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Abstract As threats facing wildlife and protected areas
across Africa increase, demand for innovative and trans-
formational leadership to tackle the challenges remains
high. Traditional academic training programmes are play-
ing a critical role in meeting capacity development needs,
yet opportunities for strengthening leadership capabilities
are limited. This was the rationale behind Mentoring for
ENvironmental Training in Outreach and Resource conser-
vation (MENTOR), initiated in  by the U.S. Fish &
Wildlife Service through a collaborative effort with various
partners to support conservation leadership and capacity
development across sub-Saharan Africa. Five independent
programmes were implemented over a decade, each de-
signed to combine rigorous academic and field-based train-
ing with mentoring and experiential learning for teams of
– fellows selected through a competitive process. It was
envisioned that this approach to leadership and capacity

development would strengthen the resolve, capabilities
and competences of the fellows and position them as con-
servation leaders. Using data from interviews and online
surveys, we assessed three key aspects of the programmes:
strategic relevance and design; progress, effectiveness and
impact; and sustainability. Overall, we found that all five
programmes successfully delivered the objective of strength-
ening leadership for conservation in Africa, with the cadre
of professionals acquiring new skills and expertise to advance
their careers, and developing life-long relationships and net-
works. We discuss the potential of this approach for develop-
ing African conservation leaders.

Keywords Capacity and leadership development, experien-
tial learning, mentoring, sub-Saharan Africa, team building,
wildlife conservation

Introduction

Although significant progress has been made in the con-
servation of African wildlife, much remains to be done

to ensure the long-term viability of small populations of
many species. Successful conservation strategies depend
on availability of human capacity across a range of disci-
plines, from the natural and social sciences to law enforce-
ment and business administration (Black et al., ). Many
academic and technical programmes are providing training
for conservation professionals. Regional wildlife colleges in
Cameroon and Rwanda (serving West and Central Africa),
Tanzania (serving Eastern Africa) and South Africa (serving
Southern Africa) are playing significant roles in addressing
specific needs of the wildlife management profession in
their respective regions (Scholte, ).

Since the s, when many African countries gained in-
dependence, the science and practice of wildlife conserva-
tion has evolved from a colonial emphasis on protected
areas and trophy hunting to community-based approaches
for wildlife management (Jones, ; Garland, ; Child
& Barnes, ; ’t Sas-Rolfes, ). Protected areas have
continued to gain prominence as effective tools for safe-
guarding wildlife and generating revenue through ecotourism.
At the same time, the importance of engaging local
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communities and private landowners in wildlife manage-
ment and conservation has also emerged as a major inno-
vation in parts of the continent, especially eastern and
southern regions (Hulme & Murphree, ; Adams &
Hulme, ; Hutton et al., ). This evolution has also
influenced the nature of the wildlife profession in Africa,
which started from an emphasis on park guards and rangers
for management of protected areas to social scientists and
anthropologists focused on empowering local communities
as custodians of wildlife (Kessler et al., ).

Training programmes across the continent are also
evolving to meet the growing demand for expertise.
Because threats to wildlife have continued to increase, the
wildlife conservation profession requires new and diverse
skills beyond those offered by traditional academic training
(Black et al., ). Following the definition by Manolis
et al. (), conservation leadership requires suitable skills
to inspire and mobilize others towards achieving purposeful
change. Interpersonal skills are perceived by conservation pro-
fessionals as the most important competences for effective
leadership (Englefield et al., ). This is crucial because wild-
life conservation professionals are increasingly confronted
with complex and challenging problems (Corrigan et al.,
). Yet according to O’Connell et al. (), although ef-
fective leadership is essential for conservation success, there
is currently insufficient understanding of what conservation
leaders are doing, and what they should be doing, to be
effective.

Manolis et al. () identified two types of conservation
science leadership: shaping conservation science through
path-breaking research, and advancing the integration of
conservation science into policy, management and society
at large; they considered the integrative type of leadership
as representing the greatest opportunity for improving
conservation effectiveness. Leadership and capacity devel-
opment initiatives should therefore address technical com-
petences for conservation professionals, as well as soft and
people skills that will prepare them as influencers and dri-
vers of innovation. This was the rationale behind Mentoring
for ENvironmental Training in Outreach and Resource con-
servation (MENTOR), launched in  by the U.S. Fish
& Wildlife Service (USFWS) through a collaborative effort
with various partners to support conservation leadership
and capacity development across Africa. The MENTOR
programme was founded on the conviction that a combi-
nation of training and mentorship is key to strengthening
leadership capabilities and competences for conservation
professionals to tackle emerging challenges facing species
and ecosystems. The specific aim was to develop a cadre
of African leaders who would ultimately apply their ac-
quired knowledge and professional skills as individuals or
through teamwork to influence conservation outcomes.

During –, five MENTOR programmes were
implemented, focusing either on conservation of a glob-
ally threatened wildlife species or tackling the threats fac-
ing wildlife (Table ). A primary focus was on illegal

TABLE 1 Summary profile of the five Mentoring for ENvironmental Training in Outreach and Resource conservation (MENTOR)
programmes initiated in  by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service.

Programme Purpose
Period
implemented

Number
of fellows

MENTOR-BEAN (Bushmeat-free
Eastern Africa Network)

Implemented through partnership between the College of
African Wildlife Management in Tanzania & the Africa
Biodiversity Collaborative Group, with the overall goal of
building capacity to combat illegal bushmeat exploitation
in Eastern Africa

2008–2009 8

MENTOR-FOREST (FOrest Research
Ecology & Stewardship Training)

Implemented by the National Parks Agency of Gabon, with the
goal of developing a multidisciplinary team of professionals
to influence & improve forest stewardship & wildlife
conservation in the Congo Basin

2010–2012 9

MENTOR-PACE (Protection of Apes
& Conservation of Ecosystems)

Implemented by Njala University in Sierra Leone & focused on
strengthening conservation leadership in Liberia & Sierra
Leone through research & training on the western chimpanzee,
a flagship species for understanding & tackling threats facing
the Upper Guinea forest ecosystem in West Africa

2014–2018 8

MENTOR-Manatee Implemented by the African Aquatic Conservation Fund &
focused specifically on strengthening conservation leadership
to address threats facing the African manatee, a protected
species in Central Africa

2015–2018 8

MENTOR-POP
(Progress on Pangolins)

Implemented by the Zoological Society of London to develop
capacity of a cadre of emerging conservation leaders who
design & execute conservation actions for addressing
threats facing pangolins in Central Africa

2016–2018 9
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exploitation of wildlife for bushmeat, and threats facing the
Congo Basin forest and six globally important mammals
(the western chimpanzee Pan troglodytes verus, African
manatee Trichechus senegalensis, black-bellied pangolin
Phataginus tetradactyla, white-bellied pangolin Phataginus
tricuspis, giant pangolin Smutsia gigantea and ground pan-
golin Smutsia temminckii). Each – month programme
was designed to combine rigorous academic and field-based
training with mentoring, team building and experiential
learning for – fellows. MENTOR was originally designed
to be a series of programmes in different regions of Africa
to develop teams to address species conservation and tackle
threats. As a result of lessons learnt from having specific
modules on team building, conflict management, and adap-
tive management for conservation planning and project im-
plementation, these aspects were subsequently incorporated
into all later programmes. The five programmes together
involved  professionals with diverse backgrounds and
expertise across  countries. By targeting specific wildlife
species and ecosystems, participating fellows acquired
knowledge and skills that enabled them to identify practical
solutions and implement actions.

Here we report on an ex-post assessment of the pro-
grammes and their impacts on the fellows. We focused on
three aspects: () strategic relevance and design with respect
to the conservation priorities, () progress, effectiveness and
impact on the fellows, and () sustainability. We used in-
formant interviews and online surveys for data collection
and performed statistical analysis to assess how participat-
ing fellows benefited from the programmes relative to a
comparative group. In February , we discussed our pre-
liminary findings during a forum organized and hosted by
Njala University in Sierra Leone, which brought together
many of the participating fellows and mentors from various
partner institutions across Africa. We present the findings
of the assessment and discuss the potential for linking
training and mentorship as a strategy for developing con-
servation leadership.

Methods

The study was conceived by IA-B, AL and MIB at Njala
University, where one of the programmes was implemented,
with the specific objective of assessing how the MENTOR
approach affected the fellows. Overall design of the evalu-
ation emerged from a workshop on monitoring and evalu-
ation of training programmes organized for staff of Njala
University with support from the USFWS. During the work-
shop, a group of the co-authors (AL, IA-B, JJ, PJK, ES-M,
PFYT, RW, SO) created an initial set of questions based
on standard evaluation criteria (Table ). We then adapted
these higher-level questions for the assessment following
Kirkpatrick’s Hierarchy, which is often used as a basis for

evaluation in the training and development field (Kurt,
). The model has four levels used in the evaluation pro-
cess: Level  looks at how valuable the training was to the
individual; Level  explores what the participant has learned
and what they can do differently as a result; Level  is con-
cerned with whether the individual is applying what was
learned; and Level  is about the outcomes of the training
and whether it was worth the effort and investment
(Kirkpatrick & Kirkpatrick, ).

To determine the impact of the MENTOR programmes,
we adopted a quasi-experimental approach. Constraints that
exclude some of the more rigorous approaches include, but
are not limited to: inability to locate and obtain a response
from all trainees, the varying lengths of time between the
training and the self-assessment, lack of any pre-training as-
sessment (except for the choice to include the participant
in the programme or not), the subjective nature of self-
assessments, the small sample size, whether candidates not ac-
cepted for the programme constitute a valid control group,
and the small number of potential beneficiaries. Mixed meth-
ods were employed for data collection, including an online
survey, key informant interviews and a document review.

We used key informant interviews to unravel issues
around the overall MENTOR programme approach, in-
cluding perceptions of partnering institutions on strengths,
weaknesses and prospects for scaling up the approach. All
interviews with fellows and other relevant stakeholders
associated with each programme were conducted by an
evaluation team comprising four co-authors from Njala
University (JJ, PJK, ES-M, PFYT) and two independent con-
sultants (AN, SO). Because we did not set out to make any
comparisons between the individual programmes, there was
no inherent risk of introducing biases or conflicts of interest
with this approach. Nevertheless, to avoid any such risk, the
evaluators were independent from the MENTOR programme
they evaluated. The interviews entailed visits to countries
where the programmes were based and the majority of the fel-
lows located. In some cases where face-to-face interactions
were not possible, we used virtual means of connecting with
individuals. We complemented the informant interviews with
online surveys and review of relevant documents provided as
background information on each programme, including self-
assessments and progress reports.

To examine the direct effects of the programmes, we
compared fellows who successfully completed the pro-
grammes (the treatment group) to a quasi control group
of  individuals who had either applied to participate in
the programmes but were not selected or were currently
working in the conservation sector. This control group of
non-fellows was selected taking into consideration the
criteria that were originally applied by the respective
MENTOR programmes. We conducted the comparative
analysis on specific measures in three categories: profes-
sional growth, technical competences and professional
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outcomes (Table ). Participants were required to rate the
measures in accordance with their personal experience.
Using the online survey, we obtained data from  of  fel-
lows (somewere not contactable or had left the conservation
sector) and  non-fellows.

Respondents were asked to rate their skills and capability
as extensive, moderate, some or none. Because of likely dif-
ferences in the confidence of respondents we cannot be cer-
tain that those claiming a particular level of knowledge of a
topic are of equivalent skill. To measure the effects of the
programme on fellows, we employed two complementary
approaches: treatment effect based on standard deviations
(Cohen, ) and log-likelihood (Bland & Altman, ;
Szumilas, ).

For the treatment effect we recoded the responses none,
some, moderate and extensive to numeric scores of , , 
and , respectively, and responses of yes and no to  and
, respectively. These scores were then normalized by sub-
tracting the mean and dividing by the standard deviation.
For each question the mean response of all respondents is
therefore zero, the standard deviation is one, and each ques-
tion has approximately the same range of normalized values.
However, the data set is small and the raw data are both

categorical and skewed. For treatment effects expressed in
standard deviation units, a basic convention (Cohen, )
is that an effect size of . may be considered substantive
but small, an effect size of . may be considered a moderate
effect, and an effect size of .may be considered a large effect
size.

For the log-likelihood analysis, we aggregated the re-
sponses given by the respondents on their skills and capa-
bilities into two effects: High = Extensive +Moderate + Yes,
and Low = Some + None + No. High includes all respon-
dents who rated their skills as high, extensive or moderate,
and Low includes all respondents who rated their skills as
low, some or none. A similar aggregation was used for ques-
tions related to specific skills identified by respondents.
For example, the responses to questions related to using
Microsoft Word, Excel or PowerPoint were aggregated into
the category ‘reporting software’. Thus we derived the
following six categories of aggregated responses:

Reporting Software =Word + Excel + PowerPoint
Analysis Software = GIS + Access + Statistical Software
Information and Communication Technology

= E-mail + Internet + Social Media + Outreach

TABLE 2 Focal evaluation questions used to design key informant interviews and online surveys covering three aspects of the MENTOR
programmes: () strategic relevance and design with respect to the conservation priorities, () progress, effectiveness and impact on the
fellows, and () sustainability.

Strategic relevance & design
What was the conservation context for the MENTOR programme? To what extent did the design of the MENTOR programme specifically

include contributing to conservation goals of the target species/habitat?
To what extent was the knowledge & capacity for conservation of the species/habitat understood in the design of the programme

(e.g. were the conservation problems understood & did curriculum content & project implementation reflect this)?
Was the design of the programme logical, focused & realistic? Did the programme design follow best practice (e.g. theory of change,

defining goals & objectives, monitoring, building in sustainability)?

Progress, effectiveness & impact
Were the planned objectives/results & activities achieved?
Were there any changes to the planned objectives & activities made during the programme? If yes, why?
What went well, what were unexpected results & what went not so well (e.g. operational model)? How much input did fellow/trainers

have in the course? Are there things they would do differently next time?
Has the programme produced conservation champions (e.g. in the media, academia, practice, science, technical)?
Concerning fellows, do you have more confidence in applying the knowledge & skills learned? Have you applied these & in what contexts?
Have you contributed to creating critical mass bymentoring, training, coaching others, or in any other ways?Have your networks increased

& are you using these new network contacts? Do you feel more confident & have greater ability to design, implement &monitor projects?
For organizations, have you capitalized on the programme & fellows by winning more projects? Leveraging more change? Improving

collaboration with other organizations? If there was another MENTOR programme, would you want staff to participate?
How does the career path of MENTOR fellows compare with those who did not participate?
Were there any unintended consequences (e.g. loss of staff)?

Sustainability
Has the programme approach & course content been mainstreamed/integrated into universities, colleges, organizational training

programmes or other bodies?
Have resources been leveraged for the continuity of the programmes?
Has the ability to influence change been shared to create a critical mass (e.g. more mentoring, coaching or opportunities, more exposure

of the issues by fellows, more contacts with communities, politicians or the private sector)?
Are there factors/risks in the social, cultural & conservation context that support the fellows & the application of their knowledge

or that may hinder this?
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Management =Miradi + Opportunities + Contacts
+ Accolades

Leadership Skills = Lead + Participate + Confidence
+ Advice

Conservation Capacity = Promotion + Strength
+ Contribute + Improved Conservation

To assess differences across the programmes with respect
to performance of fellows and the comparison group, we
aggregated all items for analysis into  ×  contingency
tables. There are several potential approaches to the analysis
of such contingency tables; we employed the odds-ratio

approach, which is widely used in medicine to compare
the effect of treatment on an outcome (Bland & Altman,
; Szumilas, ). In our case the treatment tested
was usually whether someone was part of one of the five
MENTOR programmes or not, but we also viewed age
and gender of fellows as treatments.

Results

A total of  individuals were interviewed across all five
programmes (Table ):  were MENTOR fellows, and the

TABLE 3 Outcome categories and survey measures for the quantitative evaluation. Participants provided ratings on three outcomes based
on survey measures listed for each. Ratings of survey measures were used to compare fellows and the control group using () treatment
effect based on standard deviations and () log-likelihood.

Outcome Survey measure

Professional
growth

My ability to lead a team improved
My ability to participate in a team improved
My confidence in my current job has increased
I have received a job promotion
I have had professional development opportunities
I have received awards, grants or other accolades
My work in wildlife conservation has been strengthened

Technical
competences

Word processing
Spreadsheets
Databases
Presentation software
Internet
E-mail
Social media
Geographical information systems
Statistical software
Development of outreach materials (e.g. brochures, posters)
Miradi1

Professional
outcomes

Since participating in the MENTOR programme, can you point to any particular victories or proud moments in
your professional life?
To what degree has your network of professional contacts increased since you participated in the MENTOR
programme?
Are there people in your professional life to whom you can turn to for advice, guidance, support or mentorship?
I have contributed to the improvement of wildlife conservation
Please indicate to what extent you have contributed to an improved conservation status of the wildlife species
or habitat of concern to your MENTOR programme

Allows conservation practitioners to design, manage, monitor and learn from their projects to meet their conservation goals more effectively, following
a process laid out in the Open Standards for the Practice of Conservation (MIRADI, ).

TABLE 4 Demographics of the  survey participants.

MENTOR Programme Region Fellows Others Male Female

MENTOR-PACE West Africa 8 10 15 3
MENTOR-BEAN East Africa 7 8 9 6
MENTOR-POP Central Africa 9 11 13 7
MENTOR-FOREST Central Africa 4 4 4 4
MENTOR-Manatee Central Africa 6 2 5 3
Total 34 35 46 23

Capacity and leadership 5

Oryx, Page 5 of 9 © The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of Fauna & Flora International doi:10.1017/S0030605321000855

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605321000855 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605321000855


remaining  were stakeholders associated with the pro-
grammes (mentors, lecturers and representatives of par-
ticipating institutions). The opinions and perceptions
expressed during informant interviews and online surveys
suggests an overall positive view of the MENTOR pro-
grammes. All five programmes were considered as having
successfully designed and implemented multidisciplinary
activities that helped the cadre of professionals acquire
new skills and expertise for advancing conservation. Key
findings from the interviews and surveys as they relate to
strategic relevance and design, effectiveness and impact,
and sustainability of the programmes are presented below.

Strategic relevance and design

The evaluation confirmed the pervasive lack of adequate
professional capacity (both in government and non-
government agencies) to tackle threats facing the target spe-
cies and associated ecosystems as a valid rationale for the
programmes. Although there are important efforts already
underway in the region to protect wildlife (e.g. protected
area management, transboundary conservation and educa-
tion), it was noted that a cadre of trained professionals
working in a multidisciplinary team provides an additional
dimension to the capacity and leadership needed. The focus
on species of importance at global, regional and national
levels across multiple countries was highlighted as critical
for anchoring MENTOR-Manatee, MENTOR-PACE and
MENTOR-POP. On the other hand, MENTOR-BEAN
and MENTOR-FOREST were focused on knowledge and
skills needed to mitigate threats from wildlife exploitation
for bushmeat, and negative effects of extractive industries
on wildlife and forests. It was noted, however, that the train-
ing had limited focus on key issues such as social science
methods and anthropological principles that are critical
for addressing these challenges.

Progress, effectiveness and impact

Although each MENTOR programme was independently
designed and implemented, we found that they were con-
sistent in their emphasis on combining academic training,
experiential learning andmentoring for the team of aspiring
conservation leaders. In addition to new skills and compe-
tences, the evaluation established that each programme cre-
ated opportunities for fellows to gain real-time experience
working as a team on complex conservation challenges. In
some cases, fellows were able to apply their newly acquired
knowledge on various activities, such as designing and imple-
menting intervention and outreach programmes, and partici-
pating in technical workshops and international conferences.
We also found that for all five programmes, instructors and
mentors played an important role in helping the fellows
establish and expand their professional networks.

All participating fellows confirmed they acquired new
skills and knowledge, and that their professional develop-
ment was positively affected by participation in the pro-
gramme. In comparison to non-fellows, we found a large
treatment effect for professional growth (effect size .)
and professional outcomes (effect size .), although we
can rule out sampling error only for professional outcomes
(Fig. ). There was a modest treatment effect of . for
technical competences, although further examination of
the results showed that only competence in adaptive man-
agement (Miradi, which was a cornerstone of the MENTOR
programmes) was a genuine effect.

Fellows rated themselves significantly better than did
the comparison group in soft or people skills, but not in tech-
nical skills (Table ). The age and gender of the fellows had no
significant effect on how they rated themselves, although sev-
eral attributes were close to significance (P, .). Although
the programmes were established at different times, this had
no consequence on self-assessment by fellows. However,
fellows on programmes that were full-time rated themselves
higher than those on programmes that were part-time.

FIG. 1 Normalized mean response and range of values, expressed
as standard deviations, for the three major outcome categories of
the MENTOR programmes. Where the range of treatment effects
includes zero the possibility that the positive effect of training
is a statistical artifact cannot be excluded at conventional
levels of statistical certainty.

TABLE 5 Significance of log odds-ratio for effect of MENTOR
Programmes. Participant responses were aggregated in six cate-
gories and effects compared across three treatments: fellows vs
non-fellows, male vs female, full-time vs part-time programmes.

Categories
Fellows vs
non-fellows

Male vs
female

Full-time vs
part-time

Reporting software Z =−1.512 Z =−1.039 Z =−0.510
Analysis software Z =−0.092 Z =−0.209 Z =−1.584
Information &

communication
technology

Z =2.305* Z =−1.493 Z =−0.955

Management Z =−4.799*** Z =−0.535 Z =−1.902*
Leadership Z =−1.929* Z =−0.448 Z =−4.142***
Conservation

outcomes
Z =−3.692** Z =−0.032 Z =−1.815*

*P, .; **P, .; ***P, ..

6 I. Abu‐Bakarr et al.

Oryx, Page 6 of 9 © The Author(s), 2022. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of Fauna & Flora International doi:10.1017/S0030605321000855

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605321000855 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0030605321000855


Fellows attributed changes in their capabilities, confidence
and professionalism to the overall programme approach, and
most believed they had an important impact in conservation
as a result. From the interviews, MENTOR-PACE fellows
suggested the programme was highly valued by all despite
differences in their professional development. As one fellow
put it: ‘The most valuable part of the programme was the
opportunity to work with professionals who have full-time
jobs, and building their capacity while they are in their jobs
also gave them direct on-the-job benefits.’

Sustainability

We found that the multidisciplinary focus, approach to
mentoring and team building, and institutional context
for each of the programmes inspired fellows to develop
professional networks and relationships that are likely to
endure. In the words of one MENTOR-POP fellow: ‘It
was an unforgettable experience and has opened many
more opportunities for my career development.’

For some programmes, we noted that the networks cre-
ated are likely to provide long-term support for conserva-
tion of the targeted species and/or ecosystems. For exam-
ple, MENTOR-PACE created a virtual network for lecturers,
advisors, mentors, experts and fellows to continue knowl-
edge exchange on conservation of the western chimpanzee
in Liberia and Sierra Leone. MENTOR-POP mobilized di-
verse partners and organizations that contributed to the
programme through teaching, internship opportunities,
mentoring, workshops and site visits. Several of the training
modules from MENTOR-BEAN have been incorporated
into curricula at the University of Nairobi in Kenya and
the Pasiansi Wildlife Training Institute in Tanzania.
Similar steps were taken for MENTOR-FOREST, with
the training modules developed further for a Master’s
degree.

With regard to programme outcomes, we identified some
unintended consequences that have implications for their
sustainability. Firstly, someMENTOR-PACE fellows started
the programme with the approval of their employers but
were eventually either seconded or left to take up new jobs
elsewhere. As stated by one of the fellows: ‘I am now [a] se-
conded staff to the Wonegizi-Wologizi project funded by
the West Africa Biodiversity and Climate Change project
implemented by Fauna & Flora International, and one of
the African Ranger Awards winners.’ These types of change
could not have been predicted as the employer’s situation
also changed during the course of the programme such
that the original employer could not afford to have their
employees away for large blocks of time; this seems partic-
ularly true of NGOs. Fellows sought alternative employment,
often looking for positions they believed to be longer term,
more secure and more sustainable.

Discussion

The MENTOR programmes were envisioned as a new
model for developing capacity and leadership to tackle a
wide range of issues surrounding the conservation of forests
and wildlife in Africa, including the following: importance
and management effectiveness of protected areas, illegal
wildlife trade, commercial bushmeat exploitation, wildlife
governance and law enforcement, extractive industries, agri-
cultural commodity-driven deforestation, and management
of the human–wildlife interface (e.g. conflicts, zoonoses).
Findings from the evaluation suggests that the design and
implementation of all five programmes were consistent
with this vision. Exposure to these complex challenges fa-
cing conservation is critical for helping aspiring leaders for-
mulate realistic visions and practical solutions (Deitz et al.,
). This was reflected in some specific tasks undertaken
by fellows, such as tackling bushmeat trade in Eastern Africa
(MENTOR-BEAN), re-writing the Forest Code in Gabon
(MENTOR-FOREST), developing an action plan for conser-
vation of western chimpanzees (MENTOR-PACE), and tack-
ling illegal trade of pangolins (MENTOR-POP).

The programme approach of combining academic train-
ing, experiential learning, team building and mentoring
had significant impact on professional outcomes for the
participating fellows. Although independently designed
and implemented, each programme created a focused and
multidisciplinary learning environment in which mentors
could provide substantive guidance for long-term career de-
velopment and serve as role models for the fellows. In this
context, mentorship was used to transfer knowledge asso-
ciated with specific disciplines to developing professionals
(Wells et al., ), and as a pedagogical tool to integrate
theory and practice (Arnesson & Albinsson, ).

Beyond the knowledge and understanding of the issues
and challenges for conservation of the target species and
ecosystems, the fellows acquired valuable soft and people
skills to help strengthen their leadership capabilities. Bruyere
() suggested that conservation leadership should in-
clude skills to establish a vision, define and integrate values,
manage conflict, build partnerships and manage adaptively.
Complementing technical competences with interpersonal
skills is key to achieving high-quality leadership for con-
servation (Englefield et al., ), and competences related
to interpersonal leadership skills are key for effectiveness,
particularly in building trust (O’Connell et al., ). Such
leadership skills can play a critical role, for example, in the
implementation of wildlife governance and the capacity of
current governance structures to capture and distribute
economic benefits from wildlife (Muchapondwa & Stage,
).

Although each of the programmes focused on challenges
linked to specific species and ecosystems, the evaluation
suggests that the multidisciplinary approach allowed fellows
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to understand the importance of inclusiveness in seeking so-
lutions for conservation of wildlife in Africa. For example,
fellows were exposed to discourse on the practicality of con-
temporary conservation concepts such as community-based
natural resource management, payments for ecosystem ser-
vices, landscape approaches and biodiversity mainstream-
ing. Drawing on their own diverse backgrounds (e.g. in law,
anthropology, teaching, public administration, urban plan-
ning, tourism, wildlife, forestry), fellows were well-positioned
to understand the importance of multi-stakeholder engage-
ment and pluralism in wildlife conservation (Green et al.,
), and embrace systems thinking in advancing solutions
(Black et al., ). Academic and non-academic institutions
and organizations across Africa are exploring such approaches
to conduct multidisciplinary training and research for man-
aging challenges such as the outbreak of infectious diseases
(Rwego et al., ).

As demand for conservation leaders increases, there is
need to expand professional training across the continent
beyond traditional pedagogical systems. The skills and
competences needed cannot be met by a one-size-fits-all
approach (O’Connell et al., ). What the MENTOR
programme has demonstrated is the value of structuring
capacity and leadership development around specific chal-
lenges that reflect the realities of conservation across Africa.
Fellows not only acquired new skills and expertise to ad-
vance their careers, but also developed potentially enduring
relationships. Although it will take time for the achieve-
ments to translate into direct benefits for the targeted spe-
cies and ecosystems, we believe the overall approach shows
promise for developing African conservation leaders. The
fact that training modules for some of the MENTOR pro-
grammes have been incorporated into curricula at various
institutions of higher learning suggests the strategic impor-
tance of this approach.

To continue expanding theMENTORmodel, the U.S. Fish
& Wildlife Service is currently supporting a MENTOR-
Fish programme in Gabon and a MENTOR-Bushmeat pro-
gramme for Central Africa. Important shortcomings of
the programmes, such as failure to achieve gender balance,
and limited integration of social science research methods
and anthropological principles in the curricula, will be
addressed. This will further strengthen the fellows’ under-
standing of cultural diversity and their abilities in data
collection.

Based on the experiences and lessons from this assess-
ment of linking training and mentorship for leadership
development, we conclude that: () Aspiring conservation
leaders can acquire valuable knowledge, technical skills
and competences through professional training pro-
grammes that are designed to address specific challenges
facing species and ecosystems across the continent. () The
uniqueMENTOR approach of combining technical training
and mentorship could help to professionalize the wildlife

conservation sector, especially so that the governments
and non-governmental entities can benefit from more and
better-trained leaders. () MENTOR-type programmes could
harness and amplify the strengths of fellows by keeping them
engaged as a team upon completion of a programme. This will
create opportunities for them to network, maintain focus on
specific conservation issues and become increasingly
influential.
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