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EDITORIAL
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In 1915, 2years after the British Ecological Society (BES) was
formed, ecologists in the United States followed suit and formed the
Ecological Society of America (ESA). At the outset, there was unrest.
One faction thought the Society should focus solely on research,
while another thought activism to protect natural areas was import-
ant. In 1917, some in the activist wing formed the Committee on the
Preservation of Natural Areas, but in 1946, the ESA disbanded the
committee to focus solely on its research mission. The activists then
launched the Ecologists' Union, an organization outside the ESA de-
voted to the protection of ecosystems, and in 1950, the Union was
renamed The Nature Conservancy. And so it went that a giant in the
field of nature protection was born out of a small number of activists
who could not gain traction for their activism within their chosen
professional home.

When our Ecological Solutions and Evidence (ESE) team brain-
stormed some big ideas in ecology we wanted to cover in this year's
editorial, we discussed the real-world impacts achieved by the man-
uscripts published in ESE, ways in which our work could meaning-
fully engage communities to care about ecosystem well-being, and
how we could increase stakeholder participation and promote other
types of social engagement in solution-oriented ecological work. In
the end, we realized that these topics are interconnected, and, a
little over 100vyears after the kerfuffle between pure-research and
activist-minded scientists at ESA began, our team is still grappling
with this question: What are the responsibilities of ecologists to so-

ciety that extend beyond the merits of pure research?

The stark contrast between science and activism that birthed The
Nature Conservancy is still ever-present but in some ways, barely a
glimmer in ecology today. Some academic departments still do not
recognize efforts to affect societal change as meritorious for tenure
and promotion, and others implicitly or explicitly discourage faculty
from engaging in those activities and may avoid hiring faculty who
do (Djupe et al., 2017; Eliason, 2023; Friedline et al., 2023; Sdvizhkov
et al., 2022; Uriarte et al., 2007). For example, just last year, two
prominent Earth scientists were reprimanded by their academic
organization (the American Geophysical Union, AGU) and one was
subsequently fired from her US government job for their minute-
long climate change protest at AGU's annual academic conference
(Valero, 2023). While that may seem chilling to ecologists who feel
we have a duty to speak out for change in the context of the twin bio-
diversity and climate crises, the landscape is changing for the better.
Universities are increasingly encouraging and facilitating interaction
with the general public to broaden education on ecological topics
(Benneworth, 2012; Benneworth et al., 2008; McDowell, 2001), in-
corporating statements supporting this wider engagement into their
missions (Beere et al., 2011; Torres-Harding et al., 2015; Velcoff &
Ferrari, 2006), and scholars are increasingly focussed on how to best
facilitate faculty social engagement on environmentally relevant is-
sues (O'Meara & Jaeger, 2019; Rhoades, 2012; Surak & Pope, 2016).
We thus contend that since the BES and ESA were formed, we have
gone through Holling and Gunderson's adaptive cycle—wherein

following the collapse of a system, the system is reorganized and
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FIGURE 1 Word clouds of authors' poll response for (a) desired impacts and (b) realised impacts.

generally improved (Holling & Gunderson, 2002)—and come out the
other side with a more robust, inclusive and socially relevant ecology.

One does not have to look far to see that ecologists' percep-
tions of what they can contribute to society beyond their research
objectives have changed through time. At the recent BES annual

conference in December 2023, themes on inclusivity, co-designing

research with practitioners and balancing science with activism ran
throughout the program. Our recent special feature, in which the BES
teamed up with the Society for Ecological Restoration to cover topics
regarding the U.N. Decade on Ecosystem Restoration, illustrated a
groundswell of support for increasing inclusive stakeholder engage-

ment, calling for multidisciplinary teams and policy interventions and
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recognizing and integrating the knowledge and skills of Indigenous
people into restoration science (Jones & Murphy, 2023). The pres-
ence and growing support for journals such as ESE—journals with
mandates to publish management and conservation-relevant sci-
ence—illustrate that many ecologists have moved beyond the realm
of only producing science to actively applying their work to solving
relevant global problems.

In many ways, academic journals have a parallel divide between
what is published and the wider influence of those publications.
Journals such as ESE seek to publish science that supports the man-
agement of species and ecosystems, with less concern about impact
on author indices. For example, when we received our first impact
factor this year (2.9), our editorial team was excited, but the conver-
sation immediately turned to questions of the ‘real’ sway achieved
by our published articles, meaning, did the articles published in ESE
actually contribute to management and conservation solutions? To
measure that, we polled authors who published in ESE between
February 2022 and March 2023 to ask what the authors hoped their
impact would be and what they perceived it actually was (Figure 1).
Of the 17 lead authors who responded, 94% stated they hoped their
research results would inform people beyond their academic peers
including the public, policymakers, practitioners and local commu-
nities. Over half the authors (59%) said they wanted policymakers
to use their results for better ecological outcomes, and over a third
(35%) sought to change management practices of the species or eco-
systems they studied.

In terms of what influence the work in ESE actually achieved, au-
thors stated their work informed audiences beyond their academic
peers (76%), policymakers using their research (35%), and said that
management strategies of their study species or ecosystem changed
as a result of their work (18%). Authors also stated that their ESE publi-
cations sparked conversations with managers, students and the public
about their research topics, and inspired others to take similar man-
agement approaches. These are exactly the types of impacts we are
excited about in that they extend beyond simply reporting the science
and serve society by contributing meaningfully to better management
of species and ecosystems in the face of extreme human pressures.

Despite the demonstration of meaningful output scientists can
contribute beyond academia, there are legitimate concerns from
science and society about scientist social engagement, which we
define as activities beyond pure science along a spectrum that can
include outreach and working with stakeholders for change, all the
way up to true activism. Many scientists express uncertainty about
how best to balance conducting science with promoting relevant so-
cial engagement. One way academics might overcome this is to use
faculty governance to push for changing departmental, college- and
university-level governing documents to value such work and/or en-
sure no repercussions for it. In terms of balancing science and social
engagement, being honest and transparent about your point of view,
values, and societal objectives to audiences and stakeholders can
be a good first step. This can help researchers frame their research
interests and questions transparently and ensure others understand

their motivations. For example, we senior editors at ESE are all

motivated to pursue research that has direct applications for stem-
ming biodiversity loss for ethical and pragmatic reasons. Recognizing
that motivation as a driving force in our science does not preclude
us from following the scientific method just as would any other sci-
entist without those motivations, but it does improve stakeholder
and public trust if we are transparent about our motivations from
the start. Clearly stating project goals upfront is another important
step. Often, there will be stated science goals and stated outreach/
broader impacts goals; both should specifically declare the target
audience for the research. It is critical that scientists engage all rel-
evant stakeholders, and especially their target audience, early and
often throughout their research. For example, too many scientists
tout the importance of their work to ecosystem management with-
out having talked to an ecosystem manager before, during or after
their research. This can result in research that is disconnected from
management needs and thus not applicable in the way the scientist
had hoped. Although it can be difficult, ecologists who manage to
successfully navigate the potentially tricky landscape and incorpo-
rate social engagement into their non-research activities find fulfil-
ment and impact in their work.

Much of the shift to a more inclusive and socially responsive ecol-
ogy is a product of necessity—as our climate warms at rates never
before encountered and as we lose species faster than ever, who bet-
ter than those studying these phenomena to raise the alarm to non-
scientists? As anthropogenic pressures on Earth's social-ecological
systems mount, many ecologists feel they no longer have the option
of simply conducting excellent science. Instead, many are learning to
work in multidisciplinary contexts to solve pressing environmental is-
sues. They are training to effectively communicate to non-scientists
and persuade the public. They are actively seeking out and/or building
laboratories that pursue management-relevant science with immedi-
ate real-world applications. They are publishing in journals such as ESE
that require the framing of research in a management context. We are
excited to be part of this ongoing change in mindset; to meet this mo-
ment of Earth's dwindling resources and need for protection, we must
raise our voices and advocate for a better future.
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