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Abstract

Despite the challenges posed by climate change and the biodiversity crisis, most academic research continues to stay within
academia and the gaps between conservation science, policy, and practice remain intact. We need to improve the exchange
of evidence between researchers and conservation practitioners and focus on solutions-oriented, interdisciplinary science and
co-developed research. As we continue to break climate records and lose record numbers of species every year, now is the time

for academics to think and act beyond their institutions.

Like many scientists, my work until recently was motivated
solely by the production of scientific knowledge. I always
sought to meet the challenges presented by issues like cli-
mate change and habitat loss. I remained steadfast in my
commitment to producing good science, naively assuming
my work would contribute to solving the environmental
problems that face our society. However, I have had three
realizations recently that have made me rethink how I ap-
proach the work we do in my lab and that serve as a wake-up
call: we, as academics, have a responsibility to make sure that
our science leaves our research institutions.

I share this as a settler who was mostly trained in Canada
and now has tenure at a major university in Canada. Many
great scientists have had the same realizations and made
similar calls before me (e.g., Chapron and Arlettaz 2008;
Bradshaw et al. 2021). Despite these appeals, there is still
much progress to make. We have yet to move the needle
on the climate and biodiversity crises. My hope is to reach
those who are in a similar position and those contemplating
whether to speak out.

My first realization was that a lot of the great research
we do stays within academia. Researchers are trained to
view journal publication as the goal of their work. Institu-
tions make hiring decisions in part based on how often a re-
searcher is published. New research dollars stream in when
past work is recognized within the scientific community. The
result? Knowledge of world-changing research stays within
the walls of the “ivory tower”. The failure of the scientific
community to focus on public communication has a gate-
keeping effect. Research gets discussed at conferences instead
of family dinner tables. It remains behind the paywalls of
niche journals instead of on the front page of well-circulated
newspapers. This effect is even more critical in the age of dis-
information. Scientists are missing their opportunity to have
their work directly reach the public.
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My second realization is that the role of evidence in in-
forming conservation decision-making is not as straightfor-
ward as we might want it to be. There is increasing evi-
dence that decision-makers rely heavily on personal experi-
ence, anecdotes, and personal contacts with colleagues and
experts—without clear links to evidence (Salafsky et al. 2019;
Kadykalo et al. 2021). For example, information produced by
staff within Canada’s protected area organizations was found
to be given priority over other forms of empirical evidence in
decision-making (Lemieux et al. 2018).

There are a lot of reasons why this would be the case. Con-
servation practitioners are highly diverse. They range from
individual landowners to industrial employees to govern-
ment managers. They have widely varying needs and skill
sets. They are highly constrained by funding and especially
by time. The most common barrier was recently found to
be the accessibility of the evidence (Kadykalo et al. 2021). In
other words, even when evidence existed, it was often not
in a form suitable for use by practitioners (Kadykalo et al.
2021). We need to improve the exchange of evidence between
researchers and conservation practitioners through actions
like engaged scholarship of academics, co-produced research,
and transdisciplinarity.! The gap between theory and prac-
tice remains surprisingly wide in conservation science (i.e.,
The great divide 2007).

My third realization was that solution-based conservation
research is under-represented in the literature. Global biodi-
versity losses continue despite tremendous growth in the vol-
ume of conservation science over recent decades (Williams et
al. 2020). Out of a random selection of 561 conservation-based

! Transdisciplinarity describes research efforts conducted by inves-
tigators from different disciplines working jointly to create new
innovations that integrate and move beyond discipline-specific ap-
proaches to address a common problem (Keeler and Locke 2022).
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papers published over the past four decades, Fonseca et al.
(2021) found that only a quarter of the papers were classified
as solution-based; those designed to propose, evaluate, and
implement solutions to these environmental problems. In-
stead, much of this literature has been about understanding
the main anthropogenic drivers associated with biodiversity
loss and decline. We need to do better.

Why do we need to expand our impact?

Because society needs science. As Jane Lubchenco aptly
said “science is more than just fascinating knowledge. It is
also useful knowledge.” (Baron 2010). For the knowledge we
generate to be useful, we need to make sure it lands in the
hands of the people that need it. We also need to make sure
that “science’s new contract with society” (Lubchenco 1998)
moves away from its darker roles in colonization and ableism
(Branch et al. 2022) and that we balance conservation for
the preservation of “nature for itself” with conservation for
“people and nature” (Mace 2014). Finally, good decisions re-
quire accurate and adequate information. If people are not in-
formed, they cannot be engaged citizens (i.e., lead our leaders
through their engagement and participation in the electoral
process).

Because no one else is going to stand up for science. In fact,
many groups are trying to dismiss and discount science. Con-
sider the climate change deniers, the outspoken anti-vaxx
movement, or the age of disinformation. If researchers with
appropriate expertise are not willing to go the extra mile
and speak up for science, there are plenty of mercenaries
that will. To those who fear they will lose credibility, science
needs help from scientists to find its proper place in society.
Scientists have a deep knowledge, meaning you are not sim-
ply voicing an opinion; you are speaking from intensive and
focused research. Promotion of accessible scientific research
and humanizing scientists and science are the antidote to dis-
information.

Because we are at a pivotal moment in the biodiversity
crisis and climate change. “Crisis” means that the conse-
quences of non-action are often worse than the consequences
of action taken now based on incomplete information. Con-
sider that the first session of the IPCC was held 35 years
ago. Although the science was far more uncertain in the
1980’s, imagine if we had acted then regardless of the uncer-
tainty. Quoting Lubchenco (2017) “now is the time for ecol-
ogists and environmental scientists to take a quantum leap
into relevance”. Conservation science can learn from soci-
ety’s impressive response to COVID-19, one that involved a
rapid, solutions-oriented shift in medical science (Buxton et
al. 2020).

Moving forward: how do we increase our
impact?

As individual academics, we can strengthen our science
communication to improve the accessibility of our work. For
better or worse, journalists still represent a direct conduit to
other audiences like decision-makers and the public. Thank-
fully, science communication work is increasingly being rec-

ognized as important. We can engage with stakeholders from
the beginning of the scientific process to find out whether the
gaps we have identified in the literature align with their pri-
orities. Junior scholars in academic labs with a different focus
can work to make science more accessible to the masses, im-
prove the presence of science in the media, and engage with
policy through advocacy (e.g., https:/[www.supportourscienc
e.ca). The protest in 2012 by Canadian scientists to advocate
for the role of science in decision-making is a great exam-
ple of galvanizing scientists to get more involved (evidence-
fordemocracy.ca).

We need to redefine how we think of our impact. Most of us
in academia were trained to think that impact means publish-
ing in high-profile journals and publishing in large quantity.
We need to think beyond the collection of data and publica-
tions and think about the “so what?”. We need to think about
outcomes, not just outputs. The first calls to think about
our broader impacts were already 15 years ago (Chapron and
Arlettaz 2008). There is increasing discussion on developing
quantitative metrics that can evaluate this broader definition
of impact (Keeler and Locke 2022; Woolston 2023). For exam-
ple, Research Impact Canada is dedicated to helping univer-
sities and other organizations across Canada maximize the
impact of research. There has also been work on what other
metrics of “merit” might look like for applied environmen-
tal research such as whether published papers are cited in
impact assessments or other regulatory decision documents
(Cooke et al. 2020).

These complex issues require us to focus more on solutions
and interdisciplinary thinking. Scientists are great at identi-
fying problems, but the rest of the world is interested in so-
lutions. Policy makers need actionable information for deci-
sions that must be made now.

A more positive agenda is likely to improve our influence
beyond academia. People are motivated by hope, not fear. In-
dividuals with an optimistic outlook are more likely to accept
the reality of challenging situations and take actions to meet
their goals (Cvitanovic and Hobday 2018).

Finally, academic institutions can do their part, e.g., by
reimagining academic structures to encourage interdisci-
plinary collaborations and innovation (e.g., joining applied
and basic departments); creating research and extension
programs (e.g., caes.ucdavis.edujoutreach/ce); defining ser-
vice more broadly and investing more in the promotion
of research; and making engaged research key criteria in
hiring, promotion, tenure, and resource distribution deci-
sions (Keeler et al. 2017; Keeler and Locke 2022). We need
academic institutions to have “skin in the game”.? With
increased support from their institutions, academics will
be more likely to explore how they can have a broader
impact.

With new ambitious targets from the recent Convention on
Biological Diversity’s Convention of the Parties (COP15; Kun-
ming Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework; cbd.int/gbf),

2 «Skin in the game” is a willingness to accept one’s own risks, paying
a penalty if something goes wrong. (Taleb, N.N (2018) Skin in the
Game: Hidden Asymmetries in Daily Life. Random House, United
States, 304 pp.)
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we have a great opportunity to step out of our tower and help
ensure that the science we do helps to inform how society
moves forward to meet these targets.
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