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Abstract 
This study aims to identify whether a published leadership framework rec-
ommended for conservation professionals aligns with knowledge established 
in the wealth of literature relating to the New Psychology of Leadership. 
Wildlife conservation involves the protection and recovery of endangered 
species, landscape protection or ecosystem reconstruction and is a sector in 
which leaders face complex systems of resource constraints, socio-political 
resistance and technical challenges. The literature on conservation leadership 
has grown in recent years but is rarely linked to an understanding of psy-
chology. Studies have shown difficulties arising when a traditional power-based 
leadership approach is applied to conservation. Current psychological litera-
ture addressing leadership offers suitable alternatives to the traditional ap-
proach. This review identifies practical psychological research relating to 
competences including budgeting, planning, experimentation, training, gov-
ernance and performance measurement as well as more obvious personal 
competences of interpersonal skills, vision, empowerment, cultural sensitiv-
ity. The findings from this review demonstrate that the most comprehensive 
current framework for conservation leadership appears valid in the light of 
contemporary psychological knowledge and is a robust guide which matches 
the context, constraints and challenges faced by leaders of wildlife conserva-
tion. 
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1. Introduction 

Wildlife conservation involves recoveries of endangered species, landscape pro-
tection and ecosystem reconstruction under significant human pressures (e.g. 
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pollution, land-use changes, urbanisation, population growth, hunting, wildlife 
trade). Conservation organisations typically suffer constraints including inade-
quate finances, a transient workforce and remote locations. Work can be physi-
cally demanding, slowed by bureaucracy, political interference, or local resis-
tance (Clark et al., 1994; Kleiman et al., 2000; Black & Copsey, 2014). While not 
unique to the sector, these challenges set a particular context for leaders’ influ-
ence on conservation outcomes. 

The conservation sector has, nevertheless, been slow to examine how to better 
lead and manage its work (Englefield et al., 2019) and several observers note a 
lack of leadership capacity-building to meet current and future challenges 
(Clark, 2001; Scheffer, Westley, & Brock, 2003; Dietz et al., 2004). It is only in 
the last decade that conservation research has seriously examined leadership 
(Manolis et al., 2009; Black, Groombridge, & Jones, 2011; Black & Copsey, 2014; 
Bruyere, 2015; Straka et al., 2018), and how leaders influence conservation suc-
cess (Black, et al., 2011; Gutiérrez, Hilborn, & Defeo, 2011; Haubold, 2012). 
Studies have largely utilised views of conservation professionals (Dietz et al., 
2004; Manolis et al., 2009; Bruyere, 2015; Englefield et al., 2019) or reviews of 
conservation practices (Black et al., 2011; Black & Copsey, 2014; Bianco, Koss, & 
Zischka, 2016).  

Until now, conservation leadership has not been reviewed in the light of cur-
rent psychological knowledge. This review was prompted by several key texts 
within wider psychological literature, covering topics of social identity (Haslam 
& Reicher, 2016), power and innovation (Norbom & Lopez, 2016), executive 
function (Ramchandran, Colbert, Brown, Denburg, & Tranel, 2016), prototypi-
cal leadership (Haslam, Reicher, & Platow, 2010), transactional-transformational 
models (Bass, 1997), cross-cultural factors (House et al., 1999), influence (Fied-
ler, 1964), antecedents and consequences (Ajzen, 1991; Wofford, Goodwin, & 
Premack, 1992), performance (Henman, 2016; Knies, Jacobsen, & Tummers, 
2016), decision-making (Vroom & Yetton, 1973), brain function (Jacobs, 2009; 
Ramchandran et al., 2016), positive psychology (Martin, 2005), goal-setting 
(Locke & Latham, 1990), competency (Shippmann et al., 2000), motivation 
(Ryan & Deci, 2000), followership (Van Vugt, Hogan, & Kaiser, 2008), purpose 
and values (Crandall & Rasmussen, 1975). These set a context to explore func-
tions of leadership and paradigms of effective behaviour within the context of 
work encountered by leaders in wildlife conservation. 

Traditionally leadership is associated with power (French & Raven, 1959) 
including legitimate power (through formal roles), reward (pay, recognition), 
coercive power (punishment), referent power (personal characteristics), and ex-
pertise (superior knowledge or skill). Hersey & Goldsmith (1980) add connec-
tion power (links with influential people) and (Raven, 2008) adds information 
power (convincing others with logic). Norbom & Lopez’s (2016) provide support 
for expert, reward, coercive, legitimate and connection power, but not informa-
tion power. They note that information-sharing may, however, raise a leader’s 

https://doi.org/10.4236/ojl.2019.83007


S. A. Black 
 

 

DOI: 10.4236/ojl.2019.83007 116 Open Journal of Leadership 
 

standing with followers, which is important in conservation since scientific data 
is critical to work design, decision making and planning (Black et al., 2013).  

Within conservation literature Evans et al. (2015) follow Grint’s (2005) typol-
ogy in discussing broader environmental leadership (climate change, biodiver-
sity, natural resources) in highlighting generic factors of “person” (behaviours, 
characteristics), “position” (hierarchy, bureaucracy), “process” (what leaders 
do), “results” (resource use, sanctions, conflict resolution), and “purpose” (di-
rection and motivations). Four more specific dimensions of leadership practice 
are raised by Bengston & Fan (1999) in relation to landscape conservation: land 
stewardship, ethics, collaboration, and scientifically informed decision-making. 
Even more specifically, Mattson et al. (2011) focused on leadership in a complex 
conservation programme (involving directors, funders, and policy makers), 
namely the large American “Yellowstone to the Yukon” multi-agency project. 
This highlighted the importance of vision, learning, power (including money), 
problem solving, and community engagement. Their study also identified a 
confounding “neo-corporatist” approach in organisations, causing rigid, ho-
mogenized thought and action which impedes learning, adaptation and effec-
tiveness. Sutton (2015) evaluated a different type of conservation intervention, 
which involves the reintroduction of animal species into the wild, and identified 
four elements: an expert leadership team who “champion” the project, hierar-
chies which also allow individual autonomy, goals and progress checks, and cul-
turally relevant public outreach. In carnivore projects, similar concepts apply: 
gaining trust among affected people, representing stakeholders, valuing knowl-
edge (experience, tradition, or science), collectively agreeing goals, and empow-
erment (Sjölander-Lindqvist, Johansson, & Sandström, 2015). These aspects 
resonate with earlier general studies of conservation effectiveness (Black et al., 
2011; Black et al., 2013; Black & Copsey, 2014) and more recent syntheses 
(Knight et al., 2019; Mahajan et al., 2019) which suggest a move away from tra-
ditional models of leadership and management. 

Those needs in conservation resonate with the “new psychology of leadership” 
(Haslam & Reicher, 2016) which moves power out of the leadership construct 
and describes leadership as “an influence process that centers on group members 
being motivated to reach collective goals … ultimately proved by followership”. 
Leadership is less about the traditional focus on “I” (the leader) to be about “we” 
internalised by team members as “shared group membership that leaders create, 
represent, advance, and embed” (Haslam & Reicher, 2016). This “new psychol-
ogy of leadership”, is a process, namely what leaders do, in influencing people’s 
willingness to follow (Haslam & Reicher, 2016). Trust becomes important, par-
ticularly where people or outcomes are interdependent or risky (Rousseau, Sit-
kin, Burt, & Camerer, 1998; Clegg et al., 2002).  

These contemporary developments in general leadership research resonate 
with the needs of conservation leaders who commonly have to delegate techni-
cally risky tasks or have colleagues working in remote locations (or both) along-
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side socio-political and resource challenges (Black & Copsey, 2014). Interestingly 
there is already evidence in conservation literature which indicates that when 
leaders rely on traditional power (e.g. reward, hierarchy, reputation, bureauc-
racy) they lose effectiveness (Clark et al., 1994; Turvey, 2009; Quammen, 2012) 
since controls become a de facto purpose and shift people’s focus and priorities 
away from the conservation of species.  

There is a recognition that new skills are needed by leaders in conservation 
(Knight et al., 2019). Clark (2001) suggests the sector has been guilty of training 
“idiot savants”, with technical expertise, but inept at human interaction, prob-
lem-solving, engaging with inter-disciplinary perspectives, critical thinking and 
influence. Cannon, Dietz, & Dietz (1996) found that 78% of sampled conserva-
tion employers considered people skills (e.g. group decision-making, interper-
sonal communication, leadership) equal or more important than scientific 
knowledge. A survey of conservation professionals identified the importance of 
similar skill areas (Bruyere, 2015), emphasising “vision building/values defini-
tion”, “adaptive management”, “conflict management and partnership building”. 
Recently Englefield et al. (2019) identified that many important leadership skills 
are still rarely encountered in the behaviour and actions of conservation leaders, 
including vision, building trust and enabling others. These studies illustrate the 
breadth of topics relevant to this review which still need to be better understood 
in the context of modern psychological knowledge of leadership. 

2. Methodology for this Review 

There has been a rise in general leadership literature (Table 1, Web of Science 
searches A and B). Search C shows that psychology appears in conservation re-
search. Previous reviews of conservation leadership using the Web of Science 
database, searched “(conservation biology OR conservation science) AND lead-
ership” (Manolis et al., 2009; Bruyere, 2015) which when repeated reveals the 
continued growth in publications (Table 1, Search D). Search E, however, re-
veals that almost none of this material relates to the psychology of leadership in 
conservation. The broader search “C” (Table 1) covers relevant studies on deci-
sion-making, organisation assessment, governance, community participation, 
collaboration, values, behaviour, and planning (plus some irrelevant topics such 
as leading recycling and leadership in animals, as noted by Bruyere, 2015). The 
number of articles (Searches A-D) has risen annually since 2008 with “leadership 
AND psychology” at an average of 31 new articles per week in 2018. The litera-
ture available on other databases reflects the extent of material (Table 2) that 
needs to be filtered in this review. 

Currently, the range of topics discussed in conservation leadership literature is 
fragmented from article to article, so to collate relevant leadership articles in this 
review a comprehensive reference framework was needed. Black et al.’s (2011) 
conservation leadership framework is considered by Case et al. (2015) as being 
the most comprehensive leadership model in conservation, covering 41 areas of 
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capability including psychological aspects of follower trust, decision-making, 
openness, identity, goal-setting, attention (by the leader), sense of purpose (for 
teams and individuals) and motivation. Black et al.’s (2011) framework is also 
one of the most heavily cited (27 times against an average of 19.4 for all articles 
since 1970 on Search D, Table 1). It resonates with the new psychology of lead-
ership (Haslam & Reicher, 2016) and also draws on the theories of open systems, 
variation, and knowledge (Black & Copsey 2014). The constructs in Black et al.’s 
(2011) framework form the boundary for this review of psychological and man-
agement research (including performance, groups, multi-culture, improvement, 
and bureaucracy) covering four areas of capability: 

1) Vision and goals (purpose, knowledge, plans, governance, metrics); 
2) Hands-on leadership (involvement, listening, cultural sense, delegation); 
3) Consider details and big picture (problems, budgets, funding, partners); 
4) Improvement and learning (capability, error management, training). 
 

Table 1. Number of articles on Web of Science appearing against key search terms. 

  Web of Science 1970 to 31 December each year: 

SEARCH Search Terms: 2008 2015 2016 2017 2018 

A Leadership 17,500 39,177 43,703 78,612 88,146 

B 
Leadership  

and Psychology 
313 812 920 1426 1620 

C 

(conservation biology OR  
conservation science)  

AND (leadership  
OR psychology) 

49 121 139 219 250 

D 
(conservation biology OR  

conservation science)  
AND leadership 

29 61 67 104 121 

E 

(conservation biology OR  
conservation science)  

AND leadership  
AND psychology 

0 1 1 1 1 

 
Table 2. Leadership search for the number of articles listed on major databases. 

Database: 
Search Terms 

Google 
Scholar 

Taylor & 
Francis  
On-line 

EBSCOHOST 
Psych 

ARTICLES 
Psych INFO 

Web of 
Science 

Leadership 1,290,000 568,913 39,577 43,703 

Leadership  
and Psychology 

1,110,000 169,955 15,733 920 

(conservation biology OR  
conservation science)  

AND leadership 
17,700 32,487 261 67 
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From this framework, 25 additional search terms were added to search C 
(Table 1), returning the set of article counts in Figure 1. The colloquial terms 
“hands-on” and “big-picture” had a zero return in the general literature, whilst 
“cultural sensitivity” was split into two for a meaningful return. There were no 
differences with plurals (e.g. “budgets” v “budget”). Search counts excluded less 
relevant material (e.g. sport, clinical psychology, sociology, occupational health). 
Duplicate appearances of articles occur at a rate of 1.87 across Black et al.’s 
(2011) four areas (Vision & Goals 1.78; Hands-on Leadership 1.99; Details & Big 
Picture 2.02; Improvement & Learning 1.99) and duplication is also low in each 
of the 27 separate search terms (mean = 2.12, SD = 0.39), mostly in the range 1.5 - 
2.21. Topics are spread evenly across the literature. Web of Science counts since 
2007 provide the bulk of relevant literature for this review, which is discussed 
hereafter under the four areas of capability in Black et al.’s (2011) framework. 
The articles cited and concepts discussed hereafter relate to the number of items 
identified in the searches as indicated in Figure 1. 

3. Vision and Goals  

The first area of capability in Black et al.’s (2011) framework describes the ex-
pectations and focus which the leader demonstrates through “Vision and Goals”. 
Black et al. (2011) identified the need for leader to establish a purposeful 
organisation, pursuing an inspiring long-term vision which engages colleagues 
and stakeholders alongside practical and relevant short-term goals in a frame  
 

 

Figure 1. Articles on Web of Science (1970-2017) by search term. Bar colour indicates 
terms (l-r) collected into four leadership areas; vision & goals (grey); hands-on leadership 
(hashed); details & big picture (black); improvement & learning (white). The Y-axis is 
shortened at 150 - 250 articles. 
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work of performance measures and accountability (governance). This relates to 
the following themes encountered in literature covering the psychology of lead-
ership. 

3.1. Purpose, Culture and Values  

Chung et al. (2011) identify values as important in internalising organisational 
commitment. Person-organisation fit (i.e. congruency of values, focus, ethos 
between an employee and the organisation) is highly influential on work per-
formance (Lee & Bang, 2012). Problems in conservation arise when personal 
values misalign with organisational purpose, such as upholding animal rights 
when work involves destroying invasive species (Black et al., 2011). A leader 
whose team has a strong sense of purpose taps into people’s intrinsic motivation 
(Deming, 1986), relies less on controls, reward and punishment, and instead is 
able to focus on systemic influences like work design, partnerships, or renewal 
(Seddon, 2005; Sparrowe, 2005; Black, 2015). 

“grounded by our core values and principles, we derive a sense of inner 
strength and confidence that enhances our effectiveness … positive feedback, 
rewards, and recognition for our efforts are welcome sources of validation, (but) 
we do not have to rely on them … We (can) move forward even in the absence 
of support and validation from others” (Froman, 2010). 

3.2. Vision 

Vision is emphasised in “transformational leadership” (Zaccaro & Banks, 2001; 
Kouzes & Posner, 2007) but little research presents its benefits, nor how vision is 
best created. Boyatzis, Rochford, & Taylor (2014) link vision-creation and fol-
lowers’ psychological stimulation and suggest vision-building should involve a 
diverse group of stakeholders to ensure shared priorities. Visioning is an ac-
quired skill, yet training has limited effect (Frese, Beimel, & Schoenborn, 2003) 
and little impact on other leadership skills. Creating an inspirational vision was 
considered among the most important leadership competencies on two surveys 
of conservation professionals (Bruyere, 2015; Englefield et al., 2019). Straka et al. 
(2018) emphasise the need to engage others including wider stakeholders in vi-
sion building in order to make this relevant. Vision means little on its own or in 
the absence of action, needing skills found elsewhere in Black et al.’s (2011) 
framework. 

3.3. Knowledge 

In the wildlife conservation sector, the degrees of knowledge which inform the 
work range from scientific fact to uncertainty (Black & Copsey, 2014). Theories 
of knowledge concern what we know through competence, personal acquaint-
ance, or information (Lehrer, 2015) including beliefs, assumptions, guesswork, 
and unknowns (Deming, 1993). King & Kitchener’s (2004) ten-year study in-
volving 1700 participants identified that if problems cannot be solved with cer-
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tainty people need the ability to apply reflective judgement. Reflection allows 
acceptance of uncertainty without immobilizing thinking, so decisions, prob-
lem-solving and judgements can be made. Organisations seek information to 
support decisions, interpret the environment (e.g. market developments), and to 
learn and improve (Choo, 1996). These processes are influenced by knowledge 
perceptions and interpretation of information, an area of learning for conserva-
tion managers (Knight et al., 2019). 

3.4. Performance Measurement 

Performance measurement quantifies action (Neely, Gregory, & Platts, 1995; De 
Toni & Tonchia, 2001) and should include outcomes and processes (capability of 
achieving outcomes). Some metrics can be mathematically linked to outcomes 
(e.g. income), others cannot (e.g. customer satisfaction). Errors in performance 
measurement include short-termism, historical emphasis not prediction, lack of 
strategic focus or integration, overall sub-optimisation caused by local optimisation, 
comparisons instead of improvements, and data overload (Neely, 1999).  

Performance in most jobs is restricted by inherent variations in the system 
and the rules of work (Seddon, 2005). In a few roles elite performers do dispro-
portionately well (e.g. sports, entertainment) and in such cases performance fol-
lows Pareto’s 80/20 rule (O’Boyle & Aguinis, 2012). Whichever is the case, lead-
ers must ensure truly exceptional work, rather than lucky performance, is re-
warded (Deming, 1986). Correct performance metrics prevent people from being 
diverted from purposeful work towards superficial efforts or manipulative “gam-
ing” to gain recognition. Evidence of this problem is already observed in health-
care (Lilford et al., 2004), contracting (Baker, 1992), and policing (Patrick, 2009). 

Focus on “good” or “bad” results at a point in time is an unreliable test of re-
sults (Öberg et al., 2016). The same is true for process audits (e.g. inspections) 
since it takes no account of trends or contributing factors (Seddon, 2005) and 
similar problems occur with aggregated indicators (“KPIs”) or arithmetic means 
(Deming, 1986). Öberg et al. (2016) demonstrate that managers better under-
stand performance and improve their decisions by examining variation in lon-
gitudinal data. There is already evidence in conservation management, particu-
larly in natural resource management and environmental protection that this 
type of treatment of data is beneficial (Black & Leslie, 2018; Gove et al., 2013; 
Morrison, 2008). 

3.5. Goal-Setting 

Goal-setting is a thoroughly-researched area in organisation behaviour (Miller & 
Weiss, 2015) evidenced by strong effects. Performance increases as goal diffi-
culty increases, to a point when difficulty exceeds perceived feasibility by the 
worker (Kleingeld et al., 2011; Locke & Latham, 1990, 2002; Wofford et al., 
1992). Specific goals are better than vague expectations (Miller & Weiss, 2015). 
However, participative goal-setting and impact of feedback are less researched. 
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Evolutionary psychology suggests that humans have an array of “proximal” 
goals (Nicholson, 2008) including wellbeing, altruism, and being trusted. In 
work, goals tend not to focus on social elements, are often short-term, and 
sometimes incongruent with organisational purpose and vision (Nicholson, 
2008). In short, goal-setting at work is a poor reflection of evolved human 
goal-perception. To enable improvement, people should collaborate on su-
per-ordinate (team) goals, but also be interdependent in reaching personal goals 
(Hülsheger, Anderson, & Salgado, 2009). Goal design and the level they are set 
(organisation, team, individual) is critical and a focus on the use of overarching 
conservation programme goals appears to be important Black et al. (2011). 

3.6. Planning 

Planning appears under-represented in psychological literature despite its as-
sumed importance to leaders (Covey, 1992; Kouzes & Posner, 2007). Traditional 
planning carries the assumption “that it’s possible to figure out most of the un-
knowns of a business in advance” (Blank, 2013). Importantly, this assumption 
does not fit with conservation which is characterised by uncertainty (Black & 
Copsey, 2014; Mahajan et al., 2019) and relies heavily on experimentation (Black 
et al., 2013). Studies suggest that planning should be associated with the use of 
performance information, but only if managers can choose and change per-
formance indicators (Kroll, 2013). Data use in planning is influenced by social 
norms and managers’ attitudes (Kroll, 2013), so conservation leaders must es-
tablish a culture of experimentation and data use as a norm (Black et al., 2011). 
“Lean innovation” accelerates operationalisation of ideas into concrete outcomes 
(Reis, 2011) and this mirrors Deming’s (1986) Plan-Do-Check-Act learning cy-
cle (Harms, 2015) so suits nature conservation and its experimental context bet-
ter than traditional linear planning. 

Deming (1986, 1993) and others (Scholtes, 1997; Seddon, 2005) repeatedly as-
sert that putting data in the hands of people doing the work allows continual 
improvement. Since Kroll (2013) suggests that data use is influenced by 
mind-set, this explains the importance of a leader’s attitude to performance in-
formation (Ammons & Rivenbark, 2008). Conservation leaders must con-
sciously select staff whose mind-set supports data-informed planning and deci-
sion-making and fits the culture of the programme. 

3.7. Governance 

Governance, authority and management have been scrutinised in conservation 
(Clark et al., 1994; Black et al., 2011; Bruyere, 2015), yet few psychology articles 
explore the topic. Analysis of the rules of governance (environment, psychology, 
language, procedures, boundaries, group dynamics) show that psychological 
agency of players (e.g. project manager, funders, community elders) interacts 
with institutional structures and procedures (Potter & Hepburn, 2010). Simi-
larly, influences on decision-making are identified as: the board’s characteristics 
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(demography, knowledge, skills), board processes (effort, conflict, activity), 
board outcomes (tasks, cohesiveness) and organisational outcomes (Forbes & 
Milliken, 1999). These are elements under the direct influence of conservation 
leaders and should be proactively managed. 

Community governance is increasingly important in complex circumstances 
which cannot be regulated by contracts or law and is a feature often encountered 
in conservation programmes. Where community governance is needed to 
change socio-economic norms (e.g. natural resource use, as commonly encoun-
tered in conservation) then mismatches in structures of privilege (including 
class), economics, and reward (i.e. balances in “what’s in it for us”) will limit the 
ability for governance to facilitate problem-solving (Bowles & Gintis, 2002). 
Leaders should: 1) choose members carefully, and provide an explicit role pur-
pose for each participant; 2) establish clear decision-making processes, with 
well-defined goals and consequences; 3) develop productive norms (e.g. rules) 
for board members (Cascio, 2004). 

4. Hands-on Leadership 

The second area of capability in Black et al.’s (2011) framework concerns how 
leaders go about their role and the nature of their interactions with people doing 
the work, through “Hands-on Leadership”. Black et al. (2011) assert that a 
hands-on, involved leadership approach which seeks to understand work, data, 
constraints and realities of a conservation programme are important. This in-
cludes having a sound and sensible applied cultural understanding (Straka et al., 
2018) of the people and social communities in which the conservation work is 
undertaken (employees, volunteers or affected stakeholders) and where conser-
vation and poverty alleviation goals exist within the programme (Opfer & Black, 
2019). This is an area of weakness in current design of conservation programmes 
(Straka et al., 2018). For Black et al. (2011), this understanding also influences 
whether a leader is best able to develop and communicate appropriate vision, 
plans and goals as well as engage with and work best alongside people. 

4.1. Involvement and Empowerment 

Empowerment enables self-determining people (i.e. employees) to be creative 
and energised (Ryan & Deci, 2000). Froman (2010) discusses involvement and 
“flow”, namely engaging in intrinsically satisfying activities (Csikszentmihalyi, 
1991) to enable more productive work. In discussions with executives Quinn & 
Spreitzer (1997) differentiated top-down empowerment and bottom-up (or-
ganic) “empowerment”. Top-down involves clarifying the organization’s direc-
tion; specifying tasks, roles, and rewards for employees; delegating responsibil-
ity; and making people accountable for results. This gets people to comply, but 
no more and does not tap into the previously mentioned self-determining psy-
chological state of “flow”.  

The alternative organic approach involves first understanding the needs of 
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employees; leaders’ then modelling empowered behaviour; teambuilding to en-
courage cooperation; enabling intelligent risk-taking; and trusting people to 
perform (Quinn & Spreitzer, 1997). The latter method matches learning and in-
novation approaches identified in this review. Empowering people increases ca-
pacity within the team and frees up the leader to tackle systemic issues and con-
straints (Seddon, 2005; Sparrowe, 2005). Quinn & Spreitzler (1997) state that “It 
is nearly impossible for unempowered people to empower others”. If a leader 
wants the team to take responsibility and make independent judgements, then 
they must influence that culture of behavioural norm to be established through 
the organisation. 

4.2. Questioning and Listening 

Few studies address a leader’s listening skills, and instead tend to concern the 
behaviour of followers De Cremer & Wubben (2010). Even if the search is ex-
panded, “Psychology and Listening” (with topic filters of Management, Business, 
Psychology, Experimental Psychology, Applied Psychology, Neuroscience) give a 
return of 61 articles of which 10% are thought relevant (most concern music, 
computer simulation and artificial intelligence).  

Authentic listening influences the creative and emotional effort that people 
put into work (Clegg et al., 2002). Schein (2009) calls this “humble enquiry”, 
where people trust the leader enough to share what they really think and feel. A 
more stylised approach to questioning and listening is Revans’ (1971) “Action 
Learning” where a team follows a structured process to eliminate hierarchy, 
power, plausibility, and groupthink. Black & Copsey (2014) suggest that follower 
trust, freedom to make decisions, openness, and attention of the leader are im-
portant with the latter expressed both in listening and appropriate questioning 
and Knight et al. (2019) advocate that humility is also fundamental to including 
stakeholders in collaborations, acknowledging the validity of different values and 
perspectives.  

4.3. Cultural Sensitivity 

Cultural aspects of conservation leadership appear to be underrepresented in the 
literature (Straka et al., 2018). This is a significant shortfall since management 
studies have found that cultural insensitivity by leaders can break the psycho-
logical contract with employees (Restubog et al., 2007). Effective work behaviour 
can be disrupted or offence may even drive deviant anti-organisation behaviour. 
Robinson & Bennett (1997: p. 17) note that “whether a given provocation leads 
to deviant action depends on the presence of constraints or controls that inhibit 
behaviour”. Various safeguards (constraints) can prevent problems, for example 
organizational values and expectations (norms), team bonding, and sanctions 
(Restubog et al., 2007). People’s response will depend on the level of collectivism 
in the local culture. However, these parameters and conditions of employment 
must be clear at the outset, to establish the psychological contract.  
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Potential cross-cultural aspects of leadership arise indirectly in other research. 
For example, Chung et al. (2011) identified that unconventional behaviour by 
leaders (to get people on their side) becomes dysfunctional when the behaviour 
deviates from what followers expect, for example, a lack of concern for conven-
tional morality and harmony. Chung et al. (2011) suggest that leaders should 
avoid unconventional behaviour when encouraging commitment from employ-
ees from other cultures. Inter-cultural training may assist assimilation of rele-
vant sensitivities (Knott, Mak, & Neill, 2013) and increased familiarity and 
cross-cultural competencies generally also appear valuable in fitting with normal 
demands of the workplace. 

4.4. Delegation 

Delegation relates to governance structures and levels of authority throughout 
an organisation (see 3.7). In a typical psychological study of 259 MBA students 
in the USA the quality of the social exchange between leader and subordinate 
was shown to be critical in relating leader behaviours and important outcomes 
(Hassan et al., 2013). Ethical and empowering leader behaviours are reflected in 
how much followers trust that leader and this research suggests that managers 
can utilise empowering behaviours to develop relationships that benefit organ-
izational outcomes. Supportive behaviours, coaching and eventual delegation of 
work to staff reflects situational leadership (Hersey & Blanchard, 1979; Hersey, 
Blanchard, & Natemeyer, 1979). Of course, suitable delegation relates to the ca-
pability of the people given the work and for conservation leaders, Black et al. 
(2011) relate this back to the leader’s understanding of the work and clarity on 
the competence and commitment (or indeed lack of capability or negligence) of 
staff. 

5. Details and Big Picture 

The third area of capability in Black et al.’s (2011) framework addresses how 
leaders gain a sense of reality about the constraints and concerns in their prog- 
ramme through a balanced understanding of the details and the bigger picture. 
This relates to their mental and intellectual perception of the system of work, 
rather than the practical interactions with people as discussed in the previous 
“Hands-on Leadership” section. There appears to be a systemic link between 
high level financial planning, decision-making, partnership building and specific 
practical challenges of conservation work (Black et al., 2011; Black & Copsey, 
2014; Mahajan et al., 2019) which often involves the management of change in 
infrastructure, landscapes, resource use, behaviour and ecosystems. Higgs & 
Rowland (2011) explored implementation of change, finding that successful 
leaders stood out as very self-aware and reflective, knowing how to use their 
presence and behaviour. This type of leader can work “in the moment”, put 
aside personal interests and reactions and focus their attention on what is hap-
pening, noticing repeating behaviours or issues and highlighting these to others. 
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Those successful leaders kept “in tune with the bigger picture within which the 
change was positioned and ensured that their team considered their actions and 
plans in the light of this” (Higgs & Rowland, 2011). Effective leaders keep change 
processes clearly connected to the wider picture by showing others that broader 
context and facilitating individual, team, and organizational learning. This aligns 
with the third section of Black et al.’s (2011) framework. 

5.1. Problems and Anticipation 

Problems are an inevitable part of life, so it would be sensible to expect humans 
to have evolved suitable coping mechanisms (Smith, 1975). Problems may be 
human, work or context related and have been discussed previously in various 
guises (behaviours, mistakes, learning, plans, culture, performance, governance). 
Problem definition combines anticipation, data acquisition, planning and analy-
sis (Deming, 1986). Studies by Hunter et al. (2011) and Waldman (2013) identify 
how leaders’ mis-perceptions of problems can cause errors in knowledge acqui-
sition, performance measurement, information interpretation, sense of reality, 
managing people, resources, problem perception and problem solving. In this 
respect, human problems like conflict or distress require responses from the “ef-
fectively functioning human being” of positive psychology (Sheldon & King, 
2001; Martin, 2005) involving mental processes including adaptation, percep-
tions, emotions, expectations, resilience, potential, and motivation. Use of lon-
gitudinal datasets in conservation will enable analytical methods to understand 
the predictability (or expected unpredictability at worst) of the state of ecosys-
tems to anticipate if intervention is required or not (see 3.4 above and 6.1 be-
low). 

5.2. Budgets and Finance 

Only one article relating to the psychology of budgets and resources arose in the 
search. Nevertheless, finances and resources are a key focus (cognitive interest) 
in management. It is important that managers (leaders) are involved in budget 
development, if not, their responsibility for budget control becomes ambiguous 
and erodes job satisfaction (Chenhall & Brownell, 1988). Leaders could consider 
how to involve their team in budget development since research suggests that 
team participation leads to better budgets, will facilitate employee performance, 
increase organizational commitment and raise job performance (Nouri & 
Parker, 1998).  

Leaders need to be careful not to play games with budgets. Literature in cogni-
tive psychology provides evidence which suggests that resource constraints ap-
pear to stimulate creativity, innovative behaviour and resourcefulness (Weiss, 
Hoegl, & Gibbert, 2011). However, their research also warns that neither re-
source abundance nor scarcity are reliable factors for managerial control of in-
novation (i.e. intentional withdrawal of resource to increase innovation). 

On the other side of the financial “coin” is accessing funds. Leaders (in con-
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servation at least) have responsibilities for cultivating relationships with funders 
which includes strategies established by research (Waters, 2009), namely: open-
ness (most important for donors), task sharing (next most important, covering 
funders’ assistance with service provision, training etc.), assurance (commit-
ments to maintain the relationship), access (being visible to funders), positivity, 
and networking. A key finding from Waters’ (2009) research is that leaders 
should regularly dialogue with donors to understand the emphasis to place 
across these six strategies. 

5.3. Partnerships 

Skills at partnership-building were rated as the most important attribute for 
conservation leadership in Bruyere’s (2015) study of conservation leaders. How-
ever, the search for partnerships gave no returns in Web of Science, so a revised 
term “collaboration” was used to identify a few relevant studies.  

Covey (1992) discusses the need for a win-win mentality in building collabo-
rations with others and this has also been discussed in conservation literature 
(Redpath et al., 2013). Revealing research by Kelman & Hong (2012) on social 
services, policing and education partnerships draws out the importance of 
“hard” (i.e. assertive) approaches in multi-agency collaborations: 1) Initiating 
Structure (e.g. A good safety manager will seek to exert considerable influence 
over partnership actions); 2) Accountability (e.g. the executive board questions 
performance information, rather just hearing presentations or reports); 3) Di-
rection (If leaders have problems getting engagement from a statutory partner, 
they do not hesitate to remind them of legal responsibilities).  

These approaches are different to common “softer” approaches such as “lis-
tening to others”, “working out problems together”, “being open to new ideas”, 
“showing empathy” or “avoiding contentious subjects’’, “inclusive decision 
making”, “promoting a shared vision” and “promoting a warm and positive 
working climate”. It is interesting that Kelman & Hong’s (2012) research identi-
fies that the “harder” approach is a necessary foundation for strength and integ-
rity of collaborative behaviours. 

6. Improvement and Learning  

The final area of capability in Black et al.’s (2011) four-part framework addresses 
improvement and learning and relates to both knowledge development and ap-
plication of knowledge to improve the work and the results which are achieved. 
This is an important set of feedback processes which engages leaders with new 
knowledge to sustain the effectiveness of their organisation, particularly impor-
tant in emerging or changing contexts common in conservation work. These 
concepts relate to the “learning culture” that is advocated for adaptive, agile 
organisations (Senge, 2006). Since Black et al.’s (2011) initial assertions about 
learning, the literature in the conservation sector now increasingly raises the is-
sue of learning and improvement (see Martin et al., 2012; Catalano et al., 2018; 
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Knight et al., 2019) but there is still much to learn from wider management and 
psychological literature. 

6.1. Capability  

Capability concerns the predictability of work processes or people to deliver 
outputs (Porter & Oakland, 1991). Goals focus on “the now”, but capability con-
siders overall (and future) performance (Nicholson, 2008) an area often ignored 
in leaders’ short-term priorities. Capability can be calculated from performance 
data to inform decisions, differentiating random changes from attributable 
(known-cause) variation (Shewhart, 1931) and can be applied to conservation 
management (Leslie et al., 2017).  

When we consider human capabilities, once considered innate talents (e.g. 
musical skill), we know understand that they actually arise from intense practice 
(Ericsson et al., 1993). At work, time to develop skills is influenced by the peo-
ple’s potential as seen by leaders and the encouragement leaders provide (Mar-
tin, 2005). Lee & Bang (2012) identified that respecting staff as capable individu-
als, increases staff commitment and trust of managers; both linked to improved 
performance. There is a strong positive relationship between self-efficacy (how 
you think you perform) and performance (Stajkovic & Luthans, 1998). The effi-
cacy-performance link is aided by clear tasks, resources, and a workplace free 
from distractions. If people can collect performance feedback, feel some control 
over work and care about the consequences of performance, they will learn to 
be more effective (Bandura, 1997; Brannick et al., 1997; Stajkovic & Luthans, 
1998). 

6.2. Experimentation and Innovation 

Innovation is critical in conservation since often situations are encountered for 
the first time. In mainstream management literature Norbom & Lopez (2016) 
identified that leaders influence innovation by “being deeply knowledgeable, 
having access to important and useful connections inside and outside the or-
ganization, and being role models who are able to engender a strong sense of 
belonging and supportiveness among others”. This links to trust and permission 
to innovate which at work typically comes from people’s manager and colleagues 
(Boyatzis, 2008).  

Clegg et al. (2002) identified that the level at which people thought the 
organisation takes ideas seriously is a predictor of actual idea generation by 
workers. This is also associated with implementation of ideas. However, a belief 
that the organisation has people’s interests at heart is associated with actual lev-
els of suggestions (Clegg et al., 2002). The more people feel they are listened to 
seriously, the more effort they put into implementing ideas. Eisenbeiss, van 
Knippenberg, & Boerner (2008) identified that leaders’ encouragement of inno-
vation only has impact if there are organisational norms for high standards. The 
same emphasis is made by Black et al. (2011) for leaders to encourage pursuit of 
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alternative solutions and expect high standards of performance. Modern lean 
innovation (Reis, 2011; Blank, 2013) utilises the scientific cycle (Deming, 1986). 
Innovation, experimentation, error management, learning and improvement 
draw on consistent theory, so Black et al.’s (2011) framework aligns these con-
structs correctly.  

6.3. Error Management 

Deming (1986) implores leaders to drive out fear and blame which reduce peo-
ple’s creativity and undermines commitment. Recrimination also incentivises 
people to hide errors and thereby retain problems inside the organisation (Sed-
don, 2005). In high uncertainty environments with a propensity for error (such 
as conservation) Hunter et al. (2011) suggest that leaders categorize errors most 
critical to the system, versus others better viewed as “acceptable risks”. Hunter et 
al. (2011) recommend an “error management” culture, where people learn from 
failures or mistakes and use the knowledge to stimulate innovation. This aligns 
with Catalano et al.’s (2018) assertion that a “learning from failure” culture is vi-
tal for the complex contexts of wildlife conservation problems and is also a re-
quirement to encourage experimentation.  

Handling mistakes and failure is also likely connected to the notion of leader-
ship wisdom as suggested by Knight et al. (2019). In their discussion appraising 
conservation interventions they suggest that “conservation biology has often 
gathered data and information at the expense of generating knowledge and wis-
dom”. This observation is matched by Black et al.’s (2011) recommendation for 
leaders to make particular effort to enable staff “to challenge, share, and learn 
from mistakes … Appraise the system … learn from failures”. 

6.4. Learning 

High standards of learning are maintained by mutual support of ideas by staff 
and management alongside mutual monitoring and critical appraisal (Hül-
sheger, Anderson, & Salgado, 2009). Leaders need to encourage dissent to over-
come groupthink and enable innovation, whilst teams must be capable of reflec-
tive judgement and open to divergent thinking (Dreu, 2002). Openness, learn-
ing, critique, and support reflect the “Learning Organisation” (Senge, 2006). 

A study of students (Cohen, Darnon, & Molaret, 2017) differentiates mastery 
goals (desire to learn) from performance goals and suggests that learning-related 
goals are more socially desirable than performance goals (which usually focus on 
individuals). A learning environment may benefit team members’ commitment 
more than individual performance-focused culture. Celik et al. (2016) found that 
work-related curiosity was a positive predictor of a worker’s innovation in a 
sample of 480 participants in 188 different jobs. This study provides evidence of 
the importance of personality traits in creative work behaviour. If a leader needs 
a creative, innovative team, then curiosity would be one important trait to test 
during recruitment.  
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6.5. Training 

Clearly the effectiveness of the design of specific training (whether on-the-job or 
outside-work) will relate to the degree to which the intervention can be evalu-
ated for impact on expected internal performance (e.g. process performance or 
organisational payoff) or external requirements, such as societal contributions 
(Kaufman et al., 1995), or in the case of conservation, biodiversity improve-
ments. Aside from direct skill acquisition, at the level of the individual employee, 
evidence from Korean NGOs suggests that training can also align employees’ 
values and motivation (Park & Kim, 2016), nurturing constructive social ex-
change relationships evidenced by people being able to participate in decision 
making. For those Korean workers, their self-perceptions and intrinsic motiva-
tion were strengthened. This clearly relates to leadership influence on perform-
ance and identity with the organisation. 

Further to individual effectiveness, experiential learning of team processes is 
beneficial to team performance (Wildman & Bedwell, 2013), enables people to 
become self-managing and thereby strengthens team identity. Voegtlin, Boehm, 
& Bruch (2015) found a positive association between training and collaborative 
empowerment for a sample of over 2000 employees in a multinational company. 
They examined empowerment, self-assessment, and group communication and 
found that training helped establish a suitable culture with positive effects on 
employee perception. Training itself, therefore, has a role in leadership processes 
that go beyond capability, but into social norms around learning and improve-
ment, empowerment and team culture. 

7. Findings 

This review has raised a vast array of leadership constructs. Research suggests 
that few people have a suitable variety of skills to carry out the multiple roles as-
sociated with leadership effectiveness (Kaplan & Kaiser, 2010) and “de-railed” 
executives (i.e. capable, ambitious managers who nonetheless fail) tend to lack 
these characteristics and capabilitires (Van Vugt et al., 2008). This problem has 
also been observed in cases of failed conservation leadership (Clark et al., 1994; 
Black & Copsey, 2014). Mainstream leadership studies identify that power in-
creases leaders’ potential for abuse and decreases empathy for subordinates 
(Kipnis, 1972; Gruenfeld et al., 2008). Ethnographers also reveal that most man-
agers understand that pleasing their boss is more important to career success 
than pleasing subordinates (Van Vugt et al., 2008), so without care leaders can 
easily cultivate negative approaches that followers subsequently resent. Clearly, 
this will erode trust towards those leaders. 

Modern leadership psychology (Van Vugt et al., 2008) suggests instead the 
importance of integrity (trustworthiness), persistence (steadiness under adver-
sity), humility (group placed ahead of personal ambitions), competence (leaders 
are resources for their groups), decisiveness (timely and defensible decisions), 
and vision (providing inspiration), involving engagement of staff and facilitation 
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(Cooper et al., 2005; Higgs & Rowland, 2011). Since recent research has identi-
fied difficulties in the conservation sector relating to gender equality, such as ex-
clusion from opportunity, prejudiced perceptions of incapability, and harass-
ment (Jones & Solomon, 2019) the importance of improved, modern skill sets 
and mindsets of conservation leadership appear even more imperative to im-
prove leader perception, self-efficacy, intervention, relationships and general 
work culture. In addition, under the pressure of change (which is a common fo-
cus for wildlife conservation) there is evidence that a leader should be able to 
shift focus to wider systemic issues (Bryman, 1992; Kouzes & Posner, 2007), 
since success emerges through influences upon many factors in the overall sys-
tem. Kilburg & Donohue’s (2011) “grand theory” of leadership describes six 
components: external environment, the diverse characteristics of people, the di-
verse perceptions and behaviour of those people (especially their purpose, direc-
tion and approach), working relationships, organizational systems and organiza-
tional performance. This review illustrates that all of these components align 
with Black et al.’s (2011) framework. It is notable that all of these concepts fea-
ture in psychological studies relating to leadership (Figure 1). This review also 
identifies interactions which exist between the four areas in the conservation 
leadership framework as illustrated in Figure 2. 

8. Summary 

This review has drawn on a wide range of psychological studies within the  
scope of a published leadership framework for the under-researched arena of  
 

 

Figure 2. Interactions between four areas of the conservation leadership 
framework (Black et al., 2011) as examined in this review of psychology 
literature (adapted from Copsey et al., 2018). 
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wildlife conservation leadership. The suggested areas of capability discussed by 
Black et al. (2011) remain a robust guide within the context, constraints and 
challenges of wildlife conservation leadership. Furthermore, the tenets of Black 
et al.’s (2011) framework are shown to be represented and supported by con-
temporary knowledge, fitting the “New Psychology of Leadership” (Haslam & 
Reicher, 2016) and suggests that the assertions made for conservation leaders 
remain relevant: 

1) Provide clarity and agreement on purpose, vision and goals; 
2) Define organisational boundaries and capacity to influence externally;  
3) Be sensitive to people, their culture, expectations, strengths and identity;  
4) Have confidence to engage dissent and people with alternative views; 
5) Work alongside people in cooperation and partnership; 
6) Give people more control through clear governance and flexible plans; 
7) Inform decisions with data, and learn from failures without blame; 
8) Recognise and celebrate success and encourage pursuit of improvements.  
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