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Amid growing recognition that conventional, top-down models of conservation should 
give way to locally-rooted and participatory interventions, a team at the University 
of Amsterdam is exploring the dynamics of conservation entrepreneurship. While 
conservation and entrepreneurship are both highly interdisciplinary research fields, cross-
fertilization between the two is limited (Lobo et al., 2023). It raises the question: are the 
Yellowstone Model and Silicon Valley Model undermining cross-disciplinary collaborations?

Western histories of conservation usually begin with the Yellowstone National Park Protection 
Act (1872), which introduced national regulations to “provide for the preservation…of all 
timber, mineral deposits, natural curiosities, or wonders within said park, and their retention 
in their natural condition” (Act establishing Yellowstone National Park, 1872). Thereafter, this 
Yellowstone Model of conservation was exported around the world: vast, enclosed national 
parks, devoid of human settlements and managed under the purview of state agencies 
and big international NGOs. A century later and a thousand miles West emerged a digital-
age gold rush (Baker & Welter, 2024). Silicon Valley is home to the buzzing headquarters of 
various Fortune 1000 companies and is considered a nursery for high-growth and high-profit 
entrepreneurship. This Silicon Valley Model of entrepreneurship is sensationalized by quirky 
CEOs and ‘unicorn’ start-ups operating on the cutting-edge of technological innovation.

While both are paradigmatic examples of how conservation is practiced and how 
entrepreneurs operate, they are hardly representative. Conservation and entrepreneurship 
are delightfully diverse – the inevitable result of fundamentally human endeavours expressed 
in unique contexts around the world. Though this plurality is undoubtedly recognized by 
the scholars in their respective fields (Sandbook et al., 2019; Welter et al., 2016), is it also 
appreciated beyond these silos? At a time when conservation is calling for transformative 
change and entrepreneurship is considering its societal relevance (IPBES, 2019; Wiklund et 
al., 2018), the enduring legacy of the Yellowstone and Silicon Valley Models might better be 
understood as obstacles to mutual enrichment. 

Conservation

Conservation is and has been different things to different people: a last hold-out against 
development, or a new frontier of capitalism; a safe haven for national monuments, or 
the perpetrator of community dispossession. It can be good intentions gone wrong, or 
collaborations to recover species from the edge of extinction. It can be the mechanism for 
increased governmental control, or the regenerative legacy of Indigenous relations. Behind 
each of these notions are different value systems, different ways of relating to nature, and 
consequently different methods for practicing conservation (Pascual et al., 2023; Louder & 
Wyborn, 2020).
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Within this complexity, one concern is widely shared: we are in the middle of a biodiversity 
crisis that is the direct consequence of human activity. The loss is well-documented: wildlife 
populations have declined over 70% in the last 50 years (WWF, 2024), roughly one in three 
species on the IUCN Red List faces elevated extinction risks (IUCN, 2024), and extinction 
rates are orders of magnitude higher than historical background rates (IPBES, 2019). The 
Planetary Boundaries Framework echoes this, estimating that the stability and resilience of 
biodiversity has passed its “safe operating space for humanity” (Richardson et al., 2023). In 
short, biodiversity loss is dangerously high and this impacts everything: from the regulation 
of the Earth’s climate and the pollination of the world’s crops, to humanity’s wellspring of 
inspiration and cultural heritage. 

There is increasing recognition that the biodiversity crisis is not just a problem for the 
conservation sector. WWF’s Living Planet Report: A System in Peril (2024) prioritises change 
across food, finance, and energy systems. Meanwhile, the latest IPBES reports (2019, 
2024) call for “transformative changes across economic, social, political and technological 
factors” – including paradigms, goals, and values (IPBES, 2024). Both reports highlight the 
unsustainable and unevenly distributed role of economic growth as a driver of biodiversity 
loss (Otero et al., 2024). Accordingly, the recently-adopted Global Biodiversity Framework 
takes a “whole-of-government and whole-of-society approach” to the biodiversity crisis (CBD, 
2024). There is debate on how this Framework will play out: it has been considered both a 
groundbreaking achievement or at risk of becoming another link in the chain of conservation’s 
colonial legacy (Dawson et al., 2024; Obura, 2023; Sandbook et al., 2023).

Entrepreneurship

Like conservation, entrepreneurship comes in many flavors. It has been applauded for its 
job creation, but it’s also been condemned for collapsing regional economies. It’s been the 
impetus of creative destruction, but also a health hazard for the individuals who undertake it. 
It has turned beggars to billionaires and been the modus operandi of the informal sector; it 
is the domain of both organizations and individuals, for prosocial goals or to exploit market 
failures. Entrepreneurship as a phenomena has perhaps “always been with us” (Baumol, 
1990). To many it is more a social and emancipatory relation than an economic one (Rindova 
et al., 2009). It is rather a reflection of a society’s dominant norms that determine how 
entrepreneurship is understood and valued – by the agents of change themselves, and the 
scholars who study them (Steyaert & Katz, 2004). 

When we look beyond the unicorns – as many researchers are doing – we find the “cows 
and horses” (Welter et al., 2016). These are the everyday entrepreneurs tackling real world 

problems in almost every context. Social entrepreneurship 
is better-known, but there are many others that embody 
this “entrepreneurial spirit”, though they are less often 
regarded as such. Necessity-based and informal 
entrepreneurship, rural or grassroots entrepreneuring, 
Indigenous and institutional entrepreneurs are all working 
in different places and configurations, with goals and 
motivations that extend beyond the directly economic, 
operating in spaces outside of the market. There are 
increasing calls to recognize, understand, and support 
these agents of change as entrepreneurs, especially in 
a world that is moving beyond GDP growth and profit 
maximization as qualifiers of success and societal 
well-being. In this context, notions of societal impact, 

Sun - Arthur Dove, born 
Canandaigua, NY 1880-
died Huntington, NY 
1946.

Credit: Smithsonian 
American Art Museum, 
Bequest of Suzanne M. 
Smith
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sustainability, public good, collective action, and grand challenges are influencing the future 
direction of entrepreneurship research (Wiklund et al., 2018; Vedula et al., 2021; Muñoz & 
Cohen, 2018).

Entrepreneuring for conservation 

Everyday entrepreneurs – even the ecopreneurs – might not immediately see a role for 
themselves in the Global Biodiversity Framework. Its most recognizable “30x30” target 
(protecting 30% of land and sea by 2030) seems simply a continuation of the Yellowstone 
Model of conservation: an undertaking for governments, international NGOs, or elites with the 
power and finance to stake more fences around nature (Büscher & Fletcher, 2015; Arjaliès 
& Banerjee, 2024). Likewise, conservationists searching for transformative pathways may 
have little appetite for entertaining entrepreneurial approaches, equating it with community 
dispossession, land grabbing, or “selling nature to save it” (Wolford, et al. 2024; McAfee, 
1999; Dowie, 2009). These concerns are well-founded; there are numerous ongoing 
instances of business converging with conservation guided by old paradigms (Cligge, 2024; 
Iordăchescu, 2018; Vesalon & Anghel, 2024; Holmes, 2015).

However, there is a story of conservation and entrepreneurship that lies beyond the realm 
of the Yellowstone and Silicon Valley models. While these models hold value in certain 
contexts, their dominance likewise restricts our imaginations and connections with each 
other. Conservation and entrepreneurship communities are energized by efforts to expand 
the frameworks of understanding and narratives that surround them: to open up the way 
they are understood, evaluated, and practiced. Parallel notions of resistance and radical 
transformation infuse both, evidenced by growing bodies of research on: diverse knowledge 
systems and economies; relational logics of care, collaboration, and commoning; notions of 
justice and degrowth (Tedmanson et al., 2015; George et al., 2023; Keim et al., 2024; Slade 
Shantz & McMullen, 2024; Díaz & Pascual, 2025; Büscher et al., 2016; Büscher & Fletcher, 
2019).

Understood this way, entrepreneuring for conservation is already happening: it can be found 
in the initiators of community-owned land trusts and the holistic mindsets of farmers and 
restauranteurs; it is apparent in novel legal frameworks that reshape the way we recognize 
nature; and in the constellations of movement actors navigating combinations of social, 
ecological, and economic logics inherent to their work. It seems there are ample opportunities 
to explore, innovate, and realize biodiversity outcomes that include a broader range of actors 
with a more diverse tool set. If we discard our old paradigms: can we reimagine conservation 
and entrepreneurship as allied disciplines? Together, they may well be the fertile ground from 
which transformative biodiversity action takes root.
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