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The perception of ecosystems is usually translated into a discourse that highlights specific 

features by framing those ecosystems in a particular manner. When these features take over 

the discourse, the multidimensional and varied depiction of an ecosystem becomes 

oversimplified, and is reduced to a cliché or a caricature. As discourses enable or constrain 

actions and define acceptable and desirable management, they have a direct relevance for 

biodiversity and nature conservation.  

Using qualitative coding, we compare descriptions and representations of mangrove forests 

and coral reefs, and explore the potential influence of differences in ecosystem-attractiveness 

on conservation action. We show that mangroves are predominantly used to set a scene of 

threatening, impenetrable and dark forests. They are pictured as hostile to human settlement, 

harbouring disease (vectors), or as a home to indigenous people and runaways who seem the 

only ones capable of finding their way through the mud and maze. However, some picture 

mangroves as a refuge where one can hide against the outside world. We find that 

attractiveness is less frequently highlighted for mangroves than for coral reefs. Coral reefs are 

admittedly dangerous for those navigating nearby, yet they protect the coastline against storm 

surges and potential intruders. Apart from the numerous pictures of climate-change affected 

coral reefs, corals are typically depicted as shining, characterized by clear water and brightly 

colored fauna. Besides investigating perception-differences between these two coastal 

ecosystems, we extend our study with a mangrove-focused analysis to compare samples of 

world literature, popular literature and media with the current perception as exposed on social 

networks. We aim at bridging the gap between the global attention for conservation framings, 

and the discourses shaping how the public saw and sees mangroves. We discuss whether 

perception and discourse could play a role in conservation prioritization and in willingness to 

protect.  

 


