
 

CW Prairie Climate Adaptation Plan 

Social Considerations 

The Field Museum, in collaboration with local and regional partners, is conducting 
a climate change adaptation planning process for prairie grassland habitats 
throughout the Chicago Wilderness Region. The goal of this project is to engage 
communities, land managers, researchers, conservation organizations, and 
experts to build on existing climate change vulnerability assessments and outline 
specific strategies for climate resiliency and adaptation. This planning process will 
be inclusive of both natural and social science frames of reference, welcoming 
guidance from various disciplines and a range of viewpoints.  

The social science focus groups are being convened to get feedback on the social 
considerations we ultimately want to help land managers take into account in 
their work. In the focus group discussion we will consider the formulation of the 
social considerations, their relevance to land management, and strategies for 
helping land managers to take them into account. As you have time, please read 
through this document before we meet and ask yourself: 

1. Work to better understand the nuanced perceptions and understandings of 

open space by both nearby residents and the wider public. This is key to being 

able to a) better highlight convergent values to engender conservation support, 

and b) design entry-point activities and collaborations to counter negative 

perceptions and build positive engagement.  

Hardly a year goes by without hearing elected officials make statements about 

the irrelevance of county or city ecological programs or suggesting the Forest 

Preserves should be sold off to developers who can bring jobs and business 

opportunity to their constituents. The tendency of management and ecology 

professionals is to attribute these sentiments to a blanket problem of ignorance 

and the need for more informational and educational outreach, both for officials 

and their constituents. Such approaches will continue to have limited impact as 

they fail to speak directly to people’s cultural understandings of spaces, the 

intersection of their concerns with these spaces, and even the ways that visually 

“empty spaces” represent danger or contestation. Only working with stakeholders 



to make preserve management responsive to their experienced life concerns will 

change the most stubborn patterns of disconnection between management and 

purported popular desires. 

2. Explore the range of options for co-management of preserves with invested 

stakeholders. Co-management not only provides space for the expression of 

distinct perspectives (cited in the last entry), but offers the potential to explore 

convergent values, listen to one-another with genuine interest, reduce power 

differentials, and increase willingness to enter in to the compromises necessary to 

ensure core ecological values.  

Research into conflict around natural areas points to exclusion from traditional 

patterns of use and experiences of exclusion from management decisions that 

impact “outside” stakeholders as sources of conflict between managers and wider 

publics. Co-management studies, pilots, and programs (some in the Chicago 

Region) show great promise in having various forms and degrees of co-

management that make the most of the shared values and investments of land 

managers and stakeholders, brings the knowledge of diverse users to bear, 

creates spaces to meet a range of interests, and reduces suspicion and negative 

perceptions.  

3. With growing interest by Native Communities in stewardship and land 

management, both on and off reservation, land managers could consider how 

Native Communities might increase their participation in stewardship in the 

Chicago Wilderness Region.  

Many Native American communities throughout the Midwest have been 

expanding their stewardship relationships on and off reservation lands and 

territories. Working alongside state and federal agencies, many Native American 

communities manage state and federal forests, and designated preserves and 

natural areas. Methodologically they follow similar protocols as their state and 

federal counterparts, creating conditions that favor native species, control 

invasive species, and generally respond to shocks to the ecosystem. This is not 

however a nature for nature’s sake approach.  Native communities aim to 

produce specific species to harvest for subsistence, lifeway, and spiritual ends. In 



the process they are/would be proactive about responding to climate induced and 

other drastic ecological change that threatens ecosystem integrity.  

4. Consider the public’s aesthetic preferences as part of strategies for 

engendering public support for open space with ecological purposes.  

Stewardship leaders at restoration sites in Cook County have informally reported 

practices such as leaving a screen of shrubbery at the boundary of a preserve 

behind homes, leaving single trees that neighbors asked not to be cut, or starting 

restoration processes on the interior of preserves so as not to shock the 

neighbors. Literature supports the idea that the public values water in the 

landscape, overall greenness, and what they are accustomed to seeing. 

Deliberately taking these preferences into account - certainly before the public 

that lives nearby, uses, or drives by preserves has buy-in to a new look – can 

minimize misunderstanding, avoidance, and opposition from the outset of a 

management regime.  

5. Work with, rather than against, the human preference for conformity. 

In recent years, ecological professionals have thought about, and started working 

with, communities (adjacent and far from preserves) to change their landscaping 

to support charismatic pollinators, expand native habitat, and, as an added effect, 

shift aesthetic perceptions and acceptance of native, often prairie, habitats. 

Research shows residents are concerned, almost above all else, with their 

landscaping being acceptable to/in conformity with their neighbors; and that this 

is true at the neighborhood level and even more so at the level of one’s block or 

street. This suggests that proponents of ecological landscaping should understand 

well the values, binding norms, and aesthetics of a community and align 

suggested changes to these norms and values. Additionally, it suggests looking for 

cohorts of adjacent neighbors willing to adopt changes together, which creates 

acceptability for making those changes among one-another and then in 

succession with their immediate neighbors.  

 



6. Consider “Community Science” (i.e. Citizen Science) as an avenue for meeting 

community stakeholders’ goals of what they want from a preserve, putting more 

eyes on the ecological health of preserves, and creating local advocates for 

ecological management.  

Community Science variously meets stakeholder interests in education, leadership 

development, meaningful vocations, connection to nature, or other interests 

uncovered in dialogue with stakeholders. Involvement in research increases the 

participants buy-in to results and the underlying science and, when coupled with 

some degree of shared decision making, has the potential to cultivate public 

champions for preserves and ecological management.  

7. Before making visible changes to management practices and to the landscape 

itself, cultivate relationships with political leaders and grass roots leaders, sharing 

information with them that will help them to explain and advocate for your work. 

Understand what they care about, what they understand their constituents to 

care about, and align your work with those concerns and goals.  

Historically opposition to stewardship work in CW has led to perceptions and 

public assertions that it is harmful to the natural environment, done as part of 

hidden agendas, and not scientifically well founded. The argumentative dynamics 

that emerged in some communities between opposed stakeholders - who all saw 

themselves as advocates for nature - made it hard for the public to understand 

what was actually at stake. To avoid this sort of dynamic in the future, it is 

important to address objections head-on, even if not always with the objectors. 

Proactively developing relationships with political and grassroots leaders has the 

potential to head-off public misunderstanding before it starts. At the same time, it 

should not be surprising when leaders align with what they see as a majority 

viewpoint of constituents, despite previous outreach from land managers 

informing them of a contrary and scientific position.  

 


