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The rationale of conservation science is to provide a scien-
tific basis for conservation action but this can only occur if
conservation management is actually influenced by this
science and if the science provides answers to management-
relevant questions. One of the main roles of conservation
journals is to provide this scientific foundation. However,
many commentators have highlighted the missing link
between research published in these journals and manage-
ment decisions (e.g. Sutherland et al., 2004): the stereotype
is of conservation practitioners basing their actions on
personal experience and anecdote whilst scientists talk only
amongst themselves about their published articles. Do we,
therefore, need to develop a more relevant literature to
ensure that conservation science does actually form the
basis for conservation practice? The question comes from
both sides—how can the knowledge and understanding
from conservation practice become better represented in
the scientific literature and how can we ensure that
pertinent scientific analyses are actually used to improve
practice? Although the problem is general, there is a related
issue of ensuring that the linkage between science and
practice is strengthened in developing countries, where
many of the conservation actions are being undertaken and
where capacity to publish in, and access, the international
scientific literature is often severely lacking.

To promote a debate on this and related questions we
organized a workshop, Improving the conservation impact
of scientific publishing, at the July 2009 Society for Conser-
vation Biology annual meeting in Beijing. In our various
roles as academic researchers, conservation practitioners,
journal editors and publisher we wished to seek the views
of a cross-section of the conservation community—to reflect
on the role of the conservation literature, determine whether
others echo our view that this literature is failing conserva-
tion, seek any differing points of view, and map an action
plan to address the situation. The Beijing meeting offered the
perfect opportunity for this wider consultation.

To set the scene we gave a brief presentation of the main
findings from a recent study (Campbell et al., 2010) on the
conservation impact of published research. A survey of
authors of all the species-based research articles published
in five major conservation journals (Animal Biology, Bio-
diversity and Conservation, Biological Conservation, Con-
servation Biology, Oryx) during 2000-2005 found that c.
50% of articles had evidence of implementation of research
findings. Practical implementation was related to a number
of factors: having a non-academic corresponding author,
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whether the study was part of a long-term targeted
conservation programme rather than pure research and
had been undertaken with local NGO support, whether
concrete recommendations were made for the use of the
article’s findings, and if there had been dissemination of
results in forms other than the article. The means of
dissemination most strongly linked to implementation
involved communities and local government. This suggests
that articles with practical conservation impact are not the
main product of a research project but are used by authors
as part of a suite of approaches to dissemination and to gain
credibility for the recommendations made.

Articles in all journals except Oryx were mostly focused
on conservation issues in developed countries. Only 37% of
articles on developing country conservation issues had
a corresponding author resident in those countries, com-
pared to 838% in developed countries. Thirty percent of
developing country articles had no national of the study
country in the author list. Thus authors in the international
conservation literature remain an elite minority, generally
with high-level English language skills and predominantly
working in North America, Europe and some of the English-
speaking countries of the Southern Hemisphere. Clearly,
the missing link between research published in interna-
tional conservation journals and implementation of con-
servation action is greater in developing countries, where
the need for scientifically informed management is also
arguably higher.

The workshop was very well attended and from the
lively discussion it seemed that the subject had struck
a chord with many of the attendees. There were calls for the
development of a conservation impact factor to comple-
ment the scientific impact factors that are so influential in
driving authors’ publication decision-making. The key to
improving the situation, it was felt, was the proper in-
tegration of science and management from the start, rather
than science trying to influence management after the
fact—funding that explicitly requires collaboration between
academics and practitioners is a powerful incentive for this
to take place. Mention was also made of the mismatch
between the questions deemed interesting by scientists and
by managers, and the idea of asking managers what
questions they actually want answers to was mooted (as
in Sutherland et al., 2009). However, a note of caution was
struck: should every article have a direct impact on
implementation, rather than contributing to a body of
evidence that can then be synthesized to provide robust
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answers to management questions (e.g. Pullin et al., 2009)?
There could be a danger of swinging pendulum-like be-
tween implementation approaches on the basis of each new
analysis.

The group also discussed the set of general issues
concerning communication and capacity building, high-
lighting the importance of proactive and transparent in-
formation exchange, and that language can be a major
barrier, both for readers and authors. If we want to have
true engagement of all who practice conservation and re-
search conservation issues, rather than monopolization of
conservation publishing by the English-speaking elite of the
rich world, there needs to be a major, concerted effort to im-
prove capacity. This needs to start with the formulation of
project ideas and funding applications and run through the
research process. Just tackling the imbalances at the point of
the article, as an end product, will have limited success.

In offering the workshop we were aiming for a heightened
awareness amongst participants of the importance of ad-
dressing the divide between scientists and practitioners, the
barriers to achieving this through the scientific literature,
and the potential of a range of approaches to improving the
situation. After 30 minutes of discussion it was clear there
was much still to debate. One attendee suggested that we
create an online forum to allow more of the workshop
attendees to comment and thus also open the discussion to
a wider audience. This will be helpful in the longer term as
a means of communication and capacity building for those
interested in improving the dissemination of research results
through the scientific literature, and is now available at
www.oryxthejournal.org. The forum will be prefaced by this
commentary and will remain open for as long as it serves
a useful purpose—we invite all interested conservation
researchers and practitioners to add their comments.

We believe that the mismatch between science and
practice is a serious constraint to effective conservation.
We also feel that the continuing lack of capacity in
developing countries to access the scientific literature,
either as readers or as authors, is both inequitable and
a lost opportunity for global science. As journal editors and
publisher we control communication through peer-reviewed
conservation science and we bear a responsibility to act to
improve this situation. The workshop was a step towards
acknowledging the problem and an opportunity to consult
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our colleagues on approaches to tackling it. Other initiatives,
such as the writing workshops for developing country
scientists offered by Oryx and the Journal of Applied Ecology’s
Think Global—Act Local conferences (Memmott et al., 2010),
need to be ramped up. The growing possibilities for rapid
global communication bring the prospect of true col-
laboration between scientists and practitioners tantalisingly
close—as long as we have the imagination and commitment
to embrace them.
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