
8/31/18, 7(03 PMHow to be a Conservationist – National Geographic Blog

Page 1 of 15https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2018/08/31/how-to-be-a-conservationist/

C H A N G I N G  P L A N E T

How to be a Conservationist

In Changing Planet, Wildlife August 31, 2018 0 Comments  Jen Guyton

“How can I make the biggest difference for conservation?” Over the past 5 years, I’ve asked a lot of

people this question. I was sure someone would have a straightforward answer, even if I didn’t like it. “If

it means saving rainforests,” I thought to my naive self, “I’ll spend the rest of my life locked in a

basement, writing letters to lawmakers.” Fortunately for my own life enjoyment, the answer isn’t that

simple. In fact, the replies I got from prominent conservationists, who have spent their lives making a

real difference, were hugely variable.

For the purposes of this blog, I’ll define a conservationist as anyone who dedicates a substantial portion

of their time and/or resources to conserving biodiversity, single species, or habitats anywhere in the

world. Yes, it really is that broad! As you’ll see below, you don’t have to be a scientist to be a

conservationist. You can be an artist, a manager, an investor, an engineer, an organic farmer… anyone can

pivot to make a real contribution to conservation.

So what should YOU do as an aspiring conservationist? I’ll walk you through the great advice I’ve gotten

from a few of the conservationists I admire.

1. Figure out where your passions and your talents lie. This might require
trying a few different things: working a few different jobs, taking some
specialized classes in college, or volunteering your time to things that
pique your interest.

 V I S I T  N AT I O N A L G E O G R A P H I C .O R G

C H A N G I N G  P L A N E T H U M A N  J O U R N E Y

W I L D L I F E

https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2018/08/31/how-to-be-a-conservationist/#
https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/category/changing-planet/
https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/category/wildlife-wild-places/
https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/author/jguyton/
https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/author/jguyton/
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/
https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/
https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/category/changing-planet/
https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/category/human-journey/
https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/category/wildlife-wild-places/


8/31/18, 7(03 PMHow to be a Conservationist – National Geographic Blog

Page 2 of 15https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2018/08/31/how-to-be-a-conservationist/

“People make the biggest contributions when they do what they actually do best, not what they think

conservation needs. So many people want to get involved in conservation but believe that means

biology, radiotracking lions, doing a study, doing science. But conservation is politics, economics,

awareness, education, law enforcement, socioecology, social justice etc. It is a mistake to think that

conservation is biology, or that conservation science is [necessarily] conservation. If anyone wants to do

conservation and make a big difference, then have a good hard look at your skills and use those skills to

help – perhaps your skills are social media, writing, photography, teaching, making money, creating

apps, using technology…. I pay attention when someone tells me they can create a digital game on

protecting livestock, they can produce an app to monitor effectiveness of our environmental education

programs, they can produce art on lions that we can auction, etc.  So I would say do what you are good

at for conservation – we need everyone.”– Colleen Begg, PhD, Managing Director of Mariri and Niassa

Carnivore Project, Mozambique; Director of TRT Conservation Foundation

“Get very good at doing something… Conservation as a whole needs truly competent and dedicated

people from ALL sectors of society; the only method of conservation that works is integration with

society, and for that, just about any profession well-exercised in a conservation area gets you there.As

for a single answer, no one shirt fits all.”– Dan Janzen, PhD, Professor of Biology at the University of

Pennsylvania and President of the Guanacaste Dry Forest Conservation Fund (Costa Rica)

http://www.niassalion.org/the-team.php
https://www.bio.upenn.edu/people/daniel-janzen
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A S P I R I N G  YO U N G  S C I E N T I S T  AY L A  K A LT E N E C K E R  M E A S U R E S  T H E  H E A D  O F  A  W H I T E -

B A C K E D  V U LT U R E  ( G Y P S  A F R I C A N U S )  I N  G O R O N G O S A  N AT I O N A L  PA R K ,  M O Z A M B I Q U E .

M O N I TO R I N G  E N D A N G E R E D  S P E C I E S  L I K E  T H I S  C A N  H E L P  A S S E S S  T H E  H E A LT H  O F  T H E S E

P O P U L AT I O N S  A N D  H E L P  M A N A G E R S  M A K E  I N F O R M E D  D E C I S I O N S  A B O U T  T H E I R

C O N S E R VAT I O N .

2. Find one place or one project that you can dedicate serious time, energy,
and resources to.

“Find a good problem and do whatever it takes, learn whatever skills it takes, to solve it.” –Stuart Pimm,

PhD, Doris Duke Chair of Conservation Ecology, Duke University

“Build serious resources (money, political position, technical expertise, social savvy, etc.), look around you

for a large conserved wildland that is psychologically and logistically close at hand, and offer your

abilities to it.” -Dan Janzen

http://thepimmgroup.org/stuart-pimm/
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“Make a long term commitment. Commit your personal time and energy for a long time to a single

place. You will not make a difference somewhere in a couple of years.Think in decades. How long does it

take a tree to grow? How longdoes an elephant live? If you are inspiring a teenager and helpingher with

education, how long does it take for a 13-year-old girl toget her PhD? 15 years maybe?”-Greg Carr,

Oversight Committee at the Gorongosa Project, Mozambique

“Find a conservation calling — that animal, place, issue — that pulls at your heartstrings in a way

nothing else does. This will be a project that you will chip away at probably for a long time, regardless of

whether you’re getting paid. If you can make a big difference on one thing, that is a life well spent.”-

Morgan Heim, Photojournalist

3. Find collaborators; great partners can help you advance your cause in a
number of different ways.

“Ask for money. When you believe in what you are doing, don’t be afraid to askpeople for money to

support you. There are a lot of people aroundwith money but no time. You are helping them do

philanthropy bytaking their money and putting it to good use.” – Greg Carr

“We partner with scientists, activists, organizations, communities, [and fellow creatives] all the time on

these projects. It’s difficult to make any progress without that… When you find good partnerships, you

can act fast, access more resources, and scale up the impact, productivity, creativity and quality of your

products. It becomes easier to think big, and that’s what conservation needs right now, whether you’re

working at a grassroots level or with a big fancy campaign.”– Morgan Heim

http://www.gorongosa.org/our-story/our-team/greg-carr
https://www.morganheim.com/
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E N G A G I N G  L O C A L  C O M M U N I T I E S  A S  PA RT N E R S  I N  C O N S E R VAT I O N  I S  C R U C I A L .  H E R E ,  A N

E M P L OY E E  O F  T H E  G O R O N G O S A  C O F F E E  P R O J E C T  I N  M O Z A M B I Q U E  W A L K S  B E H I N D  A

F R U I T I N G  C O F F E E  P L A N T.  T H I S  P R O J E C T  A I M S  TO  G I V E  P E O P L E  O N  M O U N T  G O R O N G O S A

A N  A LT E R N AT I V E  L I V E L I H O O D  TO  S L A S H - A N D - B U R N  A G R I C U LT U R E ,  W H I L E  AT  T H E  S A M E

T I M E  U N D E RTA K I N G  R E F O R E S TAT I O N .

4. Get out of the box. Conservation isn’t only about the natural world;
helping human communities can help conservation too.

“Virtually all conservation issues facing the world today stem from the simple fact that in many places

the human population has exceeded carrying capacity… In other words, there are too many of us. How

can we fix this? Through education and women empowerment. To make a difference in conservation,

devote your skills and time to helping women become masters of their own lives, especially in rural

communities of the developing world. Join programs that give women tools and opportunities –
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through education, through the ability to start and run their own businesses, through access to tools of

family planning.”– Piotr Naskrecki, PhD, Entomologist, Photographer and Director of the E.O. Wilson

Biodiversity Laboratory, Gorongosa National Park

 

5. No matter who you are and what you’re doing, even if you don’t become a
“professional” conservationist, you can make a contribution to
conservation.

“Regardless of career path, circumstances, skillset, you can best contribute to conservation by being a

vocal, passionate advocate of nature.  Speak loudly about the kind of planet you want and support what

you say with your actions. Each and every one of us is able to contribute by educating, inspiring and

encouraging those around us to do their part as well.”– Cristina Mittermeier, Photographer and Founder,

International League of Conservation Photographers; Co-Founder, Sea Legacy

“The natural world and human societies are facing a collapse of historic proportions, there is no avoiding

this fact today. Given this, we all share a moral and ethical imperative to act every single day, in very

concrete terms and in ways that directly affect the conservation of both terrestrial and ocean territories

– you are either part of the problem or part of the solution – it is very straight forward. You are an

Activist or an Inactivist.”– Kris Tompkins, Tompkins Conservation and driving force behind Iberá National

Park, Argentina

“Volunteer your time to help further the conservation mission of organizations you believe in, and be an

ambassador for conservation among your friends and network.”– Joyce Poole, PhD, National Geographic

Explorer and Scientific Director/Co-Founder of ElephantVoices

“Conservation needs to become part of real life, not a fringe activity, and for that to happen it has to

move out of science and into lifestyle. We need to create a culture of conservation.” –Colleen Begg

“[Being a conservationist] means being an active citizen of the world, and assuming responsibility for

humanity’s actions. I fear we will never grant enough space for other animals to go about their daily

lives; we will continually grab resources from them that we ‘need.’ So I try also to reduce my ‘needs’–and

use my neighborly jays as models. How little they need from the world! Trees for nesting; good soil and

bushes for hunting insects, grubs, and seeds; a puddle to bathe in. Surely, we can grant them this much

space–in return for the glimpses we get of other beings so like and unlike us; beings who, like us, laugh

and love, and think and feel and experience the world; beings who we know now are our kin.” —Virginia

Morell, Author of “Animal Minds: How We Know Animals Think and Feel”, and frequent contributor to

National Geographic Magazine

https://thesmallermajority.com/
https://www.cristinamittermeier.com/
http://www.tompkinsconservation.org/about_kris_and_doug_tompkins.htm
https://www.elephantvoices.org/about-elephantvoices/team.html
http://www.slate.com/articles/health_and_science/science/2013/02/animal_wise_how_virginia_morell_began_to_report_on_intelligence_and_emotions.html


8/31/18, 7(03 PMHow to be a Conservationist – National Geographic Blog

Page 7 of 15https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2018/08/31/how-to-be-a-conservationist/

6. Your path might be a winding one, you might hit a few roadblocks or get a
little lost, and that’s OK!

“Don’t be afraid to make mistakes. Learn from them, change course,and keep going.” -Greg Carr

R A N G E R S  I N  G O R O N G O S A  N A I TO N A L  PA R K ,  M O Z A M B I Q U E  P R E PA R E  TO  R E L E A S E  A

R E S C U E D  G R O U N D  PA N G O L I N  ( S M U T S I A  T E M M I N C K I I )  I N  G O R O N G O S A  N AT I O N A L  PA R K ,

M O Z A M B I Q U E .  A L L  E I G H T  S P E C I E S  O F  PA N G O L I N  A R E  E N D A N G E R E D  D U E  TO  D E M A N D

F O R  T H E I R  M E AT  A N D  S C A L E S  I N  A S I A .  L A W  E N F O R C E M E N T  I S  J U S T  O N E  W AY  YO U  C A N

B E C O M E  A  C O N S E R VAT I O N I S T.

For me personally, the path has definitely had a few curves. I’ve loved and explored nature since I could

walk, but I started college thinking I wanted to be a photojournalist and a linguist. I dabbled in classes in

photography, Arabic, and even sailing. A semester-long Wildlife Management program in Tanzania with

the School for Field Studies brought me back to my passion for nature, and I ended up in the

Conservation and Resource Studies major at UC Berkeley. Afterward, I spent a year working with
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meerkats at the Kalahari Meerkat Project in South Africa, and another year managing a hippopotamus

ecology project in Kenya. I then applied for graduate school and was accepted to the Ecology and

Evolutionary Biology program at Princeton University, and shortly thereafter received a Young Explorers

Grant from National Geographic. For the past five years, I’ve been spending most of my time in

Gorongosa National Park, Mozambique, working on my thesis research. I’m defending my thesis next

month, and I’ll then be starting a Fulbright-National Geographic Digital Storytelling Fellowship, doing

photography in Gorongosa. After that, I hope to go full-time into journalism and storytelling – especially

photography, bringing me full circle to the path I chose as a college freshman hoping to study

photojournalism. And that’s just the streamlined version of the story – I didn’t mention all of the random,

unrelated jobs I’ve had, from retail sales to softball umpire to web designer to professional designated

driver, just to pay the bills!

 

Along the way, I’ve leaned heavily on a few key resources to help me build my
career. Here are some great resources for aspiring conservationists:

1. If you’re looking for a temporary or permanent job in conservation:

1. My favorite job boards for conservation-related work are the Texas A&M Wildlife Jobs

Board, the Society for Conservation Biology Jobs Board, the Ecolog-L Listserv, and the

Warnell School of Forestry Jobs Board, and the Conservation Job Board. Finally, Primate-Jobs

is great for (you guessed it) primate-related jobs, and Marci’s Wildlife Jobs Board has links to

a huge number of resources, though a lot of them are dead ends.

2. During college, I had an amazing summer internship with the Student Conservation

Association. This program pairs high school students, college students, and non-students

with various government agencies all over the U.S. to work for the summer, or longer, on

conservation-related projects. They cover your costs, and offer you an Americorps

Education Award of up to $5,775 that you can use toward tuition, student loans, or other

educational costs. I worked for the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers in Vermont, surveying small

mammals on Army Corps land. It was where I first learned how to do a biodiversity survey!

3. There are a number of long-term research projects like the Kalahari Meerkat Project, the

Striped Mouse Project, Mpala Research Center, and others that let you volunteer in

exchange for covering your own minimal costs (or occasionally have paid job openings). The

best way to find out about these opportunities is to ask contacts in the field and to keep

your eyes on the job boards.

4. If you want to know what it’s like to work for some of the major players in conservation, all of

the biggest conservation organizations, like the Wildlife Conservation Society, the World

Wildlife Fund, and Conservation International have their own “Careers” pages (where they

http://kalahari-meerkats.com/kmp/volunteering/
https://eeb.princeton.edu/
http://www.gorongosa.org/
https://wfscjobs.tamu.edu/job-board/
https://careers.conbio.org/jobs/
https://listserv.umd.edu/archives/ecolog-l.html
https://www.warnell.uga.edu/job-postings
https://www.conservationjobboard.com/
http://pin.primate.wisc.edu/jobs
http://www.pherkad.com/jobs.html
https://www.thesca.org/
http://kalahari-meerkats.com/kmp/volunteering/
http://www.stripedmouse.com/site1_3_5.htm
http://www.mpala.org/
https://www.wcs.org/about-us/careers
https://www.worldwildlife.org/about/careers
http://chc.tbe.taleo.net/chc01/ats/careers/jobSearch.jsp?org=CONSERVATION&cws=1
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also often post internships).

2. If you’re a student looking for field experience:

1. The School for Field Studies offers incredible semester and summer programs to countries

all over the world, where they have long-running programs in conservation, culture, and the

environment. As an alumna of SFS Tanzania ’08, I couldn’t recommend this organization more

highly! Other organizations offer similar experiences, like the School for International

Training and Operation Wallacea. At the same time, make sure you do your research on

these organizations – there are many predatory “voluntourism” organizations out there,

especially those that charge many thousands of dollars for short trips of a week or two, who

will take your money and give you little to no actual experience in return.

2. The National Science Foundation’s Research Experience for Undergraduates program will link

you to paid work as a research assistant at a number of sites all over the world.

3. If you have a great idea and are looking for support:

1. National Geographic Grants are awarded for exploration, research, conservation, education,

storytelling, and technology, and many of the grants they give each year revolve around the

natural world. Early Career Grants are for people with less experience in the type of project

they are proposing; Standard Grants are for professionals with a lot of experience under

their belts.

2. The U.S. Department of State Fulbright U.S. Student Program provides support for American

Citizens to travel to other countries and carry out a research project (or a storytelling

project, in the case of the Fulbright-National Geographic Digital Storytelling Fellowship).

Fulbright also has programs for citizens from other countries to come and carry out projects

in the U.S.

4. If you already have a career and are not looking to shift, but want to make a contribution to

conservation, consider doing some of these things:

1. See if your local zoo has any conservation programs or research programs that you could

volunteer for.

2. Set up monthly donations to your favorite conservation organization.

3. Look into ways to make your own life more sustainable.

4. Be politically active; vote, and write to/call your representatives when there’s an important

conservation issue on the table.

5. Talk about conservation to your friends and neighbors.

6. If you have kids (or relatives/friends’ kids), take them outside as much as possible, and teach

them about conservation.

7. Find ways to volunteer locally, on things like trash cleanups, citizen science projects, or

conservation education projects. Look for local chapters of conservation organizations like

the Audubon Society to find events like this.

https://fieldstudies.org/
https://www.sit.edu/
https://www.opwall.com/
https://www.nsf.gov/crssprgm/reu/reu_search.jsp
https://www.nationalgeographic.org/grants/grant-opportunities/
https://us.fulbrightonline.org/#&panel1-1
https://us.fulbrightonline.org/#&panel1-1
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8. Look for ways to volunteer remotely, i.e. by lending your talents as a web designer, fund

raiser, grant writer, or whatever you might have to offer, to a conservation organization

online. Many organizations have a link on their website for volunteer opportunities.

 

And finally, if it’s conservation-related research you’re interested in, here is some additional advice from

my personal experience:

1. Most research jobs require a degree in a related field — depending on exactly what gets you

excited, that could be a number of things. You might get a bachelor’s degree in Ecology, or in

Animal Behavior, or in Resource Studies, or in Environmental Studies; or in Forestry, Ecotoxicology,

Environmental Law, or dozens of other fields. It doesn’thugely matter exactly what the subject is

called — as long as you’re taking classes that are related to the kind of research you want to do

later. The most important thing is that you sign up for a degree that allows you to get field

experience via field courses, research opportunities, or study abroad courses, which brings me to

my second point.

2. You’ll need experience in your chosen field, which you can get in a number of ways. At

universities, there are often field courses which take you outside and teach you how to identify

plants and animals, how to make scientific observations, and how to do research. There are also

study abroad programs like the one I did in Tanzania. Finally, there are undergraduate research

experience programs, either at the university or even on a national scale like the Research

Experience for Undergraduates (REU) program, which can take you anywhere in the country for

research (field or lab) and even pays you for it.

3. The final really crucial thing is to network. Making connections is critical — I found out about both

of my post-college jobs because of people I knew; they weren’t advertised. It’s really important to

form close relationships with a few professors, post-docs, or graduate students who can write

letters of recommendation for you or help you find jobs. Like in many fields, progressing as a

scientist and conservationist in this field can have as much to do with who you know as what you

know.

4. Read E.O. Wilson’s fantastic book, Letters to a Young Scientist.

 

In summary: there are a lot of paths to become a conservationist, no matter your chosen vocation. I

hope this advice will help you find yours! Do you know of other great resources, or have ideas on how

aspiring conservationists can make the biggest difference for conservation? Please share your thoughts

in the comments section!

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E._O._Wilson
https://www.amazon.com/Letters-Young-Scientist-Edward-Wilson/dp/0871403854/ref=sr_1_1?ie=UTF8&qid=1535554930&sr=8-1&keywords=letters+to+a+young+scientist
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For more, follow me on Facebook or on Instagram.

A  S C I E N T I S T  W E I G H S  M E E R K AT S  AT  T H E  K A L A H A R I  M E E R K AT  P R O J E C T,  S O U T H  A F R I C A .

L O N G -T E R M  A N I M A L  B E H AV I O R  S T U D I E S  L I K E  T H I S  O N E  H E L P  B O L S T E R  O U R

U N D E R S TA N D I N G  O F  T H E  N AT U R A L  W O R L D  S O  W E  C A N  B E T T E R  U N D E R S TA N D  H O W  TO

C O N S E R V E  I T.

   

http://www.facebook.com/jenguytonphoto
http://www.instagram.com/jenguyton
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2018/08/31/how-to-be-a-conservationist/
https://twitter.com/share?url=https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2018/08/31/how-to-be-a-conservationist/
https://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=https://blog.nationalgeographic.org/2018/08/31/how-to-be-a-conservationist/
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M E E T  T H E  A U T H O R

Jen Guyton is a photographer with a background in ecology. She spends ten months per

year living in Gorongosa National Park, Mozambique, and has worked as a biologist on

three continents, including eight years working on wildlife and conservation projects in

Africa. She’s studied baboons in Tanzania, meerkats in South Africa, hippos in Kenya, and

termites in Namibia. Jen recently received a Fulbright-National Geographic Digital

Storytelling Fellowship to photograph in Gorongosa. She’s also a National Geographic

Explorer and Young Leader, an Associate Fellow with the International League of

Conservation Photographers (ILCP), and has a master’s degree in Ecology and Evolutionary

Biology from Princeton University, where she is currently finishing her PhD. Before that, she

earned a BSc in Conservation and Resource Studies, with an emphasis in Communicating

Conservation in a Developing World, from the University of California, Berkeley. She has

won several awards for her photography, including in the Wildlife Photographer of the

Year, Nature’s Best Photography, and Big Picture Natural World Photo Competitions. Her

writing and photography have been published in a number of places online and in print.

Facebook: www.facebook.com/jenguytonphoto Instagram: www.instagram.com/jenguyton

Twitter: www.twitter.com/jen_guyton
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The Peace Dividends of Energy
Infrastructure – North Korea, Iran and …
1 comment • a month ago

Mike Gephart — Great read thanks for posting
it I’d like to visit North Korea some
dayWww.alliedpestandwildlife.com

Rio Quetro1
1 comment • 4 months ago

Brazil Ecotour — Dear Dr. R. Isaí Madriz have
you ever been to the Lencois Maranhenses
national park? in northeast of Brazil. In case …

Un Enfoque Divertido para los Educadores
para Involucrar a los Estudiantes en …
4 comments • 4 months ago

Isaí Madriz — Hola Yolanda,Gracias por tu
comentario e interés en el juego. Estaré mas
que gustoso de proveerte con ambas …

Top 25 Birds of Asia
2 comments • 2 months ago

Mike Gephart — Great blog post and beautiful
birdsWww.alliedpestandwildlife.com
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Technology has reshaped the

classroom—but Grosvenor

Teacher Fellow Kim Young

(@9thWorldHistory) argues it

has a surprising ability to

create empathy. cc:

@NatGeoEducation
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@NatGeoExplorers · 30 Aug

Happy #WhaleSharkDay! Did

you know that this

endangered species is the

largest shark (and fish) in the

sea? Don't be intimidated by

its size: The whale shark feeds

off plankton.

Photo: Brian Skerry.
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@NatGeoExplorers · 30 Aug

"I can never imagine being

bored; there’s just so much to

explore and not enough time

to do it.” Happy birthday to

@SylviaEarle, legendary

oceanographer and National

Geographic Explorer-in-

Residence.

Photos: Sylvia Earle, Bates

Littlehales, @Brian_Skerry
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