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No matter who we are or where we live, we all affect the environ-
ment through our daily behavior. The food we eat, the clothes we 

wear, the work we do, and the leisure activities we pursue affect the world 
around us—from coral reefs to farmlands, from sea turtles to ourselves.

our own behavior is, in fact, the direct cause of many of the most 
pressing environmental problems we now face, including the status of sea 
turtles. Human-induced hazards, such as fisheries bycatch, direct take, 
coastal development, pollution and pathogens, and climate change, are 
among the top drivers of sea turtle population decline. Thus, embarking 
on a path toward sea turtle conservation is, in large part, embarking on a 
path to change human behavior. it is no easy path to tread.

research and practice corroborate what most of us sense on a gut 
level: we humans are complex, as are the ways we behave. in any given 
situation, from our most habituated routine to our most spontaneous 
impulse, an intricate web of knowledge, attitudes, skills, alternatives, 
and barriers combine to influence our actions.

despite this laundry list of factors, most of the conservation 
community’s effort to alter environmentally harmful behaviors has 

focused solely on increasing knowledge and changing attitudes. 
Although this work is often vitally important, research indicates that 
improving knowledge and changing attitudes alone rarely affect  
long-term behavior. No matter how much people learn or how deeply 
they want to behave differently, if significant obstacles such as high 
cost, gaps in technology and infrastructure, or discouraging policies 
exist, then lasting change will not take place. For us to achieve the 
long-term results we seek, we must better include the affected 
communities in strategic planning and strive for a more holistic 
approach to behavior change—one that addresses all of the factors 
that drive human behavior.

A model that has proved successful in confronting diverse 
conservation problems in equally diverse communities is the Targeting 
Behavior methodology. This technique is rooted in significant 
community participation. it generates strategies that not only increase 
knowledge and change attitudes, but also create the framework for 
people to overcome significant barriers and to make lasting changes 
in their behavior. 

aware	of	the	importance	of	reef	habitats	to	their	fisheries,	local	communities	in	raja	ampat	have	begun	to	patrol	their	waters	against	cyanide	and	blast	fishing.	this	community	patrolman	
keeps	watch	in	his	dugout	canoe	near	the	island	of	batanta,	raja	ampat.	©	ci	/	sterliNg	ZumbruNN
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“Targeting Behavior” in Action: 
Raja Ampat
The indonesian archipelago of raja Ampat includes more than 1,500 
islands of karst limestone, lush forests, white sandy beaches, and vast 
expanses of ocean teeming with some of the richest marine biodiversity 
on earth. With 75 percent of all known coral species, more than 1,000 
fish species, 5 species of sea turtles, and an array of marine mammals, 
it has been called the “Jewel of the Coral Triangle.”

The area is also home to a growing human population that is 
largely dependant on ocean resources for nourishment and income. 
Tourism is increasing, economic needs are on the rise, and pressures on 
natural resources are quickly mounting. Conservationists are concerned 
that unless current behaviors change, raja Ampat’s unique marine 
ecosystems will be irreversibly harmed.

in march 2007, a group of community representatives, local 
authorities, and nongovernmental organizations met in raja Ampat to 
develop an education and communication campaign aimed at supporting 
local conservation efforts. They used the Targeting Behavior methodology.

At the start of the week-long workshop, the team identified marine 
degradation from overextraction and pollution as raja Ampat’s primary 
conservation problem and prioritized six behaviors as the chief  
contributors to this problem: blast fishing, turtle hunting and egg 
collection, cyanide fishing, trash disposal, overfishing of certain species, 
and coral mining. Workshop participants explored these behaviors 
inside and out, thereby analyzing the root causes, effects, and groups 
involved. They evaluated new, sustainable practices that might replace 
the unsustainable ones, paying particular attention to the barriers that 
would need to be overcome for those alternatives to be adopted.

For example, the practices of sea turtle hunting and egg collection 
in raja Ampat are deeply rooted in tradition as ways to generate food 
and income. Workshop participants therefore recognized that for these 
behaviors to change, local people would need alternative sources for 
both. Their solution was to include a plan to develop a sustainable 
piggery as part of the education and communication strategy. Now in 
its second year of operation, the piggery is a successful business that 
produces both organic meat and “biogas,” a fuel made from manure.

This practical pigs-for-turtles swap has been introduced alongside 
targeted marine conservation education that was developed directly 
from surveys of local knowledge, skills, and attitudes. This holistic 
approach to solving an environmental problem has made it possible for 
local behaviors and awareness to shift together, greatly increasing the 
likelihood that these changes will become permanent.

As a whole, the sea turtle conservation community has demonstrated 
its commitment to helping people around the world find ways of living in 
harmony with sea turtles. Through the deep involvement of local stake-
holders, the targeting behavior methodology offers a way to channel that 
commitment into productive campaigns for behavior changes that can 
make long-lasting differences. The key is to remember that each commu-
nity of people who live with and affect sea turtles is different, that each 
challenge is different, and that identification of the right solution begins 
with investing time in understanding why people do what they do. n

Evaluate.Implement.Select tools and 
develop a plan.

Assess learning 
needs.

Analyze  
alternatives and 
barriers.

Identify drivers 
and target 
groups.

Analyze  
problems and 
behaviors.

What will 
resonate?

Using survey results, 
strategically select 
creative communica-
tions and learning 
tools to inform, 
engage, motivate, 
and build capacity of 
your target groups. 
Include program 
objectives, activities, 
personnel, impact 
indicators, means  
of monitoring, 
funding, timeline, 
and next steps.

Take stock.

Understand what’s 
working and what’s 
not as you measure 
success and progress 
toward your goals.

Put your plans 
into action.

Develop and produce 
the tools you’ve 
selected. These tools 
might include 
workshops, interactive 
activities and events, 
print materials,  
video products,  
radio spots, exhibits, 
maps or models, 
theater, puppets and 
costumes, and more.

What’s missing?

Assess the learning 
needs of your target 
audiences with 
knowledge, skill, and 
attitude surveys for 
each target group  
to ensure that your 
program is meeting 
the needs of those 
upon whom its 
success relies.

What are our 
options?

Determine what 
alternative practices 
exist to replace the 
destructive behavior 
you’re trying to 
influence. What 
barriers might need 
to be overcome for 
those alternatives  
to be adopted?

Who’s involved?

Identify and target 
the specific groups 
that are directly and 
indirectly affecting 
the problem you’re 
trying to solve. These 
targets include both 
groups that are 
directly threatening 
the environment and 
those that influence 
the groups.

What’s going  
on here?

Analyze the 
environmental 
problems in the  
area, the behaviors 
that trigger these 
problems, and  
the root causes of 
those behaviors  
for identification  
of which behaviors 
most need to be 
addressed.

Steps toward Changing Behavior

raja	ampat’s	“pigs-for-turtles	swap”	was	born	directly	out	of	the	2007	participatory	
workshop,	in	which	community	representatives	worked	with	other	stakeholders	to	analyze	
environmental	concerns	and	assess	local	needs.	©	ci	/	micHael	matarassO

Visit www.SeaTurtleStatus.org to download a step-by-step 
guide for creating comprehensive behavior-change strategies with  
the Targeting Behavior methodology.]




