, but it is not tied into 

decision-making and action
(2) 	 There is a mechanism for local people to raise concerns, with clear protocols for review 

and decision-making, but action may not be time-sensitive
(3) 	 There is a mechanism for local people to raise concerns, with clear protocols for review 

and decision-making, resulting in timely responses
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

16.	 Are there processes in place for people to resolve disputes that they have with 
marine conservation initiative management?
(0) 	 There are currently no dispute resolution mechanisms in place
(1) 	 There are dispute resolution mechanisms in place but they are not easily accessible
(2) 	 There are accessible dispute resolution mechanisms in place but they may not be 

effectively resolving all disputes
(3) 	 There are accessible dispute resolution mechanisms are in place, and they are effectively 

resolving all disputes
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

17.	 Are there processes in place for people to resolve disputes that they have with other 
people (non-management) in relation to the marine conservation initiative?
(0) 	 There are currently no dispute resolution mechanisms in place
(1) 	 There are dispute resolution mechanisms in place but they are not easily accessible
(2) 	 There are accessible dispute resolution mechanisms in place but they may not be 

effectively resolving all disputes
(3) 	 There are accessible dispute resolution mechanisms are in place, and they are effectively 

resolving all disputes
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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18.	 Are decisions that affect rightsholders made after obtaining and documenting free, 
prior, and informed consent (FPIC), or some form of engagement?
(0) 	 FPIC is never obtained and documented
(1) 	 FPIC is seldom obtained and documented
(2) 	 FPIC is usually obtained and documented
(3) 	 FPIC is always obtained and documented
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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Questions about 
management equity

The following group of questions are related to the extent that local people are able to participate in and 
have leadership in marine conservation initiative management.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may 
provide explanations related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to 
address certain issues.

19.	 Have government authorities shared or transferred management authority with local 
communities or groups?
(0) 	 No transfer of management authority has occurred
(1) 	 Some transfer of management authority has occurred
(2) 	 A lot of transfer of management authority has occurred
(3) 	 Full transfer of management authority has occurred
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

20.	 Do local groups have agency to carry out management activities (e.g., environmental 
monitoring, stewardship activities, enforcement) based on local knowledge 
and practices?
(0) 	 Local groups are not engaged in management activities
(1) 	 Local groups are minimally engaged in management activities
(2) 	 Local groups are actively engaged in management activities
(3) 	 Local groups are fully engaged in management activities
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know

21.	 Are local groups and communities employed in marine conservation initiative 
management (staff) roles and/or in carrying out management activities?
(0) 	 Local groups and communities are not employed in management work
(1) 	 Local actor groups and communities are minimally represented in management 

employment roles
(2) 	 Local actor groups and communities are well represented in management employment roles
(3) 	 Local actor groups and communities are fully represented in all management 

employment roles
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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22.	 Are local communities and groups represented (e.g., employed, elected) in leadership 
roles in marine conservation initiative management?
(0) 	 Local groups and communities are not represented in leadership
(1) 	 Local groups and communities are somewhat represented in leadership
(2) 	 Local actor groups and communities are fairly well represented in leadership
(3) 	 Local actor groups and communities are represented to a great extent in leadership
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

23.	 Is there sufficient funding to support local people’s participation, leadership, and 
working in marine conservation initiative management activities?
(0) 	 Local people are not financially compensated
(1) 	 Local people receive minimal and inadequate financial compensation
(2) 	 Local people receive moderate financial compensation
(3) 	 Local people receive adequate financial compensation
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

24.	 Is there secure funding to support local participation, capacity, and leadership for 
marine conservation initiative management activities?
(0) 	 Funding is intermittent or inconsistent
(1) 	 Funding is secure for short term
(2) 	 Funding is secure for long term but not controlled locally
(3) 	 Funding is secure for long term and controlled locally
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

25.	 Is enforcement of marine conservation initiative rules and regulations consistent for 
all people?
(0) 	 Rules and regulations are not enforced
(1) 	 Rules and regulations are applied infrequently and/or inconsistently to different actors
(2) 	 Rules and regulations are usually applied effectively and consistently to different actors
(3) 	 Rules and regulations are always applied effectively and consistently to all actors
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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26.	 Is the marine conservation initiative in a good location to produce environmental 
benefits (e.g., for species, habitats, the ecosystem, or fisheries)?
(0) 	 No, the marine conservation initiative is not ideally located
(1) 	 The marine conservation initiative is in a location that provides minimal environmental benefits
(2) 	 The marine conservation initiative is in a location that provides some environmental 

benefits
(3) 	 The marine conservation initiative is in a location that provides many environmental 

benefits
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

27.	 Does marine conservation initiative management have sufficient capacity to support 
environmental goals?
(0) 	 There is insufficient capacity to be able to carry out any aspects of management plans
(1) 	 There is capacity to carry out some aspects of management plans
(2) 	 There is capacity to carry out most aspects of management plans
(3) 	 There is sufficient capacity to carry out all aspects of management plans
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

28.	 Are current management plans and/or actions effective at achieving marine 
conservation initiative environmental goals?
(0) 	 Environmental conditions are thought to be worsening
(1) 	 Environmental conditions are thought to be the same as before
(2) 	 Environmental conditions are thought to be improving slightly
(3) 	 Environmental conditions are thought to be improving substantially
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

Questions about 
environmental equity

The following group of questions are related to the quality of the local environment that local people 
depend on, based on the effectiveness of marine conservation initiative protections.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may 
provide explanations related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to 
address certain issues.
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29.	 Has the marine conservation initiative led to environmental improvements that 
benefit local people?
(0) 	 Local people do not experience benefits
(1) 	 Certain local people experience most of the benefits
(2) 	 Certain local people experience more benefits than others
(3) 	 Benefits are experienced equally and for all local people
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

30.	 Do all local groups benefit from environmental improvements that arise as a result of 
the marine conservation initiative?
(0) 	 No local people are able to access environmental benefits
(1) 	 Some local people are able to access environmental benefits
(2) 	 Most local people are able to access environmental benefits
(3) 	 All local people are able to access environmental benefits
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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Questions about 
distributional equity

The following group of questions are related to the level of fairness in the distribution of benefits and 
burdens among local people.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may 
provide explanations related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to 
address certain issues.

31.	 Overall, do you think the marine conservation initiative has been positive or negative 
for local people?
(0) 	 Impacts are very negative
(1) 	 Impacts are somewhat negative
(2) 	 Impacts are somewhat positive
(3) 	 Impacts are very positive
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

32.	 Are current management plans and/or actions effective at achieving marine 
conservation initiative social goals?
(0) 	 Social conditions are thought to be worsening
(1) 	 Social conditions are thought to be the same as before
(2) 	 Social conditions are thought to be improving slightly
(3) 	 Social conditions are thought to be improving substantially
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

33.	 Overall, do you think the livelihood and economic impacts from the marine 
conservation initiative have been positive?
(0) 	 Impacts are very negative
(1) 	 Impacts are somewhat negative
(2) 	 Impacts are somewhat positive
(3) 	 Impacts are very positive
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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34.	 How fairly are livelihood and economic impacts that arise through the marine 
conservation initiative shared among local people?
(0) 	 Certain people receive many livelihood benefits while others receive none
(1) 	 Certain people receive many livelihood benefits while others receive a little
(2) 	 Most people receive at least some livelihood benefits
(3) 	 All people receive a fair level of livelihood benefits
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

35.	 Overall, do you think the social impacts (e.g., on culture, identity, knowledge, 
education, health) from marine conservation initiative plans and management have 
been positive?
(0) 	 Impacts are very negative
(1) 	 Impacts are somewhat negative
(2) 	 Impacts are somewhat positive
(3) 	 Impacts are very positive
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

36.	 How fairly are social benefits and opportunities that arise through the marine 
conservation initiative shared among local people?
(0) 	 Certain people receive many benefits while others receive none
(1) 	 Certain people receive many benefits while others receive a little
(2) 	 Most people receive at least some benefits
(3) 	 All people receive benefits
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know 

37.	 Are negative impacts (e.g., risks, burdens) that result from the marine conservation 
initiative shared fairly among local people?
(0) 	 Certain people are heavily impacted while others are not negatively impacted
(1) 	 Certain people are heavily impacted while others are impacted a little
(2) 	 Most people are somewhat negatively impacted
(3) 	 All people receive a fair level of negative impacts
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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38.	 Have there been studies or public engagement to understand how the marine 
conservation initiative has impacted local people (e.g., culture, identities, livelihoods, 
wealth, wellbeing)?
(0) 	 There have been no studies or engagement
(1) 	 There have been efforts to understand impacts, but there are no processes to 

manage impacts
(2) 	 There are ongoing studies and engagement to understand impacts with input from most 

local people and groups
(3) 	 There are ongoing studies and engagement to understand impacts, and there are some 

processes to manage impacts
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

39.	 Are there programmes and efforts in place to help increase positive social impacts 
from the MPA?
(0) 	 There are no programmes and efforts in place to increase benefits
(1) 	 There are programmes and efforts in place to increase benefits but they are only accessed 

by some people
(2) 	 There are programmes and efforts in place to increase benefits and they are accessed by 

most people and groups
(3) 	 There are comprehensive programmes and efforts in place to increase benefits for all 

local people
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

40.	 Are programmes that are intended to increase positive impacts delivered in ways 
that support people who are most in need?
(0) 	 People who are most in need are not able to access supports
(1) 	 All local people have the same access to support programmes
(2) 	 Support programmes are delivered in ways that that recognise some pre-existing 

inequities
(3) 	 Support programmes are delivered in ways that that fully recognise and address pre-

existing inequities
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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41.	 Are people who rely on marine resources and/or live near to the marine conservation 
initiative able to meet their basic needs?
(0) 	 Meeting basic needs is a significant issue for most people
(1) 	 Meeting basic needs is somewhat of an issue
(2) 	 Meeting basic needs is a minor issue
(3) 	 Meeting basic needs is not an issue for anyone
99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

42.	 Do coastal livelihoods provide a steady and reliable income for all people who rely on 
marine resources?
(0) 	 Coastal livelihoods are not economically viable
(1) 	 Coastal livelihoods are economically viable for some people
(2) 	 Coastal livelihoods are economically viable for most people
(3) 	 Coastal livelihoods are economically viable for everyone
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know

43.	 Do political views prevent anyone from participating in and enjoying benefits from the 
marine conservation initiative?
(0) 	 Being excluded is a significant problem for many people
(1) 	 Being excluded is a significant problem for some people
(2) 	 Being excluded is a minor problem for some people
(3) 	 There is little evidence that people are left out due to social values or political views
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

Questions about  
contextual and structural equity

The following group of questions are related to social, economic, and political conditions beyond the 
community level that influence the ways that people interact with the marine conservation initiative 
ecosystem and marine conservation initiative management.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may 
provide explanations related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to 
address certain issues.
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44.	 Do social norms prevent any groups, such as different genders, Indigenous Peoples, 
fishers or other less fortunate groups, from participating in or enjoying benefits from 
the marine conservation initiative?
(0) 	 Being excluded is a significant problem for many people
(1) 	 Being excluded is a significant problem for some people
(2) 	 Being excluded is a minor problem for some people
(3) 	 There is little evidence that people are left out due to social values or political views
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know

45.	 Are lives and livelihoods of local people affected by ongoing impacts of colonisation?
(0) 	 Colonisation has very significant impacts
(1) 	 Colonisation has substantial impacts
(2) 	 Colonisation has minor impacts
(3) 	 Colonisation does not have any impacts
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

46.	 Are national government laws and policies related to the oceans supportive of 
coastal communities and groups who rely on the ocean?
(0) 	 Government laws and policies have huge negative impacts
(1) 	 Government laws and policies have substantial negative impacts
(2) 	 Government laws and policies have marginal negative impacts
(3) 	 Government laws and policies do not have large negative impacts
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

47.	 Are local people affected by environmental shifts related to climate change?
(0) 	 Climate change and environmental shifts have a huge negative impact on local people
(1) 	 Climate change and environmental shifts have a substantial negative impact on local people
(2) 	 Climate change and environmental shifts have a marginal negative impact on local people
(3) 	 Climate change and environmental shifts do not impact local people
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

48.	 Are small-scale fishers (SSF) and/or other customary resource users recognised as 
legitimate rightsholders or stakeholders in national laws and policies?
(0) 	 National laws and policies do not recognise SSF and/or other customary resource users 

and do not advance rights
(1) 	 National laws and policies recognise and advance some rights
(2) 	 National laws and policies recognise and advance most rights
(3) 	 National laws and policies recognise and advance all rights
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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49.	 Are Indigenous Peoples recognised as legitimate rightsholders in national laws 
and policies?
(0) 	 National laws and policies do not recognise Indigenous Peoples and do not advance rights
(1) 	 National laws and policies recognise and advance some rights
(2) 	 National laws and policies recognise and advance most rights
(3) 	 National laws and policies recognise and advance all rights
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

50.	 Does national environmental policy support equitable marine conservation planning 
and management?
(0) 	 National environmental policy does not support the pursuit of equitable marine 

conservation initiatives
(1) 	 National environmental policy is somewhat supportive of the pursuit of equitable marine 

conservation initiatives
(2) 	 National environmental policy is mostly supportive of the pursuit of equitable marine 

conservation initiatives
(3) 	 National environmental policy is completely aligned to enable the pursuit of equitable 

marine conservation initiatives
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
 

51.	 Does the law treat all people in communities near the marine conservation 
initiative fairly?
(0) 	 Law enforcement is not carried out fairly (a lot of corruption or bias)
(1) 	 Law enforcement is carried out somewhat fairly
(2) 	 Law enforcement is mostly carried out fairly
(3) 	 Law enforcement is carried out completely fairly (no corruption or bias)
(99) 	 Does not apply
(88) 	 Don’t know
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Demographic questions
The following questions are optional. However, you are encouraged to answer them because they can help the 
assessment team fully understand any differences in responses from specific groups.

1.	 What is your gender?
	 Woman
	 Man
	 Prefer to self-identify (specify) 

2.	 What is your age group?
	 18-29 years old
	 30-39 years old
	 40-49 years old
	 50-59 years old
	 60+ years old

 
3.	 What is your highest level of 

education completed?
	 None
	 Elementary school
	 Middle school
	 High school
	 University degree – Bachelors or higher

 
4.	 Where are you originally from?

	 The area nearby the marine conservation 
initiative

	 A different area within the same country
	 Another country
	 Other (specify)

 

5.	 Do you consider yourself as belonging to any 
of the following groups?

	 Indigenous Person
	 Small-scale fisher
	 Local community member
	 Immigrant to this country
	 None of the above
	 Prefer not to say
	 Other (specify)

6.	 In comparison with other people in your 
community, how would you rate your level 
of wealth?

	 A lot less wealthy (in comparison with other 
people in my community)

	 Less wealthy (in comparison with other 
people in my community)

	 About average (in comparison with other 
people in my community)

	 More wealthy (in comparison with other 
people in my community)

	 A lot more wealthy (in comparison with other 
people in my community)

Wrap-up questions
Are there any notable aspects of equity that were 
not covered in the earlier questions? Provide an 
explanation about how these additional aspects 
contribute to equitable or inequitable conditions.

Describe any actions that have 
been taken to address inequitable 
conditions. How have these actions 
been effective or ineffective?

Do you have any 
questions for us about 
this assessment?
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Assessment option 2: 
Stakeholders and rightsholders 
equity assessment

KEY FEATURES
	↘ Increasing awareness of equity 

issues; engagement of key 
stakeholders and rightsholders

	↘ Participants: Managers, key 
experts with knowledge of the 
marine conservation initiative, 
representatives from all 
stakeholders and rightsholders 
groups

	↘ Methods: Surveys of key 
stakeholders and rightsholders

	↘ Time required for participants: 
Introductory meeting with 
managers (1 hour), approximately 
20 surveys with rightsholders 
and stakeholders (1-2 hours 
each), debrief and follow-up 
meeting with managers and 
other key actors (1-2 hours)

	↘ Time required for assessment 
lead: 2-4 weeks, plus time to 
arrange and travel if required

LIMITATIONS
	↘ Based on a 

limited number of 
people’s perspectives

	↘ Positionality of 
assessment team is 
inherently limited to 
their own knowledge 
and assumptions (e.g., 
managers are relatively 
influential and powerful 
positions and may not 
be fully aware of other 
actors’ perspectives)

	↘ May or may not use 
representative sampling 
of rightsholders and 
stakeholders

WHEN TO USE THIS 
APPROACH

	↘ Use this approach 
if managers 
have interest 
and capacity 
to participate, 
there is support 
for engaging 
stakeholders and 
rightsholders 
about equity 
issues, and there 
is a willingness 
to engage with 
insights and take 
action to improve 
equity

PATHWAYS TO CHANGE
	↘ Written and verbal report 

to local leaders, managers, 
and key stakeholders and 
rightsholders

	↘ Participation and outputs 
increase awareness of 
equity concerns among 
managers, stakeholders, and 
rightsholders to promote 
empathy and share insights 
and potential equity issues 
or concerns

	↘ Use report to generate 
discussions about potential 
changes to improve equity

	↘ Build support for more 
in-depth future equity 
assessments

The following materials can be used for carrying out a rapid social equity assessment of a marine 
conservation initiative. This package contains the following materials:

1.	 A reference table that provides an overview of attributes and questions related to different 
dimensions of equity.

2.	 	An information sheet about the marine conservation initiative to be filled out by the assessment team.
3.	 A script explaining the purpose of the survey, informed consent, and format of the survey.
4.	 A script for verbal consent.
5.	 A form for written consent.
6.	 The survey tool for the rapid equity assessment. 

In many cases, these templates will need to be edited, adapted, and/or translated to suit local contexts. 
An important starting point will be for assessment teams and key collaborators to review the equity 
attributes and survey statements in the table on the following pages. Any adjustments to the survey 
statements should maintain the meaning and intent of the related attribute(s). Assessment teams will 
then need to apply any changes to the survey questions template and then test the questions with local 
community representatives. 
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	 EQUITY 
DIMENSION 	 ATTRIBUTE 	 SURVEY  

QUESTION 

RECOGNITIONAL

All relevant groups 
recognised 

All relevant people and groups are recognised as legitimate actors 
(rightsholders or stakeholders) in marine conservation initiative 
planning and management.

Rights to access marine 
resources recognised 

Your rights to access marine areas and resources are formally 
recognised in marine conservation initiative planning and 
management.

Basic human rights are 
respected

Your basic human rights (e.g., access to food, education, 
good health, safety and security) are respected within marine 
conservation initiative planning and management.

Does not prevent your 
preferred activities

Marine conservation initiative policies and management recognise 
and do not prevent you from carrying out your preferred livelihood 
and/or recreational activities.

Resource users 
are recognised as 
rightsholders

Small-scale fishers and/or other customary resource users are 
recognised as legitimate rightsholders in marine conservation 
initiative planning and management.

Small-scale fishers’ rights 
are respected

Small-scale fishers’ rights are respected and protected in marine 
conservation initiative planning and management.

Indigenous Peoples 
are recognised as 
rightsholders

Indigenous Peoples are recognised as legitimate rightsholders in 
marine conservation initiative planning and actions.

Indigenous rights are 
respected

Indigenous rights are respected and protected in marine 
conservation initiative planning and management.

Cultural identities, 
values, and practices are 
acknowledged

Your cultural identities, values, and practices are acknowledged 
and incorporated into marine conservation initiative planning 
and management.

Consideration is given for 
people who receive fewer 
opportunities

Consideration has been given to the interests and rights of people 
who often receive fewer economic or livelihood opportunities.

Value of Indigenous 
and local knowledge is 
acknowledged

The value of your knowledge is acknowledged in marine 
conservation initiative planning and management.

Table of stakeholders and rightsholders equity 
assessment attributes and survey statements
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	 EQUITY 
DIMENSION 	 ATTRIBUTE 	 SURVEY  

QUESTION 

PROCEDURAL

Effective participation 
and feedback from local 
people

There are processes in place to facilitate effective participation 
and gather feedback from local people to help inform marine 
conservation initiative decision-making.

Representation and 
influence on decisions

You are represented and feel that you are able to influence decisions 
related to marine conservation initiative planning and management.

Information about 
decision-making is easy to 
access

Information about what decisions were made in relation to the 
marine conservation initiative, how they were made, and why they 
were made is easy to find and access.

Knowledge of how to 
raise concerns about 
management

You know how to raise concerns related to management actions.

Satisfactory dispute 
resolution with managers

There are satisfactory processes in place for you to resolve disputes 
you have with marine conservation initiative managers.

Satisfactory dispute 
resolution with other 
stakeholders

There are satisfactory processes in place for you to resolve disputes 
you have with other people (non-management) in relation to the 
marine conservation initiative.

Decisions are made after 
free, prior, and informed 
consent

Decisions that affect you are made after obtaining and documenting 
free, prior, and informed consent (or some form of engagement).

Decisions made in 
the best interest of 
stakeholders

You trust that people involved in marine conservation initiative 
planning and management are making decisions in the best interest 
of you and other people in similar groups as you.

Planning and management 
is appropriate and 
legitimate

Marine conservation initiative planning and management have been 
carried out through processes that are appropriate and legitimate.

MANAGEMENT

Local groups share or hold 
management authority

Government authorities have shared or transferred management 
authority with local communities or groups.

Local groups have agency 
to carry out management 
activities

Local groups have agency to carry out management activities (e.g., 
environmental monitoring, stewardship actions, enforcement) 
based on local knowledge and practices.

Local people are 
employed in management 
(staff) roles

Local groups and communities are employed in marine conservation 
initiative management (staff) roles and/or in carrying out 
management activities.

Local people are 
represented in marine 
conservation initiative 
leadership roles

Local communities and groups are represented (e.g., employed, 
elected) in leadership roles in marine conservation initiative 
management.

Sufficient funding to 
support participation in 
management

There is sufficient funding to support people’s participation, 
leadership, and working in marine conservation initiative 
management activities.

Secure funding to 
support participation in 
management

There is secure funding to support local participation, capacity, and 
leadership for marine conservation initiative management activities.

Enforcement of marine 
conservation initiative 
rules is fair for all people

Enforcement of marine conservation initiative rules is fair for 
all people.
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	 EQUITY 
DIMENSION 	 ATTRIBUTE 	 SURVEY  

QUESTION 

ENVIRONMENTAL

Marine conservation 
initiative is in a good 
location to produce 
environmental benefits

The marine conservation initiative is in a good location to produce 
environmental benefits (e.g., for species, habitats, the ecosystem, 
or fisheries).

Adequate management 
capacity to support 
environmental goals

The marine conservation initiative has sufficient management 
capacity to support environmental goals.

Management plans 
effective for achieving 
environmental goals

Current management plans and/or actions are effective at achieving 
marine conservation initiative environmental goals.

Marine conservation 
initiative has led 
to environmental 
improvements

The marine conservation initiative has led to environmental 
improvements that benefit local people.

Stakeholders and 
rightsholders benefit 
from environmental 
improvements

You benefit from environmental improvements that arise as a result 
of the marine conservation initiative.

DISTRIBUTIONAL

Marine conservation 
initiative has been positive 
for local people

Overall, the marine conservation initiative has been positive for 
local people.

Management is effective 
at achieving social goals

Current management plans and/or actions are effective at achieving 
marine conservation initiative social goals.

Livelihood and economic 
impacts have been positive

Livelihood and economic impacts from the marine conservation 
initiative have been positive in your opinion.

Livelihood and economic 
opportunities are 
shared fairly

Any livelihood and economic opportunities that arise through the 
marine conservation initiative are shared fairly among local people.

Social impacts have 
been positive

Social impacts (e.g., on culture, identity, knowledge, education, 
health) from the marine conservation initiative have been positive in 
your opinion.

Social benefits and 
opportunities are 
shared fairly

Social benefits and opportunities that arise through the marine 
conservation initiative are shared fairly among local people.

Negative impacts 
(burdens, risks) are 
shared fairly

Any negative impacts (e.g., risks, burdens) that result from the 
marine conservation initiative are shared fairly among local people.

Engagement or studies 
are in place to understand 
impacts on local people

There have been studies or public engagement to understand how 
the marine conservation initiative has impacted local people (e.g., 
culture, identities, livelihoods, wealth, wellbeing).

Programmes and efforts 
to help increase positive 
impacts

There are programmes and efforts in place to help increase positive 
impacts from the marine conservation initiative.

Support is delivered for 
people who are most 
in need

Programmes that are intended to increase positive impacts are 
delivered in ways that support people who are most in need or 
whose livelihoods are being negatively impacted.
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	 EQUITY 
DIMENSION 	 ATTRIBUTE 	 SURVEY  

QUESTION 

CONTEXTUAL 
AND 

STRUCTURAL

People near the marine 
conservation initiative are 
able to meet basic needs

Everyone who relies on marine resources and/or lives near to the 
marine conservation initiative are able to meet their basic needs.

Coastal livelihoods 
provide a steady and 
reliable income

Coastal livelihoods can provide a steady and reliable income for 
all groups.

Political views do not 
prevent you from being 
involved in and benefitting 
from the marine 
conservation initiative

Broader political views do not prevent you or other groups 
from participating in and enjoying benefits from the marine 
conservation initiative.

Social norms do not 
prevent you from being 
involved in and benefitting 
from the marine 
conservation initiative

Social values and norms do not prevent you or other groups 
from participating in and enjoying benefits from the marine 
conservation initiative.

Colonisation does not 
have ongoing impacts on 
local people

Ongoing effects of colonisation do not have an ongoing impact on 
local people’s lives and livelihoods.

Laws and policies support 
people who rely on the 
ocean

Government laws and policies related to the oceans are supportive 
of coastal communities and groups who rely on the ocean.

Environmental changes do 
not negatively impact local 
people

Environmental shifts related to climate change do not negatively 
impact local coastal populations.

Laws and policies 
recognise customary 
resource users

Small-scale fishers (SSF) and/or other customary resource users 
are recognised as legitimate rightsholders or stakeholders in 
national laws and policies.

Laws and policies 
recognise Indigenous 
Peoples

Indigenous Peoples are recognised as legitimate rightsholders in 
national laws and policies.

The law treats all 
people near the 
marine conservation 
initiative fairly

The law treats all people in communities near the marine 
conservation initiative fairly.
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Information sheet for assessment team

Reminders to interviewers:
	 Introduce yourself and team
	 Explain the project and how long participation will take
	 Give the participant the project overview and consent form, or read the verbal consent form
	 Document consent via either the verbal or written consent form
	 Ask whether they would like to receive copies of project outputs (document email on 

separate paper)
	 Introduce each section of the survey as you go

What is the name of the marine conservation initiative that 
the respondent will be referring to in this survey?

What was the date or year when the 
marine conservation initiative was 
established?

What is the governance type for the marine conservation 
initiative? (e.g., government-led, co-management, 
private governance, led by Indigenous Peoples or Local 
Communities)

What is the nearest town, city or village 
where this survey is being conducted?

What was the format for 
documenting the survey?

Name of interviewer(s) Date of survey

DD

MM

YY

In which country is the marine 
conservation initiative that is the subject 
of this study?

Digital Paper
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Explaining the purpose and format of 
the survey

Thank you for taking part in this assessment about 
the ways that equity is experienced and influenced by 

 [name of the marine 
conservation initiative]. The aim of this assessment is 
to raise awareness and improve understanding about 
perceptions of equity held by the different groups of users 
linked economically, culturally, or institutionally to the 
marine conservation initiative.

 Through this survey we will collect information about 
how you experience equity and inequity in relation to the 
marine conservation initiative based on your personal 
experiences. Your participation will involve responding to 
a series of questions that will take about 60-90 minutes to 
complete. There are no right or wrong answers. Just tell 
us what you think.

We will start by asking you some questions related to who 
you are, how long you have been living in the area, and 
how you make your livelihood. Then, we will ask questions 
based on six types of equity related to the marine 
conservation initiative. As we start each section we will 
give you a quick summary on what that type of equity will 
be and then we will go through the questions. You can 
provide any additional details at any point to help clarify 
your answer. Lastly we will have some wrap up questions. 

We want to ensure that you know that your participation in 
this assessment is completely voluntary. You can choose 
to end the survey at any time (and decide whether you 
want us to remove earlier responses from our records). 
Data will be stored securely by [assessment team / 
organisation] but will not include your name. We want 
you to know that your answers will be kept completely 
private, and we won’t share your personal details with 
anyone. We will only use the information that you provide 
to better understand equity related to the planning 
and management of the marine conservation initiative. 
A summary of the results of the surveys will be analysed 
and presented in a report that will be given to marine 
conservation initiative managers. If you want to receive a 
copy of the results, we will document your name and email 
separately so that we can share it.

If you have any questions that were not answered 
today, you can reach the assessment team at the 
following contacts:

Instructions for the survey

For the main survey questions, we will ask you to provide a rating related to various aspects of equity and then ask you 
to provide an explanation about why you made the rating. The rating will use a scale that includes the following options:

SA 	 Strongly agree
A 	 Agree
N 	 Neutral
D 	 Disagree

SD 	 Strongly disagree
DA 	 Does not apply here
DN 	 Don’t know

When we ask you to explain your ratings, you may provide explanations related to why some questions scored low/high 
and/or steps that have been taken in the past to address certain issues.

Contact information

Guidebook for assessing and improving social equity in marine conservation
A

ssessm
ent

84
Executive Sum

m
ary

Introduction
O

verview
 of three equity assessm

ent options
C

onsiderations for all Equity A
ssessm

ents
C

onclusion
References

TO
C



Script for verbal consent
This form can be read by the interviewer

Thank you for taking part in this assessment about the ways that equity is experienced and influenced 
by  [name of the marine conservation initiative]. The aim 
of this assessment is to raise awareness and improve understanding about perceptions of equity 
held by the different groups of users linked economically, culturally, or institutionally to the marine 
conservation initiative.

 Through this survey we will collect information about how you experience equity and inequity in relation 
to the marine conservation initiative based on your personal experiences. Your participation will involve 
responding to a series of questions that will take about 60-90 minutes to complete. There are no right or 
wrong answers. Just tell us what you think.

We will start by asking you some questions related to who you are, how long you have been living in the 
area, and how you make your livelihood. Then, we will ask questions based on six types of equity related 
to the marine conservation initiative. As we start each section we will give you a quick summary on what 
that type of equity will be and then we will go through the questions. You can provide any additional 
details at any point to help clarify your answer. Lastly we will have some wrap up questions. 

We want to ensure that you know that your participation in this assessment is completely voluntary. 
You can choose to end the survey at any time (and decide whether you want us to remove earlier 
responses from our records). Data will be stored securely by [assessment team / organisation] but will 
not include your name. We want you to know that your answers will be kept completely private, and 
we won’t share your personal details with anyone. We will only use the information that you provide to 
better understand equity related to the planning and management of the marine conservation initiative. 
A summary of the results of the surveys will be analysed and presented in a report that will be given to 
marine conservation initiative managers. If you want to receive a copy of the results, we will document 
your name and email separately so that we can share it.

If you have any questions that were not answered today, you 
can reach the assessment team at the following contacts:

Contact information

By continuing to participate in this survey,  
we ask you to confirm that:

	↘ You have received adequate and sufficient information by the assessment team 
above, about (1) the objectives of the assessment and its scope, (2) the type of work 
to be carried out (survey about perceptions of equity), and (3) that your participation 
is voluntary and done in support of the aims of the assessment.

	↘ You have received information about the purpose for collecting limited personal 
information about me and how this information will be used.

	↘ That at any time you can revoke your consent and stop participating (without having 
to explain the reason) and request the deletion of your personal information.

	↘ You are 18 years or older and are competent to provide consent.

Name of interviewee:  

	 Interviewer to check this box to 
confirm that participant has given 
verbal consent
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Form for written consent
This form can be given to participants to read or can be read by the interviewer

Thank you for taking part in this assessment about the ways that equity is experienced and influenced 
by  [name of the marine conservation initiative]. The aim 
of this assessment is to raise awareness and improve understanding about perceptions of equity 
held by the different groups of users linked economically, culturally, or institutionally to the marine 
conservation initiative.

Through this survey we will collect information about how you experience equity and inequity in relation 
to the marine conservation initiative based on your personal experiences. Your participation will involve 
responding to a series of questions that will take about 60-90 minutes to complete. There are no right or 
wrong answers. Just tell us what you think.

We will start by asking you some questions related to who you are, how long you have been living in the 
area, and how you make your livelihood. Then, we will ask questions based on six types of equity related 
to the marine conservation initiative. As we start each section we will give you a quick summary on what 
that type of equity will be and then we will go through the questions. You can provide any additional 
details at any point to help clarify your answer. Lastly we will have some wrap up questions.

We want to ensure that you know that your participation in this assessment is completely voluntary. 
You can choose to end the survey at any time (and decide whether you want us to remove earlier 
responses from our records). Data will be stored securely by [assessment team / organisation] but will 
not include your name. We want you to know that your answers will be kept completely private, and 
we won’t share your personal details with anyone. We will only use the information that you provide to 
better understand equity related to the planning and management of the marine conservation initiative. 
A summary of the results of the surveys will be analysed and presented in a report that will be given to 
marine conservation initiative managers. If you want to receive a copy of the results, we will document 
your name and email separately so that we can share it.

Contact information

I,  confirm the following 
and provide my consent to continue participation in this survey:

	 I have received adequate and 
sufficient information by the 
assessment team above, about 
(1) the objectives of the assessment 
and its scope, (2) the type of work 
to be carried out (survey about 
perceptions of equity), and (3) that 
your participation is voluntary 
and done in support of the aims of 
the assessment.

	 I have received information about 
the purpose for collecting limited 
personal information about me and 
how this information will be used.

	 At any time I can revoke my consent 
and stop participating (without having 
to explain the reason) and request the 
deletion of my personal information.

	 I am 18 years or older and am 
competent to provide consent.

If you have any questions that were not answered today, you can 
reach the assessment team at the following contacts:

Date:

Signature:
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Survey tool for rapid equity assessment

Preliminary questions for participants
This section of the survey asks some questions about who you are, how long you have been living in the 
area, and how you make your livelihood. 

1.	 How far do you live from the marine conservation initiative now?
	 Less than 5 kilometers
	 5-10 kilometers
	 11-20 kilometers
	 21-30 kilometers
	 More than 30 kilometers

2.	 How long have you known the marine conservation initiative area and 
its surroundings?

	 Less than 5 years
	 5-10 years
	 11-20 years
	 21-30 years
	 31-40 years
	 41-50 years
	 51-60 years
	 More than 60 years

 
3.	 Which of the following best describes the group that you belong to? Select all 

that apply.
	 Artisanal or small-scale fisher
	 Industrial fisher
	 Recreational fisher
	 Aquatic recreational activities (e.g., diving, kayaking, sailing, boating, etc.)
	 Local tourism operator
	 International tourism operator
	 Marine conservation initiative manager
	 Local government representative
	 National government representative
	 Indigenous government representative
	 NGO representative
	 Academic or researcher
	 Business operator
	 Local community resident (not part of above groups)
	 Other (specify)
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4.	 How long have you been a member of this group?
	 Less than 5 years
	 5-10 years
	 11-20 years
	 21-30 years
	 31-40 years
	 41-50 years
	 51-60 years
	 More than 60 years
	 Not applicable

5.	 How satisfied are you with the existence of the marine conservation initiative overall?
	 Very unsatisfied
	 Somewhat unsatisfied
	 Neutral
	 Somewhat satisfied
	 Very satisfied
	 I don’t know

6.	 How satisfied are you with the way that the marine conservation initiative is managed 
overall?

	 Very unsatisfied
	 Somewhat unsatisfied
	 Neutral
	 Somewhat satisfied
	 Very satisfied
	 I don’t know

7.	 How has the marine conservation initiative affected your main livelihood or 
relationship with the marine conservation initiative area?

	 Very negatively
	 Somewhat negatively
	 Neutral, it did not affect
	 Somewhat positively
	 Very positively
	 I don’t know
	 Not applicable
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8.	 How has the marine conservation initiative affected your main livelihood or 
relationship with the marine conservation initiative area?

	 Very low
	 Low
	 Neutral
	 High
	 Very high
	 I don’t know

9.	 In two minutes, is there anything you want to tell us about your level of support for the 
marine conservation initiative and/or the way that it is being managed? 

Guidebook for assessing and improving social equity in marine conservation
A

ssessm
ent

89
Executive Sum

m
ary

Introduction
O

verview
 of three equity assessm

ent options
C

onsiderations for all Equity A
ssessm

ents
C

onclusion
References

TO
C



Questions about 
recognitional equity

The following group of questions are related to the ways that people’s rights, livelihoods, values, and identities are 
recognised in marine conservation initiative planning and management.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may provide explanations 
related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to address certain issues.
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1.	 All relevant people and groups are recognised as legitimate actors 
(rightsholders or stakeholders) in marine conservation initiative 
planning and management.

2.	 Your rights to access marine areas and resources are formally 
recognised in marine conservation initiative planning and 
management.

3.	 Your basic human rights (e.g., access to food, education, 
good health, safety and security) are respected within marine 
conservation initiative planning and management.

4.	 Marine conservation initiative policies and management recognise 
and do not prevent you from carrying out your preferred livelihood 
and/or recreational activities.

5.	 Small-scale fishers and/or other customary resource users are 
recognised as legitimate rightsholders in marine conservation 
initiative planning and management.

6.	 Small-scale fishers’ rights are respected and protected in marine 
conservation initiative planning and management.

7.	 Indigenous Peoples are recognised as legitimate rightsholders in 
marine conservation initiative planning and actions.

8.	 Indigenous rights are respected and protected in marine 
conservation initiative planning and management.

9.	 Your cultural identities, values, and practices are acknowledged 
and incorporated into marine conservation initiative planning and 
management.

10.	 Consideration has been given to the interests and rights of people 
who often receive fewer economic or livelihood opportunities.

11.	 The value of your knowledge is acknowledged in marine 
conservation initiative planning and management.
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Questions about 
procedural equity

The following group of questions are related to inclusion and effective participation of local people in decision-making 
for marine conservation initiative planning and policies.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may provide explanations 
related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to address certain issues.
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12.	 There are processes in place to facilitate effective participation 
and gather feedback from local people to help inform marine 
conservation initiative decision-making.

13.	 You are represented and feel that you are able to influence 
decisions related to marine conservation initiative planning and 
management.

14.	 Information about what decisions were made in relation to the 
marine conservation initiative, how they were made, and why they 
were made is easy to find and access.

15.	 You know how to raise concerns related to management actions.

16.	 There are satisfactory processes in place for you to resolve 
disputes you have with marine conservation initiative managers.

17.	 There are satisfactory processes in place for you to resolve 
disputes you have with other people (non-management) in relation 
to the marine conservation initiative.

18.	 Decisions that affect you are made after obtaining and 
documenting free, prior, and informed consent (or some form of 
engagement).

19.	 You trust that people involved in marine conservation initiative 
planning and management are making decisions in the best 
interest of you and other people in similar groups as you.

20.	 Marine conservation initiative planning and management have 
been carried out through processes that are appropriate and 
legitimate.
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Questions about 
management equity

The following group of questions are related to the extent that local people are able to participate in and have 
leadership in marine conservation initiative management.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may provide explanations 
related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to address certain issues.
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21.	 Government authorities have shared or transferred management 
authority with local communities or groups.

22.	 Local groups have agency to carry out management activities (e.g., 
environmental monitoring, stewardship actions, enforcement) 
based on local knowledge and practices.

23.	 Local groups and communities are employed in marine 
conservation initiative management (staff) roles and/or in carrying 
out management activities.

24.	 Local communities and groups are represented (e.g., employed, 
elected) in leadership roles in marine conservation initiative 
management.

25.	 There is sufficient funding to support people’s participation, 
leadership, and working in marine conservation initiative 
management activities.

26.	 There is secure funding to support local participation, capacity, 
and leadership for marine conservation initiative management 
activities.

27.	 Enforcement of marine conservation initiative rules is consistent 
for all people.
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Questions about 
environmental equity

The following group of questions are related to the quality of the local environment that local people depend on, based 
on the effectiveness of marine conservation initiative protections.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may provide explanations 
related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to address certain issues.
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28.	 The marine conservation initiative is in a good location to produce 
environmental benefits (e.g., for species, habitats, the ecosystem, 
or fisheries).

29.	 The marine conservation initiative has sufficient management 
capacity to support environmental goals.

30.	 Current management plans and/or actions are effective at 
achieving marine conservation initiative environmental goals.

31.	 The marine conservation initiative has led to environmental 
improvements that benefit local people.

32.	 You benefit from environmental improvements that arise as a result 
of the marine conservation initiative.
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Questions about 
distributional equity

The following group of questions are related to the level of fairness in the distribution of benefits and burdens among 
local people.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may provide explanations 
related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to address certain issues.
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33.	 Overall, the marine conservation initiative has been positive for 
local people.

34.	 Current management plans and/or actions are effective at 
achieving marine conservation initiative social goals.

35.	 Livelihood and economic impacts from the marine conservation 
initiative have been positive in your opinion.

36.	 Any livelihood and economic opportunities that arise through the 
marine conservation initiative are shared fairly among local people.

37.	 Social impacts (e.g., on culture, identity, knowledge, education, 
health) from the marine conservation initiative have been positive 
in your opinion.

38.	 Social benefits and opportunities that arise through the marine 
conservation initiative are shared fairly among local people.

39.	 Any negative impacts (e.g., risks, burdens) that result from the 
marine conservation initiative are shared fairly among local people.

40.	 There have been studies or public engagement to understand how 
the marine conservation initiative has impacted local people (e.g., 
culture, identities, livelihoods, wealth, wellbeing).

41.	 There are programmes and efforts in place to help increase 
positive impacts from the marine conservation initiative.

42.	 Programmes that are intended to increase positive impacts are 
delivered in ways that support people who are most in need.
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43.	 Everyone who relies on marine resources and/or lives near to the 
marine conservation initiative are able to meet their basic needs.

44.	 Coastal livelihoods can provide a steady and reliable income for all 
groups.

45.	 Broader political views do not prevent you or other groups from 
participating in and enjoying benefits from the marine conservation 
initiative.

46.	 Social values and norms do not prevent you or other groups from 
participating in and enjoying benefits from the marine conservation 
initiative.

47.	 Lives and livelihoods of local people are not affected by ongoing 
impacts of colonisation.

48.	 National government laws and policies related to the oceans 
are supportive of coastal communities and groups who rely on 
the ocean.

49.	 Local people are not affected by environmental shifts related to 
climate change.

50.	 Small-scale fishers (SSF) and/or other customary resource users 
are recognised as legitimate rightsholders or stakeholders in 
national laws and policies.

51.	 Indigenous Peoples are recognised as legitimate rightsholders in 
national laws and policies.

52.	 The law treats all people in communities near the marine 
conservation initiative fairly.

Questions about contextual 
and structural equity

The following group of questions are related to social, economic, and political conditions beyond the community level 
that influence the ways that people interact with the marine conservation initiative ecosystem and marine conservation 
initiative management.

For each of the following questions, are you able to provide an explanation about why you made the rating? You may provide explanations 
related to why some questions scored low/high and/or steps that have been taken in the past to address certain issues.
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Demographic questions
The following questions are optional. However, you are encouraged to answer them because they can help the 
assessment team fully understand any differences in responses from specific groups.

1.	 What is your gender?
	 Woman
	 Man
	 Prefer to self-identify (specify) 

2.	 What is your age group?
	 18-29 years old
	 30-39 years old
	 40-49 years old
	 50-59 years old
	 60+ years old

 
3.	 What is your highest level of 

education completed?
	 None
	 Elementary school
	 Middle school
	 High school
	 University degree – Bachelors or higher

 
4.	 Where are you originally from?

	 The area nearby the marine conservation 
initiative

	 A different area within the same country
	 Another country
	 Other (specify)

5.	 Do you consider yourself as belonging to any 
of the following groups?

	 Indigenous Person
	 Small-scale fisher
	 Local community member
	 Immigrant to this country
	 None of the above
	 Prefer not to say
	 Other (specify)

6.	 In comparison with other people in your 
community, how would you rate your level 
of wealth?

	 A lot less wealthy (in comparison with other 
people in my community)

	 Less wealthy (in comparison with other 
people in my community)

	 About average (in comparison with other 
people in my community)

	 More wealthy (in comparison with other 
people in my community)

	 A lot more wealthy (in comparison with other 
people in my community)

Wrap-up questions
Are there any notable aspects of equity that were 
not covered in the earlier questions? Provide an 
explanation about how these additional aspects 
contribute to equitable or inequitable conditions.

Describe any actions that have 
been taken to address inequitable 
conditions. How have these actions 
been effective or ineffective?

Do you have any 
questions for us about 
this assessment?

Guidebook for assessing and improving social equity in marine conservation
A

ssessm
ent

96
Executive Sum

m
ary

Introduction
O

verview
 of three equity assessm

ent options
C

onsiderations for all Equity A
ssessm

ents
C

onclusion
References

TO
C



PATHWAYS TO CHANGE
	↘ Collaborative workshops and co-production processes increases 

knowledge of equity, and perceived legitimacy of results
	↘ Written and verbal report to local leaders, managers, and key 

stakeholders and rightsholders
	↘ Discussion and deliberation of results with all stakeholders, 

rightsholders, and decision-makers
	↘ Increases awareness of equity concerns among managers, 

stakeholders, and rightsholders
	↘ Identification of actions and changes as part of assessment process

Assessment option 3: 
Co-produced and customised 
equity assessment

KEY FEATURES
	↘ In-depth insights into equity; full and 

inclusive engagement of all stakeholders and 
rightsholders; provides additional time and 
opportunity for a reflexive approach where 
assessment team can consider their own 
biases, assumptions, and blindspots

	↘ Participants: Managers, key experts with 
knowledge of the marine conservation 
initiative, representatives from stakeholders 
and rightsholders (including those who may 
not be recognized officially by management 
or government)

	↘ Methods: Co-production workshops, 
surveys, and/or focus groups

	↘ Time required for participants: Series of 
meetings, surveys, and/or focus groups over 
3-6 weeks or longer

	↘ Time required for assessment lead: 3 
months or longer, to allow for planning and 
thorough follow-through

LIMITATIONS
	↘ Requires larger budget, commitment to a longer process, and higher 

level of expertise
	↘ Participatory processes can be captured by more vocal or powerful 

individuals if not carefully facilitated
	↘ Raises expectations of participants, which can lead to frustration if 

there is no follow-through with meaningful improvements to equity

WHEN TO USE THIS APPROACH
	↘ Use this approach if there is sufficient expertise on assessment 

team to facilitate indicator co-production process, and when 
managers, stakeholders and rightsholders are willing and able to be 
fully engaged

This section provides guidance for a co-produced and customised equity assessment and follows 
through with information about methods, analyses, and, importantly, how to ensure that the assessment 
produces practical outcomes, is communicated, and is deliberated on to identify improvements over time.

The phases for an equity assessment that are outlined in the following section are intended to allow 
for flexibility and locally adapted design. Rather than being prescriptive and rigid, this option is meant 
to inform a co-design planning process that is fit to local socio-cultural and practical contexts. Some 
locations - and some teams carrying out assessments - will have ample previous experience with social 
assessments or research. It will be important to draw on previous experiences about what methods 
and approaches work well for local participants. For example, in one place it may be appropriate to host 
separate focus groups according to gender, livelihoods, or socio-economic status. In another place it 
may be most appropriate to bring all groups together to encourage shared dialogue. 

While intended to be flexible, we encourage teams to include all six dimensions of equity (recognitional, 
procedural, management, distributional, environmental, contextual and structural) in the assessment. 
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In deciding on how to assess all dimensions of equity, assessment teams may draw on the attributes and 
indicators provided in the supplementary materials provided for the first two assessment options, or identify 
and co-develop additional indicators that better reflect local socio-cultural and economic contexts. 

The guidance provided here emphasises that the process for assessing equity should be inclusive and 
collaborative at all times. The guidance is intended to include considerations from the onset of planning 
through information gathering to the identification and implementation actions to improve social equity.

The process outlined here involves five main phases for an equity assessment. Although these phases 
are described sequentially, the process should be seen as iterative. As there are numerous ways to 
undertake an assessment, we encourage users of this guide to keep in mind the following: 

PHASE 2:

DESIGNING THE ASSESSMENT

	↘ Identify actor groups
	↘ Define equity and key dimensions
	↘ Select attributes, indicators and methods
	↘ Plan for next phases

PHASE 4:

ANALYZING AND 
COMMUNICATING 
RESULTS

	↘ Analysis of data using qualitative 
and quantitative methods

	↘ Design, visualization, and 
communication of results

	↘ Conduct outreach

PHASE 5:

REFLECTING AND DELIBERATING 
ON ACTIONS

	↘ Convene all actor groups to 
reflect on findings

	↘ Brainstorm adaptations and 
deliberate on interventions

PHASE 3:

CONDUCTING THE ASSESSMENT

	↘ Collect data on the six 
dimensions of equity using 
quantitative and qualitative 
methods

PHASE 1:

ESTABLISHING THE PROCESS

	↘ Convene advisory group to 
establish co-production process

	↘ Articulate purpose and objectives
	↘ Discuss funding and budget
	↘ Identify assessment team and roles Main phases for a 

co-produced and 
customised equity 

assessment

FIGURE A3:	 FIVE MAIN PHASES FOR A CO-PRODUCED AND CUSTOMISED EQUITY ASSESSMENT. 

	↘ Users of this guide are encouraged to adapt the specific steps to local circumstances 
and the specific purpose and objectives of their assessment process.

	↘ Throughout the assessment process, key decisions will need to be made that will affect 
time requirements, logistics, costs, and other aspects. 

	↘ Although flexibility and adaptability are built into this assessment, assessment teams 
are encouraged to consider and assess all dimensions of equity for a comprehensive 
understanding. Omitting any dimensions from the assessment may lead to gaps in 
understanding inequities and how to address them. 

	↘ Remember that the ultimate goal is to improve equity - the assessment should lead 
to communication, deliberation, and identification of pragmatic actions based on the 
information uncovered through the assessment.

Guidebook for assessing and improving social equity in marine conservation
A

ssessm
ent

98
Executive Sum

m
ary

Introduction
O

verview
 of three equity assessm

ent options
C

onsiderations for all Equity A
ssessm

ents
C

onclusion
References

TO
C



Phase 1
Establishing the process

Adopting an inclusive approach to team building will be essential for establishing a collaborative 
process. The first steps in the equity assessment should involve identifying an advisory group with 
locally relevant knowledge, experience, and relationships to advise on and help design the process 
and the assessment. Members of the advisory group might include representatives from government, 
academia, managers, local communities, and key stakeholders and rightsholders groups. Next, the 
advisory group can be convened through an in-person or virtual workshop - and work together to 
co-develop the purpose and establish objectives for the equity assessment, how and by whom the 
process will be carried out, and timelines.

The assessment team will clarify the scope and plan the budget. As this guide will be employed in 
diverse places, it is impossible to provide a firm estimate of costs for carrying out an assessment. 
Overall budgets will depend on personnel needs for the assessment team, travel needs for lead 
facilitators and local actors to attend meetings, local costs for food and accommodation, how long an 
assessment takes, whether honorariums or refreshments are provided for participants, and numerous 
other potential expenses related to analysis, communications, and deliberations. In this first phase of 
the assessment process the assessment team should discuss funding sources, total available budget, 
and calculate cost estimates. Aligning available funding and an estimated budget will help to ensure 
feasibility of the assessment and assist with planning during Phase 2. 

At this early stage it will also be important to begin discussions about data ownership, use, and sharing. 
Consideration should be given to who will store and have access to information that is collected about 
prospective participants (including names and contact information) and of data collected during 
the assessment. Issues of data ownership and control may be especially important if multiple local 
organisations and international NGOs are part of the assessment team. 

Identifying the team that will lead the designing and conducting of the assessment is also important 
in this phase. There is not a specified number of people who can be involved in leading an equity 
assessment but teams should consider the following roles and responsibilities that will be needed as 
part of an assessment team: 

	↘ Leadership and fostering buy-in to the assessment process
	↘ Designing or adapting social science methods
	↘ Using social science methods
	↘ Facilitation of assessment design and subsequent meetings
	↘ Carrying out qualitative and quantitative analyses
	↘ Communicating results with a broad range of local actors
	↘ Facilitation of reflection and deliberation processes

As a team is formed, it will be important to clarify roles and responsibilities for each team member. 
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Phase 2
Designing the assessment

Depending on the composition of the advisory group and the assessment team, it may be appropriate 
to establish a working group who will support the remaining phases of the assessment. The working 
group should include representatives from marine conservation initiative management and all 
major stakeholders and rightsholders groups. For instance, the working group may consist of the 
assessment team, members of the advisory group, the marine conservation initiative manager, fisheries 
co-operative member(s), local government official(s), and representatives of other local organisations. 
This working group can help to define equity definitions and indicators that are locally relevant, provide 
advice on feasibility of different activities, review methods to ensure they will be understood and 
effective, and help to communicate updates about the assessment process to their organisations and 
other constituents. While following the steps described below, the assessment team and working group 
should continually reflect on the extent that participation will be welcomed and fruitful for different actor 
groups. Participation in assessment has often been felt as an extractive process and can be a financial 
and social burden. 

1.	 Identification of actor groups (actor mapping exercise)
Identification of all relevant actor groups - including rightsholders and stakeholders - is essential 
for an inclusive assessment process. The assessment team and working group should begin with 
identification of diverse actor groups and consider the following criteria for making decisions 
about which groups should be included in both the working group and in the assessment: 

	↘ People living within or in areas adjacent to the conservation initiative’s boundaries
	↘ People who have been directly or indirectly impacted by the conservation initiative
	↘ Rightsholders - including Indigenous Peoples, small-scale fishers, and other traditional 

resource users
	↘ Resource user groups (e.g., fishers or aquaculture cooperatives; people engaged in 

activities such as shellfish collection)
	↘ Groups representing special interests (e.g., religious groups, ethnic minorities, 

youth, elders)

2.	Defining what equity means locally
This guidebook has offered a definition of equity as fairness and justice with respect to the ways 
that people are treated or are impacted by conservation initiatives. The guidebook also describes 
how equity can be further understood through dimensions of recognition, procedures, distribution, 
management, environment, and contexts or structures. Beyond these definitions, the meaning of 
equity can vary in different social and cultural contexts. When it comes to personal experience, 
people often perceive inequities more readily than equity. Further, different actor groups may hold 
opposing views on the equity of conditions that have resulted from conservation initiatives. 

To support assessment teams with defining local meanings of equity, the following questions may 
be useful: 
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	↘ Do local cultures and customs directly or indirectly refer to equity? (e.g., in relation to 
rights or ability to participate in marine conservation initiative management)

	↘ Do local cultures and customs directly or indirectly refer to fairness or justice? 
	↘ Do local cultures and customs refer to who should have access to lands and resources? 

Or when lands and resources should be accessed? 
	↘ When the marine conservation initiative was introduced, were any groups (e.g., socio-

cultural or resource user groups) given restrictions or responsibilities that differ from 
other groups? How were these differences perceived? 

	↘ To what extent has local or Indigenous knowledge informed the formation and 
management of the marine conservation initiative? 

	↘ Are there any negative impacts of conservation? Who bears the costs? Is this a fair way 
of distributing costs? What is a fair way of distributing costs?

	↘ Are there any positive impacts of conservation? Who benefits? Is this a fair way of 
distributing benefits? What is a fair way of distributing benefits?

	↘ How have past colonial institutions shaped current conditions? Are there racial and 
gender distinctions from these histories that are affecting modern institutions?

3.	Selection of equity attributes and indicators
A reference set of equity attributes and indicators related to each dimension of equity is provided 
in Table 2 (with survey questions provided under the rapid equity assessment and stakeholders 
and rightsholders assessment supplementary materials). These reference indicators provide a 
broad means for assessing equity. The authors of this guidebook want to emphasise, however, that 
the reference set of indicators should not be viewed as exhaustive. There are numerous additional 
indicators that may be useful, especially in light of local meanings and understandings of equity. 
The assessment team - along with the advisory group - may choose to develop and add their own 
indicators that will help to fully address local conditions. 

When selecting or developing indicators to use as part of this assessment, the assessment team 
should consider the following: 

	↘ Indicators that are directional (i.e., clearly show what is positive or negative) and that 
capture a whole range of potential outcomes are more effective for evaluating status and 
progress towards a goal. 

	↘ Superficial indicators - such as the number of participants in meetings - are not ideal for 
evaluating equity. These types of indicators do not meaningfully capture quality or how 
equity or inequity are experienced. 

	↘ Consider a combination of process and outcome indicators. Process indicators relate to 
ongoing events or activities and may point towards the ways that people feel included. 
Outcome indicators relate to the extent that changes have been experienced with 
respect to goals or anticipated changes. 

	↘ Avoid aggregate or composite indicators. As the central aim of the assessment is to 
identify any inequitable conditions that need to be addressed, it is important that specific 
indicators do not become lost or obscured by other indicators. 
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4.	Selection of methods
Alongside the identification of a suite of attributes and indicators, it is necessary to identify relevant 
methods that will be used for the assessment. This may be a challenging part of the planning 
process due to the array of options available - which includes quantitative methods such as 
surveys or relying on secondary data, or qualitative measures such as surveys, interviews, or 
focus groups. Assessment teams may choose to draw from the rapid and the stakeholders and 
rightsholders equity assessment options as part of their overall assessment approach. Decisions 
about the combination of methods to use may be informed by: 

	↘ Local experiences with research/assessments and familiarity with certain methods; 
	↘ Applying a mix of qualitative and quantitative methods; 
	↘ Time constraints; 
	↘ Logistical considerations for applying certain methods (e.g., distribution of a survey or 

challenges gathering actors for a focus group); and 
	↘ The groups included in the assessment sample. 

5.	Planning for communications 
The best intentions for inclusion will not be realised if all constituents - stakeholders and 
rightsholders - and potential participants are not fully informed about the equity assessment. 
Communication plans should consider the technologies available for and used by different 
actor groups, nuances regarding language (e.g., using accessible language, avoiding possible 
contentions associated with certain terms, events, or institutions), and their preferred means of 
communication. Communication plans may include notices within newsletters, email campaigns, 
posts on social media, announcements via radio, or many other options. Communications from 
the assessment team should include announcements about the goals of the equity assessment, 
explanations of the importance of the assessment and how it may be used, and why various actor 
groups need to be involved. Ongoing communications can help to inform participants about key 
dates and events, preliminary results, and information for upcoming meetings. 

6.	Planning ahead for later steps in the assessment 
The assessment can use early meetings to lay out a full assessment plan, including timelines 
and anticipated activities. This early planning can be important for further defining roles and 
responsibilities of the assessment team and working group, and help to identify where additional 
resources and support may be required. For example, booking meeting rooms becomes possible 
once key dates have been selected and the number of participants have been estimated. 

Within the project timelines, the assessment team should consider what analyses may be carried 
out (Phase 4) and how long these may take. Will external support be required for analyses or 
presentation of findings? Who may be able to fill these roles? How long will external actors need to 
complete these tasks? The assessment team and working group should also begin to make plans 
for final meetings where assessment outcomes can be discussed and action plans can be co-
designed. Who will need to participate in these meetings? How can all actor groups be supported 
so that they can participate fully? 
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Phase 3
Conducting the assessment

Gathering information can occur sequentially or concurrently, depending on local geography and 
logistical options. For example, it may be possible to distribute a survey as a first step for gathering 
preliminary information, followed by focus groups that allow for in-person conversations. When 
planning meetings and focus groups, the assessment team should identify any relevant power 
relationships that may affect how people feel able to participate. For instance, certain people may hold 
influence within a community due to their socio-economic or political status or other factors. Such 
individuals may tend to sway the opinions of others or prevent them from sharing their perspectives. 
In other cases, some groups of actors may have existing feuds or conflicts that prevent them from 
engaging in meaningful dialogue with each other. The assessment team and working group should be 
aware of such relationships and may need to make plans to ensure that everyone has the opportunity 
to participate. In some cases this may mean hosting multiple, separate focus groups or ensuring that 
facilitators are highly skilled with addressing power imbalances. 

All methods should be geared towards collecting information relevant to the chosen indicators during 
Phase 2, and ensuring that all six dimensions of equity (Figure 1) are addressed. Using a mix of qualitative 
and quantitative methods will help to triangulate findings. In addition to participatory information 
gathering (i.e., elicitation of participants’ perceptions), it may be useful to also conduct a desk review. 
A desk review provides an opportunity to review related research reports, historical records, and other 
relevant information. Assessing and understanding contextual and structural equity in particular may 
require a combination of in-person information collection with other secondary information. 

It can be helpful to think about how information will be recorded for each method. Methods such 
as surveys are straightforward as information is readily documented quantitatively and sometimes 
qualitatively through open-ended responses. For focus groups, the assessment team should plan to 
use group-oriented notes (e.g., sticky notes, chart paper, or a whiteboard) and a notetaker who can 
document verbal comments. Small-group or individual interviews can also make use of a notetaker and 
can potentially be audio recorded if consent is given by all participants. 

Decisions about logistics and costs

Depending on the geographic distribution of assessment 
participants, there may be multiple options for how to design 
assessment methods. One approach may involve bringing all 
participants together for one or two days of meetings and focus 
groups. This approach can be very effective for generating 
meaningful dialogue, but it can also be expensive to host and can 
be a time burden for participants. 

An alternative approach may involve the assessment team 
traveling to conduct interviews and surveys with various groups 
of assessment participants. This approach will also involve travel 
costs for the assessment team but may be less of a burden for 
assessment participants. 

Regardless of the approach taken for Phase 3 Conducting the 
assessment, it is important that representatives of all actor groups 
come together for Phase 5 when outcomes are deliberated and 
actions are co-designed. 
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Phase 4
Analysing and communicating results

Analysis and interpretation of information will ideally involve the whole assessment team. As team 
members will bring unique expertise, some work will be carried out by individuals (e.g., organising and 
carrying out quantitative analyses). However, discussion of preliminary findings and sharing of emerging 
insights among the assessment team is important. Depending on time and logistics, analysis could also 
involve some collaboration with the working group as well. 

Most importantly, all analyses need to bring attention to the ways that equity and inequity are 
experienced. Basic descriptive analysis can show what the information that has been collected shows 
about the status of each dimension of equity. The data might also be disaggregated by social groups to 
show the perspectives of different groups. 

Another aspect of this phase is communicating the results of the assessment to the different audiences 
for whom the information might be important. Specific and targeted outreach efforts might be required 
to make sure that the information reaches these audiences. The information might be communicated in 
various formats - including reports, websites or presentations - to reach these audiences.

Phase 5
Reflecting and deliberating on actions

This is the most important phase of the assessment. Phase 5 necessarily builds on all of the earlier work 
in the assessment, but it is particularly important because all insights are synthesised and actionable 
plans are developed. Several points of emphasis can help to guide this phase: 

	↘ Include all possible actors and decision-makers in these reflections and co-design of 
actions. Actions are most likely to be adopted when they are ‘bottom-up’, rather than 
imposed by external actors. 

	↘ Remind all participants that emphasis should be placed on learning and reflection. 
It is not ideal to lay blame because this may lead to conflict or further entrenchment of 
social division. 

	↘ Cooperation and collaboration are critical during this phase. As diverse actors will 
be brought together, facilitators need to remind the group that everyone will benefit 
from cooperation. 

	↘ Keep the focus on what is realistic and what is possible. Brainstorming possible changes 
is helpful and important, but ideas will eventually need to be refined. Facilitators can 
ask the group to keep in mind logistical, funding, political, and other constraints to any 
proposed actions. These constraints are not meant to put limits on actions - rather they 
should be discussed in terms of developing realistic and pragmatic actions. 
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The following set of steps can be followed for this phase. As this is not an exhaustive list of steps, 
the assessment team may choose to adjust or add to the steps: 

1.	 Begin with a brief presentation to community findings of the earlier steps of the assessment. 
The presentation should include details about the assessment team and working group, funders, 
the steps taken for the assessment and who participated, and how analyses were conducted. 
This presentation can set the stage for productive discussions. 

2.	 Main assessment findings can be discussed and deliberated with participants (possibly in 
small groups, depending on the number of participants). Were any findings surprising or new? 
What are the main areas of concern? What are the areas of strength of the conservation initiative 
with respect to equity? 

3.	 Through group discussions, identify which areas of main concern can be addressed by 
the groups who are present and what may not. This step is not yet about identifying actions 
or changes. The focus here is about limitations and managing expectations about what may be 
possible. Some equity concerns will have causes that are beyond the influence of local actors. 

4.	 Brainstorm potential actions for each of the main areas of concern. This may entail actions for 
each domain of equity, or it may focus on a few key areas of concern. What can happen next to 
address areas of concern? 

5.	 Revisit the brainstorm ideas and try to facilitate some agreement about which changes and 
actions to implement. This may mean a prioritised or sequential list of actions and next steps. 
Chosen interventions should be realistic and feasible.

As part of this process, the assessment team should document why and how decisions were made. 
It may be important to note which actions were not taken or whether irreconcilable differences emerged 
between certain groups. All of the findings, actions, and next steps should be documented in a report 
that is distributed to all participants and relevant actors. 
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