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How to ensure social
outcomes in restoration
Why do social outcomes matter — and how can restoration 
deliver meaningful bene�ts for people and nature?

Summary 

Effective restoration projects must generate meaningful bene�ts for both nature and people. While 
ecological gains are often well-documented, social outcomes — such as livelihoods, governance, 
well-being, equity, and cultural identity — are still less consistently measured and integrated across 
restoration literature and practice. This brief outlines why social outcomes matter and how to ensure 
they are integrated into restoration efforts. It proposes an organization in �ve key social outcome 
areas, compares how major international frameworks incorporate principles that support each of these 
social dimensions, and presents tools and practical frameworks to support evaluation of social goals. 
Through this analysis, it aims to provide insights into effective strategies for ensuring that restoration 
efforts are both ecologically and socially sustainable.
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Given the urgency of the escalating climate and biodiversity crises, ecosystem restoration has emerged as a 
central response strategy — gaining momentum and political relevance worldwide. This momentum has sparked an 
unprecedented wave of international commitments, including the Bonn Challenge, large-scale national pledges, 
and United Nations’ declaration of 2021–2030 as the Decade on Ecosystem Restoration. As a result, restoration 
efforts are expanding in both scale and ambition, becoming a key pathway to recover ecosystems, meet 
climate goals, and deliver broader sustainability outcomes.

However, effective restoration efforts go beyond ecological recovery — it also involves rebuilding the relationship 
between people and nature. The long-term success of restoration efforts depends not only on restoring 
ecosystems and biodiversity, but also on delivering tangible social bene�ts to local communities, as 
explicitly highlighted in the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration. When well-designed, restoration efforts can 
improve livelihoods, strengthen governance, promote equity, and enhance human well-being. These social 
outcomes are not secondary; they are essential for securing local support, fostering long-term stewardship, and 
ensuring that restoration bene�ts endure over time.

Ecological and social objectives are not mutually exclusive — in fact, their integration is key to long-term 
restoration success, as emphasized in the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration. In practice, they can and 
should be pursued together to ensure social-ecological resilience. For example, the concept of Nature’s 
Contributions to People (NCP), developed by the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and 
Ecosystem Services (IPBES), re�ects this integrated view. NCP expands on the traditional concept of ecosystem 
services by explicitly recognizing the diverse ways in which people interact with and bene�t from nature, including 
cultural, spiritual, and relational values. This perspective helps frame restoration not only as an environmental 
imperative, but also as a social opportunity.
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Understanding social outcomes in ecosystem restoration
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Although restoration efforts have the potential to generate a wide range of social outcomes, these are still less 
consistently measured and integrated across restoration literature and practice. In this brief, we refer to ‘social 
outcomes’ as the resulting social changes — intended or unintended, positive or negative — that emerge from 
restoration processes. Desirable social outcomes in restoration go beyond material gains, encompassing how 
people engage with, bene�t from, and shape restored landscapes. Drawing from key frameworks and literature, 
we synthesized �ve major dimensions that emerge as desirable social outcomes in restoration efforts. These 
groupings were informed by themes and outcomes identi�ed in Adams et al. (2016), and conceptually expanded 
based on key guiding frameworks aligned with the UN Decade on Ecosystem Restoration (described below). The 
�ve dimensions are: 1) Livelihoods & Economic Opportunities, 2) Inclusive Governance & Community Engagement, 
3) Nature’s Contributions to People & Well-being, 4) Social Equity & Representation of Marginalized Groups, and 5) 
Cultural Identity & Traditional Knowledge. These dimensions offer a structured lens for understanding the 
diverse ways restoration can affect social conditions and strengthen human–nature relationships, 
contributing to broader societal goals. The �gure below offers a brief overview of the types of outcomes 
encompassed by each of these �ve categories.

Key social outcomes 

Key social achievements desirable in restoration projects. Source: Developed by the authors based on Adams et al. (2016) and key frameworks
described below.

When social dimensions are not properly integrated into restoration projects, efforts can unintentionally 
generate negative impacts on local communities. For example, insuf�cient recognition of social-ecological 
connections may result in risks such as displacement of marginalized communities, appropriation of land by 
external actors, local con�icts over land use, and unintended spillover effects that shift environmental 
pressures elsewhere (Fischer et al. 2021). These outcomes often stem from mismanaged land use changes, 
unequal access to restored areas, or limited local in�uence over decision-making and bene�t-sharing. 
Anticipating and addressing these risks is essential to avoid undermining the long-term success and 
legitimacy of restoration efforts. They underscore the importance of integrating social dimensions into project 
design to ensure restoration efforts are not only ecologically effective, but also socially just and inclusive.

The risks of overlooking social dimensions
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Key Social Outcomes

Livelihoods & Economic Opportunities
Improvement of local economic conditions through job creation, income diversi�cation, improved market 
access, capacity building, and skills development and training.

Inclusive Governance & Community Engagement
Active participation of local communities and stakeholders in planning and decision-making processes. This 
includes gender-responsive approaches, strengthening political engagement, equitable access to 
decision-making spaces and bene�ts, and alignment with locally de�ned goals and aspirations.

Nature’s Contributions to People & Well-being
Provision of ecosystem services (provisioning, regulating, cultural) that support human health, food security, 
emotional and psychological well-being, and overall quality of life, while enhancing resilience and adaptive 
capacity to withstand and recover from environmental, social, and economic disturbances.

Social Equity & Representation of Marginalized Groups
Ensuring fair participation of marginalized groups through gender and socially inclusive approaches. Also 
includes promoting knowledge sharing, environmental education, and recognizing the importance of secure 
land rights and tenure as a foundation for equity and long-term bene�ts from restoration.

Cultural Identity & Traditional Knowledge
Strengthening social cohesion through shared values, sense of belonging, and preserving cultural identity. 
Also includes the integration of traditional knowledge, worldviews, and practices of Indigenous Peoples and 
Local Communities (IPLCs) into restoration efforts, acknowledging their role as key environmental stewards.
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Understanding the importance of restoring degraded lands, the 
United Nations declared 2021–2030 as the Decade on 
Ecosystem Restoration. To support its implementation and guide 
effective interventions, it presents a framework with ten 
foundational principles for planning and implementing 
restoration, based on multiple international standards, including 
some presented below. While broad and applicable across 
diverse contexts, nine out of ten principles explicitly emphasize 
the importance of promoting positive social outcomes — 
particularly through inclusive governance and community 
engagement. Thus, even in a high-level and globally scalable 
framework, the UN Decade places social equity and 
participation at the core of effective restoration. 

Principles for Ecosystem Restoration to Guide the United 
Nations Decade (2021-2030)
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Given the need to scale up restoration efforts, there is a growing demand for clear and consistent guidance to 
ensure effectiveness, sustainability, and social relevance. Frameworks that establish guiding principles serve 
as essential tools to support the design, implementation, and evaluation of restoration initiatives. By establishing a 
common foundation, these standards help align restoration actions with ecological and social goals, clarify 
expectations, and promote good practices, supporting informed decision-making to achieve long-term, positive 
outcomes for both people and nature.

This section presents four widely adopted frameworks that provide guiding principles for restoration planning and 
implementation: (1) Principles for Ecosystem Restoration to Guide the United Nations Decade (2021–2030), (2) 
IUCN Global Standard for Nature-based Solutions (2020), (3) International Principles and Standards for the 
Practice of Ecological Restoration (2019), and (4) Standards of Practice to Guide Ecosystem Restoration (2022). 
Although each framework has its own structure and terminology, we apply a consistent vocabulary to support 
comparison and analysis. We refer to ‘principles’ as the broad, strategic commitments that de�ne the overarching 
logic of restoration approaches. Some frameworks also include more detailed elements — which we refer to here 
as ‘sub-principles’ — that specify how these principles should be interpreted and applied in practice. This 
common structure allows for a clearer understanding of how different frameworks incorporate social dimensions 
into restoration. Together, the four frameworks outlined below represent widely recognized benchmarks for 
restoration, offering essential guidance to align practice with global sustainability, equity, and resilience goals.

Frameworks with guiding principles for restoration projects
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FAO, IUCN, CEM & SER (2021)

As a practical framework with 8 principles and 28 
sub-principles, the IUCN Global Standard guides the design, 
implementation, and evaluation of NbS interventions that 
address societal challenges while delivering long-term bene�ts 
for people and nature. One of its key strengths lies in the 
emphasis on generating concomitant bene�ts to ensure 
interventions are environmentally sustainable, socially equitable 
and economically viable. By promoting participatory processes 
and adaptive management, the Standard supports a more just, 
sustainable, and scalable NbS, serving as a valuable tool for 
both practitioners and policymakers committed to integrating 
nature into sustainable development.

IUCN Global Standard for Nature-based Solutions (2020)

IUCN (2020)
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Developed by the Society for Ecological Restoration (SER), 
this framework offers a comprehensive foundation for 
designing and implementing ecological restoration projects. 
It articulates eight principles rooted in ecological science and 
practical experience, explicitly acknowledging the role of 
social dimensions in supporting sustainability goals, 
promoting inclusive processes, respect for socio-cultural 
contexts, and recognition of potential social risks and 
bene�ts. It introduces practical tools such as the Social 
Bene�ts Wheel (see below) to help projects monitor progress 
in areas like stakeholder engagement, equity, and 
bene�t-sharing.

International Principles and Standards for the Practice 
of Ecological Restoration

Gann et al. (2019)

Designed to translate the principles of SER into actionable 
steps, the Standards of Practice — developed by FAO, SER, 
and IUCN CEM under the UN Decade on Ecosystem 
Restoration — provide a practical, �eld-oriented guide to 
support restoration practitioners. It is structured across �ve 
core components to guide project planning and 
implementation, including assessments, monitoring and 
adaptive management. While its primary focus is operational, 
it incorporates critical social considerations, including early 
engagement with local communities, respect for land tenure 
and community values. The standards offer a clear, 
actionable reference for integrating social elements into 
technical planning and day-to-day restoration activities.

Standards of Practice to Guide Ecosystem Restoration

FAO, SER & IUCN CEM (2023)

BROAD
ENGAGEMENT

SHARING

ADAPTIVE
MANAGEMENT

ASSESSMENT
COMPONENT 1

PLANNING 
AND DESIGN

COMPONENT 2

IMPLEMENTATION
COMPONENT 3

ONGOING
MANAGEMENT

COMPONENT 4

MONITORING
AND

EVALUATION

COMPONENT 5
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The four frameworks analyzed play a critical role in embedding social dimensions into restoration practice, as 
outlined in the �gure below. By articulating guiding principles that integrate people-centered considerations, 
they help ensure that restoration initiatives are not only ecologically sound, but also socially relevant and 
equitable. This consistency re�ects a growing consensus: restoration must deliver tangible bene�ts for people to 
be effective, legitimate, and sustainable.

How social outcomes are addressed across the frameworks

Number of principles in each framework that account for each de�ned social outcome. Source: Developed by the authors.

The �gure illustrates how the principles and sub-principles of each framework correspond to the �ve 
desirable social outcomes: Each outcome is represented by a different color. Each line indicates how many 
principles in a given framework address that speci�c outcome — thicker lines represent a higher number of related 
principles. The grey bars on the left (for frameworks) vary in size according to the total number of principles that 
address any of the �ve social outcomes. On the right, the size of each outcome bar re�ects how broadly that topic 
is covered across all frameworks. 

The �gure reveals that all four frameworks incorporate principles related to each social outcome — yet the level of 
emphasis varies considerably across them. Inclusive governance and community engagement emerges as the 
most consistently addressed theme (i.e. thicker lines) — underscoring its fundamental role in building trust, 
ensuring local participation, and supporting long-term stewardship of restoration efforts for project success. Social 
equity and the representation of marginalized groups also receive notable attention, especially in the IUCN Global 
Standard for NbS. In contrast, outcomes related to livelihoods and economic opportunities, cultural identity and 
traditional knowledge, and even Nature’s Contributions to People (NCP) and well-being are less prominently 
featured (i.e. thinner lines). The latter is particularly interesting given that most frameworks emphasize guidelines to 

ensure ecological bene�ts, yet often without explicitly encouraging practitioners to plan for or quantify ecosystem 
services that directly enhance human well-being.

Among the frameworks, the IUCN Global Standard of NbS provides the highest number of guidelines on social 
dimensions (i.e. larger grey bar) — a valuable contribution for practitioners seeking operational clarity. It should be 
noted, however, that this standard includes 28 sub-principles overall, which naturally enables broader coverage 
compared to more high-level frameworks like the Principles for Ecosystem Restoration to Guide the United 
Nations Decade and the International Principles and Standards for the Practice of Ecological Restoration, each 
composed of 10 principles. The Standards of Practice to Guide Ecosystem Restoration, although offering fewer 
social guidelines (i.e. smaller grey bar), stands out for its practical application and speci�city across all phases of 
restoration — from assessment to monitoring.

Altogether, these frameworks offer complementary strengths. Practitioners can bene�t from using them in 
combination: leveraging the strategic vision of broad frameworks, the operational guidance of more 
detailed standards, and the tools available for context-speci�c monitoring. Doing so can help ensure that 
restoration efforts are socially inclusive, responsive to local realities, and equipped to generate lasting bene�ts for 
both people and nature.
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Frameworks Social outcomes
Number of guidelines for each outcome

United Nations Decade
of Restoration (UN)

Global Standard for
Nature-based
Solutions (IUCN)

International principles
and standards for the
practice of ecological
restoration (SER)

Standards of Practice
to guide Ecosystem
Restoration (SER)

Livelihoods & Economic
Opportunities

Inclusive Governance &
Community Engagement

Nature's Contributions to
People & Well-being

Social Equity &
Representation of
Marginalized Groups

Cultural Identity &
Traditional Knowledge
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The �gure illustrates how the principles and sub-principles of each framework correspond to the �ve 
desirable social outcomes: Each outcome is represented by a different color. Each line indicates how many 
principles in a given framework address that speci�c outcome — thicker lines represent a higher number of related 
principles. The grey bars on the left (for frameworks) vary in size according to the total number of principles that 
address any of the �ve social outcomes. On the right, the size of each outcome bar re�ects how broadly that topic 
is covered across all frameworks. 

The �gure reveals that all four frameworks incorporate principles related to each social outcome — yet the level of 
emphasis varies considerably across them. Inclusive governance and community engagement emerges as the 
most consistently addressed theme (i.e. thicker lines) — underscoring its fundamental role in building trust, 
ensuring local participation, and supporting long-term stewardship of restoration efforts for project success. Social 
equity and the representation of marginalized groups also receive notable attention, especially in the IUCN Global 
Standard for NbS. In contrast, outcomes related to livelihoods and economic opportunities, cultural identity and 
traditional knowledge, and even Nature’s Contributions to People (NCP) and well-being are less prominently 
featured (i.e. thinner lines). The latter is particularly interesting given that most frameworks emphasize guidelines to 

ensure ecological bene�ts, yet often without explicitly encouraging practitioners to plan for or quantify ecosystem 
services that directly enhance human well-being.

Among the frameworks, the IUCN Global Standard of NbS provides the highest number of guidelines on social 
dimensions (i.e. larger grey bar) — a valuable contribution for practitioners seeking operational clarity. It should be 
noted, however, that this standard includes 28 sub-principles overall, which naturally enables broader coverage 
compared to more high-level frameworks like the Principles for Ecosystem Restoration to Guide the United 
Nations Decade and the International Principles and Standards for the Practice of Ecological Restoration, each 
composed of 10 principles. The Standards of Practice to Guide Ecosystem Restoration, although offering fewer 
social guidelines (i.e. smaller grey bar), stands out for its practical application and speci�city across all phases of 
restoration — from assessment to monitoring.

Altogether, these frameworks offer complementary strengths. Practitioners can bene�t from using them in 
combination: leveraging the strategic vision of broad frameworks, the operational guidance of more 
detailed standards, and the tools available for context-speci�c monitoring. Doing so can help ensure that 
restoration efforts are socially inclusive, responsive to local realities, and equipped to generate lasting bene�ts for 
both people and nature.
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While the frameworks presented above offer guiding principles for the planning and design of restoration projects, 
it is equally important to recognize that restoration goals may shift over time in response to changing 
needs, values, and ecological or social conditions. Frietsch et al. (2024) propose the ‘social–ecological ladder 
of restoration ambition’ as a conceptual tool to support dynamically shifting social and ecological restoration 
goals. The model outlines three key elements — identifying degrading processes (drivers for the need of 
restoration), setting restoration goals (ecological and social objectives), and implementing remedial actions 
(restoration interventions) — and highlights the need to reassess and adjust over time. The ladder offers a 
valuable perspective for understanding how both social and ecological ambitions can evolve throughout the 
restoration process, promoting adaptive management approaches and supporting decision-making.

Keeping track of restoration goals

The steps in the social–ecological ladder of restoration ambition. Source: Frietsch et al. (2024).

To support this adaptive perspective, visual tools 
can help keep track of the social outcomes of 
restoration over time. The Social Bene�ts Wheel, 
presented within the ‘International principles and 
standards for the practice of ecological 
restoration’ framework (Gann et al. 2019), is a 
radial scorecard designed to assess how well a 
restoration project is meeting its social 
development goals. Each segment of the wheel 
represents a key social dimension — such as 
stakeholder engagement, bene�t distribution, 
knowledge sharing, and community wellbeing — 
with a star-based scale from one to �ve indicating 
the degree of progress. These levels are de�ned 
by concrete milestones, which can be adapted to 
the context and objectives of each project. The 
wheel serves as a useful tool at different 
stages of project design and implementation 
to monitor progress, identify strengths and 
gaps, and guide adaptive management. As 
such, it complements ecological monitoring tools 
by offering a structured yet �exible approach to 
evaluate and enhance the social impacts of 
restoration.

This �ve-star scoring approach allows practitioners to assess and visualize the current status and progress of 
each social dimension in their project, compare across sites or time periods, communicate achievements and 
identify priorities for improvement using the Social Bene�ts Wheel. The �gure below presents an example of how 
the �ve-star scale can be applied to the dimension of stakeholder engagement (adapted from Gann et al. 2019). 

Social Bene�ts Wheel. Source: Gann et al. (2019)
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Five-star stakeholder engagement process within the Social Bene�ts Wheel. Source: Figure developed by the authors re�ecting the stakeholder
engagement ranks from Gann et al. 2019.

09

Stakeholder engagement
1 to 5 star example of the Social Bene�t Wheel

Stakeholders identi�ed 
and made aware of project 
and its rationale. Ongoing 
communication strategy 
prepared

Key stakeholders 
supportive and involved 
in project planning phase

Number of stakeholders, 
support, and involvement 
increasing at start of 
implementation phase

Number of stakeholders, 
support, and involvement 
consolidating throughout 
implementation phase

Number of stakeholders, 
support, and involvement 
optimal, and self-management 
and succession arrengements 
are in place

1 2 3 4 5
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The stakeholder engagement model presented above offers a general example that can be adapted to the speci�c 
context of each restoration project. It is encouraged that practitioners tailor engagement milestones and 
expectations according to local conditions. For example, projects should explicitly de�ne steps for the active and 
ongoing involvement of Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities (IPLCs) as key stakeholders. IPLCs 
often hold critical ecological knowledge, customary rights, and deep cultural connections to the land, and must be 
actively involved in decision-making and bene�t-sharing processes from the outset to ensure restoration efforts 
are socially just and inclusive.
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While some social outcomes of restoration can be quanti�ed through indicators (e.g., income levels or 
participation rates), many important aspects — such as cultural identity, empowerment, or social cohesion — are 
best captured through qualitative methods. Therefore, both quantitative and qualitative metrics are needed to fully 
understand social impacts. Selecting appropriate metrics to measure social impacts in restoration initiatives is 
essential but can be challenging due to their complexity and context-speci�c nature. There are numerous methods 
and metrics available, and the choice of suitable metrics depends heavily on the speci�c context of each 
restoration project, including its social, cultural, and ecological characteristics. Context-speci�city signi�cantly 
in�uences the appropriateness and effectiveness of social impact measurement tools.

Metrics for assessing social impact in restoration
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In this context, Löhr et al. (2024) presents a practical step-by-step integrated framework for social impact 
measurement in social-ecological assessments of forest landscape restoration. This integrated framework 
addresses gaps identi�ed across 22 previously developed frameworks, particularly the underrepresentation of 
socio-cultural values and recognition of the importance of context-speci�city. The framework comprises six 
interlinked components: customization ensuring that projects are tailored considering context-speci�cities, active 
stakeholder participation, temporal and spatial scale considerations, maintaining social-ecological balance, robust 
monitoring, evaluation and learning processes, and an exit strategy to ensure perpetuity post-restoration. 
Furthermore, Löhr et al. provides a SWOT analysis of the 22 reviewed frameworks regarding principles like degree 
of stakeholder participation, adaptive management for resilience, and the generation of multiple bene�ts such as 
Nature's Contributions to People (NCP), highlighting guidance over which frameworks are most effective to be 
applied across different spatial-temporal scales and restoration timeline stages.

Complementing this, Smyth & Vanclay (2017) propose the Social Framework for Projects — a tool speci�cally 
designed to support practitioners in assessing, planning, and managing the social dimensions of large-scale 
projects in a tangible and participatory manner. While aligned with existing standards and practices of Social Impact 
Assessment (SIA), this framework provides a simpli�ed yet comprehensive structure to identify and monitor social 
impacts. At its core is the enhancement of people’s well-being, structured around eight socio-ecological categories: 
people’s capacities and freedoms, social support and governance, culture and religion, livelihoods, infrastructure 
and services, housing and enterprises, the living environment and land and natural resources. These categories are 
accompanied by practical examples of aspects to monitor, helping teams structure inclusive dialogues, map 
local values, and design meaningful indicators. The framework has been used effectively to identify both risks 
and opportunities (positive and negative impacts) across all project stages, spatial and temporal scales, and serves 
as a practical entry point for integrating social dimensions in restoration planning and monitoring.

Integrated FLR
Framework

Tailor implementation
strategy to local context

Tailor communication strategy
of FLR goal to local context

De�ne degree of stakeholder
participation and decision-making

Involve diverse
stakeholders

Continuous participation
of stakeholders

De�ne the temporal scale
of implementation

Integrate temporal and spatial
scale from planning to monitoring
and evaluation

De�ne spatial scale
of implementation

Participatory and transparent
monitoring and evaluation

Integrate measures to facilitate
monitoring and evaluation of FLR

Foster learning on social
interaction processes and
FLR project outcomes

Integrate social and
ecological bene�ts

De�ne ecological
goals of FLR

De�ne social
goals of FLR

Develop a strategy of
FLR continuation beyond
project funding period

Integrate indigenous
knowledge in FLR planning

Customization

Stakeholder
participation

Time and scale
of application

(Gradual)
Exit-strategy

Monitoring,
evaluation &

learning

Social-Ecological
balance
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For practitioners seeking further speci�c examples of metrics and indicators, Feor et al. (2023) conducted a 
systematic review, identifying 72 well-established indicators for social impact measurement. These indicators 
are designed to measure actual social impacts following restoration interventions, as post-intervention tools 
based on the theory of change. The authors also provide practical recommendations to improve social impact 
measurement, including involving stakeholders throughout the measurement process, making better use of 
existing data, building local capacity to improve measurements, and combining both qualitative and quantitative 
methods to quantify impacts. The review covers key considerations such as clearly de�ning impacts, selecting 
appropriate measurement tools, recognizing common challenges, and identifying strategies to enhance 
measurement quality. The �ndings and recommendations from Feor et al. offer valuable insights for 
practitioners aiming to effectively quantify and demonstrate the social bene�ts of their restoration efforts.

The following page provides a case-study to illustrate some social indicators used in the Atlantic Forest.

11

• Quality of Environment indicators for air, water & soil

• Nuisance factors: noise, dust, vibration, blasting, 
�aring & light, traf�c, etc

• Landscape aesthetics, natural features & 
place attachment

• Weather & climate change 
considerations

• Social, traditional, economic & political networks, 
institutions & processes, governance & corruption

• Community cohesion, in-migration & out-migration

• Producer and business groups and linkages

• Government agencies, laws & human rights

• Safety, hazards, security & crime

• Media - radio, newspapers, television, 
internet

• Community perceptions of project, 
con�ict & legacy issues

• Natural resource assets (individual/common): forests, waterbodies, 
cropland & pasture, etc

• Trends in land & resource use: deforestation, land degradation, land 
speculation & over�shing

• Ecosystem services: crops, livestock, �sh, wild foods, timber, 
freshwater, traditional medicines, biodiversity, genetic resources, etc

• Tenure arrangements for land & common property

• Competing land-use demands & elite capture

Land & Natural Resources

The Living Environment

• Basic human rights, health (including mental health) & nutrition

• Capacity to work

• Household strength & vulnerabilities (children, elderly, disabled)

• Education & skills

• Gender divisions & women's empowerment

• Aspirations, fears, expectations and anxieties

• Leisure & recreation

People's Capacities, Abilities & Freedoms to
Achieve Their Goals

Community/Social Supports & Political Context

• Family home & plot - property price 
trends

• Farm buildings, business & rental 
structures

• Informal squatter housing

Housing & Business
Structures

• Cultural & religious structures & 
shrines

• Customs, beliefs, values & taboos

• Archaeological sites & tangible & 
intangible cultural heritage

• Ceremonies, festivals, language, music, 
dance, art & oral history

• Indigenous people

Culture & Religion

• Utilities: water, energy, sanitation, etc.

• Public & social services: health, education, roads, drainage, rubbish 
collection, markets, policing, communications, agricultural extension 
services, enterprise support, social & recreational facilities

• Quality of services & ongoing funding & maintenance arrangements

Infrastructure & Services

• Savings, loans & (micro) credit access

• Stores of food, seeds, tools & households goods

• Wage-based livelihoods: formal & informal employments & labour 
conditions

• Land & water-based livelihood activities: cropping, sharecropping, 
livestock, �shing, hunting & gathering & legal small-scale mining

• Enterprise-based livelihood activities: sale of goods & services, rental 
properties & tourism

Livelihood Assets & Activities

PEOPLE’S
WELLBEING
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Land People
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Infrastructure

H
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The Social Framework for Projects. Source: Smyth & Vanclay (2017)
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Historically impacted by intense deforestation and habitat fragmentation, Brazil's Atlantic Forest is a global 
biodiversity hotspot undergoing signi�cant restoration efforts in the last decades. Given its ecological 
importance, global conservation status, and scale of ongoing restoration projects, the Atlantic Forest serves as an 
ideal case study for understanding how social outcomes can be quanti�ed alongside ecological recovery.

The Atlantic Forest Restoration Pact (PACTO) is a large-scale restoration initiative that has been instrumental in 
advancing restoration across the biome. Established in 2009, PACTO involves over 250 institutions committed to 
restoring 15 million hectares by 2050, including NGOs, private companies, governmental agencies, and research 
organizations. Since 2013, PACTO has adopted a structured socio-economic monitoring protocol developed 
through a collaborative, iterative process involving over 200 stakeholders and �eld-tested across multiple regions 
of the Atlantic Forest (Viani et al. 2017). This protocol consists of 7 socio-economic criteria with several indicators, 
including:

Illustrative case study: quantifying social outcomes
in the Atlantic Forest

More recently, several studies have re�ned and speci�ed key social indicators for restoration in the Atlantic Forest, 
providing deeper insights to guide effective monitoring. For instance, Oliveira et al. (2021) analyzed 52 potential 
indicators across six categories — physical, biodiversity, environmental services, ecological processes, 
economic, and social — and identi�ed the top ten most effective indicators based on input from 48 expert 
stakeholders and practitioners from �ve sectors (universities, public agencies, research institutions, NGOs, and 
service providers). The study emphasized that social indicators, such as community acceptance and local 
participation, are especially critical during the early stages (2–3 years) of restoration, when local engagement and 
project legitimacy are established. In contrast, during later stages, indicators related to Nature's Contributions to 
People (NCP) and human well-being became more prominent, such as pollination, water regulation, and income 
from timber/non-timber products. This temporal shift highlights the necessity of continuously adapting 
monitoring protocols to re�ect evolving priorities throughout the restoration lifecycle, reinforcing the 
importance of sustained integration between social and ecological outcomes.

Additionally, it is also possible to strengthen social outcomes using active approaches since project conception. 
For example, the PACTO has also actively advanced gender-responsiveness within restoration monitoring 
and implementation in the Atlantic Forest. Recognizing that restoration initiatives had historically been 
gender-blind, PACTO created a Gender Inclusion Working Group structured around capacity building, 
communication, and political advocacy (Siqueira et al. 2021). This group promoted gender-responsive 
restoration practices, resulting in tangible achievements such as the inclusion of a chapter on gender equity within 
the national policymaking report on restoration of the Brazilian Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services 
(national branch of IPBES), pioneering gender-responsive practices at the biggest restoration conference in Brazil 
(Society for Ecological Restoration conference), and advancing female leadership within the PACTO coalition. This 
initiative exempli�es how disseminating and integrating gender-responsive approaches into project conception 
and monitoring can enhance both social equity achievements and the effectiveness of restoration initiatives.

1. Work and/or income from restoration areas

2. Revenues and �nancial incentives from restoration

Criteria

Generation of jobs and investment levels in the project

PES payments, tax incentives, timber/non-timber 
commercialization

Investigation of resources invested in restoration

Hiring local labor, income generation

Health and safety compliance and bene�ts for workers

Availability and use of personal protective equipment (PPE)

Community participation, environmental education activities

Example indicators
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3. Source of resources for restoration

4. Job opportunities, training, and services to communities

5. Woker well-being in forest restoration

6. Ensuring appropriate work safety conditions

7. Relationship with surrounding community
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Restoration that delivers long-term impact must prioritize both ecological and 
social outcomes. Integrating social dimensions is not only ethically necessary 
— it also strengthens project legitimacy, effectiveness, and resilience. Based on 
the analysis presented in this brief, the following recommendations aim to 
support restoration practitioners, funders, and decision-makers:

Key Takeaways & Recommendations
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Integrate social and ecological goals from the outset, as emphasized in the UN Decade on 
Ecosystem Restoration (FAO, IUCN, CEM & SER 2021). Social outcomes are not secondary to 
ecological gains — they are mutually reinforcing and essential for long-term restoration success. 
Restoration should be a people-centered process that enhances both nature and human well-being. 
Without addressing these dimensions, projects risk failure due to lack of community support or 
unintended negative impacts.

Recognize that ecological and social gains are not interchangeable. Restoration projects should 
aim to maximize both ecological and social outcomes without assuming that progress in one domain 
can compensate for harm in the other. This distinction is critical to uphold environmental justice, 
legitimacy, and long-term support.

Use guiding frameworks to support inclusive and effective planning. International standards, such 
as those from SER, IUCN, and the UN Decade, provide valuable principles to guide socially 
responsible restoration. Each has strengths — consider combining their use to address multiple 
dimensions. These frameworks can help standardize assessments and improve accountability in 
restoration efforts.

Recognize and plan for context-speci�city. The selection of appropriate social metrics, methods, 
and outcomes must re�ect the social, cultural, and ecological conditions of each restoration project.

Select social indicators aligned with project goals, phases, and restoration trajectories. While 
individual restoration projects may last only a few years, they are often part of broader efforts that 
unfold over several decades — requiring long-term thinking in how social outcomes are planned and 
measured. The relevance of social metrics may shift across the restoration timeline. Early stages may 
prioritize community participation and legitimacy, while later stages may focus on long-term well-being 
and economic bene�ts.

Adopt a dynamic approach to social values and objectives. Restoration is a long-term process, 
often unfolding over decades. Social priorities, community values, and desired outcomes may evolve 
over time, making it essential to embed �exibility, participatory re�ection, and adaptive strategies 
throughout the restoration journey.

Apply practical tools to monitor and adapt social strategies. Use resources like the Social Bene�ts 
Wheel and the ‘social–ecological ladder of restoration ambition’ to track progress, adjust strategies, 
and strengthen adaptive management over time.

Use participatory frameworks to engage stakeholders. Frameworks like the Social Framework for 
Projects (Smyth & Vanclay) and the integrated model by Löhr et al. emphasize the value of co-design, 
dialogue, and transparency to identify and mitigate social risks while amplifying bene�ts.

→

→

→

→

→

→

→

→

Avoid unintended negative consequences. Social risks such as displacement, exclusion, or loss of 
cultural identity must be proactively addressed through inclusive planning, governance and 
bene�t-sharing mechanisms.

Ensure active engagement of Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities (IPLCs). Recognize 
IPLCs as key partners in restoration. Their participation is essential to ensure projects respect 
customary rights, draw on local ecological knowledge, and maintain cultural connections to the land. 
Practitioners should actively involve IPLCs from the earliest stages of planning through 
implementation and monitoring, embedding co-design and bene�t-sharing mechanisms to achieve 
socially just and effective restoration.

Ensure equity, inclusion, and social acceptability. Restoration projects should actively promote 
equity, diversity, and inclusion across all stages — from planning to implementation and monitoring. 
This includes addressing the differentiated needs, values, and rights of diverse social groups (e.g., 
women, youth, ethnic minorities), and ensuring that restoration efforts are socially acceptable and 
aligned with local values, perceptions, and cultural norms. Recognizing and responding to these 
dimensions strengthens the social legitimacy and long-term success of restoration initiatives.  

Invest in local capacity and long-term learning. Strengthen the ability of communities and project 
teams to co-develop, monitor, and learn from social outcomes — promoting equity, ownership, and 
sustainability in restoration efforts.
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Select social indicators aligned with project goals, phases, and restoration trajectories. While 
individual restoration projects may last only a few years, they are often part of broader efforts that 
unfold over several decades — requiring long-term thinking in how social outcomes are planned and 
measured. The relevance of social metrics may shift across the restoration timeline. Early stages may 
prioritize community participation and legitimacy, while later stages may focus on long-term well-being 
and economic bene�ts.

Adopt a dynamic approach to social values and objectives. Restoration is a long-term process, 
often unfolding over decades. Social priorities, community values, and desired outcomes may evolve 
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throughout the restoration journey.
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and strengthen adaptive management over time.

Use participatory frameworks to engage stakeholders. Frameworks like the Social Framework for 
Projects (Smyth & Vanclay) and the integrated model by Löhr et al. emphasize the value of co-design, 
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→ Avoid unintended negative consequences. Social risks such as displacement, exclusion, or loss of 
cultural identity must be proactively addressed through inclusive planning, governance and 
bene�t-sharing mechanisms.

Ensure active engagement of Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities (IPLCs). Recognize 
IPLCs as key partners in restoration. Their participation is essential to ensure projects respect 
customary rights, draw on local ecological knowledge, and maintain cultural connections to the land. 
Practitioners should actively involve IPLCs from the earliest stages of planning through 
implementation and monitoring, embedding co-design and bene�t-sharing mechanisms to achieve 
socially just and effective restoration.

Ensure equity, inclusion, and social acceptability. Restoration projects should actively promote 
equity, diversity, and inclusion across all stages — from planning to implementation and monitoring. 
This includes addressing the differentiated needs, values, and rights of diverse social groups (e.g., 
women, youth, ethnic minorities), and ensuring that restoration efforts are socially acceptable and 
aligned with local values, perceptions, and cultural norms. Recognizing and responding to these 
dimensions strengthens the social legitimacy and long-term success of restoration initiatives.  

Invest in local capacity and long-term learning. Strengthen the ability of communities and project 
teams to co-develop, monitor, and learn from social outcomes — promoting equity, ownership, and 
sustainability in restoration efforts.
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