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INTRODUCTION

Although the success of conservation relies 
upon human action, until recently limited 
emphasis has been placed on education, out-
reach, and communication as a means of achiev-
ing bird conservation. Bird educators working 
on the ground have long recognized this oppor-
tunity; today the conservation community is 
increasingly recognizing the same opportunity. 
As the number of educators and communicators 
dedicated to conservation grows, opportuni-
ties for partnerships with the ecological com-
munity are growing. Uniting the two groups 
will result in an enhanced ability to infl uence 
the knowledge, attitudes, skills, awareness, 
and behaviors needed to conserve birds and 
their habitats among targeted audiences. The 
Partners in Flight Education, Outreach, and 
Communication Needs Assessment builds 
upon historic efforts to improve bird conser-
vation through education by summarizing the 
current opportunities as defi ned by participants 
in the 4th International Partners in Flight (PIF) 
Conference. 

A key document from the 4th International 
PIF McAllen meeting, “Guidelines for 
Discussion Sessions and Needs Assessment” 
refl ects PIF’s growing effort to prioritize educa-
tion, outreach, and communications as strate-
gies for achieving bird conservation:

[Education, Outreach, and Communica-
tions]…are essential to achieving con-
serva tion success and have not received 
adequate attention to date. As you will 
see, the McAllen Steering Committee 
and Program Committee have integrated 
bird conservation education at an 
unprecedented level in this conference. 

The needs assessment will provide specifi c 
information for the new Bird Education 
Alliance for Conservation [which serves 
as the Education and Communications 
Working Groups for Partners in Flight as 
of May 2008].

HISTORICAL CONTEXT OF NEEDS 
FOR EDUCATION, OUTREACH, AND 
COMMUNICATIONS 

Only a few previous sources have summa-
rized the needs for Education, Outreach, and 
Communications (EOC) efforts in achieving 
bird conservation. These past summaries have 
been general in their defi nition of EOC needs, 
placing less emphasis on these disciplines than 
on research and monitoring activities. 

The Partners in Flight North American 
Landbird Conservation Plan (Rich et al. 2004) 
focuses on the needs for research and monitor-
ing, but does not contain a parallel section for 
EOC. EOC priorities are defi ned broadly in the 
“Landbird Conservation Goals for the Next 
Decade” section of the plan—specifi cally under 
Goal 2—which refers to creating a network of 
conservation partners to implement landbird 
conservation needs at multiple scales. Two audi-
ences, the general public and bird watchers, are 
identifi ed. For the general public, needs state-
ments promote large-scale actions including 
incorporating birds into school curricula and 
supporting International Migratory Bird Day 
and other public awareness-building activities. 
For bird watchers the emphasis is on engaging 
birders in monitoring and research through vol-
unteerism as well as infl uencing public policy 
and funding resources. Despite the lack of detail 
regarding EOC needs, many of the threats to 
birds discussed within the plan’s body clearly 
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necessitate education, outreach, and communi-
cation as a strategy to address these conserva-
tion concerns (Pitkin and Duberstein 2009). 

Increased attention to education, outreach, and 
communications was emphasized in the Partners 
in Flight Strategic Plan (unpubl.) under the head-
ings of “Education” and “Communications”. The 
focus under education is again general, includ-
ing utilizing educational organizations to craft 
tools; drawing on tools and programs to secure 
support and involvement from audiences; taking 
advantage of public interest in birds by build-
ing public outreach and education aspects into 
PIF; and continuing to support International 
Migratory Bird Day. The communications list is 
longer with 16, as compared to four, items. Those 
include actions that are focused on promoting 
PIF to other conservation partners, such as pro-
fessional meeting attendees, Joint Ventures, orni-
thological societies, and other bird conservation 
initiatives. The needs also focus on increasing 
the visibility, or awareness, of bird conserva-
tion amongst government and the conservation 
and bird watcher communities. Finally, several 
needs are associated with “inreach” within the 
PIF community, including general information 
exchange and workshops. 

BIRD EDUCATION ALLIANCE FOR 
CONSERVATION 

Since spring 2008, the Bird Education 
Alliance for Conservation (BEAC) has served 
in the capacity of the PIF Education and 
Communications Working Groups. BEAC cre-
ated the most recent articulation of EOC needs 
in its Strategic Plan (2008), introducing the col-
laborative network whose mission is to promote 
bird conservation through education, engaging 
new audiences in conservation action, develop-
ing the tools necessary to improve bird conser-
vation messages and education materials, and 
incorporating education as a strategy into con-
servation efforts and bird conservation initia-
tives. BEAC has identifi ed six priority goals: 

• growing the collaborative network of pro-
fessional educators and communicators; 

• partnering directly with the science com-
munity; 

• harnessing the power of education for 
conservation needs; 

• enhancing the availability of materials and 
tools tied to the bird conservation needs; 

• developing the means to reach under-
served audiences; and 

• ensuring linkages with our international 
partners. 

Each of the strategic goals is fl eshed out with 
clearly defi ned objectives. The BEAC strategic 

plan can be found online at: www.birdedalli-
ance.org. 

BEAC steering committee members worked 
closely with the 2008 International PIF planning 
committee to come up with the questions asked 
of session participants for this needs assess-
ment. BEAC has also taken the role of ensur-
ing the needs identifi ed in this assessment are 
implemented. As you read through the sum-
maries of the needs note that BEAC has already 
initiated projects to address key needs.

DEFINING THE NEEDS CATEGORY

For the purposes of the Needs Assessment, 
the category of Education, Outreach, and 
Communications (EOC) is defi ned broadly to 
include all the fi elds of education, interpreta-
tion, social marketing, training, and human 
dimensions. In the instructions given to session 
leaders, EOC was defi ned by the PIF steering 
committee as “more than just dumping informa-
tion on the public. We also have specifi c audi-
ences who we would like to take certain actions. 
Identify an issue, a target audience, a message, 
and what exactly you want them to do.”

 
NEEDS DEFINED AT THE FOURTH INTERNATIONAL 
PARTNERS IN FLIGHT CONFERENCE

Initially, 192 needs were identifi ed by ses-
sion leaders as fi tting under the heading of 
Education, Outreach, and Communications 
(EOC). We removed 52 items from our analysis 
that did not fi t the defi nitions provided in the 
Guidelines for Discussion Sessions and Needs 
Assessment. We also added in our review 11 
needs from Capacity Building, which fi t the 
defi nition of this analysis. In total, 151 needs are 
presented here. As such, 33 % of all the needs 
identifi ed in the 2008 PIF Needs Assessment 
are related to EOC, making it the area with the 
most stated needs.

The 151 EOC needs are arranged into six 
key themes as defi ned by the authors. Each 
need from the sessions was coded by one of 
the six themes using NVivo (QSR NVivo 2002) 
which allowed for quantitative summarization 
and further exploration for qualitative descrip-
tion of how the themes were expressed. The 
themes are listed here and discussed in more 
detail below:
 1. Changing of knowledge, attitude, or 

behavior of an audience to address a con-
servation issue,

 2. Creating and distributing products and 
programs,

 3. Improving how we conduct education/
outreach/communications,
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 4. Elevating the importance of education/out-
reach/communications for conservation,

 5. Communicating within the conservation 
community, and

 6. Communicating outside of the conserva-
tion community.

We discuss each of these six themes in detail 
below.

1. CHANGING OF KNOWLEDGE, ATTITUDE, OR 
BEHAVIOR OF AN AUDIENCE TO ADDRESS A 
CONSERVATION ISSUE

In the traditional sense, education, outreach, 
and communications aim to change knowledge, 
skills, attitudes, or behaviors of an individual 
or group of people. Thus, the social component 
of every conservation issue might necessitate 
EOC activities targeting specifi c groups of peo-
ple. Messages that are appropriate for different 
audiences must be created to encourage and 
promote direct conservation outcomes. These 
messages must be delivered in a way that tar-
geted audiences can relate to and that will moti-
vate actions to conserve birds.

Sixty needs expressed the theme of targeting 
specifi c audiences, making it the most prevalent 
need. Audiences mentioned were broad and 
ranged greatly: for example, some included tour-
ism providers, landowners, federal land manag-
ers, bird trappers, students, and specifi c sectors 
of industry (e.g., glass companies). Associated 
actions for each audience were similarly broad 
depending on the session topic. For example, 
actions included adopting specifi c bird friendly 
practices, and growing awareness of a given 
issue. In some cases the actions were tied to a 
specifi c outcome while others were left vague.

Ideally, each need would have had a clearly 
identifi ed audience, message, and outcome, 
necessary facets of targeted EOC delivery. This 
highlights the need for educators or others 
versed in this type of targeted outreach delivery 
to work in concert with those in the conserva-
tion community to address conservation threats. 
At the same time, bird educators need to take 
direction from the conservation community to 
ensure that their programs are addressing the 
issues of greatest conservation need. BEAC 
emphasizes this two-part need with its strategic 
goal of “harnessing the power of education for 
conservation needs.” Uniting the two groups 
will ensure that needs are well thought out and 
addressing the greatest conservation need.

Efforts underway by BEAC to create the 
Bird Conservation Toolkit (hereafter Toolkit) 
will provide great support in this area (Pitkin 
and Duberstein 2009). The Toolkit supports the 

 conservation of birds and bird habitat through 
strategic communications, education, and out-
reach efforts based on priorities identifi ed in 
the Bird Conservation Plans. The Toolkit will 
enable those working in communications, edu-
cation, and outreach to strategically identify, 
create, and implement regionally and locally 
relevant actions, materials, and activities that 
support the bird conservation initiatives.

This Toolkit will serve as a fi eld-advancing 
resource to drive the work of EOC professionals 
nation-wide and serve as a foundation for col-
laboration amongst the conservation and edu-
cation communities. 

2. CREATING AND DISTRIBUTING PRODUCTS AND 
PROGRAMS 

Products and programs are created and 
implemented by a variety of providers—some 
specifi c to bird education, some to conserva-
tion education, and some to bird conserva-
tion. Provider organizations are varied and 
include zoos, bird observatories, nature cen-
ters, Audubon chapters, and school to name 
a few. A variety of products and programs 
exist addressing an array of issues and mes-
sages. Some of these products and programs 
are promoted and/or distributed widely (e.g., 
International Migratory Bird Day [www.bird-
day.org], Flying Wild [www.fl yingwild.org], 
Bird Sleuth [http://www.birds.cornell.edu/
BirdSleuth]). Others are unique to a single orga-
nization but with the potential to be utilized—
directly or as a model—by other organizations. 
Sharing of products and programs increases 
capacity of providers, moving their expendi-
ture of resources from product and program 
development to implementation. When quality 
products or programs are shared or expanded 
they have further value in the consistent mes-
saging ultimately yielding greater impact.

This theme was the second most prevalent 
(expressed 34 times in sessions). The theme 
refl ected calls for sharing resources, catalogu-
ing resources, and distributing to providers 
the existing resources of various types. In some 
cases this theme overlaps with the previous 
theme as an education program or outcome 
needed for a given audience and purpose. If 
it was phrased in a way that emphasized the 
implementation of the product or program 
rather than educational messaging and out-
come, we included it here. In other articulated 
needs under this theme, session participants 
were calling for a quality  program or product 
to be used more widely such as landowner 
bird conservation guides or RARE campaigns 
(http://rareconservation.org/). 
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To address this need we must establish an 
effective clearinghouse for bird conservation 
education products and programs. It must 
be marketed so educators and communica-
tors populate it and use it as a resource for 
acquiring products. BEAC focuses one of its 
strategic goals on addressing the availability 
of bird conservation education products and 
programs, linking them to the Toolkit as the 
resource or product relates to a given conser-
vation need. Several potential sites exist that 
have been recently developed or are in devel-
opment; Environment for the Americas (www.
birdday.org); the Conservation Education 
Portal (www.outdoorresource.org/); and the 
North American Association for Environmental 
Education state resource directories (www.
naaee.org/programs-and-initiatives/resource-
review/ee-directory). 

However, while an array of products and 
programs exists, it is necessary for bird educa-
tion materials to be evaluated to ensure their 
quality. Standards for quality products and pro-
grams, such as the North American Association 
for Environmental Education Guidelines for 
Excellence (http://naaee.org/npeee/materials.
php), should be followed. These characteristics 
of quality must be considered when design-
ing the clearinghouse and sharing resources. It 
should be noted that in some cases promoting 
the product or program may not be the most 
effective approach but rather it is necessary to 
consider whether the hoped-for outcome will 
be achieved in a given location or situation with 
the implementation of a product or program. 

3. IMPROVING HOW WE CONDUCT EDUCATION/
OUTREACH/COMMUNICATIONS

Just as with ecology-based conservation 
efforts, if we are to effectively conduct conser-
vation education and communications we must 
follow best practices that include phases of 
planning, implementation, and evaluation. The 
North American Association for Environmental 
Education’s Guidelines for Excellence provides 
best practices for all three phases. Program 
evaluation is especially critical as it provides 
fi ndings to guide all phases of program plan-
ning, implementation, and feedback loops for 
ongoing improvement. A literature review has 
revealed a lack of peer-reviewed bird education 
evaluation studies or research on educational 
outcomes (Busch and Dayer 2008) suggesting 
that bird education and outreach programs as 
a whole have not been evaluated. Encouraging 
more evaluation is critical to improving our 
ability to effect conservation through education, 
outreach and communication. 

Thirty-one needs related to improving how 
education, outreach, and communications 
programs are conducted. These needs can be 
summarized into fi ve categories: employing 
best practices, training education providers, 
conducting evaluations, building capacity of 
educators to evaluate programs, and taking a 
strategic approach to setting priorities. In some 
cases they specifi ed linking with national orga-
nizations known for success in quality educa-
tion advancement, such as the North American 
Association for Environmental Education or the 
Children and Nature Network. Many of these 
needs came out of sessions that were education, 
outreach, or communications focused and full 
of professionals in the fi eld who are aware of 
such needs, including a workshop on education 
evaluation, a session on conservation educa-
tion, or a session on science education through 
bird banding. 

Best practices in the fi elds of environmental 
education and environmental communications 
exist as models that can be adopted by those 
working towards bird conservation. This may 
be accomplished by:

• Encouraging bird education provid-
ers and organizations to accept North 
American Association for Environ men-
tal Education Guidelines for Excellence 
for their education programming and 
undergo the review process of their pro-
grams to ensure the quality of bird edu-
cation; 

• Providing trainings on these guidelines as 
well as on specifi c aspects of best prac-
tices such as evaluation must be con-
ducted;

• Promoting Environmental Education cer-
tifi cation for bird EOC staff; 

In order for the bird conservation education 
fi eld to benefi t from training and opportuni-
ties to learn how to implement best practices 
and evaluations, there must be ample institu-
tional support and fi nancial resources allocated 
toward these needs. In some cases we make 
the erroneous assumption that these skills and 
knowledge are not as diffi cult to pick up and 
can be self-taught while we emphasize allo-
cating resources to geographical information 
system trainings or statistical analyses train-
ings. Yet, in fact, these skills and best practices 
require training and educational support to be 
effectively employed. 

4. ELEVATING THE IMPORTANCE OF EDUCATION/
OUTREACH/COMMUNICATIONS FOR CONSERVATION

While biological studies and conservation 
implementation has fl ourished and advanced, 
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bird conservation education has lagged, receiv-
ing fewer resources, staff, and funding oppor-
tunities. In some cases resources allocated go 
to bird education, rather than bird conservation 
education. Educators are skilled in following 
such principles for effective communication 
and education; yet, in many cases there is not 
collaboration with the science community who 
understand the greatest conservation needs. 
The education, outreach, and communications 
community could be instrumental in addressing 
these needs, moving the outcomes of their edu-
cation efforts beyond bird appreciation to bird 
conservation action. In some cases, institutional 
barriers have stood in the way, and in many 
other cases resources have been limited. 

Nine needs mentioned the necessity of 
includ  ing education in various conservation 
approaches, increasing collaboration between sci-
ence and education, or improving the availability 
of resources to bird conservation education. 

As growing attention is placed on the need 
to integrate EOC into conservation, BEAC is 
prepared to serve as a collaborative network 
to facilitate this collaboration between the sci-
ence community and bird educators. The Bird 
Education Network, developed by the Council 
for Environmental Education 2007, has also cre-
ated two signifi cant mechanisms for galvanizing 
bird educators—a bird education listserv with 
over 500 participants and a bi-annual national 
gathering of bird educators with 100-150 par-
ticipants at the 2007 and 2009 gatherings. These 
mechanisms can be used to facilitate communi-
cation with the bird education community. To 
ensure communication with the bird education 
community is tied to the conservation commu-
nity, representatives from EOC must actively 
engage in bird conservation meetings, such as 
PIF and the North American Bird Conservation 
Initiative. These initiatives offer such a vehicle 
through their Education and Communications 
working groups and committees. Yet, these pro-
fessionals must also engage in meetings of the 
PIF Implementation Committee for collabora-
tion to occur. Funding for those in education, 
outreach, and communications to attend these 
meetings and play a signifi cant role in the con-
servation projects of these collaborative net-
works continues to be problematic and proved 
to be a barrier in the past to the active engage-
ment of the EOC community in these efforts.

5. COMMUNICATING WITHIN OUR CONSERVATION 
COMMUNITY

Education, outreach, and communications 
professionals are often called upon to aid in com-
municating within our community. Some refer to 

this internal communication as “inreach.” Before 
we can be fully effective in external communica-
tions, our conservation community must be on 
the same page, and thus, internal communica-
tions is crucial. As PIF approaches its twentieth 
anniversary, much has been accomplished in 
internal communications within the bird conser-
vation community in North America. Hundreds 
of individuals and organizations are involved 
in listservs and meetings at state, national, and 
international levels. In many cases those in edu-
cation, outreach, and communications are not as 
aware of PIF and bird conservation issues as are 
the biologists. Further, conservation profession-
als outside of bird conservation can continue to 
be brought into the network.

Six needs expressed a call for internal com-
munications. Several specifi ed a website or 
mechanism for sharing a type of information 
(e.g., climate change) or successful models. One 
specifi cally referred to increasing the distribu-
tion of an existing internal communications 
tool, the bilingual quarterly newsletter “La 
Tangara,” for PIF MesoAmerica.

While internal communications have 
increased greatly through listservs and news-
letters, we have the particular opportunity 
to take advantage of web advancements. 
Individual PIF working groups and commit-
tees are beginning to explore shared work-
space technology such as Google groups and 
Wikis. These interactive technologies will 
allow for better sharing of information and 
tools and resources. The BEAC Toolkit project 
is researching how these technologies might 
be used for the sharing of education, outreach, 
and communications products and programs. 
Additionally, these opportunities are being 
considered for tracking the implementation of 
this Needs Assessment.

6. COMMUNICATING OUTSIDE OF OUR CONSERVATION 
COMMUNITY TO GROW IT

A communications need in any network or 
movement is sharing the approach and goals 
with those on the outside to foster partnerships. 
PIF, as a voluntary network for advancing bird 
conservation, has enjoyed great success through 
recruiting a diverse set of organizations and 
individuals to be involved. As we continue to 
face challenges in bird conservation, we will 
need to continue to involve non-traditional 
partners in our bird conservation efforts.

Ten needs related to ways in which the com-
munity might grow. In several cases the ecotour-
ism and tourism community was mentioned. 
Additionally, agricultural producers, watershed 
councils, Natural Resource Conservation Service, 
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and landowners were mentioned. In addition a 
couple needs broadly called for nontraditional 
partners or inter-regional partnerships. 

A communications plan for PIF and the bird 
conservation initiatives broadly could address 
such needs for communication and provide 
direction. Additionally, a mechanism for the 
conservation community to engage with and 
advise the ecotourism community might be 
necessary. As birding grows nationally and 
internationally, this certainly will be an area 
for potential collaboration and also potentially 
impact to birds.

NEXT STEPS

There is great opportunity to use education, 
outreach, and communications to advance the 
fi eld of bird conservation. As we have advanced 
our knowledge in ecology and conservation 
needs, we are far more advanced in understand-
ing what conservation outcomes must occur. 
Simultaneously, bird education programs are 
growing, creating a powerful cadre of provid-
ers capable of reaching a variety of audiences. 
As the McAllen Needs Assessment highlights, 
there is potential for EOC to have a great impact 
on conserving birds and their ecosystems. Yet, 
with such an array of needs, we must prioritize 
and be strategic in our efforts.

International guidance and coordination will 
be needed, such as by the Bird Education Alliance 
for Conservation (serving as the PIF Education 
and Communications Working Groups and on 
the North American Bird Conservation Initiative 
Communications Committee and State of the 
Birds Communications Team). Further, means 
to communicate and encourage collaboration 
amongst bird educators, has been developed 
by the Bird Education Network (BEN) through 
their listserv and bi-annual national gather-
ing. These coordinating efforts will allow us to 
respond to the identifi ed needs as a group and 
as individual organizations and providers. The 
time is right with the education community gal-
vanizing and conservation community ready 
for such collaboration. 

BIRD CONSERVATION TOOLKIT

Given the highest number of needs (60) 
addressed targeting specifi c audiences, the 
BEAC Toolkit project (Pitkin and Duberstein 
2009) along with assessment of existing prod-
ucts should be a top priority. An analysis of all 
of the conservation threats in bird conserva-
tion plans has been accomplished. A structure 
for the Toolkit has been created. Now we must 
link all conservation issues with audiences, 

messages, and outcomes. Then we can begin to 
populate it with quality existing products and 
programs. As we begin to evaluate the effective-
ness of the products and programs in achieving 
goals we can inform our future efforts to ensure 
effectiveness. 

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT AND BEST PRACTICES

Professional development and implemen-
tation of best practices must be prioritized as 
well. As educators embrace the North American 
Association for Environmental Education 
Guidelines for Excellence and related best prac-
tices, our fi eld will concurrently be advanced 
and improved. Training and capacity building 
related to program design and evaluation must 
be undertaken for practitioners to be able to 
continuously make their efforts more effective.

PIF COMMUNICATIONS PLAN

With internal and external communications 
needs ongoing, a communications plan for PIF is 
advisable. Through its design, the above needs 
could be incorporated as well as those identi-
fi ed in the PIF Strategic Plan (unpubl.) that have 
yet to be addressed. As with the Toolkit, a com-
munications plan could guide the work of the 
collaborative network as well as those organi-
zations and individuals who play a part. The 
Partners in Flight 20th Anniversary in 2010 is 
a key opportunity for external communications.

LINKING EOC WITH SCIENCE

As evidenced by all of these needs within the 
historical context of past conservation plans and 
the PIF strategic plan giving minimal attention 
to education, outreach and communications, it 
is appropriate to involve EOC professionals in 
these planning processes from the onset in the 
future. The NABCI subcommittee that wrote 
The U.S. State of the Birds (North American 
Bird Conservation Initiative, U.S. Committee 
2009) followed such a collaborative approach 
with a Science team and a Communications 
team working in tandem. The report and the 
expected outcome with the media and policy-
makers is a testament to the value of such close 
collaboration. As PIF undertakes its Trinational 
Vision design and writing, such communica-
tions involvement is advisable, In fact, it has 
already begun with an evaluation of the users 
of Rich et al. (2004) which was conducted by 
BEAC. Future PIF plans must incorporate EOC 
needs and involve the skills of these profession-
als in their design and messaging and in their 
communications and media planning.
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PRIORITIZE FUNDING FOR EOC

In order for these EOC needs to be met, we 
must have funding mechanisms. Traditionally, 
resources for bird conservation education have 
lagged behind other fi elds in bird conservation 
such as biological planning, monitoring, and 
even research. This is evidenced by the lack 
of positions dedicated to education, outreach, 
or communications in federal and state agen-
cies and in many bird conservation nonprofi ts. 
Further, many of the larger funding sources for 
bird conservation have not included bird edu-
cation, outreach, and communications as one of 
their priorities or have only allowed it as a small 
component. In order for us to realize the poten-
tial for EOC these funding sources must include 
EOC as a priority.

CONCLUSION

Education, outreach and communications 
engagement and expertise have increasing 
importance for bird conservation. Thirty-three 
percent of all the needs identifi ed at the 4th 
annual International Partners in Flight confer-
ence were focused on this area, making it the 
category with the highest concentration of 
needs. This document explains those needs, cat-
egorizes them, and suggests some priority areas 
for moving forward. Those dedicated to bird 
conservation, from both the scientifi c commu-
nity and the EOC community can now partner 
together to address the needs outlined in this 
assessment and improve on-the-ground bird 
conservation.
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