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SESSION ORGANIZER

Who I am and why I'm here. Cyndi Stinson, PhD Student at the University of Florida. I come to this as
a volunteer, as a practitioner who holds an FWC marine turtle stranding permit and leads a response team
and a training program, and as a researcher studying what drives and sustains wildlife volunteers.

SESSION FORMAT

I gave a short presentation on participatory conservation engagement through the lens of Social Cognitive
Theory, and my STERP (sea turtle emergency response) research, focusing on confidence, structure, and
meaning. The participants were in small groups of 3 or 4, where they discussed 3 questions about their
programs/experience on each of these topics. After discussion, each group recorded their response on 8.5
x 11 colored card stock paper, which I taped to the wall as they presented their findings to the group. At
the end of the 3 rounds, all the groups' findings were on the wall for easy reading/review during a group
synthesis.

GROUP DISCUSSION FININGS

These findings were emailed to participants who provided their contact information and posted in the
session ap on Wednesday, July 15, 2026.

Conservation practitioners and students from varying conservation backgrounds and geographical
locations worked through three rounds of 3 small group discussions. The conversation focused on how
programs and leaders build these conditions, with the most collaborative discussion on structure and
meaning.

Capability

Practitioner confidence in volunteer’s surfaced as a common limitation, especially around data accuracy
and species identification. Volunteers can hesitate even when they know the task, held back by
intimidation, imposter feelings, or discomfort asking questions. The throughline was that confidence

grows through relationship, not training alone. Ask volunteers how they feel about their confidence level,
make questions normal, and lead with positive feedback.

Structure

The group agreed that weak structure erodes both organizational function and volunteer confidence, and
that practitioner availability is a real limit. Volunteer leads emerged as the key program structural
improvement to reduce volunteer ambiguity and share the load. Yet the barrier of recruiting volunteers
willing to take on a leadership role is difficult. Solutions included: 1) A funded volunteer support
position. 2) Experienced team elders as leaders or support for volunteer’s questions. 3) Partnerships with
other organizations creating a volunteer-leader cohort for shared experience and support. 4) Recruiting
corporate or organizational volunteers to serve as mentors and volunteer leadership support. 5) Recruiting
students for academic support such as species identification.
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Capability + Structure

Several solutions support both. 1) Train-the-trainer framework: improves confidence, establishes
volunteer leaders, creates peer support network. 2) Broaden the volunteer commitment level: establish
varied, low time commitment roles to support fluctuating commitment levels (tasks: one-time, at home,
recurring short duration, etc.). 3) Offer multiple training paths to improve recruitment and suit volunteers
needs. 4) Recruiting volunteers with skills/hobbies they enjoy sharing (photography, drone, education,
outreach, communication).

Meaning

Conversation centered on making impact visible and building a sense of community for the volunteers.
Ideas included: 1) Team-building and reflection so volunteers connect and see what they accomplished. 2)
Revisiting sites annually to personally witness change. 3) Involving volunteers in future program
planning, annual reports, and co-authored publications (this could also be utilized for volunteer leadership
incentive). 4) Smaller, intermediate goals to show progress, motivating volunteers to continue. 5) Sharing
program or task metrics, establishing tangible results of their work. 6) Sharing Before-and-after photos to
make their efforts and results visible.

The framework will look different in every organization; but capability, meaning, and structure, designed
together, can travel.

FUTURE PLANS

I am building on what I learned from the participants in this session and from attending additional
interactive sessions during the conference. There is a need for stake holders in wildlife conservation such
as volunteers, leadership, and administration serving both non-profits and government agencies to come
together to discuss what is working and where there may be gaps. Where do volunteers and leadership
feel supported and where do they feel isolated. What are the responsibilities of leadership and government
agencies, such as fiscal and regulatory, that not fully understood by volunteers. By discussing
stakeholder’s experience in a safe working group format, we can work together to improve and expand
volunteer and community programs. Community involvement in conservation not only benefits
government agencies and non-profits, it improves wildlife conservation outcomes.

I will be hosting a full day workshop in February of 2027 for the Southeast Regional Sea Turtle Network
for volunteers, directors of non-profits, and government agencies working together to improve volunteer
programs and conservation outcomes.



