
 

Interactive Session Report - NACCR 2026 

From Research to Action: How Conservation Science Informs (and Doesn’t Inform) Practice  
Thursday, July 16, 2026, 9:00 - 10:15 AM | N208-A, Baird Center (North), Milwaukee, WI 

Organizer & Moderator: Laura Yates, Program Manager, David H. Smith Conservation Research 
Fellowship 

Panelists: Dr. Cara Nelson (2004 Smith Fellow), Professor of Restoration Ecology, University of Montana; 
Dr. Tabitha Graves (2012 Smith Fellow), Supervisory Research Ecologist, U.S. Geological Survey, Northern 
Rocky Mountain Science Center; Dr. Kendall Calhoun (2023 Smith Fellow), Postdoctoral Researcher, UC 
Davis (Wildlife, Fish & Conservation Biology) / UCLA (Ecology & Evolutionary Biology); Dr. Sara M. Kross 
(2013 Smith Fellow), Senior Lecturer & 4th Year Coordinator, School of Biological Sciences, University of 
Canterbury, Aotearoa New Zealand 

Session Overview: This interactive session explored the conservation research-practice gap: the 
persistent pattern in which research findings frequently fail to reach the managers, policymakers, and 
communities positioned to act on them. It was convened by the Smith Fellowship and inspired by the 
legacy of the program’s founder, Dr. David H. Smith, whose guiding principle was that research is not 
complete until it reaches practice. Four Smith Fellowship alumni, spanning nearly 20 years of the 
program's history, participated in a facilitated panel and interactive audience discussion built around 
three central questions: (1) where translation breaks down, (2) what sustains a science-practice 
partnership, and (3) what concrete change would close the gap. For each question, the panelists briefly 
shared their reflections, after which the room moved into table breakout conversations, and then the 
whole group reconvened to share closing reflections. Throughout the session, attendees recorded 
individual responses and reflections on post-it notes labeled to correspond with one of the three main 
questions, and shared those with the organizers at the end of the session for analysis. 53 people signed 
in using the in-room QR code (an estimated 80-90 participants were present in photos). 

Key Discussion Themes: Approximately 250 written responses were collected across the three 
discussion questions and coded into themes by frequency. Leading themes per question (mention 
counts listed in parentheses): 

●​ Where research-practice translation breaks down: practitioner time, capacity, and bandwidth 
constraints (10); communication and language barriers (9); funding and budget constraints (8) 

●​ What sustains an effective science-practice partnership: long-term funding and financial 
commitment (13); trust-building through relationship and in-person presence (11); co-development 
from the outset, active communication, and mutual trust (8 each) 

●​ What would meaningfully close the gap: funding structures covering the full partnership lifecycle 
— planning, relationship-building, and monitoring, not just research (16); academic reward, tenure, 
and incentive-system reform to recognize applied impact (14); structural processes such as RFPs 
and liaison roles that build co-design in from the start (12) 

Session Outcomes and Follow-Up Plans: This session report will be shared with NACCR organizers to 
support future conference planning. Additionally, a summary of the key themes will be distributed to all 
participants who signed up to receive those during the session (53 people). Session organizers are 
currently exploring possibilities for publishing findings from this session and will follow up with registered 
participants and conference organizers should this come to pass. 

 


