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Protecting the world’s biodiversity is a tremendous challenge in the
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215t century. Yet this reality has also brought opportunities to re-
think how academia supports conservation research. Despite sig-
nificant conservation efforts, biodiversity loss continues at an
alarming rate. We argue that a key reason for this disconnect lies in
established university reward systems.

Currently, most universities evaluate researchers with metrics that
count articles published in academic journals, with almost no em-
phasis on the practical application of that research. Our recent
journal article in Biological Conservation proposes that academic
evaluations include ‘engaged scholarship) a collaborative process
where researchers and practitioners produce knowledge that di-
rectly addresses conservation challenges in the field.

This is not a new idea. Conservation science has always been a
mission-oriented discipline that aims to solve real-world problems.
Early conservation biology emphasised science focused on slowing
biodiversity loss and protecting natural resources. However, the
current rate of extinction suggests that these efforts haven’t been
enough. Researchers now recognise the need to bridge the gap be-
tween academia and conservation work on the ground. Engaged
scholarship supports the development of this bridge.

Engaged scholarship can be highly effective. It involves researchers
working alongside conservation practitioners—NGOs, policymakers
and others on the ground—to co-produce more effective conserva-
tion knowledge. This knowledge is more likely to generate positive
conservation outcomes because (1) it considers multiple perspec-
tives, and (2) directly addresses the challenges faced by those work-
ing in the field. Research co-produced with academics, citizens and
policymakers is also more likely to translate into effective conserva-
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Universities can play a crucial role in fostering engaged scholarship
by implementing our paper’s three key recommendations.

The first recommendation is to actively support and invest in
‘boundary-spanning work’. This means facilitating collaboration be-
tween researchers and practitioners from different disciplines.
Universities can act as hubs, bringing together scientists, policy-
makers and NGOs to address complex conservation issues. By cre-
ating spaces that foster knowledge exchange, universities can
bridge the gap between research and real-world application.

Second, universities need to incentivise and reward engaged schol-
arship. Traditionally, faculty promotions and tenure are based on a
researcher’s number of publications in prestigious journals. This
system often discourages researchers from dedicating time and ef-
fort to collaborative projects with practitioners, even though these
projects may have a more significant impact on conservation out-
comes. Universities can increase the number of engaged re-
searchers at their institutions by including practitioners in tenure
positions and as members of review committees. These committees
can then consider the impact of a researcher’s work beyond tradi-

tional academic metrics.

Finally, universities need to develop new metrics for valuing en-
gaged scholarship. Currently, research impact is often measured
solely by citations in academic journals. This approach fails to re-
ward valuable research that improves conservation outcomes.
Universities can create alternative metrics that consider factors

such as the number of practitioners a researcher has collaborated
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with, the tangible results of their research on conservation efforts
and media coverage of their work.

By following these recommendations, universities can transform
into ‘engaged universities’. These universities would become centres
of knowledge production and catalysts for positive societal and en-
vironmental change. They would also be better positioned to attract
talented researchers who are passionate about solving real-world
problems. Furthermore, a shift towards engaged scholarship would
likely lead to increased public support and funding for universities,
as their research would be demonstrably relevant to the public
good.

In conclusion, universities have a unique opportunity to play a more
significant role in improving conservation outcomes. By embracing
engaged scholarship, universities can bridge the gap between re-
search and practice, ultimately leading to more effective solutions
for our world’s most pressing biodiversity challenges. This transfor-
mative change in academia has the potential to foster both a
healthier planet and a more engaged scientific community.

Further reading
Lhoest, S., C. Carr Kelman, C. J. Barton, J. Beaudette and L. R.
Gerber. 2024. The impact factor of engaged research: Metrics for

conservation outcomes. Biological Conservation 292: 110534.
https: //doi.org /10.1016 /j.biocon.2024.110534,

4 of 9 11/26/2024, 4:27 PM



Reforming academia to maximise conservation impacts | Current Conser... https://www.currentconservation.org/reforming-academia-to-maximise-...

research in translation academia collaboration conservation practitioners conservation science

engaged scholarship

Simon Lhoest Candice Carr Kelman
Author Author
Chris J. Barton Jessica A. Beaudette
Author Author

Leah R. Gerber
Author

donate

Conservation is for
everyone, and we

50f9 11/26/2024, 4:27 PM



Reforming academia to maximise conservation impacts | Current Conser... https://www.currentconservation.org/reforming-academia-to-maximise-...

help you understand
it.

Donate

more in research in translation

6 of 9 11/26/2024, 4:27 PM



Reforming academia to maximise conservation impacts | Current Conser...

7 of 9

focusing on

saltwater
crocodile
habitats and
connectivity to
safeguard
myanmar’s
coastal
biodiversity

the unicorn
Crisis

https://www.currentconservation.org/reforming-academia-to-maximise-...

how can we

make new
conservation
technology
more
accessible?

11/26/2024, 4:27 PM



Reforming academia to maximise conservation impacts | Current Conser... https://www.currentconservation.org/reforming-academia-to-maximise-...

how african

a bowl of snake penguins
soup on awarm recognise each
winter night other

costarica’s
endemic sea
snake is in
trouble

subscribe to
Our Subscribe
newsletter \ ~

80of9 11/26/2024, 4:27 PM



Reforming academia to maximise conservation impacts | Current Conser...

9 0f9

© current conservation

WordPress Maintenance By WPKni

ghts

read

StoriesField
Notes
features

PerspeqySisshelf

Column

| Research
n

Focus .
Translation

For
Better cc

or Kids

Verse
Day

in
the
Interviehife

People

PortraitBun
Facts

Storytelling

see

lllustrations

Photo
Essays

Photography

All Issues

https://www.currentconservation.org/reforming-academia-to-maximise-...

ccC

About
Partners
Donate
Submissions

Submission
Style sheet

Opportunities
Contact

Terms and
Conditions

Privacy policy

General
Policies

11/26/2024, 4:27 PM



