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Coastal users, both residents and visitors, can contribute to 
marine conservation in Hawai‘i through personal and community-
level actions. But even with information and education about threats to 
nearshore marine ecosystems, people do not always act in ways that 
conserve coral reefs–which are important to Indigenous Hawaiian culture, 
ocean-based recreation and tourism, and the health of reef fisheries and 
nearby marine and terrestrial ecosystems.

In 2017, a human use survey conducted by Polanui Hiu and The 
Nature Conservancy (TNC) along a half-mile of shoreline in West 
Maui, Hawai‘i, found that 100% of common recreational activities 
resulted in strikes to the inner reef, totaling 906 strikes in one 
year from stand-up paddling, kayaking, swimming, and surfing1.

To effectively encourage reef-friendly behavior through education 
and outreach for coastal users, there is an urgent need to better 
understand what motivates people to conserve coral reefs. A person’s 
emotional involvement with nature, through their attachment to place or 
sense of responsibility, is emerging as an important motivator of 
conservation behavior, yet research related specifically to coral reef 
conservation is extremely limited. This data gap inspired partners from 
Polanui Hiu, Stanford University, and TNC to co-develop and conduct a 
community-engaged case study in West Maui where 299 coastal users 
were surveyed along 14 miles of coastline from October-November 2019.

Participants were asked questions about their :
•

• ocean activities
•

knowledge and perceptions of coral reef health and water quality
• sense of connection to West Maui’s physical features and beauty 

(natural place attachment)
• sense of connection to West Maui’s social features like 

community (civic attachment)
• sense of responsibility (inspired by the Hawaiian value of

kuleana)
• willingness to sign a Pono Pledge to conduct oneself 

with care and respect for Maui’s people, culture, and 
environment

WEST MAUI CASE STUDY
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FINDINGS
Our main research question for this study: “What motivates personal 
vs. community conservation actions among coastal users?”

Personal Conservation Action
Survey respondents who reported higher levels of sense of 
responsibility and a connection to West Maui’s physical 
features and beauty (natural place attachment) were more 
likely to sign the Pono Pledge and intend to take personal 
actions to conserve coral reefs (e.g. wear reef safe sunscreen, 
swim slowly near marine life).

Community Conservation Action 
Survey respondents who reported higher levels of connection 
to the social features of West Maui (civic attachment) were 
more likely to take community action to conserve coral reefs 
(e.g. volunteer for beach clean-ups, donate to conservation 
organizations).

This better understanding of how a sense of responsibility 
and attachment to place influence conservation action
can help ocean advocacy groups improve outreach and 
messaging, especially in relation to audience-specific barriers. 
Also, investing in building emotional connections between coastal 
users and West Maui’s coral reefs and community could lead to 
more long-lasting behavior change.

We hope these findings help to improve our collective outreach 
and, ultimately, the management of coastal and marine areas. 
We also hope the information can inform community decisions 
related to the recovery and rebuilding of Lahaina.

Maui Pono Pledge
A pledge to conduct yourself in a pono (righteous) 
way to convey your respect for Maui’s people, 
culture, and environment. Created by Polanui Hiu.

• I will not trespass, venture beyond 
safety, or expose sensitive areas.

• I will leave lava rocks, sand, and 
natural features as originally found.

• I will reduce the waste I generate.
• I will decontaminate my gear before 

exploring the ocean or hiking in 
sensitive areas by removing seeds  
and washing and sanitizing gear.

• When mountains are dark and 
raining, I will not go hiking or enter 
rivers and streams.

• I will find a way to give back to the 
places and communities that inspire me.
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