ACHIEVEMENTS

3. OUTCOMES AND IMPACT

Capacity Development

FLARE has largely succeeded inits goal of building
a vibrant international community of practice on
forests and livelihoods, according to member
surveys and interviews. In this accomplishment,
FLARE has shown considerable resourcefulness
and resilience given funding shifts, a global
pandemic, and the Secretariat’s move to a new
University home.

The survey of FLARE members revealed what
they find most beneficial about being a part of

the Network. Large majorities indicated that

their membership in the FLARE Network led to
new collaborative partnerships (71%), facilitated
career advancement (69%) and provided them
with access to innovative methods (61%). An
overwhelming 92% of participants described
FLARE as an inspiring professional network and
expressed enthusiasm for future engagement with
FLARE initiatives. “People feel that they belong to
a community,” a FLARE member concluded. “I think
that it's actually very difficult to create this sense
of community and somehow FLARE has really
managed to do that”

Another FLARE member highlighted the value of
FLARE Annual Meetings: “The annual meetings
have been really key in keeping me up to date and
inspired with research on forests and livelihoods.
| continually - whenever | come back from a
FLARE meeting - think about how amazing it is
that we have a conference that | can actually go
to every single presentation and learn something,
or you know, really be engaged with every single
presentation and that just doesn't happen in every
other any other conference | go to”

FLARE members shared specific insights into their
professional growth since joining. They reported
appreciating FLARE as a networking platform

that fosters relationships, interdisciplinary
collaboration, and exposure to people with

UNIVERSITY OF

NOTRE DAME

diverse skills that may complement their own. The
Network has enabled them to present their work,
gain feedback to improve it, and connect with
new and established colleagues, mentors, and
students worldwide. They report that FLARE has
held special value for early-career members as it
offers exposure to academic presentations that
inspire future researchers, with some participants
finding job and grant opportunities through these
connections.

A member connected with FLARE from the very
beginning credits the FLARE Network for helping
her to focus her research specifically on forests
and livelihoods: “[Through FLARE] | was able to be
exposed to a broader set of work focused on forest
and livelihoods. You know, kind of giving a name to
the face of the people in the literature who | would
say were really leading a lot of, especially the
quantitative work on forests and livelihoods!

Other people see FLARE as an opportunity for
building their professional networks, leading to
new lines of research, job prospects, and other
professionally rewarding opportunities. “One of
the benefits of being a part of FLARE was getting
to meet people with complementary skill sets so
that | could assemble a team and write papers
that were really high impact,” a FLARE member
noted. Another reported that the “connection with
FLARE was exceptional. It's helped me to land this
position as an assistant professor!
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7z Other members find inspiration and
; % 774  new ideas (see Box 2):

{'W:/ “| submitted a paper that was born

B out of a conversation | was having
with people at FLARE. Yeah, | just feel
like every time | go there's, you know,
sparks happen

As another long-time FLARE member
put it: “FLARE provided a space for
those collaborations and friendships
to essentially kind of carry over time.
(...) The FLARE conference always
provided that focal point of being able
to see people again and meet people
again. And so many of the tangential
networks that | established came out
of many of these conferences and
meetings and informal discussions
that | had. We're starting to work in
Mexico as part of a new project, and
we met somebody last year at the
FLARE conference, and now we're in
discussions with them about perhaps
working together. And then they
pinpoint you to somebody else, right?
So, in that sense, the network has
been transformational”

These examples demonstrate
FLARE's ability to unite individuals
with shared interests but different
skills and backgrounds, foster an
expanding community of practice, and
facilitate research activities that have
meaningfully advanced members'’
professional careers.
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Box 2. Cross-regional collaboration to understand the impacts of forest
plantations

By Cat Bolten, University of Notre Dame, and Lila Nath sSharma, ForestAction Nepal

Increasing interest in forests as part of a green transition has sparked concern about
the inclusion of monoculture tree plantations in the United Nations' definition of
“forest” (UN 2025; Jones, 2017). FLARE members Cat Bolten and Lila Nath Sharma
learned they shared this concern when they met at FLARE's 2023 Annual Meeting
in Nairobi. They began a conversation after learning about the problem of exotic
species in Kenya from a keynote speaker. The site of Bolten's long-term research in
Sierra Leone borders a eucalyptus plantation that is profiting from carbon credits in
addition to plywood and pulp, and the plantation was established through a legally-
problematic contract with local landowners. Half a world away, Sharma was aware
that Nepal has one of the world's oldest government-led eucalyptus plantations and
that its establishment displaced landless peasants from their ancestral forests but
his work had not previously focused on it. Their meeting at FLARE sparked a new
shared interest in understanding the dynamics and impacts of such plantations on
local people and biodiversity.

Bolten and Sharma agreed to follow up and they connected again in Nepal in April
2024. They visited the eucalyptus plantation site where they interacted with
communities and toured the now four decade-old plantation. After this visit, Sharma
and his organization, Forest Action Nepal, started investigating eucalyptus and other
exotic species plantations around the country. They conducted a national survey

and found six species of eucalyptus in plantations across Nepal and are starting

a program of research on the socio-ecological outcomes of such exotic species
plantations in private as well as national forests in Nepal.

The Nepal experience gave Bolten new ideas for her research in Sierra Leone, which
she is pursuing through a new collaborative, cross-country project, which includes
ForestAction. This research draws from multi-disciplinary expertise to investigate
the impacts of monoculture tree plantations on biodiversity, human rights, and
forest access around the world in light of “tree planting” as an objective of the green
transition.
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Research-Based Policy Impact

One of the reasons development policy in so many countries has failed to prioritize conservation, sustainable
management, and restoration of forests is the relative paucity of evidence on the role of forests in supporting human
development goals. Forests and tree-based systems have often been overlooked in economic development and land use
policy discussions, especially at regional and national scales, which hold particular relevance for policy (Agrawal et al.
2013; Miller et al. 2022). FLARE researchers have sought to address this gap through new conceptual work, empirical
study, and evidence synthesis. For example, FLARE-led research has helped bring conceptual clarity to the term “forest-
dependent people” (Box 3) and studies from Nepal, India, and Liberia have used large-scale household-survey data
combined with forest cover data to shed new light on the nature and scope of forest contributions to household income
and consumption (Oldekop et al., 2019; Damania et al. 2020; Amadu and Miller, 2024).

In producing and disseminating high-quality research, FLARE has helped shape larger policy discourses and, more
generally, helped raise awareness of the importance of forests for human development and well-being goals and of the
significance of community rights and governance for forest-related environmental goals. These contributions, rights,
and practices are at risk in global policy debates that view forests and trees narrowly in terms of climate mitigation and
biodiversity conservation goals. Through its research, outreach, and other activities, the FLARE Network continues to
seek ways to lessen this risk.

Box 3. Understanding “Forest dependence” for improved policy and research

By Peter Newton, University of Colorado Boulder, USA

The term “forest dependence” has been widely used in research, policy and practice but it has
generally been poorly and inconsistently defined. Reliable empirical evidence on how many people
around the world depend on forests has also been missing. This conceptual uncertainty and dearth of
evidence has challenged effective policymaking relating to forests and livelihoods and evaluation of
the social and economic impacts of these policies.

FLARE researchers have addressed these needs through a series of studies. First, we undertook a
literature review to map different concepts and meanings of forest dependence (Newton et al. 2016).
Forest proximity emerged as one factor often used to characterize such people. Second, we used
spatial data to map human populations living near forests globally, coining the term “forest-proximate
people” (Newton et al. 2020). We then improved the methodology for this mapping approach to use
only annually-updated, publicly-available data, and used this method to generate updated global
estimates with case studies of countries with high levels of forests and people (Newton et al. 2022).
This research was supported by the UK's Department of International Development and by the Food
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, and contributed to the efforts of these two
agencies to measure and monitor the number of forest dependent people.

Current research extends this work. First, we are overlaying poverty data to map the number of
forest proximate people living in poverty (Castle et al. 2025) and who are vulnerable to climate
change (Bailey et al., 2025). In addressing poverty and climate change, this research relates directly
to several of the Sustainable Development Goals. Second, scholars have developed new indicators
(e.g., the "human-forest nexus”) for mapping forest-people relationships over time, building on

our conceptual and methodological characterization of forest-proximate people (Massaro et al.
2025). Finally, other researchers have adapted our methodology to conceptualize and map “forest
citizenship” defined as forest people living within formally-recognized territories (Parry et al. 2025).



As discussed in box 3, citation of research in policy documents such as reports, strategic documents, technical assessments, and
frameworks is one tangible measure of its contribution to policy. Survey respondents and interviewees also shed light on FLARE
impacts on policy. Generally, both sources highlighted that FLARE has created opportunities for policy dialogue and learning, but that
attributing changes in policies to specific research outputs remains challenging.

More than half of survey respondents (52%) reported that FLARE helped them have greater impact into policy or practice. Explanation
of this impact focused on presenting their work at FLARE (35% of respondents) or disseminating their work through FLARE-supported
venues, such as special issues (16%). Deeper, more direct engagement with policy such as through FLARE-facilitated connections
with policy-relevant partners (15%) or FLARE-provided training on policy engagement (7%), was much less common. Interviews
further revealed that members were unaware of specific policy impact. Those interviewed highlighted the need for the FLARE Network
to develop more measurable indicators of policy impact, and to seek to reach a wider audience, not only different kinds of policymakers,
but also IPR&LCs and private sector actors.

While noting these needs, interviewees emphasized challenges to capturing FLARE policy impact. They emphasized the complexity
of defining policy impact, in which research generates evidence that can be used to inform decision-making, whether directly through
researchers sharing their findings or more indirectly through media reports on research or use of research by advocacy organizations.
As one interviewee, who connected with FLARE since 2019, explained: “I'm sure that things like the IUFRO reports have been picked
up by governments and agencies... but | don't actually have any statistics on whether these have been used or had any impact.”

Others highlighted the need for stronger connections with policymakers and more accessible language for non-experts, ensuring that
FLARE research can be more effectively used.

One of the ways FLARE has sought to engage with practitioners and policymakers is by developing accessible, easy-to-use tools
based on rigorous research to generate relevant evidence. For example, the CommFor and LivWell tools have been refined at FLARE
workshops and promoted through FLARE plenaries and communications. However, uptake has been less than expected. Only 35% of
survey respondents were aware of CommFor and 18% of LivWell, with only 4% reporting they have used CommFor and 1% LivWell.
A few notable exceptions include the use of the LivWell tool by Eden Restoration Project for monitoring and evaluation of their tree
planting and community engagement efforts in east and southern Africa or CommFor by communities in parts of southern India. But
evaluation results suggest there is substantial room for improvement in promoting these tools.

This evaluation reveals an apparent disconnect between bibliometric analysis and member assessment of FLARE policy impact. Most
core members of FLARE expressed the importance of engaging practitioners and policymakers to ensure that research can make

a positive difference in the world but were often unable to point to specific FLARE policy impacts. By contrast, bibliometric results
showed that FLARE research was cited in a wide range of policy documents. One reason for this disconnect may be that FLARE
members viewed citation in policy documents as a narrow proxy for actual impact and so did not point to this outcome, instead looking
for more tangible, direct evidence of impact. It may also be that FLARE researchers are unaware of the citation of their work in policy
documents- and therefore potentially in related policy processes. Indeed, the Overton policy database began only in 2024 and is not
widely known. More generally, measuring the policy influence of research is well-known as being challenging given the complexity

and unpredictability of policy processes, the often gradual, cumulative nature of policy influence, and disjuncts between the timing of
research and policy cycles (Siar, 2023).

One reason for this disconnect may be that FLARE members viewed citation in policy documents as a narrow proxy for actual

impact and so did not point to this outcome, instead looking for more tangible, direct evidence of impact. It may also be that FLARE
researchers are unaware of the citation of their work in policy documents- and therefore potentially in related policy processes. Indeed,
the Overton policy database began only in 2024 and is not widely known. More generally, measuring the policy influence of research is
well-known as being challenging given the complexity and unpredictability of policy processes, the often gradual, cumulative nature of

policy influence, and disjuncts between the timing of research and policy cycles (Siar, 2023).
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Lessons Learned and Paths Forward

The FLARE Network has successfully built a thriving international community of practice on forests and
livelihoods. That FLARE continues to exist at all-on a modest budget, and through the vicissitudes of
funding cycles, leadership and institutional turnover, and a global pandemic- let alone thrive is perhaps its
greatest achievement. FLARE's existence owes to the value that its membership and leaders place on it
and, in turn, their dedication to grow and nurture the Network. This evaluation has provided new evidence
and insights on the extent to which FLARE has reached its goals. We conclude this report by summarizing
lessons learned and providing recommendations for how FLARE might better serve its existing membership
while growing the network and deepening its impact. These recommendations are based on the additional

information from the member survey and interviews.

Research

Research is the foundation of
FLARE. It is the basis for all else
that the Network does. Available
metrics suggest FLARE has
excelled in the production and
sharing of new knowledge. This
work is distinguished not only for
its quantity (more than 1,000
scientific papers presented at
FLARE meetings, more than
200 of which were produced

by a set of core researchers
directly supported by FLARE)
but also its quality (FLARE
research has appearedin a
range of highly ranked journals
and is exceptionally well cited

in both scholarship and policy).
This research has helped
advance scholarly and policy
debates on specific topics like
“forest dependence” as well as
shape thinking and help define
an interdisciplinary field at

the intersection of forests and
livelihoods.

UNIVERSITY OF

Recommendations:

Concentrate on a few key research priorities
where greater investment and more in-depth
investigation can advance or even change the
field while continuing to provide a “big tent” for
discussion of any research related to forests and
livelihoods.

Increase the involvement of IP&LCs and other
actors in focal countries of the Global South in
setting and implementing this research agenda.
Revisit FLARE core research questions (Box 1)

and update as needed based on input from FLARE
members and these and other stakeholder groups.

Ensure FLARE-supported research is available for
anyone to use by publishing open access when
possible and otherwise providing pre-prints.
Agreements between publishers and the University
of Notre Dame and other libraries increasingly make
this option much more viable.
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Policy

FLARE has had some success in influencing policy
relevant to forests and livelihoods. By producing
and providing a forum for the discussion of high-
quality research among not only researchers,

but also practitioners and policymakers from
different perspectives, FLARE has helped raise
awareness about the significance of forests for
livelihoods around the world. FLARE research has
featured in a diverse range of policy documents.
However, this evaluation revealed that there

is much more FLARE can do to facilitate the
application of research to policy and practice. For
example, FLARE has developed relevant tools
(CommFor and LivWell), but these have seen little
uptake. Greater emphasis on the “E" in FLARE -
engagement - should be a priority for the Network
moving forward.

Recommendations:

= Conduct stakeholder mapping to identify key audiences
for FLARE and refine a theory of change (TOC) for FLARE
impact on policy and practice. These exercises should
draw on the expertise within the FLARE Network, its host
institution (the Keough School of Global Affairs), and best
practice in the domain of research impact, such as the
UK's Research Excellence Framework (Tilley et al, 2018)
and others (Reed et al. 2021).

= Devise and implement an explicit monitoring, evaluation
and learning framework aligned with FLARE's TOC,
including to track and assess policy impact.

= Create opportunities and materials for FLARE members
to engage with policy processes, including through
connections with policymakers and advocates, co-
production of research, media and other trainings, and
convening policy discussions.

= Promote FLARE tools CommFor and LivWell through
demonstrations at FLARE convenings, webinars, videos
and other materials so that they can be more widely used
to enhance monitoring efforts, empower communities,
and assess the effectiveness of initiatives focusing on
forest-related livelihoods.

= Present and disseminate key research findings in
ways that resonate with policymakers, advocates, and
practitioners, especially in FLARE focal regions. Engage
more purposefully with media to achieve this objective.

Capacity Development

The FLARE Network's roughly 1,150 members hail
from 65 different countries and cover a wide range

of disciplines and professional backgrounds and
encompass senior leaders in the field as well as up

and coming scholars and practitioners. Results of this
evaluation suggest that FLARE has indeed addressed
researcher, practitioner, and policymaker needs for

a space to interact and collaborate on forests and
livelihoods (Watkins et al., 2018). Members report that
FLARE is an inspiring network and find being a part

of it exciting. They also provide suggestions to further
enhance their experience, build their capacity, and,
overall, strengthen the network. Capacity development
recommendations are grouped under those related to
FLARE members (and potential members) and those
related to FLARE as an organization.

Recommendations - FLARE membership

= Establish year-round networking opportunities and
mentoring platforms for early career researchers to
promote sustained collaboration among academics,
practitioners, and policymakers.

= Increase support for participation in FLARE from
priority regions in the Global South, including
through scholarships, networking, training, and other
opportunities.

= Strengthen communication and outreach to FLARE
members and others interested in FLARE's work by
increasing awareness of available FLARE resources and
other collaborative, publishing, and job opportunities.

= Organize regular online knowledge-sharing events on
timely, important topics to engage members and other
interested audiences and build momentum in between
annual meetings

Recommendations - FLARE as an organization

= Develop andimplement a strategic plan for FLARE for the
next five years and beyond.

= Increase the FLARE Secretariat's capacitr in
communications and community and policy engagement,
including through the hiring of additional staff.

= Strengthen FLARE thematic working groups to amplify
and deepen FLARE impact.

= GrowFLARE's membershiF, especially within priority
geographies in the Global South and among non-
academic actors.

= Diversify funding and seek more funding stability
through core operational support, such as through
endowment funding. Much larger and more consistent
funding resources are requireg for FLARE to build from its
achievements and deliver on its considerable potential
to help address climate change, biodiversity, and human
development %oals in forests and tree-based systems
across the globe.
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Appendix C. FLARE-Supported Journal Special Issues

This list tracks all Special Issues, Special Features or Thematic Sections published in peer-reviewed journals led by core FLARE affiliates
(i.e. Pls, postdocs, students, working group leads) or otherwise supported through FLARE related to the topic of forest livelihoods.

Published by 2024

1. "Forests, Food, and Livelihoods." Laura Vang Rasmussen, Cristy Watkins, and Arun Agrawal, eds. 2017. Forest Policy and Economics.
https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/forest-policy-and-economics/vol/84/suppl/C

2. "Forest governance interventions for sustainability." Arun Agrawal, Chuan Liao, Cristy Watkins, Laura Vang Rasmussen, and Reem Hajjar,
eds. 2018. Current Opinion in Environment and Sustainability. https://www.sciencedirect.com/journal/current-opinion-in-environmental-
sustainability/vol/32/suppl/C

3."Forests in Flux." 2019. Thematic section published over two issues of Environmental Conservation. https://www.cambridge.org/core/
journals/environmental-conservation/issue/F843108CEE3E81A847FC3BCC705FEC21
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