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Increasingly, there is social pressure for organisations and governments to recognize and address their biodi-
versity impact or risk reputational (and potentially financial) damage. Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) is being
introduced globally as a means of addressing biodiversity loss and has recently been mandated in England.

?)cceizt?:rllglt};isk Understanding public opinions of BNG is crucial for assessing the likelihood of BNG-related project rejection,
TIl‘DllSt which has significant implications for operational risk. Using a questionnaire with a nationally representative by

age and gender (for England) sample of 500 people, we found that most respondents had limited knowledge of
BNG, with 21 % reporting experience with a project aiming to achieve BNG, but generally accepted its core
assumptions: that habitat creation, restoration, or enhancement can achieve net biodiversity gains after devel-
opment losses (58.2 %), and that biodiversity can be measured using a standardised metric (42.8 %). While
distrust was high among most actors involved in BNG, particularly developers (48.2 % somewhat or strongly
distrust), wildlife charities and ecological consultants were trusted by most respondents (75.6 % and 66.0 %
somewhat or strongly trust respectively). Over half (55.6 %) of the respondents felt that a project’s environ-
mental impact is acceptable if it achieves BNG. As a result, BNG may act to reassure the majority of the public
about a project’s biodiversity impacts thereby reducing operational risk. Our findings suggest four strategies to
further boost BNG’s acceptability: providing understandable information for stakeholders, involving trusted
actors like wildlife charities, avoiding the use of pre-existing biodiversity credits; and ensuring developers are
seen as responsible for compensatory sites.

1. Introduction

In 2018, biodiversity net gain (BNG) was consulted on as a potential
policy in England in the hope that a “transparent and consistent
requirement could provide certainty, allowing developers to factor in
[biodiversity] obligations up front” (Defra, 2018, p. 10). Having become
mandatory in February 2024 (Stuart et al., 2024), BNG requires most
terrestrial developments to demonstrate at least a 10 % increase in the
value of biodiversity assessed using the statutory metric, hereafter
referred to as ‘the metric’, through on- or off-site compensation mea-
sures (Natural England, 2022). As a policy, BNG reflects the previous
Conservative Government’s desire to increase the use of private in-
vestment and market-based instruments in nature conservation and
follows on from a failed attempt to introduce Biodiversity Offsetting
(BDO) in the 2010s (Stuart et al., 2024), which proved decidedly un-
popular and gained the moniker of being a “Licence to Trash”
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(Carrington, 2013; Howarth, 2013).

Much of the disdain towards offsetting revolved around its framing
of biodiversity as isolated and ‘placeless’ (Apostolopoulou and Adams,
2015), which underpins two of the central assumptions of BNG: that
biodiversity can be measured and compared with a standardised
numeric metric; and that the production of one ‘bit’ of biodiversity can
be used to replace the loss of another to achieve a neutral or positive net
outcome. Further adding to this was a sense that actors involved in BDO,
namely developers and Local Planning Authorities, were using it to
depoliticise and push through development that should not be given
planning permission due to significant environmental and social impacts
(Apostolopoulou, 2020). If this perception remains true for BNG it is
likely to reduce trust in both the developer and Local Planning Au-
thority. As trust is a key element in individuals’ decisions on whether to
accept a project (Stuart et al., 2023), it is likely to have substantial
implications for the acceptance of BNG as a whole.
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The approach taken to BNG also has the potential to impact in-
dividuals® decisions to accept BNG. Where the approach to compensa-
tion is seen as lower risk, individuals may feel less vulnerable and thus
be more likely to accept the project even with relatively low levels of
trust (Stuart et al., 2023). Within other environmental policies and
areas, such as tackling climate change, there is a push for the ‘polluter
pays principle’, in which developers are required to pay for the reme-
diation of any environmental impacts they cause (Damiens et al., 2021).
However, the ability to simply buy pre-made ‘units’ of biodiversity is
seen by some as a way for organisations to shirk their environmental
responsibilities, allowing environmentally harmful business-as-usual to
continue (Biodiversity Net Positive, 2023; Dasgupta, 2024). As such, it is
important for developers to know whether buying biodiversity units is
seen as an acceptable way of achieving BNG, as this is currently a widely
used strategy for small developments (Rampling et al., 2024).

It is of note that, when the UK Government Department for Envi-
ronment and Rural Affairs (Defra) ran a consultation on whether net
gain should be mandated in 2018, BNG proved popular, with 78 % of
respondents supporting BNG being made a mandatory requirement and
broad acceptance across all stakeholder groups that responded,
including a majority of those responding as individuals (Defra, 2019).
This represented a substantial change from BDO when the equivalent
consultation in 2013 found only 53 % supported the introduction of a
biodiversity offsetting system in England, with very little support from
individual respondents (Defra, 2016). This is despite BNG not addressing
the fundamental objections to BDO, sharing the same assumptions, as
discussed above, and broadly using the same tools and methods (Stuart
et al., 2024). Further, the ten percent ‘gain’ within the English BNG
policy was chosen as “the lowest level of net gain that the department
could confidently expect to deliver genuine net gain, or at least no net
loss, of biodiversity” (Regulatory Policy Committee, 2018, p. 20). This
means that the main difference between the two policies, and thus
subsequent differences in opinion, is one of framing, moving from
talking about ‘offsets’ to ‘gains’.

The acceptance, or legitimacy, of BNG is important for two reasons.
The first is as an end in and of itself: the perceived legitimacy of a policy,
particularly by those within its jurisdiction, is a significant dimension by
which policy success is judged (Marsh and McConnell, 2010; Wallner,
2008). The second is that the acceptance of BNG has the potential to
impact a project or organisation’s Social Licence to Operate (SLO), a
conceptualisation that links acceptance of projects and organisations
with organisations’ ability to function (Stuart et al., 2024). Part of the
uncertainty faced by developers during the planning process is com-
munity acceptance as, without it, the developer faces significant oper-
ational risk, without which planning applications may be rejected
(Roddis et al., 2018); thereby increasing the potential of protests, which
can cause significant costs and delays (Franks et al., 2014). Further,
going ahead without SLO can be seen as a violation of the rights of the
local people (Syn, 2014) and result in negative justice outcomes (Bidaud
et al., 2017). This means it is important for developers to understand the
likely acceptance of a project before going ahead.

During the introduction of BNG, policy makers hoped that “reassured
by a robust biodiversity net gain policy, local communities could be
more confident in accepting development” (Defra, 2018, p. 2). If true,
the extent to which the public (and other stakeholders) understand and
accept BNG has the potential to significantly impact the reputational and
financial risks associated with development, particularly where de-
velopers are relying on BNG to achieve acceptance of their de-
velopment’s biodiversity impacts. However, despite the expectation that
BNG would reassure stakeholders, cases have been seen where the
environmental impacts of projects using BNG as part of their environ-
mental strategy have been rejected by local communities, meaning this
role is not guaranteed, with arguments reflecting those levelled against
BDO (Apostolopoulou, 2020; Environmental Law Foundation, 2023).

Our knowledge of opinions of BNG comes from consultations and
protests, which tend to consist of highly engaged and/or motivated
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stakeholders, often with significant knowledge of and experience with
BNG. It is thus hard to know whether our existing understanding is
representative of the more general public’s views on BNG. This reduces
our understanding of how likely it is that the BNG aspects of projects will
be rejected and thus has significant implications for operational risk.
This paper forms part of a wider project on understanding the accep-
tance of BNG and what this means for the SLO of developments. The
wider project has the aim of informing good practice under mandatory
BNG that meets the expectations of social stakeholders and allowing
developers to understand and manage the impacts of BNG on opera-
tional risk. The specific objective of this research was to gain a broad
understanding of the public’s knowledge of and opinions about BNG as a
policy, as opposed to its impact on specific developments. We used a
questionnaire, distributed through a research panel to sample the
opinions of 500 people, nationally representative by age and gender.
These data were used to address the following broad research question:
do the English public accept BNG as an approach to the environment? To
answer this, we will look at the following sub-research questions:

1. What is the public’s knowledge of and experience with BNG?

2. Do the public believe the assumptions behind BNG?

3. To what extent do the public trust the organisations involved in
BNG?

4. What is the public’s opinion of BNG as an approach? What predicts
this?

5. What is the public’s desired approach to BNG?

2. Methods

We undertook an online survey of 500 adults living in England be-
tween the 18th and 23" J uly 2024 inclusive. Participants were recruited
through Respondi, a commercial research panel who provide partici-
pants a small incentive for completing the survey. The questionnaire
survey was designed to take around 10 min to complete and was
accessed in a web browser. A pdf version of the questionnaire has been
included as Appendix A. Participant requirements were based on the
respondent self-reporting that they were over 16 (answering yes to “Are
you over 16?”) and that they lived in England (answering yes to “do you
live in England?”). These questions were the first thing asked to the
potential respondents, as part of the consent form, and any potential
respondents who answered no to this were screened out.

Interlocking age and gender quotas (detailed in Table B1) were used
to ensure a broadly representative sample. Information on age and
gender was gathered at the start of the questionnaire at which point any
respondents who were part of a full quota were screened out. Gender
was assessed by asking potential respondents “Which of the following
best describes your gender identity?” with the options “Female”, “Male”,
“Non-binary/third gender”, “Prefer not to say”. Where potential re-
spondents did not answer “Female” or “Male”, only the age quota was
applied. We also gathered a self-reported measure of education for use in
the analysis; however, this was not used in the quotas and there were no
requirements on education for responding.

A total of 937 people were sent the questionnaire, of which 113 did
not start; 109 were screened out due to not consenting or not meeting
the participant requirements (over 16 years old and living in England);
136 were rejected due to their respective quota being full; 79 were
suspended due to over 30 min of inactivity; leaving 500 completed
surveys. Details of the sample are available inAppendix B.

The authors recognize that incentivising respondents can increase
rates of careless responding, this is thought to be at least in part due to
recruiting less interested respondents (Jaeger and Cardello, 2022). The
accurate identification of careless responses is challenging, with no
single agreed upon metric (e.g., Conrad et al., 2017; Greszki et al., 2015;
Jaeger and Cardello, 2022). As this analysis is aiming to assess the
opinions of the general population, some extent of disinterest is both
expected and important. This, combined with previous findings that
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low-quality “speeder” responses (those where the survey has been
completed faster than expected) added random noise to data but made
little difference to the results drawn (Greszki et al., 2015), led us to
choose not to remove these responses.

To account for the impact “speeder” responses may have had on our
results, we tested the sensitivity of our results to two minimum time
thresholds. The first was a more extreme version of the psychological
threshold based on reading speed used by Conrad et al. (2017) amongst
others, removing respondents who answered in less than 2.67 min
(“extreme speeders™: 18 respondents), the estimated time taken to read
only the questions assuming the disputed "skimming" speed of 450
words per minute (wpm) (Carver, 1992 per Brysbaert, 2019). The second
threshold removed respondents who answered at least 30 % faster than
the median completion time of 7.45 min (“up to 70 % median speeders™:
111 respondents), used as an “inclusive” threshold for speeding by
Greszki et al. (2015). The treatment used for “speeder” responses did not
impact direction or significance for most analyses; where there was a
difference, this is discussed in the text.

After agreeing consent and giving basic demographic information
(age, gender identity, education), the questionnaire was split into five
sections relevant to this paper: an introduction to BNG; knowledge and
opinions of the metric; preferences for compensatory habitat; extent of
trust in actors involved in BNG; and overall opinions of BNG as an
approach. A short introductory text was given at the beginning of each
section introducing a new concept (i.e., all but demographic information
and overall opinions) to ensure the respondents had enough knowledge
to answer the questions. This work was approved by the University of
East Anglia Faculty of Science Research Ethics Subcommittee (Appli-
cation ID ETH2324-2530). All data were analysed and visualised using
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the programming language R. The study utilized R packages including
MASS, Tidyverse, ggpubr, etc, and the authors provided the code used
for analysis in Appendix C. Where correlations are reported, Pearson
correlation coefficients are used and their strengths are given using the
conventions set out in Dancey and Reidy (2007) i.e., no correlation if |r|
< 0.1; weak correlation if 0.1 < |r| < 0.35; moderate correlation if 0.35
< |r| < 0.65; strong correlation if 0.65 < |r| < 1; or perfect correlation, if
[r] = 1.

3. Results and discussion

3.1. What is the public’s knowledge and experience of biodiversity net
gain?

When asked whether they had experience of projects aiming to
achieve BNG, 21 % (105 of 500) responded that they had experience
with BNG. Of these 105, 48.6 % said they had experience of a local
project aiming to achieve BNG, 26.7 % said they had experience of a
non-local project, 25.7 % said they had experience of BNG at work
(industry), 25.7 % said they had academic experience of BNG, and 5.7 %
said they had some other experience. Both knowledge of BNG as a whole
(Fig. 1a) and knowledge of the metric (Fig. 1b) were significantly
associated with whether the respondent reported having experience
with a project aiming to achieve BNG, with respondents who reported
having experience of BNG tending to report greater existing knowledge
of both. Knowledge of BNG and knowledge of the metric were also
significantly associated (X-squared = 231, df = 12, p-value <0.0001)
meaning that respondent who knew more about one than average, also
knew more about the other than average.
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Fig. 1. Respondents who reported having experience of a project aiming to achieve Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) was associated with higher reported existing
knowledge of both: (a) BNG as a whole, measured as the proportion of a short paragraph on BNG respondents reported that they already knew (X-squared = 118, df
= 4, adjusted p-value <0.0001), and (b) the metric, measured by asking how much the respondent knew about the metric (X-squared = 173, df = 3, adjusted p-value
<0.0001). Both plots are coloured according to whether the respondent reported having experience with a project aiming to achieve BNG. The expected distribution
if experience were distributed evenly across levels of knowledge is shown with black lines.
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The information given on BNG that formed the basis of our measure
of existing knowledge was very basic, with some of it just introducing
biodiversity as a concept, meaning that these results suggest the public
have a very low level of existing knowledge of BNG. It is surprising, then,
that multiple respondents claimed to be ‘somewhat informed’ or ‘well
informed’ about the metric, a complex and specialist topic, without
having known all of the basic and more general information on biodi-
versity net gain, suggesting some respondents may have misinterpreted
the question or over-stated their own knowledge, a known phenomenon
within measures of self-reported expertise (e.g., Snibsger et al., 2018).
The number of respondents reporting experience of BNG was also sur-
prisingly high given its recent mandate. This could be for one of three
reasons: the proportion of the English public with experience of BNG is
higher than expected; respondents said they had experience of BNG
thinking it may be required for them to continue the questionnaire
(Krosnick, 1991); or, there are respondents who falsely believe they
have experience of projects aiming to achieve BNG, meaning their
opinions may be based on experiences that do not actually represent
BNG itself. More research is required to understand which of these (or
combination of these) is true and, if it is the third option, how this might
impact acceptance of BNG.

3.2. Do the public believe the assumptions behind biodiversity net gain?

The questionnaire asked about two beliefs related to BNG (Fig. 2):
whether respondents believed it was possible to create a net gain in
biodiversity by creating, restoring and enhancing habitat after a devel-
opment causes biodiversity loss (BNG belief) and whether respondents
believed it is possible to measure and compare the value of biodiversity
in an area using a standardised numeric metric (measurement belief).
Most respondents believed it was possible to create a net gain after a loss
due to biodiversity (58.2 % yes, 30.8 % don’t know, 9.8 % no). Less than
half of respondents believed it was possible to measure biodiversity with
a standardised numeric metric, with many responding that they did not
know (42.8 % yes, 41.2 % don’t know, 14.8 % no). Five respondents
responded “Other” for the BNG belief and six responded “Other” for the
measurement belief. Across both questions “Other” answers either gave
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Fig. 2. Respondents’ beliefs in whether it is possible to achieve a net gain in
biodiversity through habitat creation, restoration, and enhancement after a loss
due to development (BNG belief) and whether it is possible to measure biodi-
versity with a standardised numeric metric (measurement belief) were signifi-
cantly associated with one-another, with respondents tending to give the same
answer for both questions (X-squared = 170, df = 4, p-value <0.0001). Filled
black circles and white text labels show the number of respondents who gave
each pair of answers, with expected values if the two beliefs were independent
shown using a blue ring.
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more nuanced understanding or expressed uncertainty; due to the very
small number we removed the “Other” responses from the subsequent
analysis. The two beliefs were significantly associated with one-another,
with respondents tending to give the same answer for both questions
(Fig. 2).

Due to the high proportion of “Don’t know” responses to the mea-
surement belief (believing it is possible to measure and compare
biodiversity value with a standardised numeric), we hypothesised that
respondents’ answers may have been influenced by a lack of information
on the topic. People who do not have an internal model for how some-
thing, such as the ‘netting’ of biodiversity, may be done are unlikely to
believe it is possible (Suchman, 1995). To assess this, we modelled re-
spondents’ answers to the metric belief question (whether it is possible
to measure and compare biodiversity using a standardised numeric
metric) predicted by their existing knowledge of the metric; whether the
respondent had chosen to see the additional metric information
(optional) before answering the metric belief question; and their BNG
belief.

We ran two nested models, the first assessed, across all respondents,
what affected whether a respondent answered “Don’t know” to the
metric belief question. The second assessed, for respondents that
answered “Yes” or “No”, what factors affected their metric belief. The
results of both models supported our hypothesis. Respondents that did
not choose to see the metric information were five times more likely to
answer “Don’t know” to the measurement belief question. Within the
respondents that answered either “Yes” or “No” to the measurement
belief question, those that had chosen to see the metric text were 2.6
times more likely to answer “Yes”. Fig. 3 shows respondents’ measure-
ment beliefs, split by: whether they chose to see the metric text, their
existing metric knowledge, and BNG belief. This result was significant
within the full sample and with “extreme speeders” removed, and near-
significant (p = 0.07) after removing “up to 70 % median speeders”. Full
summaries of the analysis for the whole sample are presented in Ap-
pendix D2.

Where stakeholders are undecided or weakly against BNG as an
approach, providing simple, logical, and easy to understand information
about BNG and how it fits in with society may increase acceptance of
these beliefs (Leeuwerik et al., 2021; Saenz, 2019; Suchman, 1995).
However, this will only increase acceptance where the additional in-
formation provided fits with the stakeholders’ existing belief systems
and their experience of reality (Powell and DiMaggio, 1991 per Such-
man, 1995). For example, informed, political arguments are often made
against BNG, the metric, and the framing of biodiversity as “placeless”
(see e.g., Apostolopoulou and Adams, 2015 as an example) which are
highly unlikely to be resolved through providing more information. It is
also important to note that we asked respondents whether it is possible to
create a net gain after a loss of biodiversity and measure biodiversity
with a standardised numeric metric, not whether it is possible in all
cases. It is likely that there are certain places or habitats individuals
particularly value and do not see as “offsettable”; more research is
required to understand the extent to which this is predictable and how
large an impact it has on acceptance.

3.3. To what extent do the public trust the organisations involved in
biodiversity net gain?

Fig. 4a shows the level of trust assigned to the main actors in BNG.
There was a lack of trust in most actors regarding their roles in BNG,
with more respondents stating they somewhat or strongly distrusted
than somewhat or strongly trusted developers (48.2 % distrust, 21.8 %
trust), central government (44.2 % distrust, 19.4 % trust), private
landowners (42.0 % distrust, 18.6 % trust), government agencies (39.0
% distrust, 24.0 % trust), and local planning authorities (34.0 % distrust,
29.2 % trust). In contrast, most respondents stated they somewhat or
strongly trusted wildlife charities (4.8 % distrust, 75.6 % trust) and
ecological consultants (6.6 % distrust, 66.0 % trust). There was a
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Fig. 3. Differences in proportions of respondents’ measurement belief (whether they believed it is possible to measure and compare biodiversity value with a
standardised numeric) between respondents who did not (No metric info) and did (Metric info) choose to see additional information on the statutory numeric used to
measure biodiversity within Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG), split by (a) existing knowledge of the statutory metric and (b) their BNG belief (whether they believed it is
possible to create a net gain in biodiversity through habitat creation or enhancement after a loss due to development).

positive correlation between trust in all pairs of actors, with the
exception of wildlife charities and developers, and wildlife charities and
private landowners (Fig. 4b, significance and scatter plots shown in
Appendix D1; Figure D1.1). For easier analysis, actors were averaged
into three groups: external expertise (wildlife charities and ecological
consultants); financial beneficiaries (developers and private land-
owners); and governing bodies (Local Planning Authorities, government
agencies, and central Government). There was a strong positive corre-
lation between trust in governing bodies and financial beneficiaries,
whereas trust in external expertise was weakly positively correlated
with both other actor groups (Appendix D1; Figure D1.2).

The substantial level of distrust in financial beneficiaries is not a new
finding, in fact, a survey by the developer Grosvenor found that only 2 %
of the UK public trusted developers, with most citing that their distrust

was because developers “only care about making money” (Champ, 2019,
para. 3). The distrust of governing bodies, again, reflects a wider lack of
trust in local and national governing bodies in the UK (ONS, 2022). We
hypothesise that this distrust in the context of BNG is a product of two
things. Firstly, since its conception as a policy in England one of the
primary focuses of BNG has been to benefit, or at least not harm,
development (Defra, 2018). Although respondents may not know this
about BNG, especially given the relatively low existing knowledge, the
approach is consistent with the wider neoliberal stance of the UK gov-
ernment (Knight-Lenihan, 2020). Where regulators are seen as overly
pro-development, stakeholders are less likely to be confident that their
interests, in this case the protection of the environment, are being
adequately prioritised (Lesser et al., 2021; Prno and Slocombe, 2014).
Secondly, both within BNG and more widely, there is a lack of capacity



A. Stuart et al.

a
Central government _ -
_5 Private landowners _ -
©
3 .
-g Government agencies _ -
g’ Local planning authorities _ -
Ecological consultants . _
Widife charites I T
T T T T T T
50 25 0 25 50 75
Percent
Strongly Somewhat Somewhat Strongly
distrust . distrust . hleutral trust . trust
5
b gt
o £
o o 4
[ [
5 © 5 8 o
(=) = 5} e Q
£ B o T
S S © o
Developers 1.00 & o 3 <
T 5 ®© @
=2 £ o =
Central government | 0.64 | 1.00 & c £ £
s £ 3
> © 2
Private landowners | 0.65 0.64 1.00 3 & §
. g 3 3
Government agencies | 0.63  0.91 0.65 1.00 S -g =
s 2
Local planning authorities ' 0.69  0.69 | 0.52 0.71 |1.00 |§ 5
=
Ecological consultants 100 =
Wildlife charities 0.69 | 1.00

[ —— |
-1 -0.8-0.6-04-0.2 0 0.2 0.4 0.6 0.8 1
Correlation

Fig. 4. (a) Respondents’ level of trust in organisations involved in Biodiversity
Net Gain, ordered from least trusted at the top (developers), to most trusted at
the bottom (wildlife charities). Panel (b) polychoric correlation coefficients
between trust in all pairs of actors, where present all correlations were positive;
stronger correlations are shown in darker green.

within Local Planning Authorities to assess and enforce BNG (Robertson,
2021), meaning that even where governing bodies are seen as having
good intentions, they may not be seen as likely to carry through on them
(Stuart et al., 2023). Thus, the lack of trust in governance structures is
likely to reduce the acceptance of BNG as an approach to the environ-
ment in practice.

3.4. What is the public’s opinion of biodiversity net gain as an approach?

Most respondents had a positive overall opinion of BNG as an
approach (Fig. 5a; 63.8 % somewhat or extremely positive, 6.4 %
somewhat or extremely negative); felt the metric was an effective tool
for measuring biodiversity (Fig. 5b; 68.5 % somewhat or very effective,
17.3 % somewhat or very ineffective); and agreed that BNG would both
improve nature in England (70 % somewhat or strongly agree, 6.4 %
somewhat or strongly disagree) and make a project’s environmental
impacts acceptable (Fig. 5¢). This positivity aligns with the support for a
BNG mandate seen within the 2018 Defra consultation on BNG (Defra,
2019) and suggests that the positive framing of BNG has been effective at
creating more positive perceptions of BNG than were seen for BDO.

It is important to note that, for most respondents, these opinions
were based on very limited understanding of BNG and the metric (see
section 3.1) and the metric text in the survey providing only basic and
un-nuanced information about its components for those who chose to
read it. It is increasingly accepted that the valuations and equivalence
provided by the metric do not necessarily correlate with the biological
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Fig. 5. Respondents’ stated opinions of (a) Biodiversity Net Gain as an
approach to the environment; (b) the effectiveness of the statutory metric at
measuring the value of biodiversity; and (c) the impacts of following Biodi-
versity Net Gain as a policy.

reality of habitats (e.g., Duffus et al., 2024; Hawkins et al., 2022;
Marshall et al., 2024) meaning that, even where compatible within
stakeholders’ belief systems, with increasing knowledge there is the
potential that the results in Fig. 5 will drift towards more negative
opinions, leading to potential rejection of BNG for not reflecting stake-
holders’ experiences of reality. More detailed research is required to
understand if, and at what point of knowledge, this occurs.

We modelled respondents’ overall opinion of BNG predicted by their
BNG belief, measurement belief, whether they had experience with
BNG, existing knowledge of BNG, existing knowledge of the metric, trust
in external expertise, trust in governing bodies, trust in financial bene-
ficiaries, age, gender identity, and education. The modelling process is
described in Appendix D3 and all significant variables are shown in
Fig. 6. Across all models, believing it is possible to measure biodiversity
with a standardised numeric metric (measurement belief), trust in
external expertise, trust in governing bodies, higher educational
attainment, existing knowledge of the metric, and believing it is possible
to create a net gain in biodiversity after a loss had a significant positive
effect on overall opinion of BNG as an approach. Existing metric
knowledge had a significant positive quadratic term, meaning the dif-
ference between levels of knowledge increased at higher knowledge
levels. Education had a significant negative quadratic term, meaning the
difference between educational categories decreased at higher educa-
tion levels. Neither education nor existing knowledge of the metric were
significant when the “up to 70 % median speeders” were removed.

The importance of the assumptions underpinning BNG in deter-
mining respondents’ overall opinions of BNG was not unexpected, as one
would expect respondents that do not believe it is possible to create a net
gain after a loss due to development, nor that it can be quantified with a
standardised numeric metric, to be much less likely to be confident it
will have a positive outcome. There were, however, a small minority of
respondents who did not believe in the assumptions underpinning BNG
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somewhat trust; 2 &~ strongly trust).

yet had positive opinions of it as an approach to the environment.
Although it is only a small sample, this may reflect the cognitive
dissonance within neoliberal nature conservation, with the steps needed
to ‘net’ nature seen as both impossible and inevitable (Anantharajah and
Evans, 2024), resulting in some stakeholders accepting BNG even where
they do not agree with the underlying principles.

Trust and accountability in BNG are particularly important for
acceptance as the loss of biodiversity is, in most cases, certain but the
gain relies on proper implementation (Rampling et al., 2024). It is,
therefore, also not surprising that trust in actors involved in BNG was
important in predicting overall opinion. Where stakeholders do not trust

actors to do the right thing, as we have found is the case for financial
beneficiaries within BNG, trust in the surrounding governance structures
becomes more important as you don’t need to trust someone if you trust
the person holding them accountable (Stuart et al., 2023). This likely
explains the presence of trust in governing bodies as an important factor
in determining overall opinion of BNG and the relative unimportance of
trust in the financial beneficiaries themselves, although it is of note that
trust in financial beneficiaries and trust in governing bodies were highly
correlated.

The lack of trust in both developers and private landowners and the
governing bodies meant to hold them accountable potentially explains
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the importance of trust in external expertise in determining overall
opinion of BNG, as external organisations such as NGOs are likely being
seen as the last accountability structure protecting the interests of na-
ture. To ensure the effect that trust in external expertise had on overall
opinion was not due to it measuring some aspect of intrinsic trust, we re-
ran the model including average trust across all actors and residual trust
for each actor group; residual trust in external expertise remained sig-
nificant and thus we determined it was a genuine effect (Appendix D3).
More detailed research is required to truly unpick this relationship but it
is clear that trust is an important element in the acceptance of BNG.
Building trust is difficult and requires repeatedly making and keeping
promises, as well as showing that you are acting in the interest of people
and nature (Stuart et al., 2023). This takes time and, in the short term, it
is likely that developers will need to publicly involve and listen to the
trusted actors and sources of independent expertise. However, care must
be taken not to delegitimise currently trusted actors by involving them
in problematic projects.

3.5. What is the public’s desired approach to biodiversity net gain?

Respondents showed a preference for compensation to be provided
through a mixture of habitat creation, enhancement and restoration
(62.2 %), followed by providing compensation through restoration and
enhancement of existing habitats (29.4 %), providing compensation
solely by creating new habitats was the least popular option (7.2 %)
(Fig. 7a). Six respondents gave “Other” responses to their preferred
compensation approach, primarily expressing uncertainty. This may
reflect a feeling that we need to look after what we already have, or a
distrust in the ecological success of habitat creation, however, more
research is required to gain a deeper understanding of desired ap-
proaches to compensation and biodiversity losses that may trigger
rejection.

Respondents agreed that developers should be responsible for the
creation and management of habitat (Fig. 7b: 84 % somewhat or
strongly agree, 4 % somewhat or strongly disagree), indicating a desire
for BNG to follow the “polluter-restores”, as opposed to the “polluter-
pays”, principle (see e.g., Damiens et al., 2021). Following this, re-
spondents were much less positive about developers being able to buy
pre-existing units from others (Fig. 7b: 46.2 % somewhat or strongly
agree, 25.6 % somewhat or strongly disagree), reflecting the recent
controversy around the use of carbon credits (e.g., Greenfield, 2023).
Whether developers should create and manage habitats themselves
(Fig. 7b: 58.4 % somewhat or strongly agree, 10.8 % somewhat or
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strongly disagree) or be able to pay others to create and manage habitat
for them (Fig. 7b: 67.4 % somewhat or strongly agree, 8.2 % somewhat
or strongly disagree) was less clearcut, with respondents tending to
agree with both statements. There was no significant correlation in re-
spondents’ levels of agreement with whether “developers should be
responsible for habitat creation and management” and whether “de-
velopers should be able to buy pre-existing units”, indicating these views
are not mutually exclusive. There was, however, a moderate positive
correlation between agreement with whether “developers should create
and manage habitats themselves” and whether “developers should be
responsible for habitat creation” and management, indicating a desire
for developers to take responsibility may drive the judgement that de-
velopers should create and manage habitats themselves. All correlations
between pairs of statements are shown in Appendix D1, Figure D1.3.

3.6. What are the wider implications of acceptance of biodiversity net
gain?

When done well BNG, like BDO, can provide a positive contribution
to local people’s wellbeing, both through ensuring local ecosystem
services are retained and enhanced (Jones et al., 2019) and through
facilitating development that is wanted by the local and wider com-
munity, for example social housebuilding (Places for People, 2024).
Carrying out BNG in a way that is socially acceptable, would likely also
benefit developers, unless it proves prohibitively expensive to achieve,
through reducing operational risk and ‘unlocking’ development sites
that were previously marginal on environmental grounds. It is, however,
in this capacity that ‘socially acceptable’ BNG has the potential to cause
social harm. Research on BDO shows that the approaches needed to
provide simplicity and certainty for developers, an aim of both BDO and
BNG, often directly conflict the more comprehensive and
context-dependent approaches that are preferred by many social and
environmental stakeholders, representing a value conflict that is not
easily solved (Lockhart, 2015; Sullivan and Hannis, 2015).

BNG, like BDO before it, has the potential to provide false objectivity
(Carver and Sullivan, 2017) and depoliticise discussions around
continuing development and urban expansion (Apostolopoulou et al.,
2014). In doing so, it may exclude local communities from both nature
and discussions around its fate (Apostolopoulou, 2020; Apostolopoulou
et al., 2014; Jones et al., 2019). Such exclusion, where present, is likely
to have a disproportionate impact on already marginalised commu-
nities, who often lack the power and resources to prevent undesired
projects (e.g., Roddis et al., 2018) aggravated by the lack of agreement
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Fig. 7. Respondents’ preferences for (a) the approach to compensatory habitat within Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG); and (b) extent of agreement with different

approaches for developers to fulfil their responsibilities under BNG.
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on the extent of consensus required to deem something as being socially
acceptable (see e.g., Boutilier, 2014; Jijelava and Vanclay, 2014; Wil-
burn and Wilburn, 2011).

Together, the presence of values conflicts, potential for misuse, and
lack of trust in developers and governing bodies mean that, although we
have found that BNG is widely accepted as a policy, this does not
guarantee its acceptance in practice. In addition, the low levels of trust
in developers and governing bodies means that even those who accept
BNG as an approach may not believe a developer will carry through on
their promises in practice, potentially reducing the impact acceptance of
BNG has on overall project acceptance. Real-world project acceptance
involves navigating these complex and contextual justice and power
dynamics and will be highly dependent on the desirability of the project
itself and the specific context within which it is proposed to be built,
which extend far beyond this analysis of the general public’s opinions ‘in
theory’.

4. Conclusions

The public’s knowledge of Biodiversity Net Gain (BNG) is generally
limited, with only 21 % of respondents reporting some form of experi-
ence with BNG projects. Even among those who had experience, un-
derstanding of key components such as the BNG metric was minimal.
Further, due to the tendency for respondents to over-estimate their own
knowledge, all measures of knowledge and experience are likely to be an
overestimate. This suggests that the public has a low baseline of
knowledge about BNG, which could influence their ability to critically
evaluate BNG initiatives and policies.

Most respondents (58.2 %) believed the assumption that it is possible
to create a net gain in biodiversity by creating, restoring and enhancing
habitat after a development causes biodiversity loss. Fewer respondents
(42.8 %) believed the assumption that it is possible to measure and
compare the value of biodiversity in an area using a standardised
numeric metric, with a significant number of respondents being unsure
(41.2 %). However, respondents who had read extra text describing the
metric used to measure biodiversity within BNG were 2.6x more likely to
believe that it is possible to measure and compare the value of biodi-
versity in an area using a standardised numeric metric, suggesting the
lower acceptance may be due to not having a concept of how the mea-
surement of biodiversity might be made.

Trust in organisations involved in BNG was generally low, particu-
larly for developers and government bodies, with the exception of
wildlife charities and ecological consultants, who were viewed as more
trustworthy. This trust disparity is critical, as the public’s confidence in
the entities responsible for implementing and overseeing BNG efforts
directly impacts their acceptance of such initiatives.

Overall, the public holds a generally positive view of BNG as an
approach, with only 6.4 % of respondents having a negative view of BNG
as an approach to the environment and over half responding that a
project’s environmental impact is acceptable if it achieves BNG. Key
predictors of this positive opinion include trust in external expertise
(wildlife charities and ecological consultants), belief in the assumptions
underlying BNG, and existing knowledge of the BNG metric. This sug-
gests that increasing trust in the organisations involved and improving
public knowledge could enhance public support for BNG.

The public expressed a clear preference for a mixed approach to
compensatory habitat creation, favouring a combination of habitat
creation, restoration, and enhancement (62.2 %) over purely creating
new habitats. There was also strong agreement that developers should
be responsible for the creation and management of compensatory hab-
itats (84 % somewhat or strongly agree), with a quarter of respondents
somewhat or strongly disagreeing that developers should be able to
purchase pre-existing biodiversity units. This indicates a desire for
accountability and direct involvement from developers in managing
biodiversity impacts.

While the English public supports the general concept of BNG,
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limited knowledge, low trust in developers and governing bodies, and
use of pre-existing biodiversity units may reduce acceptance of projects
following mandatory BNG in practice. Our results suggest that key
strategies to increase support include providing understandable infor-
mation about how BNG works, involving trusted organisations, and
ensuring developers are seen as taking responsibility for the creation and
maintenance of compensatory habitats. These strategies, however, do
not address fundamental criticisms of the metric and treating biodiver-
sity as ‘placeless,” nor the potential of BNG to facilitate developments
that may not be in the communities’ interests, meaning more research is
required to understand how BNG may impact opinions on specific
projects.
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