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This submission takes as its starting point the interactive digital packaging and presentation of 
ecological information on highly popular online media such as the websites of the British Trust 
for Ornithology (BTO), Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) and the Global Sea 
Turtle Network (seaturtle.org). Using the digitised animal movement tracking features on these 
websites as an empirical springboard to indicate our line of thought, we offer a reflection on the 
deeper logic underpinning such sites, and ask accordingly if and how such information and its 
presentation may influence the beliefs and behaviour of lay users in terms of nature 
conservation. 
 
Depicting locations or movement patterns of tagged fauna, empirical science-based information 
is presented on websites in the form of icons or points on maps. The design of such websites is 
often interactive and underlying initiatives are arguably participatory. In several instances, users 
are themselves involved in the accumulation of information, contributing their own knowledge 
(e.g. sightings of a particular species) to the database, such as in the case of BTO’s BirdTrack 
(http://www.bto.org/volunteer-surveys/birdtrack). Presentations of information are usually also 
accompanied by pictures, videos, textual interpretation from involved ecologists (blogs), and/or 
feedback from other users (forums). The increasing number and popularity of such sites and 
use of applications fits easily with, and arguably even epitomises a science-based approach to 
the appreciation of nature. It would thus be prudent to assess nature conservation-related digital 
media as a science-based approach in terms of its influence on user behaviour. 
 
There are numerous ways of approaching the question of how mediatised information may 
influence lay user behaviour when it comes to nature conservation or wider environmental 
causes. Significant amounts of existing work offer diverse empirical insights from psychology 
and consumer behaviour research on individual users or user-groups. Such research often 
employs attitudinal surveys or quasi-experimental set-ups. Where some, such as Levi and 
Kocher (1999), examine the impact of particular media (virtual technologies)  on valuing nature, 
others such as Cialdini (2003), Lord (1994) and Pelletier and Sharp (2008) focus on the framing 
of normative messages in media to impact positive environmental behaviour. 
 
We approach the question from a different direction. Drawing on analogies with art appreciation, 
we intend to offer here a theoretical, philosophical and reflexive consideration of links between a 
digital appreciation of nature and ethics in relation to nature conservation. To put it in different 
terms, we consider the larger link between a certain (scientific) way or mode of looking at or 
framing the natural world and the plausible consequences of engaging with nature through such 
a lens. Thus, we reflect on the phenomenon of using new digital technologies to peruse nature 
(in this case, through the online display of data on animal movement patterns) as a science-
based approach to nature appreciation. 
 
While the paper focuses on the framing of digitised conservation information on certain 
websites, and while we do note the uniqueness of such new digital technologies in offering 
arguably participatory, open and immersive possibilities that could meaningfully add to or even 
replace unmediated experiences of nature, we do not presume that an appreciation of nature is 
the sole identifiable logic in the design of the exemplar websites or the aim of all users. We also 
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note that the term ‘appreciation’ is here taken to loosely mean the processes of looking at, 
understanding and engaging with, both cognitively and affectively, and is used as a starting 
point for the paper.  
 
More significantly, we acknowledge that our evaluation could potentially be extended to apply to 
other forms of ‘scientific information’, presented via ‘traditional’ media platforms, or to other 
endeavours such as citizen science. This is because we do not only analyse nature 
conservation-related digital visual media in its own right but more generally use the websites 
mentioned as an empirical gambit for thinking about science-based information. 
 
Using Parsons’ (2008) outline of the existing schools of philosophical thought as general 
schemata, there are four possible ‘frames’ or ways of looking that beholders of nature could 
employ. For postmodernists, any cognitive interpretation of nature is valid; for formalists, only 
thoughts of perceptual form (e.g. colour, shape, symmetry) should count in the appreciation of 
nature; the science-based approach puts forward that nature can only be justifiably appreciated 
aesthetically if shaped by the knowledge accumulated by the natural sciences; and the pluralists 
endorse a considered amalgamation of these methods of appreciating nature. Rooted in 
philosophical ideas linking aesthetics to conservation or preservation ethics, Parsons posits that 
each of these lines of thought is likely to result in different forms of conservation ethics. 
Therefore, for example, a formalist view of nature is likely to result in the conservation of nature 
that is only deemed conventionally and technically ‘beautiful’ or ‘useful’. The postmodernist 
perspective would allow for any and all views, even radical re-interpretations of nature and how 
to conserve nature.  
  
Summing up the arguments of thinkers such as Saito and Carlson, Parsons suggests that an 
appreciation of nature rooted in a scientific approach (i.e. understanding the scientific body of 
knowledge behind a particular aspect of nature) may be more ethical than the postmodernist or 
formalist views. A scientifically-informed way of looking arguably allows for people to come to 
respect nature on nature’s own terms, and accord ‘natural beauty’ a meaningful role in 
environmental preservation debates. It also offers the possibilities for informed judgments more 
useful to the end of environmental policy than just statistics, and may lead to less mistreatment 
of nature. Further, the approach could also expand the breadth of what is currently appreciated 
as nature worthy of protection (e.g. finding beauty in slime-mould through a scientific 
understanding of its complex ecological role by using an online slime-mould simulator). 
 
Additionally, in his defence of the scientific technique for comprehending the current ecological 
crisis, Latour (2011) posits that the tapestry of information created by an on-going calibration, 
modelling and interpretation of a multitude of data points allows people to better grasp the 
overwhelming enormity of ecological issues. Extending this logic to participation in the 
accumulation of and access to digital conservation-related information, one could reasonably 
argue that new digital technologies are participatory mediums where more people can and do 
contribute significant new data points. This involvement in the scientific process is not just 
necessary for the larger tapestry of information. It also affords users an understanding of 
connectedness, not just of ecological activity such as animal movements in relation to the 
seasons, but also of their own actions in relation to the fate of the ecology they inhabit, such as 
how human-induced climate change could affect animal movements. This could, accordingly, 
also potentially make users feel less powerless in the face of something as vast and hard to fully 
understand as the current ecological crisis. Additionally, it might give users the chance to 
reconnect with, and experience the sublime of, nature with a somewhat alleviated conscience 
regarding their confusing role in various environmental and conservation issues. 
 



	   3	  

If this argument is to be accepted for privileging the science-based approach to nature 
appreciation, then one might be able to interpret projects such as those found on seaturtle.org, 
or the university’s collaborative Eyes To The Skies red kite tracker as an opportune, and indeed 
valuable way of appreciating and ‘engaging’ with nature. Further to this, physical detachment in 
the digital appreciation of nature is, according to Wark (1997), in much the same vein as Latour, 
necessary. It is not just about physical convenience, the preservation of an imaginary ‘pristine’ 
wilderness observed from afar without human meddling (the user-self included), or nostalgic 
craving for paradise lost. It is necessary since the abstraction and physical estrangement of the 
digital experience, so the argument goes, offers users an ‘external’ and holistic consideration of 
nature, leading, presumably, to positive conservation thinking and behaviour.  
 
However, such arguments for the science-based approach to nature appreciation may not stand 
up to closer scrutiny and this submission proposes four primary issues. First, a general charge 
against the approach is that it is elitist in its assumption that only scientific appreciation can lead 
to a ‘correct’ environmental conscience or positive conservation policies (additionally, one may 
also ask: positive for whom and to what end?). 
 
Second, there is the danger of assuming that there is a single, overarching environmental 
agenda or nature conservation ethics that the science-based approach is designed to or will 
achieve. It is doubtful that there is such a monolithic agenda, convenient design or singular 
‘scientific’ perspective, given the multiplicity and complexity of agendas and perspectives held 
by various actors in the chain of production, representation and use of information. It may be the 
case that for some, the primary rationale for attracting people to use a particular application may 
be profit or donations, with ‘genuine’ awareness as an important but secondary consideration.  
For others, it may be that the outreach or influence on larger societal behaviour is secondary to 
increasing scientific knowledge of a particular species of animal, or even of a particular 
technology. For such actors, it may be that the technical mastery, technological artistry and/or 
scientific frame of logic encoded within the sites are in themselves the larger objective of the 
project. 
 
For yet others, there may be interpretive disagreements over what the information presented in 
a particular program should mean in terms the ethical conservation policies. Where one user 
may be led to an attachment to red kites and desire greater increase in their numbers via 
introductions to other physical sites, another may see the need for limiting further initiatives so 
as to maintain ecological balance by controlling the numbers of certain species; and yet another 
may come to believe that any human intervention in ‘natural’ processes is not desirable at all. 
This also links to the significant flaw in the assumption Parsons makes regarding the link 
between the ways of engaging with nature and subsequent behaviour. There is no guarantee 
that a science-based approach would lead to more engaged or ‘better informed’ pro-
conservation behaviour in all cases. If we accept such multiplicity of agendas, it becomes 
trickier to defend that the science-based approach of appreciating nature will lead to ‘better’ 
treatment of nature, ‘stronger’ support for conservation policy or a respect for nature on its own 
terms. 
 
Thirdly and linked to the second argument are the questions of causation that arise when 
thinking about who the users of the information are. It needs to be considered that there might 
be an existing link between the information available and uptake (i.e. the people perusing the 
information are likely already nature lovers to begin with). There might also be an a priori 
relationship between lay user pro-conservation behaviour and the presentation of information 
(i.e. the people who are using the site, software or application might simply be fascinated with 
the technology). In the former situation, what we have is preaching to the already converted, 
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meaning there might be no tangible impact on general conservation awareness, let alone on 
pro-conservation behaviour. In the latter instance, we run into the potential of the medium being 
the message, reinforcing modern technological rationalism and fetishism. This would mean 
there is no profound appreciation of nature, a sense of connectedness or any real grasping of 
the enormity and complexity of the ecological. 
 
Finally, it needs to be considered that digital scientific information projects could decrease 
appreciation since these may de-romanticise nature and constrain interpretive freedom and 
enjoyment of nature, not least since the abstract, sanitised and static science-based 
representations of tagged animals and their movements are so far removed from a ‘real’ 
experience of nature. 
 
It is clear that the science-based approach to appreciating nature epitomised by certain kinds of 
new visual digital media technology does theoretically have its merits and can potentially 
positively influence pro-conservation behaviour. However, there are also obvious potential 
issues with the science-based framing of the natural world, and these issues call for clarity of 
objectives and deeper reflexivity, particularly at the stage of production and presentation of 
digitised ecological information linked to nature-related causes. 
 
 
References 
Cialdini, Robert B. 2003. “Crafting Normative Messages to Protect the Environment.” Current 

Directions in Psychological Science 12 (4) (August): 105–109.  
 
Latour, Bruno. “Waiting for Gaia. Composing the common world through arts and politics.” 

Lecture, French Institute, London, UK, November 2011. 
 
Levi, D., and S. Kocher. 1999. “Virtual Nature.” Environment and Behaviour 31 (2): 203–226. 
 
Parsons, Glenn R. 2008. Aesthetics and Nature. London, GBR: Continuum International 

Publishing. 
 
Pelletier, L. G, and E. Sharp. 2008. “Persuasive Communication and Proenvironmental 

Behaviours: How Message Tailoring and Message Framing Can Improve the Integration of 
Behaviours Through Self-determined Motivation.” Canadian Psychology/Psychologie 
Canadienne 49 (3): 210. 

 
Wark, McKenzie. 1994. “Third Nature.” Cultural Studies 8 (1) (January): 115–132. 
	  


