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Abstract 
This paper investigated factors that explain the emergence and escalation of 
conflict in participatory management of protected areas in Benin. It is based 
on evidences from three case-studies of conflict emergence and escalation in 
the implementation of participatory natural resources management in Benin 
supported with discussion from the literature. The study shows that conflicts 
in participatory management of protected areas emerge when parties involved 
co-construct opposing instead of same or at least overlapping frames in inte-
raction. They often escalate when the negotiation fails to stimulate the parties 
to bring to the fore and address the opposing frames expressed only in 
“we-groups” of same stakeholders due to their strategic framing in interac-
tion. We conclude that we cannot control the strategic framing of the parties 
in conflict but we should only be prepared to discover changes in discourse 
that contribute to the divergence in framing and thus influence them. For 
that, both formal and informal interactional contexts should be continuously 
checked during the negotiation process. 
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1. Introduction 

More than one century ago, three intellectual giants Darwin, Marx, and Freud, 
whose writings dominated the infancy of social psychology, have already em-
phasized the permanent presence of conflicts in societies [1]. Society is a dy-
namical system characterized with a set of interconnected elements (e.g. beliefs, 
feelings, behaviours) that change and evolve in time [2]. The incompatibility of 
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these elements among individuals during their change and evolution often leads 
to conflict [3] [4] [5]. A society without conflicts is rather an odd one [6].  

The scholars evoked above and others of their period viewed conflict from the 
perspective of “competitive struggle” and considered life as individuals’ conti-
nuous fight against each others for survival [1]. Since then, the concept of con-
flict has evolved and conflict is no longer seen as only a destructive competition 
that should be avoided by any means. Nowadays, the aim is not to avoid conflict, 
but to make it possible for conflict to evolve without violence, death, suffering 
and misery [6]. Although conflicts have many negative impacts, many studies 
have recognized its value as a catalyst for positive social change [7]. Conflict can 
be extremely valuable in societies as the motor of progress or the mechanism by 
which injustice is removed [6]. In that sense, Desloges and Gauthier ([4], p. 111) 
pointed it out that:  

As such, conflictual situations are neither positive nor negative but they can 
be used in a constructive or destructive way. Many authors consider that 
conflicts are crucial not only for social change but for the continuous crea-
tion of society by society itself. Therefore, conflict should not be viewed 
only as a dysfunctional relationship between individuals and communities 
that should be avoided at all cost but, also, as an opportunity for construc-
tive change and growth. 

The possibility for conflicts to yield positive or negative outcomes suggests 
that conflicts are still poorly understood and need to be investigated with the 
aim to manage them in an acceptable way [8].  

Conflict over natural resources such as land, water, and forests is ubiquitous 
and will exist for the foreseeable future [7] [9] [10]. In natural resources man-
agement also, there is still a confusion whether or not conflicts are desirable [11]. 
In one hand, conflict over natural resources is regarded by some as negative 
phenomena because of their complexity and the unpredictability of their impact 
on these resources [8] [11]. Resource conflicts can sometimes become harsh and 
result in violence, resources degradation, the undermining of livelihoods, and 
uprooting of communities [9]. On the other hand, conflicts over natural re-
sources have been viewed as important “tool” of environment management by 
ensuring the voices of the different stakeholders to be heard and new social de-
mands to be responded to [11]. So, to some extent, conflicts over resources can 
be useful in defining the different needs for resources of the stakeholders and the 
society [9]. With this mix of the results of conflicts over resources, we still need 
to understand what make some conflicts cooperative and beneficial and others 
destructive competition in the management of natural resources. 

This study investigated why and how conflict emerges and escalates in the im-
plementation of participatory management of natural resources so that appro-
priate ways of handling them to yield constructive outcomes could be developed. 
We did so, by analyzing the role of discourse in three case studies of conflicts in 
the implementation of participation in the management of natural resources in 
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Benin.  
In a change process, discourse refers in terms of its content, to a set of change 

ideas and values, and in terms of usage, as a process of interaction focused on 
change formulation and communication [12]. Discourse helps to make sense of 
change, explain it, domesticate and at time celebrate it [13] [14]. However, 
change discourses are not always appropriated as individuals involved in the 
process do not simply adopt what is handled to them [15] [16]. Change dis-
courses can be appropriated, edited and partially appropriated, or resisted by in-
dividuals involved in the change process [15] [17]. So, there are links between 
discourse and conflict as discourse is a major marker of difference between the 
people and nations [6]. In conflict situation, not only the enemies and the issue 
are represented in discourse but a discourse is constructed about them [6]. Thus, 
conflicts are rooted in discourse, which encompasses language, narrative, and 
communication [12] [18] [19] [20] [21] [22]. In this study, we then focused on 
the role of discourse of people involved to find out contextual factors that pro-
voke the development of conflict over time. 

2. Conflict as Resistance to Change 

Conflict is often assumed to arise when there is incompatibility of ideas, beliefs, 
behaviours, roles, needs, desires, values, interests, etc. between individuals [3] 
[4] [5]. Resolving such incompatibilities leads, in some way, to change in atti-
tude, perception, belief, norms, behaviour, roles, relationship, and so forth [5]. 
Change is a fundamental aspect of life as all societies even the most traditional 
ones evolve and change over time. However, people and communities react dif-
ferently when confronted with change [4]. Any system cannot change without 
experiencing resistance as it is a naturally emerging part of the change process 
[5]. Resistance to change is the mobilization of opposing forces when people 
perceive they have divergent interest in the change process [5] [23]. Resistance 
to change initiative is thus an aspect of conflict [4] [5] [24]. Change and the way 
people and communities react to change are thus at the basis of all conflicts [4]. 
Engaging in planned or unplanned change gives rise to conflict and how these 
conflicts are resolved have a strong influence on the success of the change 
process [5]. Also, there is a strong similarity between the process of involving in 
successful change efforts and that of constructive conflict resolution [5]. So, un-
derstanding how and why resistance to change occurs will shed light on how and 
why conflicts emerge and evolve in participatory management of protected 
areas.   

In management process, conflict originate in the different perceptions of the 
parties involved about who should manage, use and benefit from resources [4] 
[23]. The construction and representation of our perceptions and interpretations 
of the world around us are guided by the frames we construct in interaction [25] 
[26]. Frames are what we use to make sense of the world around us [26]. As 
Entman ([27] p. 52) put it “to frame is to select some aspects of a perceived real-

https://doi.org/10.4236/gep.2017.59005


L. Idrissou 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/gep.2017.59005 63 Journal of Geoscience and Environment Protection 
 

ity and make them more salient in a communicating text, in such a way as to 
promote a particular problem definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, 
and/or treatment recommendation”. Thus, frames play an important role in our 
perceptions and interpretations of a change process.  

As the stakeholders involved in participatory natural resources management 
have different backgrounds, objectives, interests, and perspectives vis-à-vis the 
resources, they hold different frames about their management, use and benefit 
sharing [18] [19] [20] [21]. Participatory management is thus a change process 
aiming at triggering framing towards same or at least overlapping frames, which 
would enable the sustainable management of the resources. Such endeavour as 
any other change process may raise resistance from the stakeholders. Conflict is 
often associated with the differences in people’s frames about the issue, what is 
important and how to respond to problems [28] [29]. Thus, studying frames will 
also inform about factors that contribute to the emergence and escalation of 
conflicts in natural resources management.      

3. Framing and Resistance to Change 

Early researches argued that three dimensions of attitude mainly determine re-
sistance to change: cognitive, emotional, and intentional [30]. Ford et al. [24] 
reveal that, according to the literature of these researches, resistance occurs be-
cause change threaten the status quo, or increases fear and the anxiety of real 
and imagined consequences including threats to personal security and confi-
dence in an ability to perform. Change may also encountered resistance because 
it threatens the way people make sense of the world, calling into question their 
values and rationality, and raising some form of self-justification [24]. Finally, 
resistance to change may develop because people distrust each other or have past 
experiences with those leading the change, when they have different under-
standings or assessments of the situation, or when they are protecting estab-
lished social relations that they perceived to be threatened [18] [19] [20] [21] 
[24]. According to these views, people’s resistance to a change process is linked 
to their socio-psychological state when the change is announced or introduced  
[24] [31] [32]. They resist to change because of the cognitive frames they hold 
when experiencing the change [32] [33]. Cognitive frames refer to the structures 
of expectations used by people to make sense of the world around them [18] [26] 
[29]. They are knowledge schemas, which refers to people’s expectations about 
others, objects, events and settings in the world [29] [34]. So, resistance to 
change occurs when people feel a mismatch between their expectations and 
those the change may bring according to him [24]. When a change is intro-
duced, people weigh the new information brought by the change with their past 
experiences and expectations before deciding whether or not to resist, comply or 
accept the change [24] [26]. Thus, resistance to change and therefore conflict 
emerges whenever a change is introduced which does not fit with the expecta-
tions of the people, no matter how it is introduced. From this perspective, deal-
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ing with such resistance to change consists in identifying the (potential) sources 
of mismatch between people’s cognitive frames and the change’s characteristics 
and choosing and implementing strategies appropriate for addressing and over-
coming those sources [3] [24]. The job of the change agent is thus to align, fit, or 
adapt the change process through interventions, to the cognitive frames of the 
stakeholders [3] [17].    

However, change also happens without major conflict although incompatibili-
ties with people’s expectations and experiences about the change were presumed 
to exist at start [35]. In contrary, changes that were thought to be compatible 
with the expectations and experiences of people may raise conflict when intro-
duced [36]. Likewise, resistances also emerge later after changes were introduced 
or agreements were reached without any resistance at the beginning of the 
process [9]. These different conflict emergence situations show that change is 
not just a reality that fit or not to the expectations and the experiences of people 
and raises resistance whenever it does not [17]. Rather, change is a socially con-
structed reality in which, the reality we know as change is continuously inter-
preted, constructed, enacted, and maintained or rejected through discourse [17]. 
Resistance to change is therefore not to be found only in the individuals’ cogni-
tive frames at the beginning of the change process or the background characte-
ristics of the social context in which the change is introduced, but mainly in the 
constructed reality in which people operate [24]. Reality construction in interac-
tion refers to interactional framing, which represents the co-construction of 
agreed-upon ways to make sense of a situation [18] [26] [29] [34]. Interactional 
frames produced are alignments co-constructed through social actors’ discourses 
in interactions [18] [25] [26] [29]. So, resistance to change occurs when individ-
uals fail to co-construct same or at least overlapping frames in interaction when 
a change is introduced or announced. Conflict is thus a sequence of interactions, 
and it is the frames constructed during this sequence rather than background 
conditions that determines the conflict [37].   

In summary, a process of change starts in a context where people involved in 
the process hold cognitive frames about the change introduced, which may be 
incompatible. We posit that this does not automatically mean the emergence of 
conflict as the reality known as change that may raise resistance is co-con- 
structed through people’s discourses in interaction [17] [18] [19] [24] [35]. Re-
sistance to the change or conflict may then emerge only when people involved in 
the change process fail to co-construct or negotiate alignments about the change 
in interaction [18] [19] [20] [21].  

The frames co-constructed in a change process may be the result of the re-
framing of people’s cognitive frames held at the beginning of the process or their 
reinforcement in light of the new information encountered and new relation-
ships built in interaction. Once these cognitive frames are built, the conflict no 
longer revolves around the issue of change but rather centers on them—the cog-
nitive frames—defining the behaviours, relationships and institutions that form 
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the context of the conflict [2]. Successful intervention in such situations requires 
change in the social system [2] [38]. Discourse plays a significant role in such 
interaction process [18] [38] [39].  

4. Discourse, Context and Resistance to Change 

Discourse is often associated with discussion, debate or exchange of views with 
regard to a certain social or political topic in daily language [40]. In that sense, it 
is considered as a simple medium for communication. Discourse is also consi-
dered as a social practice as put in evidence by the work of Michel Foucault and 
others [40]. In policy process for example, according to Schmidt “discourse… 
consists of whatever policy actors say to one another and the public in their ef-
forts to generate and legitimize a policy program. As such, discourse encom-
passes both a set of policy ideas and values and an interactive process of policy 
construction and communication” ([41] p. 210). 

However, although post-modernists and constructivists would argue that real-
ity is discursively constructed, it does not imply that analysis of social practices 
should be limited to discourse [12]. Discourse cannot be analyzed in isolation 
and needs to be understood in institutional context [12]. Institutions are sets of 
formal and informal rules that enable and structure all forms of social interac-
tion [19] [40] [42] [43]. They are norms and arrangements that set the parame-
ters of what people talk about as well as of who talks to whom in the process of 
change [12]. Thus, institutions structure and constrain discourse. They shape 
discursive activity in a change process [15].     

There is also a strong relationship between discourse and power, but not just 
in the sense that people exert power by means of discourse rather, power is in 
the discourse [40] [44] [45]. This means that discourse should be considered not 
only as other factors that influence the change process, but also in terms of the 
rules that constrain and enable some discourses related to the change in institu-
tional settings [12]. As such, discourse embodies the institutional context and is 
made of rules and procedures that construct and legitimate the way we see 
things and talk about them [19] [46]. Discourse disciplines human agencies to 
think, speak and act in a certain way and not in others [19] [40]. In that sense, 
discourse not only restricts, limits and arranges what can and cannot be said 
about a phenomena within its domain; it also empowers (and disempowers) 
certain agents to speak on this or that question or fact [46]. Thus, discourse 
creates the context that favours and triggers or not change and resistance to 
change. The framing of a change process in certain discursive form then mobi-
lizes support and/or resistance discourses from those for whom the change is in-
itiated and also reproduces and transforms power relations [46]. Therefore, 
strategic framing of change discourse becomes a key to the successful control of 
people’s interpretation of the change process as discourses create ways of under-
standing the world (frames) and do not just mirror reality [27] [46] [47]. 

In brief, the emergence of conflict is linked to the management of a change 
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process to overcome the incompatibilities between people, groups or organiza-
tions. The existence of incompatibilities between individuals does not automati-
cally mean a conflict unless these incompatibilities are evoked in discourse in 
interaction [35]. Conflict emerges from discourses that represent the mental and 
behavioural patterns (frames) defining the relationships and institutions that 
form the context of the conflict [2]. We also looked at contextual factors and 
patterns that may explain the evolution of conflicts towards escalation.       

5. Escalation of Resistance to Change 

Escalation is a significant change in the nature of the conflict towards an in-
crease of violence as different from the gradual intensification of conflict with no 
definable change in its nature [48] [49].  

Escalation of conflict is attributed by some scholars to the cognitive frames of 
the parties. For example, De Dreu [33] identified two cognitive tendencies that 
contribute to the escalation of conflict. According to him, conflict escalates be-
cause of the ego defensiveness of parties in conflict. People tend to develop and 
maintain positive self-view, which means they see themselves as benevolent and 
constructive and their counterparts as malevolent and competitive [33]. They 
then tend to react aggressively and become more hostile when their positive 
self-view is threatened [33]. Conflicts also escalate because of naïve realism of 
the parties [33]. Naïve realism suggest that individuals believe the world is as 
they perceive it and that other people view the world in that same way otherwise 
this is due to their lack of information, lack of intelligence, or ulterior motive. 
They see the action and the reactions of the other party and react to that as if 
they have the same reasons for conflict. Naïve realism is based on the assump-
tion that the total value in a conflict is fixed and that negotiation is about dis-
tributing that value rather than creating additional value [33]. Both ego defen-
siveness and naïve realism are related to people’s cognitive frames.   

Others scholars see escalation as the product of the interactive choices of the 
parties and that interaction should be used as unit of analysis of conflict escala-
tion [50]. Escalation then consists of a set of interactions involving an action 
taken by one party that may be perceived as provocation by the other party and 
the latter retaliates to it, which may be in turn seen as provocation by the former, 
and so on [48] [50]. Escalated conflicts are thus hard to undo because the re-
taliations create a vicious cycle [23]. Resistance to change or conflict escalates 
when tactics or means used to trigger change were perceived as aggressive or 
contentious [23]. Conflict escalates also when there are changes in the view of 
each other during the conflict, or when weakened interpersonal bonds among 
the parties exists [23]. Conflict escalation thus occurs when there is a shift of 
parties’ frames about each other, their actions and relationships towards more 
aggressive and contentious frames in social interactions during the conflict [29].   

We posit that like conflict emergence, conflict escalates when the cognitive 
frames built by the parties when the conflict is established shift towards more 
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aggressive and contentious frames in response to the behaviour, action or dis-
course of the parties in interaction. We thus looked for contextual clues and 
mechanisms that play a major role in the development of conflict towards esca-
lation.   

In light of the above discussion, we built the analytical framework of Figure 1 
to understand conflict emergence and escalation in a change process. 

The analytical framework below shows that a change process is always intro-
duced in a context where people already hold cognitive frames and discourses 
related to the change built from their past experiences and expectations. The 
change introduced thus triggered the creation of a new reality through dis-
courses characterised by the change (its characteristics), institutions, relation-
ships, and actions that emerge in the framework of the change process. Parties 
co-construct discourses and frames related to these characteristics of the context 
in which the change process is unfolding. The result of such process may be the 
building of overlapping or same frames and discourses about the new reality 
constructed by the parties and thus enabling the smooth and collaborative im-
plementation of the change. The process may also result in the construction of 
opposing discourses and frames about the change and thus raise overt or hidden  
 

 
Figure 1. Framework for understanding conflict emergence and escalation in a change 
process. 
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resistance to the change or conflict [20]. In both cases, the process of co-con- 
struction of discourses and frames in interaction about the context continue over 
time and resistance may emerge later after a successful start or the conflict may 
escalate in the resistance case if new events trigger more aggressive and conten-
tious discourses and frames construction. We used this framework to analyse 
three cases of conflict in the implementation of participatory management of 
natural resources in Benin.  

6. The Cases Studies 

Several protected areas were created in Benin by the colonial administration be-
tween 1940 and 1960 to protect these ecosystems from complete depletion. The 
fact that these protected areas where established without the consent of the local 
communities whose lands were even confiscated, their management was charac-
terised with conflicts between the forest department and the local communities. 
The forest department struggled to keep the local communities away from them 
by force and repression and the local communities took any occasion to use 
these resources on which their livelihood depends. Participatory management of 
Benin’s protected areas was then enacted in 1993 after the protectionism mecha-
nism failed and local communities were invited to collaborate in the manage-
ment of the protected areas with the forest department. However, after few years 
of lull, in several cases conflicts re-emerged between the forest department rep-
resentatives and local communities and even escalated in the attempts to their 
resolution. Three cases were analysed in the framework of this study to unravel 
contextual factors and clues that contribute to the emergence and escalation of 
conflicts in the participatory management of the natural resources in Benin (see 
[18] [19] [20]). 

6.1. Conflict in the Participatory Restoration of Agoua Forest 

Agoua forest in Benin was put under State protection in 1953 and subsequently 
managed by means of coercion system. However, the local communities man-
aged to settle in the forest when looking for land for agriculture and created 
plantations and several villages. In 2002, a participatory management project 
was launched to restore this forest. The local communities welcomed the project 
as it was introduced to them to help improve their livelihood. So, instead of 
chasing all the farmers outside the forest, the project decided to design a plan for 
the resettlement of the farmers. The plan divided the forest in four zones: the 
service zones for roads to access the villages in the forest, the agro-forestry zones 
where all the farmers scattered in the forest should settle, and the protection and 
production zones where no farmer is allowed to settle and dedicated to be 
enriched to restore the forest with forest trees. The managers of the project and 
local communities’ representatives agreed on the plan at the beginning of the 
project. However, when the implementation phase of the plan was announced by 
the project, the local communities opposed to it. They started blaming the 
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project, which they considered as untrustworthy because it has changed the ini-
tial objectives and agreements. Their frames about the project shifted from posi-
tive to negative and the emergence of a conflict was perceptible in their dis-
course when the implementation of the zoning plan was announced [18]. 

When the project ordered the destruction of a cashew plantation in the forest, 
which should be replaced with a forest tree plantation, the local communities 
decided to undertake some actions against the project without communicating 
them to its managers. They wrote a letter to Benin’s President with copies to the 
ministries of environment and agriculture to complained about the project, 
which they said was hindering their efforts to increase production of mandate 
crops in their region by destroying their farms. They also organized a march 
against the project and invited the national television to broadcast it for the sake 
of being heard by the nationwide public and gain its support. 

Two negotiation meetings to solve the conflict were organised among the 
project team members, the local communities’ representatives, the municipality 
staff, and the representatives of the ministries of agriculture and environment. 
The negotiation meetings held did not solve the conflict, which even escalated. 
Although a new agreement between the parties was signed to solve the conflict at 
the last negotiation meeting, the project ended in an impasse characterized by 
distrust, accusations and even threats among the parties only noticeable in their 
discourses when discussing separately with them [18]. For the project managers, 
who believed that the conflict was over because the agreement was signed by the 
local communities’ representatives at the negotiation meetings, the local com-
munities will leave the production and protection zones after 8 years of memo-
randum given to them without any condition. Whereas for the local communi-
ties, even though they have signed the agreement, they did not agree with the 
project’s propositions and did not express it at the meetings because they were in 
minority. They thus postponed their fight even to death against anybody who 
will try to chase them from “their lands” after the end of the memorandum. 
Thus, the discourses of the different parties in we-groups of identical stakehold-
ers show that their main frames were not discussed at the meetings and that the 
conflict even became more contentious after the negotiation [18]. 

6.2. Conflict in the Implementation of the Participatory  
Management Plan (PMP) of OSN Forests 

The Ouémé Supérieur (OS) and N’dali (N) forests were declared protected areas 
by the State respectively in 1952 and 1942. After more than four decades of their 
management with coercion system by the forest department, participation was 
introduced in 1993 through the project of natural resources management (PGRN: 
Projet de Gestion des Ressources Naturelles). The participatory management of 
OSN forests consisted in the preparation and implementation of their participa-
tory management plan (PMP). The PMP was establishment through many 
meetings with all the stakeholders including local communities, the PGRN staff 
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members, the forest department representatives and the facilitators of the Coop-
erative League of the United States of America (CLUSA), an American NGO 
supporting the project through training and facilitation activities. These differ-
ent meetings enabled the development of social cohesion among the stake-
holders, which facilitated later the implementation of the PMP after the end of 
the project [19]. The social cohesion between the forest rangers and the local 
communities was built when organising together some activities such as logging, 
reforestation and surveillance of the forests and sharing the benefits. In fact, the 
implementation of the PMP started with the same stakeholders who participated 
to its establishment. Thus, the social cohesion developed among them during the 
establishment phase enabled them to build informal rules, roles, and relation-
ships that facilitated the continuation of the activities undertaken during the 
PGRN phase. These informal rules and roles were the stakeholders’ interpreta-
tion of the formal institutions set up by the PMP for the management of the for-
ests that enabled the smooth evolution of the participatory process.  

However, a few years after the beginning of the implementation phase of the 
PMP, the forest department replaced the forest rangers who participated to the 
establishment of the PMP in the villages surrounding the OSN forest thus in the 
PMP implementation. A conflict of roles, rules and responsibilities sharing be-
tween the forest rangers and the local communities in the implementation of the 
PMP arose when the new forest rangers arrived. Whereas the local communities 
were still committed to the informal roles, rules and responsibilities built with 
the former forest rangers, the new forest rangers wanted to follow the formal in-
stitutions as stated by the PMP. They considered that the local communities 
were going beyond their roles with the informal rules and responsibilities shar-
ing. At the same time for the local communities, the new forest rangers did not 
want to consider them as partners but as their workmen.    

The conflict escalated when a new project, the programme of forests and ad-
jacent lands management (PGFTR: Projet de Gestion des Forêts et Terroirs 
Riverains), launched to support the implementation of the PMP did not organise 
meetings to discuss and rebuild social cohesion among the stakeholders and 
rather stopped the main activity carried out together by the forest rangers and 
the local communities, which was organising logging. For the local communities, 
the forest department suspended logging to dispossess them from the power 
they have been granted in the participatory management process and to carry it 
alone. They noticed that since the suspension, logging has developed anarchi-
cally in the OSN forests and they accused the forest rangers to organise it. In the 
contrary, according to the forest department, logging was suspended because it 
was not being carried out as described in the PMP. The appointment of new for-
est rangers broke the “we” group created by the local communities and the for-
mer forest rangers that enabled the development of a new communication 
group. However, there was no room for the new forest rangers and the local 
communities to discuss together their different frames, which created more dis-
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tance and stigmatization among them.               

6.3. Conflict in the Participatory Management of the Pendjari  
National Park (PNP) 

The Pendjari national park (PNP) was created in 1954 and managed solely by 
the forest department until participation was introduced in 1993. However, the 
participatory management of the PNP effectively started in 2000 when the park 
management directorate decided to scale up the approach to the whole park af-
ter it was tested in one of the villages bordering the park. The management of 
the park until participation was introduced was characterised by many conflicts 
between the forest rangers and the local communities on the resources use. Some 
local communities, who were living in the park were chased away provoking 
clashes, which ended with many deaths of villagers and their animals shot by the 
forest rangers. The local communities were also forbidden to enter the park for 
any reason. Thus, when participation was introduced, the local communities 
were reluctant to participate. The park management directorate undertook sev-
eral actions to build trustful relationship with the local communities and gain 
their collaboration [20]. The park management directorate replaced progres-
sively the forest rangers by eco-guards, who are young men recruited in the vil-
lages surrounding the park to carry out surveillances in the park. The park 
management directorate also releases each year, 30% of the benefits deriving 
from game hunting organized for the tourists in the park to local communities 
and gives systematically the animal killed to them. The local communities are 
involved in the organisation of these activities and in the surveillance of the 
park. They are also allowed to access the park to carry out their rituals and sacri-
fices for their gods still in the park, to harvest non-timber resources, and to 
bring their cattle to the rivers in the park for watering. Finally, the park man-
agement directorate delimitated a zone of 5 kilometres wide around the park 
where the local communities are allowed to crop. These actions enabled the de-
velopment of trust between the park management directorate and the local 
communities, which improved the surveillance and management of the park 
with the collaboration of local communities and consequently the raise of wild 
animals in the park [20]. 

However, almost five years after the beginning of the participatory process, 
the park management directorate noticed the decreased of wildlife as a result of 
the raise of poaching in the park. A conflict thus emerged between the park 
management directorate and the eco-guards, who started accusing each other for 
being responsible of the situation. The park management directorate explained 
the raise of poaching in the park by accusing the eco-guards for becoming com-
placent and less motivated than they were at the beginning of the process. Ac-
cording to the park management directorate, this is due to the fact that it has 
secured the eco-guards’ job by declaring them permanent agents of the park 
management directorate what made them overconfident about their job situa-
tion and harmed their motivation. For the eco-guards who agreed with the fact 
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that they became less motivated compared to the beginning of the process, their 
behaviour was due to their distrust to the park management directorate. Ac-
cording to them, they lost hope for the achievement of their expectations and 
promises about their career by the park management directorate on which their 
relationship was built upon. As a result, they became de-motivated. However, 
the conflict was hidden as these accusations and blames where only noticeable 
when discussing separately with the stakeholders. The conflict was hidden by the 
illusion of peaceful relationships between the stakeholders in formal settings 
such as meetings and interactions involving both parties.  

The conflict escalated as to correct the situation, the park direction decided to 
negotiate and involve the poachers in the surveillance of the park instead of dis-
cussing the issue with the eco-guards and finding an agree upon solution. The 
park management directorate supported its decision with its distrust to the 
eco-guards and thus took actions to protect itself. The eco-guards in the other 
hand disagree with the decision and showed that they did not trust the poachers 
they considered as opportunistic reconverted. They also considered this decision 
of the park direction as a confirmation of its willingness to not fulfill its engage-
ments vis-à-vis the eco-guards.     

7. Discussion and Conclusions 

The three case studies presented in this study put in evidence three situations 
where conflict emerged and escalated in the participatory management of natu-
ral resources. These cases showed how stakeholders managed to build collabora-
tion at start but failed to sustain it and gave raise to conflict. They gave us more 
insights in understanding conflicts’ emergence and escalation in participatory 
processes as discussed below.  

7.1. Conflict Emergence in Participatory Natural Resources  
Management 

Conflict or resistance to change is often defined as the situation where there are 
divergences or incompatibilities among individuals involved in a process [3] [4] 
[5] [23]. Our case studies show that incompatibilities among individuals raise 
conflict when they are evoked in interaction through discourses [18] [24] [48]. 
In fact, stakeholders co-construct and negotiate frames through discourses in 
interactions [25] [26]. Conflict is thus a situation where stakeholders co-con- 
struct opposing instead of same or at least overlapping frames through dis-
courses in interaction when a change is introduced or announced [25] [26].  

In the three case studies, participatory process started with a lot of enthusiasm 
and no manifested resistance although the stakeholders had different interests, 
background, objectives, and perspectives vis-à-vis the resources. The projects in 
all the cases held positive discourses to introduce the change in the management 
of natural resources to the local communities. The local communities recipro-
cated to the discourses of the representatives of the forest department by con-
structing positive frames about the change expressed in their discourses as well. 
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Thus, overlapping frames about the process were co-constructed by the project 
managers and the local communities, which enabled them to collaborate and 
implement the process for a relatively important period of time in the different 
cases. Resistance emerged later due to the change in discourses of the projects or 
the managers, which triggered the construction of opposing frames. Resistance 
to change is thus the product of the parties’ interactive discursive choices [48]. 
The outcome of a change process is thus determined by the interdependence 
between the people involved and the way in which the process is built. It cannot 
be understood or explained by the behaviour of an involved individual or an in-
teraction but by chains of interactions that happened during the course of the 
process in which discourses play a determinant role [17] [24]. The conflict in the 
Agoua case emerged when the project changed its discourse and announced the 
start of the implementation of the zoning plan. This discourse triggered frame 
shift to the local communities’ side and they started considering the project as 
negative. The local communities reacted to the discourse of the project by ex-
pressing negative discourses, which reflected their new frames. In the case of the 
OSN forests, the conflict also emerged when the new forest rangers appointed 
held discourse about the institutional setting, which rejected the informal insti-
tutions co-constructed by the former forest rangers and the local communities. 
The local communities in this case also made sense of this change in the dis-
course held by the new forest rangers by constructing negative frames to charac-
terize them, expressed it in their discourses and thus opposed to the change in 
roles and responsibilities. The conflict arose in the case of the PNP from the shift 
of the eco-guards’ frames about the park management directorate in reaction to 
their feeling that the park management directorate was not respecting its prom-
ises concerning their career. The opposition of frames raised in this case from 
the lack of overt and clear communication between the park management direc-
torate and the eco-guards about the needs and expectations of the eco-guards, 
what made this conflict a hidden one. The park management directorate consi-
dered the eco-guards as exaggerating their needs whereas the eco-guards viewed 
the park management directorate as untrustworthy because it was not fulfilling 
its promises of the beginning towards them. So in all these cases, conflict arose 
in correlation with the shift of discourses held in the different interactional con-
texts, which led to the shift in frames from positive to negative. The opposing 
discourses of both parties were constructed and held only in we-groups without 
bringing them to the fore to be discussed at meetings involving both parties. 

Change and reaction to change are thus a process of discursive co-construc- 
tion of realities [17] [24] [48]. The way change is presented in discourses deter-
mines the frames constructed and set at the same time the path for new dis-
courses that emerge as reaction. Discourses are thus path-dependent as they are 
built from former discourses and at the same time set the path for upcoming 
discourses [36] [40]. The change in discourse should be considered as at the core 
of the process of change as it provides with new frames, which can be appro-
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priated, edited and partially appropriated, or resisted [15] [24]. Discourse is thus 
central in change process in giving shape to the institutional structure of the 
process, as a set of ideas about the new rules, values and practices, and at the 
same time as a resource used to produce and legitimate those ideas, as a process 
of interaction focused on formulating and communicating the change [12]. In all 
the three cases, the conflicts escalated.                     

7.2. Conflict Escalation in Participatory Natural Resources  
Management 

Once a conflict is established, the opposed frames co-constructed in interaction 
evolve towards cognitive frames, which become stable [2]. Unless these frames 
change, the conflict endures [15] [40]. This is where negotiation process plays a 
significant role. However, most negotiation processes target agreements, pay less 
attention to the frames of the stakeholders and sometimes lead the conflict to 
escalation. In the Agoua case, at the two negotiation meetings held, the project 
managers strove to make the local communities accept the zoning plan by mak-
ing propositions that they had signed. The frames constructed in we-groups 
were not discussed at the meetings. Nothing was done in both sides to bring to 
the fore the frames constructed by each group of stakeholder behind the negoti-
ation scene, which were opposed. The negotiation process rather turned out to 
be an intimidation of the farmers to sign their proposition. Thus, the negotiation 
process rather escalated the conflict noticeable in the frames of the stakeholders 
after the process, which became more aggressive and expressed blaming, accusa-
tions and threats to the project managers. In the case of the OSN forests conflict, 
the new project which was supposed to conduct the negotiation between the lo-
cal communities and the forest guards stopped logging activities, which were the 
main activities both parties were carrying together. The better organization of 
this activity could had enabled the rebuilding and strengthening of social cohe-
sion between the parties through the interaction it would have enacted but it was 
stop and the conflict escalated. The stop of this activity triggered more conten-
tious frames at the local communities’ side and they assimilated this decision to 
a strategy of the forest department to withdraw the power sharing mechanism, 
the participatory process. As for the conflict, which opposed the eco-guards to 
the park management directorate, it escalated when the park management di-
rectorate decided to involved the poachers in the surveillance without making 
this decision with the eco-guards. The eco-guards framed this decision as male-
volent and it triggered more distrust to the park direction in its willingness to 
respect its engagement vis-à-vis the eco-guards.  

The above analysis shows that the conflicts escalated during the negotiations 
in relation to the lack of mechanisms that should constrain and or enable the 
different stakeholders to bring to the fore their different frames constructed in 
we-groups to be discussed. Either these mechanisms were lacking or they failed 
to create the conditions that would stimulate the discussion of main frames of 
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the parties at the meetings. Thus, the opposing cognitive frames of the stake-
holders became more contentious in terms of distrust and widened the distance 
created by the conflict between them.     

We learn from this study that conflicts emerge and escalate when the strategic 
framing of the stakeholders in interaction leads to opposing frames. We should 
accept that we cannot control people’s strategic framing. We can only be alert to 
discover changes and clues in discourse that contribute to the divergence of 
frames. Negotiation in change process or wishing to end conflict should thus 
target the creation of conditions for the parties’ strategic framing towards same 
or at least overlapping frames by stimulating more interactions where the op-
posing frames could be discussed [12] [15] [17] [24] [40] [47]. Conflict emerged 
and escalated in the three cases due to the decrease of interaction over time be-
tween the stakeholders, which did not enable them to enhance social cohesion 
and trust important to discuss the main issues that opposed them. Both formal 
and informal interaction arenas should be continuously checked in change 
process with or without resistance as opposing frames are susceptible to emerge 
and are not often brought to the fore in official negotiations [18] [19] [20] [21]. 
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