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Introduction
Today’s protected areas are becoming increasingly 
complex institutions that require a competent, 
motivated and adequately resourced workforce that 
has access to the most current ideas and best practices 
developed through decades of lesson learning around 
the world. Many protected area directors, managers and 
staff, however, lack the necessary range of competencies 
to ensure the effective and equitable management of 
these areas, and they have limited capacity for sustained 
and adaptive organisational management. Despite being 
responsible for the complex management of a significant 
proportion of the world’s natural capital, protected area 
management is still not recognised in many countries as a 
distinct profession with its own standards, qualifications 
and career structure. In this chapter, we will discuss 
the need to move towards the professionalisation of 
protected area staff and how different approaches for 
capacity development can lead to competence levels that 
allow for effective management. 

Understanding capacity development as the 
development of knowledge, skills and attitudes in 
individuals, organisations, institutions and society to 
set and achieve their own objectives, we will discuss 
knowledge management, skills development and the role 
that attitude plays to ensure competence. Also discussed 
are recent developments that are geared towards a shift 
of educational paradigms, where competence-based 
learning and the use of online educational alternatives 
are rapidly changing the way we deliver capacity 
development throughout the world.

This chapter will be useful for anyone interested in 
capacity development in protected areas though it 
is mainly intended for professionals responsible for 
developing capacity in protected areas and protected 
area systems—from planning to implementation and 
evaluation. The discussion of the most relevant concepts 
and methods will make it easier to select the best programs 
for specific capacity development tasks at the protected 
area level or within a system. Academic institutions can 
also benefit and incorporate new approaches to training 
or education. We have provided a brief summary of some 
key capacity development concepts and developments 
that provide a prelude to this chapter (Box 9.1). 

Box 9.1 A summary of key capacity development concepts
Capacity
Capacity is more than just the knowledge and skills of 
individuals. There are also capacities of organisations 
and institutions to perform, though people are central to 
making anything work. Capacity is also about individuals’ 
motivation and leadership in line with the organisation and 
societal actors. To achieve management effectiveness of 
protected areas, there must be combined performance 
from individuals and organisations working together. This 
is often best achieved in society through professionalising 
the field.

Methods 
Methods to develop capacity are expanding, though the 
most critical advancement is the codifying of competencies 
that drive individual and organisational capacity 
development. The methods used to build competencies 
are increasing due to new technologies and the limitations 
of financial resources. There is a renewed focus on going 
beyond short-term training courses and traditional formal 
degrees, which remain effective in selected contexts. Online 
learning, internal mentoring and apprenticeships managed 
through an organisation’s knowledge management system 
can be very effective. Additionally, the focus is moving to 
an approach to training that tailors the process around 
the needs of the individual learner and takes a holistic 
perspective to solving real work issues. All methods, when 
linked together as a system for capacity development, are 
appropriate for selected situations.

Individual capacity development 
Individual capacity development according to job function 
in protected areas can be grouped into three core 
levels: policy and planning, site management and field 
operations. A diversity of competencies is required to be 
a protected area professional at any level, including in 
traditional areas of conservation science and enforcement 
as well as policy development, compliance strategies, 
communications, wider ecosystem services, financing/
budgeting, consensus building, leadership and ethics.

Organisational capacity development 
The capacity of individuals/staff is of minimal value if the 
organisation is not structured, responsive and working 
in partnership with communities and other actors. 
Professionalising the field of protected area management 
will also influence organisational capacity and performance.

Professionalising protected area governance and 
management
A profession serves as a framework to tie together all 
elements of capacity development—from individuals to 
organisations and to institutions of interrelated actors. 
Professions focus on competencies required to perform 
at minimum standards, to create a common language 
and formal and informal means to learn competencies, to 
promote leadership and to identify ethics for the professional 
community. Currently, there are many competency 
programs established in protected area systems and some 
innovative certification programs to complete the system.



Protected Area Governance and Management

254

Capacity development in 
protected area systems
Protected areas are the most effective means for 
conserving biodiversity, ecosystems and a large array of 
services provided for the maintenance of the diversity 
of life on Earth, including human wellbeing. Though 
there has been great progress in the establishment of a 
global network of protected areas, there is still a great 
way to go. The establishment alone of protected areas 
and protected area systems does not guarantee that 
their objectives will be achieved. Global analysis of 
management effectiveness assessments reveals that a 
large proportion of designated protected areas are still 
inadequately managed (IUCN 2014a). In order to 
achieve effective management of protected areas and 
protected area systems, appropriate institutional and 
governance arrangements and competent professionals 
are required.

Nature has a value of its own, reflected through 
the thousands of years of dependency humans have 
developed for their livelihoods. Conserving biodiversity 
is our responsibility since human factors are the most 
important in causing the losses we are observing. In the 
Western world, where monetary value is often given more 
importance than social or spiritual values, we can argue 
that protected areas are home to greater economic assets 
than many of the productive alternatives that are often 
impacting on them. The value of the world’s ecosystem 
services and natural capital is becoming more and more 

recognised since Costanza et al. (1997) published one 
of the first papers on the topic, estimating ecosystem 
services at US$33 trillion per year. Using updated data, 
unit values and changes to biome areas, total global 
ecosystem services in 2011 were US$125 trillion per 
year, with a yearly loss in the order of US$20 trillion 
(Costanza et al. 2014). 

The achievement of conservation goals and the future 
provisioning of these services depend on the capacity of 
individuals to make the correct decisions but also on the 
institutional capacity and enabling environment to allow 
for effective action. The decisions taken by protected 
area staff must be based on knowledge, experience and 
skills. The ways in which decisions are implemented 
are dependent on the attitude of staff at all levels. 
Institutional capacity is composed of many factors, 
including funding, legal and policy backing, the number 
of staff, public awareness, and many others. Nevertheless, 
achieving institutional capacity also boils down to the 
capacity of the individuals within the institution to 
build it up and run it effectively. The role of capacity 
development in protected areas is increasingly recognised 
at all levels, including in Goal 3.2 of the Convention 
on Biological Diversity (CBD) Programme of Work 
on Protected Areas (PoWPA) (CBD 2014a; Box 9.2). 
The Aichi Targets, especially Target 11, set the stage 
for action until the end of 2020. Within each target, 
we can identify the capacity that has to be developed at 
individual, institutional, national and global levels.

Virginia Falls, Nahanni National Park, Canada 
Source: Alison Woodley
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There are large variations in job structures within protected 
area systems depending on many factors such as resource 
availability, especially funding; whether the country is 
developing or developed; years of establishment; social 
and political recognition; governance type at site level; 
and many others. In well-staffed and trained systems, 
we can find specific job descriptions, whereas in some 
countries, the small number of staff assigned to an area 
(in some cases only one person) requires them to fulfil 
a large set of activities. Nevertheless, we can establish 
at least three basic levels of staff—system management 
(including policy and planning), site management, and 
operational or field level (park rangers, wardens, and 
so on)—and in some cases, we still have a further level 
comprising lower-skilled workers. The domains of these 
levels can be very similar but the competencies for each 
vary. For a system manager, site planning will probably 
entail a national scope wherein conservation gaps and 
long-term land-use planning might be the area of 
focus, while the site manager is concerned with zoning, 
buffer and connectivity areas, and threat analysis or 
community development. The operational level will be 
more involved with on-the-ground enforcement, visitor 
management and protection. These differences require 
specificities in the capacity development strategies for 
each of these levels. 

Basic concepts and capacity 
development approaches
In order to design and implement effective capacity 
development processes, we need to understand the 
different components related to proficiency in performing 
on the job. Through self-assessment processes, a person 
or organisation can identify where the major gaps are 
and seek specific strengthening. We can design different 
capacity development strategies that focus on different 
aspects. In the following paragraphs, we define some of 
the most relevant components of capacity development. 

Ability
‘Ability is usually regarded as a set of innate attributes 
that determine our potential for a given activity. Such 
potential may be developed into skilled behaviour by 
training and practice’ (Egate and Groome 2005:100). 
In other words, ability is not something that can easily 
be taught and is related to genetic abilities and the 
environment in which the person grew up. Examples are 
the ability to dance samba or to learn different languages.

Skills
There are many definitions for skills depending on the 
area of endeavour, such as sport, business, handcrafts, 
and so on. For the purpose of this chapter, we define 
skill as ‘the ability to do something that comes from 
training, experience, or practice’ (Merriam-Webster 
Dictionary 2012), or ‘the learned ability to bring about 
predetermined results with maximum certainty, often 
with the minimum outlay of time or energy or both’ 
(Knapp 1963:11). There are four main characteristics 
of skills:

Box 9.2 Convention on Biological 
Diversity Programme of Work on 
Protected Areas: Goal 3.2 
This goal is concerned with building capacity for 
the planning, establishment and management of 
protected areas. The goal was established in 2004 
following the 2003 World Parks Congress in Durban. 
By 2014, implementation of the goals had been steady, 
but further work was required. The original goals 
are repeated here, as they set a context for ongoing 
capacity development work.

Target: By 2010, comprehensive capacity-building 
programs and initiatives are implemented to develop 
knowledge and skills at individual, community and 
institutional levels, and raise professional standards.

The suggested activities of the parties include the 
following.
• By 2006 complete national protected area capacity 

needs assessments and establish capacity-building 
programs on the basis of these assessments, 
including the creation of curricula, resources and 
programs for the sustained delivery of protected 
area management training. 

• Establish effective mechanisms to document 
existing knowledge and experiences of protected 
area management, including traditional knowledge 
in accordance with Article 8(j) and related 
provisions, and identify knowledge and skill gaps. 

• Exchange lessons learnt, information and capacity-
building experiences among countries and 
relevant organisations, through the clearing house 
mechanisms and other means. 

• Strengthen the capacities of institutions to establish 
cross-sectoral collaboration for protected area 
management at regional, national and local levels. 

• Improve the capacity of protected area institutions 
to develop sustainable financing through fiscal 
incentives, environmental services, and other 
instruments.

Source: CBD (2014a)
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1. a learned ability 

2. predetermined results: a specific goal or target is 
reached 

3. maximum certainty: repeatable results every time

4. maximum efficiency: lowest effort and time.

Cornford (1999:266) defined the following attributes of 
skill and skilled performance:.

1. Skill is learned or acquired and does not consist 
of innate, instinctive actions and simple or reflex 
actions, which everyone possesses.

2. Skill involves motivation, purpose and goals.

3. A mental plan or schema is required before a skill 
can be performed; this should include components, 
processes, correct sequences of components and 
temporal elements.

4. Skills require specific content and context 
knowledge and also specific stimuli, which signal 
the appropriate time and circumstances in which to 
perform or apply the knowledge. 

5. Skills involve problem solving relevant to the 
particular context.

6. There are individual differences in skilled 
performance and the same level of skill performance 
cannot always be obtained with different people.

7. Standards of excellence are required to judge 
performance.

8. Skill involves comparable replication or consistency 
of application over time.

9. Considerable time is required to achieve high levels 
of skill, especially where more complex patterns of 
thought and behaviour are involved.

In relation to job performance, we also have further 
refinements of capacity development terms.

Hard skills
These are the capabilities required for specific 
occupations, usually related to professional knowledge, 
tools or techniques that allow us to work within our 
profession. They are easy to observe, quantify and 
measure. They are also usually easy to teach when new 
to the learner and where no ‘unlearning’ is necessary.

Soft skills
Also called ‘people skills’, these are the complete 
collection of our social, communication and self-
management behaviours and are vital for professional 

success. These are the skills that enable us to work 
effectively and ‘fit in’ in the workplace. Soft skills are 
usually hard to observe, quantify or measure and are used 
both for day-to-day life and for work. It usually takes a 
greater effort to change or develop them since often they 
are already embedded into behaviour. Change in soft 
skills can be achieved through frequent reinforcement 
over the long term, preferably by a knowledgeable coach 
or co-workers (Coates 2006). Examples of soft skills are: 
time management, reliability, team work, interpersonal 
communication, language and a desire to learn and be 
trained; demonstrating integrity and ethical behaviour; 
being motivated and having a positive attitude; and 
critically analysing information (Phani 2007).

Competence (competency)
Competence can be defined as ‘[t]he ability of the 
individual within an occupation to carry out a defined 
task’ (Appleton et al. 2003:2). A more detailed definition 
can be found in Sanchez and Ruiz (2008:29), in which 
competence is ‘good performance in diverse, authentic 
contexts based on integration and activation of knowledge, 
rules and standards, techniques, procedures, abilities and 
skills, attitudes and values’. The concept of competence 
is not new. White (1959:297) used the term, relating it 
to ‘an organism’s capacity to interact effectively with its 
environment’. Miller (1990) developed a framework for 
clinical assessment that simplifies understanding of the 
transition from knowledge-based to competence-based 
education and assessment (Figure 9.1). Competence-
based learning builds on the existence of three learning 
domains: cognitive (knowledge), psychomotor (skills) 
and affective (attitudes).

Competence-based learning is becoming more and 
more popular. Its most important characteristic is that 
the focus of education is not on what academics believe 
students need to know (teacher centred), but rather on 
what students need to know and be able to do in varying 
and complex situations (job focused) (Coates 2006). 
Competence-based programs do not assume that 
the achievement of learning outcomes is reached by 
successful completion of a series of courses within a study 
plan. Rather they are learner centred, focused more on 
the use of many different learning opportunities and 
activities that allow students to learn and demonstrate 
their capacities at their own pace. 

Competence-based programs in recent years include 
peer-to-peer social networks, open educational sources, 
learning management systems and online advising 
and coaching (Klein-Collins 2013). Competence-
based learning requires the definition of the necessary 
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competencies pertaining to a profession or job. 
Knowledge is then integrated with attitudes and values 
according to each student’s professional or personal 
life. It is important to note that it seeks to promote the 
ability of students to learn how to learn (Sanchez and 
Ruiz 2008).

Competencies are also being used for protected area 
training and learning. Appleton et al. (2003) developed 
competence standards for protected area jobs in South-
East Asia. These are recommendations for skills and 
knowledge required for 24 key jobs in protected areas, 
divided into 17 categories and five levels. During 2013 
and 2014, a new effort, led by Appleton as part of 
the World Commission on Protected Areas (WCPA) 
Education and Learning Task Force, was undertaken 
to define global competencies for protected area jobs. 
Another initiative in Africa developed competencies 
tailored to marine protected areas with means for 
assessing performance leading to certification (Squillante 
et al. 2010), and this is discussed later in this chapter.

Leadership is a soft competence yet critical to most 
positions within understaffed protected area systems 
with significant challenges in meeting their mandates. 
How protected area staff internalise the concept 
of leadership is illustrated in Box 9.3 (Squillante 
et al. 2010). Leadership in protected areas is discussed 
further in Chapter 12.
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Box 9.3 About leadership 
Actions
• Hands dirty and feet wet.
• Initiative: lead by example.
• Do not ask others to do what you would not do 

(that is, apprehending).
• Ahead of the game (fingers on the pulse).
• Take a hard decision at the right time.
• Own success; do not disown failure.
• Consistency.

Interactions with staff 
• Motivate others by mentoring and team building.
• Delegate properly; do not micromanage.
• Exhibit trust in staff.
• Take responsibility for honest mistakes by junior 

staff.
• Prepare to stand your ground.

Interactions with communities
• Be respectful.
• Listen first.
• Become almost part of the community (embedded, 

approachable, fair).
• Do not disrespect but do your job.
• Seek respect (from staff and stakeholders)—not to 

be ‘liked’. 

Source:  Squillante et al. (2010)
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Learning
Learning is a continuous process of creating knowledge 
grounded in experience (Kolb 1984). Learning builds 
on pre-existing knowledge or experiences. Thus, an 
educator not only must implant new ideas but also has 
to help modify or dispose of old ones. This is important 
to take into consideration when designing and applying 
a training process. The more we can build on existing 
knowledge or experience, the easier it will be for the 
student to pick up what is being taught. If existing 
knowledge or practices are incorrect, a greater effort 
must be made in the learning process.

Motivation is fundamental to learning; only an individual 
who wants to learn can do so. Thus, motivation is one of 
the most important aspects of capacity development and 
must be worked into the starting phase of any training or 
educational event. The learner must know what the scope 
of the training event is and what outcomes are expected 
from him or her. A person learns more easily if he or she 
can identify with clarity what is the use of what is learnt 
in their day-to-day job or personal performance. This is 
something that often was previously not taken sufficiently 
into account in protected area training, especially when 
cooperation projects had built-in training components 
that were designed by the education provider, with little 
or no participation from the protected area staff in the 
design process.

It is also important to relate new knowledge areas 
or skills to the existing knowledge or skills of the 
individual. The construction of schemas or mental plans 
enables better learning by relating acquired knowledge 
to existing knowledge in the memory. Learning-to-
learn strategies make it easier for a student to construct 
mental models and schemas that will guide performance 
(Cornford 1997). The construction of mental models 
requires attention, retention and motivation: ‘Most 
human behaviour is learned observationally through 
modelling: from observing others, one forms an idea 
of how new behaviours are performed, and on later 
occasions this coded information serves as a guide for 
action’ (Bandura 1977:22).

Experience-based learning or 
learning by doing

Tell me, and I will forget. Show me, and I may 
remember. Involve me, and I will understand. 

— Confucius, cited by Ostashewski et al. 
(2011)

Experiential learning is ‘the process whereby knowledge 
is created through the transformation of experience’ 
(Kolb 1984:38), or in other words, ‘the personal 
acquisition of knowledge through practice’ (University 
of Iowa 2014). Whereas the traditional classroom 
focuses on knowledge, experiential learning involves 
three domains of the student: intellect, feelings and 
senses (Andresen et al. 1999). 

Kolb (1984) describes experiential learning as a cycle 
that starts with a concrete experience, which is then 
followed by personal reflection on this experience 
(Figure 9.2). The person then applies general rules or 
known theories to this experience—called abstract 
conceptualisation (the process of making sense of what 
has been observed) (Kolb 2014)—to construct ways of 
possibly modifying the next occurrence of the experience. 
In other words, how we can put this into practice (active 
experimentation) to finally go to the next experience. 
An effective learner must then perceive information, 
reflect on how it impacts on their life, compare it with 
their own experience and then think about how they can 
find new ways to act (Conner 2007). This may occur 
very rapidly or over a longer period. For those who want 
to go into a more detailed analysis and application of this 
cycle, there are additional reports (see Atherton 2013).

Postgraduate University of Tasmania protected 
area management students working with 
experienced and senior Tasmanian protected area 
management staff on site at Cockle Creek, South 
West National Park, Tasmania 
Source: Graeme L. Worboys
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For experience-based learning to be successful, we 
must first clearly define the goal and how this goal is 
significant to the individual. We then need to assure 
personal engagement with the experience and bring 
previous experience and knowledge to the learning 
process to ensure an adequate process of reflection and 
conceptualisation (Andresen et al. 1999). Experience-
based learning is highly adequate for internal institutional 
capacity development, where experienced protected area 
staff can mentor younger or newer staff.

vocational training or learning
Vocational training is oriented towards improving or 
updating knowledge and skills or to the acquisition of 
new ones required for a specific job function or trade. 
It is usually oriented towards the technical level and 
can be successfully used to enhance job performance by 
learning how to use new instruments, methodologies or 
technology. In protected areas, it is often employed at 
the operational or ranger level, especially for learning to 
use new tools or techniques such as a global positioning 
system (GPS), trail construction or wildlife monitoring.

Induction training
Induction training is given to new employees or 
employees coming to a new area in order to facilitate the 
adjustment to the new job tasks, other members of staff 
and the work environment, reducing the time needed 
to become productive. It can cover the organisation’s 
mission and vision, objectives, organisational chart, 

terms and conditions, working culture, equipment, 
information and communication systems, health and 
safety, and monitoring and evaluation. It is site or 
organisation specific and can cover a wide range of 
geographies, topographies, vegetation cover, water, caves, 
wild animal presence, climate extremes, incidents, social 
environments, political environments, conflict zones 
and other environmental and managerial considerations. 
Induction training is not about skills; it is about the 
basic routine tasks that have to be understood. Often 
protected area systems run in-house training for new 
staff or to update existing staff.

Informal/self-directed learning
Thanks to increased communication, self-directed 
learning is rapidly growing in importance. Increased 
access to the Internet, efficient and easy to use browsers, 
discussion forums, social networking, video instruction 
(TedX, for example), online courses (many of them 
free, such as Coursera), live streaming of meetings and 
conferences, and many others, allow easy and timely 
access to the latest information.

Mentoring/apprenticeship 
Mentoring and/or informal peer learning can be highly 
effective and very low cost, especially for training young 
staff. A mentoring culture has to be promoted within 
the organisation, avoiding knowledge and skills being 
used as a power play. The possibility of having staff from 
one protected area interact with mentors from other 
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protected areas can also be very effective, using protected 
areas with good capacity and thus management, as 
training places. This is also the case with partnerships, 
including international ones that allow staff from 
different countries to do internships in well-managed 
protected areas.

Formal education
Formal education is provided by accredited institutions 
and is based on a curriculum that leads to degree-granting 
programs—often required by professional associations to 
allow people to work in a given field. Formal education 
has an important advantage in that it allows for the 
deeper transformation of a person and changes in their 
mindset. Formal recognition or accreditation is required, 
be it through a ministry of education, an accreditation 
board or other means. In many cases, the validity of a 
degree obtained in a foreign country must undergo a set 
of steps to receive final recognition as being equivalent 
to a similar degree within a country. In many protected 
area systems, having a formal degree is a prerequisite for 
higher positions within an institution and is normally 
accompanied by better salaries.

Formal education specifically designed for protected 
areas is still scarce throughout the globe. In part, this 
could be due to the lack of recognition in the past of 
the need to professionalise protected area management, 
but other constraints can be easily identified. University 
degree programs in protected areas are difficult to run 
as there are few new job openings and most potential 
students are in fact current protected area staff who 
cannot leave their areas to sit in classrooms. Long-term 
sustainability is not easy to achieve, especially in smaller 
countries, where the total staff who can be potentially 
trained is limited to a few hundred, taking into account 
that not all staff want to or can go through a degree 
program (often protected area staff do not have the 
requirements for higher education, and many times they 
have not even finished secondary education).

Finding adequate teachers who have the required 
academic background in protected areas, teaching/
learning skills and real-world experience in protected 
areas is difficult. The Latin American School for Protected 
Areas at the University for International Cooperation has 
tried to overcome some of these limitations by offering 
online and blended-learning alternatives that reach out 
to protected area systems in many countries. Online 
education (which is discussed later in this chapter) allows 
for the involvement of students and teachers from many 
countries, but it does not solve the issue of limited funds 
for degree education within protected area systems and 

the inability of protected area staff to pay for their own 
studies due to low income. This situation compromises 
the long-term financial sustainability of such delivery. 
Many efforts to set up protected area management 
schools have ended when the international grants that 
started them terminated.

Capacity development
According to the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD 2006), 
adequate country capacity is one of the critical factors 
missing from development. If the development of 
sustainable capacity is not given the correct attention, 
development efforts will fail, even if supported by 
substantially increased funding. In the early part of the 
21st century, much effort is being put into rethinking 
capacity development. Capacity development must go 
beyond the enhancement of the skills and knowledge 
of individuals and is very closely related to the quality 
of the organisations in which they work. An enabling 
environment is crucial for an organisation to be 
effective. Thus, capacity development must take place 
at three levels—individuals, organisations and society 
(Nuffic 2014)—as represented in the following classic 
and often-cited model for capacity in a nested structure 
(Figure 9.3).

In terms of protected areas using this model, we can 
identify many initiatives for capacity development at 
different scales (Table 9.1).

Onsite postgraduate protected area management 
tuition from an experienced Tasmania Parks and 
Wildlife Service ranger, South West National Park, 
Tasmania 
Source: Graeme L. Worboys
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Table 9.1 Capacity development at different scales

Capacity scale Examples
Enabling environment (system)
• policy, strategies
• power relations
• social norms
• legal and regulatory framework

• IUCN work on legislation
• IUCN work on governance 
• IUCN (and others’) work on financing
• Species Survival Commission (red lists, species action plans)
• protected area categories
• Programme of Work on Protected Areas
• Convention on Biological Diversity Aichi Targets 

Organisation
• policies, procedures, frameworks
• knowledge management
• incentives

• IUCN/WCPA guidance on system planning, management planning, 
governance, financing (see Chapter 2)

• management effectiveness evaluation and the Green List
• Programme of Work on Protected Areas
• processes and procedures such as human resources, monitoring and 

reporting, institutional development, and organisational cultures
Individual
• knowledge and experience
• skills
• attitudes

• competence
• learning resources (body of knowledge)
• curricula
• certification of individuals
• learning support such as training, courses and mentoring

The nested model described in Table 9.1 is very simplistic 
and a more adequate representation is provided in 
Figure 9.4, which reflects the true dynamics that exist 
between the three levels.

In the past, capacity building was viewed as a technical 
process whereby knowledge or organisational models 
were transferred from high Human Development Index 
(HDI) countries to low HDI countries, where it was 
about teaching and training directed to individuals 
(OECD 2006; Walters 2007). The word ‘building’ 
suggested that previous capacity did not exist. 
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The broader political and social context under which 
capacity development efforts took place was not taken 
adequately into account (OECD 2006). The focus 
on providing the right answers without knowing the 
right questions often led to capacity development 
initiatives that did not respond to true needs, especially 
in developing countries. This then led to the lack of 
recognition of the importance of capacity development 
and could explain why there is very little recognition of 
having well-trained and educated staff in protected area 
management.

Many projects with the goal of resolving diverse 
conservation and development challenges have focused 
on the provision of technical solutions and funding with 
very little effort (and funding) provided for true capacity 
development. This has proven insufficient and has 
led to a ‘renewed focus on the underlying human and 
organisational capabilities that need to be strengthened, 
through working more closely with the individuals, 
organisations and societies that were the intended 
beneficiaries of development support’ (Capacity.
org 2013).

Many current and past capacity development initiatives 
were provided through technical cooperation projects 
or training providers, many of which are active 
at a global scale. This often created supply-driven 
capacity development based on inputs. Today it has 
become obvious that the focus must be on demand 
and on needs based on outcomes (Figure 9.5), and 
capacity development programs must be tailored to 
these. The inclusion of local views and knowledge is 
fundamental and the capacity development process must 
be appropriated by the ‘receptors’ in order to be effective, 
long lasting and actually contribute to the development 
of individual, institutional and societal capacity. 

The new consensus, articulated strongly in the 2005 
Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, sees capacity 
development as a necessarily endogenous process, 
strongly led from within a country, with donors playing 
a supporting role (OECD 2006:12).

This requires political recognition of and leadership on 
the importance of stimulating capacity development as a 
basis for achieving true country-level development.

There are many definitions of capacity development and 
its scope. The OECD (2006:12) has defined ‘capacity’ 
as ‘the ability of people, organisations and society as a 
whole to manage their affairs successfully, and “capacity 
development” is understood as the process whereby 
people, organisations and society as a whole unleash, 
strengthen, create, adapt and maintain capacity over 
time’. Ubels et al. (2010:4) emphasise the intrinsic 
dynamic character when they define capacity as ‘the 
ability of a human system to perform, sustain itself and 
self-renew’. They refine this further, affirming that it is 
not a static state but instead leads to changes in capacity 
over time. It is about creating added value for members 
and the outside world through permanent action and 
adjusting and developing over time. Defining it as a 
human system reflects the fact that there are different 
scales or levels of human organisation—from individuals 
to teams, organisations and networks. 

More importantly, especially in times of rapid change, 
capacity will always evolve in interaction with the 
surrounding environment. In order to develop or build 
capacity, we must make deliberate efforts to ‘stimulate, 
guide, strengthen, unleash, nurture and grow capacities 
beyond the existing condition’ (Ubels et al. 2010:4). 
Thus, capacity is the ‘ability of people concerned to 
(collectively) perform and deliver results in a chosen 
area, to sustain the activities required and adapt them 
over time’ (Ubels et al. 2010:5).

According to Ubels et al. (2010:ix), this means that 
capacity development requires engagement with real-
life issues and results, in which ‘abstract organisational 
abilities must be seen to be believed’, and where ‘capacity 
develops as much through relationships between actors 
as it does within an individual organisation, therefore 
involving unleashing collaboration’.

Finally, capacity is fuelled by local actors’ ambitions and 
resources, which cannot be replaced with external inputs 
and finance.

Capacity development at the protected area level can 
be challenging since the person or group of persons 
defining any capacity development program have to be 
able to clearly answer ‘capacity for what’ and ‘capacity 
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for whom’, and focus on specific capacities required 
to accomplish clearly defined goals under particular 
circumstances (technical, environmental, political and 
financial) in which these goals must be reached. Rapid 
changes due, for example, to climate change require 
permanent analysis of the main factors of change, which 
must be identified, quantified and monitored, requiring 
a permanent process of capacity development. We must 
identify the capacity that already exists but we must be 
able to determine if it effectively enables both individuals 
and their organisations to perform and achieve the goals 
they want to achieve. Under this premise, capacity 
development is about closing the gap between actual and 
desired performance (Walters 2007).

At the protected area systems level, the planners’ or 
policy-level perspective of capacity development will 
benefit from more holistic approaches to capacity. 
The European Centre for Development Policy 
Management, in a study report by Baser and Morgan 
(2008) and Capacity Development in Practice (Ubels et 
al. 2010), identify five core capabilities that are required 
to achieve organisational capacity (although they also 
apply to individual capacity). Their combined results are 
provided in Figure 9.6. 
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children learning by doing at an early age 
Source: Graeme L. Worboys
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If we try to relate these to existing protected area systems 
and their functioning, we might be able to identify 
more effectively where capacity development must be 
enhanced. 

1) Commit and engage
This core capability is often not recognised. It has to 
do with the importance of ownership and motivation, 
and is what allows organisations to empower themselves 
and have intrinsic capabilities for long-term capacity 
development. This capability is very closely tied to 
the essential components of competencies, which are 
attitude and self-perception, the human side of which 
often is what makes people motivated, have the energy 
to act and achieve their goals, leading to higher self-
esteem and improved competencies overall (Baser and 
Morgan 2008).

2) Technical, service delivery and 
logistical tasks
This core capability is most commonly associated with 
traditional capacity-building processes and is focused 
on performance and results (Baser and Morgan 2008). 
Within protected area systems, this is often attended 
by hiring consultants or companies that deliver supply-
driven short courses.

3) Capability to relate and to attract 
resources and support
This core capability is related to true and demonstrated 
achievements resulting from the development of key 
relationships required for organisational survival. 
It relates to earning the trust of others through credibility 
and legitimacy, including internal and external 
relationships (Baser and Morgan 2008). This is highly 
required, both at the protected area level involving local 
communities and stakeholders and at the system level, 
where, for example, a good communication strategy 
with the minister of finance might be able to solve a lack 
of government recognition of the role of protected areas 
in the national accounting and thus solve many of the 
problems related to lack of funding or political support. 
Achieving capacity at this level requires the correct 
attitude and skills and will be strongly enhanced through 
experience and personal ability.

4) Adapt and self-renew
This core capability is fundamental for long-term 
sustainability, especially in times of rapid change. 
It requires a collective awareness of the state, intrinsic 
capabilities, leadership, a critical need for foresight, 
continuous discussions and brainstorming and an 
understanding of the importance of adapting to 
change (Baser and Morgan 2008). Spaces for collective 
interaction that allow this are usually not found within 
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protected area systems. Additionally, the biggest 
challenge is to overcome the resistance to change of 
individuals and organisational structures—often related 
to power issues.

5) Balancing diversity and coherence
This core capability is about finding a balance between 
the diversity of thoughts, perspectives, beliefs and ways 
of doing things and developing the coherence needed to 
avoid fragmentation in order not to lose focus or break 
apart (Baser and Morgan 2008). This can be especially 
challenging for system and protected area management, 
due to the diversity and complexity of fields and very 
diverse individual backgrounds that have to be integrated.

Defining core capabilities can be challenging for protected 
area systems since it must contemplate the institutional 
structure, which is often complex, depending on 
centralised or decentralised decision-making, very diverse 
thematic or program areas, territorial distribution, and 
effective institutional communication channels. In many 
protected area systems, there is a lack of staff with high-
level managerial, administrative or project management 
training or education, often due to the fact that staff has 
been promoted from the field to central offices based 
on their on-the-ground performance, which might not 
always suffice for higher-level strategic management.

Education in a changing 
world
Today it is less important to possess knowledge than 
to be able to find it, select it and apply it—and do all 
this swiftly. Change, even environmental change, is 
not an exception any more; it is the rule. This makes it 
imperative to be able to permanently seek new approaches 
and solutions to the increasing complexity of current 
development. For adaptive management, we look back 
at monitoring results, making the necessary changes as 
we move forward to reach our planned objectives. Today, 
rapid change does not allow us to base our strategies only 
on past experiences; we must also look at future scenarios 
and lay the groundwork to try to reach the best-case 
scenarios. This is creative management.

The need to be permanently alert and choose different 
sources of information has changed the perception 
of what a successful student or professional is. Several 
decades ago, students went to school with an ‘empty 
suitcase’, which was slowly filled up each semester until 
graduation. After several years at university, students 
could go home and open this ‘suitcase’ and start exercising 
to gain the competencies required by the labour market. 

They were able to use the acquired knowledge for many 
years of professional practice with only occasional 
updates. Today, if a graduate is not able to permanently 
update and further develop his or her knowledge, skills 
and even attitudes, he or she will be obsolete for the 
labour market very soon after graduation.

This change in the learning process has not come about 
by chance. The accessibility of information in the era of 
the Internet and information technology, where mobile 
phones with their increased power and transportability 
are replacing computers, and the sheer amount of 
information that has become available at the click of a 
button, allow the close to two billion people who have 
access to the Internet to be part of the information era. 
Technological developments are permanently changing 
the way we educate and learn. It took many decades for 
distance education to gain a reputation; it has taken only 
a few years for online, e-learning and virtual education to 
change the educational paradigm. Most of the detractors 
of online education are people who themselves are not 
connected. It is true that there are many things that 
cannot or should not be taught without face-to-face 
time, but the support of technology is required for most 
learning processes today.

Another important shift in knowledge management 
comes from a realisation that conventional scientific 
approaches are not sufficient in many instances for the 
development of solutions to current problems. The use 
of alternative knowledge systems such as communitarian 
or indigenous knowledge has proven essential for the 
understanding of ecosystem functioning and the use of 
ecosystem services by local communities. Restoration 
of functional landscapes must inherently incorporate 
local knowledge. In fact, modern science has proven 
today that ‘natural’ ecosystems such as the forests in 
Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula (Levy-Tacher et al. 2002) 
or in the Amazon Basin (Coomes et al. 2009) have 
been modified by humans over hundreds of years to 
match their productivity with people’s needs for food, 
fibre, fuel, medicine, and so on. Today we must learn 
to recognise local knowledge as equally important for 
decision-making. It is highly relevant to bring science 
to local people so they can understand phenomena like 
climate change, which are not imprinted in traditional 
knowledge.

Learning versus teaching
An important shift in capacity development is the 
transition from teaching to learning. Today’s information 
and communication technology makes knowledge 
available at a fingertip through most smartphones. 
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Thus, a successful capacity development program 
today is not one that teaches knowledge; instead it 
is one that enables the learning process, allowing for 
collective construction of knowledge through learning 
communities and learning by doing. The possibility of 
the learner to immediately apply the knowledge and 
skills will lead to a more confident person, with a positive 
attitude towards his or her working environment. For 
the educator, it is often not an easy shift from being 
a teacher to becoming a mentor or moderator of a 
learning process. This does not disregard the importance 
of the experience a teacher might have acquired or 
their immense knowledge—often constructed through 
their own experiences. The learning process must be 
accomplished by the student according to his or her 
existing capabilities and deficiencies. Students learn by 
self-assessment through actual doing, more than through 
teacher evaluations or exams. As in other disciplines, in 
protected areas, teachers usually have a good subject 
background but have not been trained and are not 
very active in pedagogy and its development. Personal 
experience shows that it is not easy for protected area 
experts to take on the role of mentorship to assist the 
learning process as most of them still want to ‘teach’ 
(Case Study 9.1).

Reductionist versus holistic 
approaches
During the past decades there has been a growing 
critique of the traditional reductionist framework of 
education, wherein a complex whole is taken apart into 
‘boxes’ that are studied through different disciplines. The 
assumption is that if we understand the parts, we can 
understand the whole. Where this fails is that many of 
the interactions are lost, making it difficult to deal with 
complexity. A good example of this is climate change. 
The huge complexity of climate change makes it difficult 
to find effective solutions through institutions that are 
set within a sectorial framework and which see only 
parts, but there is no institution to oversee the whole.

In the reductionist framework, the educational process 
seeks the transfer of what a teacher knows to the 
student. The assumption is that knowledge is discrete, 
identifiable, objective and impersonal, and learning is 
static and additive in nature. Under this approach

knowledge is made up of elementary units 
of experience which are grouped, related, 
and generalised, and … the parts of a given 
learning experience are equal to the whole … 
In this model, which units are to be taught 

and in what sequence they will be presented 
is determined by the teacher or a curriculum 
specialist. (MacInnis 1995:8)

Holistic educators focus on the construction of 
knowledge, where the learner transforms new 
experiences into knowledge by relating them to 
previously acquired knowledge and transforming both 
of these into something new and meaningful. Learning 
goes then from a whole to the parts and then back to 
the whole. A good example for better understanding 
is the need to learn the letters of the alphabet prior to 
attempting to write or otherwise trying to communicate 
in writing; letters will be learned as needed (MacInnnis 
1995). If we truly intend to increase the effectiveness of 
conservation and development goals, the complexity of 
management of protected areas will benefit from a shift 
to more holistic approaches, both in management and in 
capacity development.

Delivery: Face-to-face, online or 
blended learning 
We will not go into an in-depth discussion of the 
different delivery methods and their advantages and 
disadvantages since this is not the scope of this chapter 
and more often than not these aspects are bound to 
the education or training institutions. Nevertheless, 
it is important for protected area staff to understand 
the basics of these delivery methods and the potential 
each of them has for different protected area capacity 
development efforts. Internet access is growing quickly, 
especially through smartphones, making connectivity 
issues less relevant as time passes.

Most people have been brought up with traditional face-
to-face learning, be it in classrooms, as a cross-generational 
(elders to youth) system or within the working arena. 
The main drawback is that students have to travel to the 
training site and there is a limit to the number of students 
who can attend a class with satisfactory results. Costs are 
elevated and, especially where air travel is involved, some 
of these courses are becoming prohibitively expensive. 
Face-to-face education has many advantages, starting 
with the human interaction that is essential, for example, 
in increasing communication and teamwork skills. It 
is valuable for complex field processes where direct 
observation and then practice with expert supervision 
can lead to more effective mastering of these skills. 
Game roles and other interactive methods are excellent 
training events, especially when conducted within an 
organisation or team.
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Distance learning relates to having teachers and students 
in different places. Delivery originally was through 
materials sent by mail with instructional designs that 
allowed the student to learn by studying the materials 
at his or her own pace; these were often called 
correspondence courses. Online learning or e-learning, 
also called virtual learning, has gained enormous ground 
over the past two decades, facilitated by improved 
internet connectivity and speed and the development 
of different platforms, especially Moodle, which was 
the most widely used interface early in the 21st century. 
The main characteristic of online education is rapid 
change as technology develops further. Less than a 
decade ago no-one would have thought of the possibility 
of attending university programs through a mobile 
phone. Internet delivery was seen as something for the 
few and left many people, especially those from less-
developed countries, out on a limb. In 2013, 39 per cent 
of the world population was using the Internet, up 
from 16 per cent in 2005. In the developing world, 31 
per cent of the population used the Internet, up from 
8 per cent in 2005, whereas 77 per cent of the people 
in the developed world used the Internet in 2013  
(ITU 2014). 

Face-to-face educators and even educational authorities 
have often offered resistance to the online process, and 
for many years it was considered to have lower quality 
than the face-to-face process. It is true that, under 
present conditions, some disciplines are still impossible 
to learn exclusively through the Internet. Nevertheless, 
technology is stepping in and we now have, for example, 
surgical training through high-tech communications 

systems, where expert surgeons assist students or less-
experienced professionals in remote areas using video 
communication, coaching the apprentice through 
every step.

Blended learning is a mix of both worlds and has 
proven to enhance the learning process when practical 
experiences are required. Online programs are now 
fostering face-to-face encounters between students based 
on geographic proximity. These self-managed working 
groups help construct knowledge collectively, allowing 
for the development of skills and attitudes. In recent 
years, massive open online courses (MOOCs) have gained 
popularity and will probably completely transform the 
educational process, even at world-renowned universities 
such as the Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
(MIT) and Stanford University, which have invested 
significantly in their development.

Capacity development 
planning and assessment
Establishing a capacity development action plan allows 
for better alignment and synchrony between the capacity 
development efforts and personal, institutional and 
community goals. The CBD has developed a guiding 
process for the establishment of capacity development 
action plans for protected areas (Box 9.4).

There are many different methods for assessing capacity 
needs. The basis is frequently a comparison of the 
current situation (existing capacity) versus a desired 

Moving away from the traditional approach where a 
student first ‘learns’ all the subject areas and then moves 
on to implementation and integration, the learner starts 
by mapping the protected area in which he or she works, 
including its surroundings. The task lies in using maps or 
geographical information systems (GIS) to identify and plot 
all issues that influence or affect the protected area. When 
working with each of the themes, the learner has to go to 
different sources and see which aspects have the highest 
relevance for a desired outcome. Any of the subject areas 
can serve as a starting point—for example, the ecological 
and conservation biology aspects, identifying if size and 
borders allow the conservation goals to be met, determining 
whether the connectivity and buffer zones are present or 
where they can be established, and their effectiveness 
for different species and under the influence of climate 
change. Communities can be mapped, identifying threats 
and opportunities and areas for conflict management 
or support for community education, involvement and 
development. 

Visitor management can be analysed, including joint efforts 
with local tour providers to increase visitor experience and 
seek co-investments. Research requirements to provide 
information for management can be prioritised and links 
to academic institutions identified. Within the final steps 
is determining what the required linkages are with the 
whole protected area system in terms of budget, technical 
assistance, alignment with national and global policies 
such as the PoWPA, and innovative funding sources. 
The learner can use different sources for acquiring 
information including guidance from a mentor or peers, 
internet searches, paper reports, management plans, 
and interviews with fellow workers or even community 
members.

He or she can choose the sequence by prioritising 
problems, gaps or previous experience. At the end, the 
map allows a holistic view of the protected area and all of 
the required processes to be undertaken to achieve the 
conservation goals, and the learner has the opportunity to 
gain knowledge and skills in the array of fields that affect a 
protected area.

Case Study 9.1 Learning-based approach: Latin American School for Protected 
Areas, Costa Rica



Protected Area Governance and Management

268

one (assessment of future capacity) and the road map 
for how to get there. There are several guides to capacity 
assessment methodology (UNDP 2007, 2008). There are 
also different levels for capacity assessment related to the 
enabling environment, organisations and individuals 
(Kay et al. 2008), while other authors add still another 
layer related to the network level of organisations where 
capacity development should aim at improving the 
relationships between different stakeholders in order to 
fully utilise their diverse capacities (Nielsen 2011).

In protected area systems, we find many different 
assessments for capacity development needs and many 
different approaches are taken to establish them. Some 
assessments are based on expert opinion (don Carlos 
et al. 2013); others are based on questionnaires to staff 
working in protected areas, buffer zones and central 
offices (Acevedo et al. 2006); and others have used 
broader samples, including on-site questionnaires and 
detailed self-assessment questionnaires (Gombos et al. 
2011). We also find more complex assessments where 
a combination of participatory and iterative methods 

was used, including focus group discussions, field visits, 
interviews, literature review and intensive consultation 
with key stakeholders carried out at the community level. 

This is the case of the Centre for People and Forests 
(RECOFTC) capacity-building needs assessment for the 
development of community forestry and community 
protected areas in Cambodia (The Learning Institute 
and RECOFTC 2011) and for the development of 
community forestry in Indonesia (Siscawati and Zakaria 
2010). The more complex processes usually render more 
accurate results but require higher investments, in terms 
of both time and funding.

The advancement of management effectiveness 
evaluations (Hockings et al. 2006) based on the 
establishment of management standards and assessment 
of performance against these standards, which lead to 
benchmarks for protected area management using a 
stepped scoring system from ‘complete failure’ to ‘full 
compliance’, can ease the identification of the areas that 
require capacity development, which can then be targeted 

Box 9.4 What is a protected area capacity plan?
While most protected area management effectiveness 
studies identify and prioritise critical threats and key 
weaknesses, they often do not identify the specific 
capacities and corresponding opportunities and 
strategies needed to address them. On the other hand, 
many capacity plans are based on a generic checklist 
of potential capacity needs, rather than on a systematic 
assessment of the actual management weaknesses and 
threats within the protected area system.

Ideally, planners will integrate management effectiveness 
results into the capacity action planning process, in order 
to ensure that the results are relevant and are focused 
on improving the most urgent weaknesses and abating 
the most prevalent threats. Furthermore, many capacity 
assessments focus exclusively on individual capacity 
needs and skill development, rather than on broader 
institutional and societal capacities. Ideally, planners will 
consider the range of capacity levels needed to ensure 
a comprehensive and well-managed protected area 
system.

A protected area capacity action plan is defined as a 
suite of strategies and actions aimed at strengthening 
the individual, institutional and societal capacities 
needed to create a representative and comprehensive 
protected area network, address critical management 
weaknesses, abate key threats and improve the enabling 
environment within a protected area system.

While the actual process of developing a capacity action 
plan will vary from country to country, the following are 
some basic principles that are likely to apply to all cases.

• Build on the results of existing assessments of 
protected area management effectiveness.

• Focus on the capacities needed to address key 
management weaknesses and abate critical threats 
as the basis for the action plan.

• Consider individual and institutional capacities and, 
depending on the scope of the assessment and 
available resources, societal capacities.

• Engage the right actors at the right time—park 
guards and field-level staff can provide one level of 
input into the capacity plan, while ministerial staff 
and policymakers can provide another. Often several 
meetings will be needed to include different levels of 
expertise.

• Include multiple actors from different sectors, 
including, for example, tourism, economic 
development, land-use planning, forestry, fisheries 
and agriculture.

• Emphasise a self-assessment approach, 
empowering protected area staff and administrators 
to identify their capacity needs and constraints.

• Ensure the support of senior-level management in 
conducting the capacity assessment and following 
up with the results.

• Ensure that the capacity action plan is integrated into 
national budgetary processes in order to increase 
the likelihood that the plan will be implemented.

Source: CBD (2014b:4, 6)
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with specific training. In a global study (Leverington 
et al. 2010), overall management effectiveness was 
most strongly linked to adequate infrastructure, 
equipment and information; good administration and 
communication; adequacy of information and staff 
training; and good management planning—all of which 
are linked to capacity.

We must be aware, however, that there is often a 
fundamental gap when capacity development needs are 
assessed, and it is based on the premise that one does not 
know what one does not know. In other words, often 
organisations and individuals are not up-to-date with 
knowledge, science and development trends and thus may 
not be aware of the need to develop capacities in one or 
another field. This is especially true where lower capacity 
exists or where language or technological barriers have 
not allowed for new trends or needs to be incorporated. 
One good example of this is climate change. The words 
‘climate change’, ‘mitigation’ and ‘adaptation’ are often 
found on capacity development needs assessments but 
with further inquiry there is often a misunderstanding or 
vague definition of what is actually required under each 
of these headings.

In order to overcome these limitations, it is necessary 
to seek expert support or at least establish processes 
through which the systems are kept up-to-date in 
terms of knowledge, science and technology. Adequate 
political leadership is fundamental for this to happen but 
recognition of the importance at all levels is also needed 
and this, in itself, is part of capacity development. 
Engaging external stakeholders and ‘clients’ can help an 
organisation assess its capacity or more importantly its 
performance and determine whether or not the gap is 
caused by a capacity issue.

It is often difficult to measure the impact of capacity 
development activities, especially in the short term. 
Since capacity development happens at the individual, 
organisational and community levels, assessment must 
happen at these levels also. Outcomes, however, depend 
strongly on the enabling environment, which depends 
on external factors such as policy or politics, the capacity 
of high-ranking officials nominated politically, worker 
unions, funding and other factors. Constant change 
to organisations also affects capacity as does a lack of 
organisational response to change, as this will render the 
highest capacity useless over time. The most difficult 
level of assessment is the community or society level 
due to the high complexity of this setting and the 
almost impossible task of identifying the direct results 
of capacity development processes. In the long term, 
the behaviour of a community or society will allow for 
a wider recognition of capacity that will nevertheless 

be difficult to clearly attribute to specific capacity 
development processes. This becomes highly relevant 
when protected area community outreach programs are 
evaluated, especially those that are donor funded and 
require reporting on effectiveness.

One of the most widely used evaluations for training 
programs was developed by Kirkpatrick in 1959, 
redefined by the same author in 1998 (Kirkpatrick 
1998). The evaluation model has four levels.

•	 Step 1: Reaction—How well did the learners like the 
learning process?

•	 Step 2: Learning—What did they learn (knowledge 
and skills gained by learners)?

•	 Step 3: Behaviour—Resulting changes in job 
performance from the learning process (capability to 
perform the newly learned skills while on the job).

•	 Step 4: Results—Tangible results of the learning 
process in terms of reduced cost, improved quality, 
increased production, efficiency and other measures.

Organisational capacity development is of the utmost 
importance if we want effective protected area systems; 
assessing the impact of capacity development at this 
level can prove complex and challenging. Hailey et al. 
(2005:12) have identified some clear methodological and 
practical challenges associated with measuring impact:

1. unclear program and process design 

2. power, control and ownership: whose needs and 
agenda 

3. measuring complex and intangible change 

4. demonstrating causality and attribution 

5. responding to context and culture 

6. committing to the investment costs.

These authors have developed approaches that have been 
adopted to overcome the challenges and put impact 
assessment into practice:

1. stakeholder involvement and prioritisation 

2. self-assessment 

3. triangulation 

4. balance of different methods and tools 

5. simple and systemic 

6. accept plausible association, not direct attribution 

7. recognise levels of investment

8. organisational learning: linking assessment with 
action (Hailey et al. 2005:12–13).
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Assessing the impact at the individual level is somewhat 
easier, though it varies with the scope of the process. 
When training activities focus on specific tools such as 
the use of GIS, trail design and building, fire control, first 
aid or similar, it becomes simpler. More structured and 
longer-term processes will require different approaches 
for evaluation. It is critical, however, to recognise that 
there can be institutional limitations that do not allow 
trained staff to put in place what they have learned. 
This is especially true when the upper hierarchical levels 
have not received training and feel threatened by more 
capable subordinates.

Due to the increased need, more and more assessment 
frameworks are being developed. The Australian Centre 
for International Agricultural Research (ACIAR) has 
developed a well-designed step-by-step assessment 
framework (Gordon and Chadwick 2007; Templeton 
2009) that aims to map and substantiate the linkages 
between the training provided and the intended or 
realised benefits, thus facilitating the attribution of 
benefits to specific capacity-building investments. It is 
based on estimating the value of the impact resulting from 
the change in practice and behaviour of organisations 
and then determining what share of these benefits can 
be attributed to the capacity-building activity (Gordon 
and Chadwick 2007). A similar effort for protected areas 
or conservation efforts could possibly facilitate impact 
evaluation.

Why do we need protected 
area professionals?
At the beginning of protected area designations, 
managers were confronted mainly with landscape 
preservation for visitation. Later, the importance 
of protected areas for conserving nature, especially 
emblematic species, was recognised. With the transition 
from preservation to conservation and the development 
of concepts such as biodiversity and ecosystem services, 
the role of protected areas for local livelihoods became 
increasingly recognised and thus social and economic 
aspects were incorporated into management, challenging 
the natural sciences background of many protected area 
staff. Today, we see protected areas as one of the most 
efficient and cost-effective natural solutions to help 
the fight against climate change. At the same time, 
the challenges of climate change impacts—with great 
variability throughout regions and countries, the need to 
manage uncertainties and risk, and develop management 
strategies that require a look into the future with scenario 
analysis, and the search for creative solutions to both 

adaptation and mitigation—have surpassed the current 
capacity of many of today’s staff involved in protected 
area management. 

In an attempt to fill the gaps, staff have often been 
trained through short courses, and we frequently find 
personnel with long lists of capacity-building events 
in their curriculum vitae. Interestingly enough, unlike 
other professions, in protected area management, no real 
professional or degree programs were established until 
the 1980s. An early associate diploma course in park 
management, for example, was established by the Riverina 
College of Advanced Education in Australia by 1983, 
with a degree course being provided soon after. There are 
only a few academic institutions around the world that 
offer formal programs in protected area management, 
and frequently there is a bias in these programs towards 
training in biology and ecology. Protected areas in 
many developing countries are frequently managed 
by non-professionals or professionals in fields such as 
biology, geography, geology, anthropology, forestry, 
agronomy, architecture or some other profession, who 
have modified their career paths. In economic sectors 
other than protected areas, typically only well-prepared 
professionals are hired for managerial positions, requiring 
usually at least an MBA or equivalent degree related to 
what they are managing. It would be difficult to imagine 
designing a house without an architect and building it 
without an engineer or hiring a person without proper 
education for bank management.

The complexity of protected area management today 
requires professionals with adequate competencies in 
diverse fields who have been adequately trained to be able 
to take a leading role in integrating the diverse knowledge 
areas and having the necessary skills and attitude to 
succeed. Nevertheless, the need to professionalise 
protected area management, especially in developing 
countries, has still not been adequately recognised. 
The provision of effective professional development 
programs for a large number of professionals is crucial to 
ensuring they are capable of facing current issues and are 
prepared for the new challenges of adaptation to climate 
change.

An effective protected area manager must understand 
ecological and biological aspects with broad knowledge 
of conservation biology and monitoring, including 
population dynamics, genetic diversity and trophic 
chains. This professional must also understand social 
dynamics and local community development, law 
enforcement and policing, governance, socioeconomic 
issues, mediation and conflict management to integrate 
protected areas with surrounding communities. 
Knowledge of general administration, accounting, 
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project management, planning, budgets, human resource 
management, risk and emergency management, public 
use and tourism, sustainability education, infrastructure 
maintenance, fundraising and many other areas is also 
necessary. This person must also be a leader and have the 
capacity for keen observation, analysis and creativity to 
be able to accomplish true adaptive management. 

She or he must also be familiar with legislation and the 
institutional nature of protected areas, the economic 
role and the valuation of services, especially ecosystem 
services and biodiversity value. Spiritual and intangible 
values are highly relevant in many parts of the globe. 
This person must also be able to influence policy and 
decision-makers. As mentioned, climate change adds 
new requirements, many of which have not yet been well 
defined for protected area managers. Marine and coastal 
areas bring great challenges with very dynamic processes 
happening with the many different stakeholders and in 
spatial planning.

The goals of protected area management can be highly 
diverse, including conservation and sustainable use 
of biodiversity and ecosystem services, protection of 
indigenous livelihoods, sustainable tourism, multi-use 
recreation and climate change resilience. The complexity 
of modern protected area management requires 
professionals with knowledge of disparate fields who have 
been adequately trained to comfortably integrate diverse 
skills. Advanced professional development programs for 

a diverse array of staff roles are crucial to ensure protected 
areas are capable of withstanding current threats and are 
prepared for new challenges such as climate change.

Many national protected area systems are understaffed, 
in terms of both quantity of staff and depth of expertise. 
This limitation has led to a dependency on international 
and national non-governmental organisations (NGOs) 
and bilateral technical assistance projects that often 
do not last. Due to the limited number of academic 
programs in protected area management, few long-term 
employees have specialised education that integrates the 
above fields of protected area management. Challenges 
are increased for governments since many professionals 
migrate to the NGO or consulting sectors and the 
capacity for national systems to train new personnel is 
often very limited.

If we recognise the value of the national heritage and 
ecosystem services at stake, we realise the urgency of 
professionalising protected area management. We need 
professionals to manage not only the field and office-
scale issues of individual protected areas but also the 
administration of larger national and even trans-
boundary and regional systems. These professionals 
require advanced skills in policy, strategic planning, 
consensus building, communications and fundraising. 
Professionals at all levels require specialised training and 
a diverse array of follow-up opportunities.

Araucaria forest: outstanding biodiversity in Villarrica National Park, Chile 
Source: Eduard Müller
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Education for protected area management must be 
expanded globally under new educational paradigms. 
Today we face the need for professionals who can deal 
with crosscutting disciplines using holistic approaches on 
an everyday basis. The complexity of the problems that 
conservation in general and protected areas especially 
are facing requires a permanent search for innovative 
solutions. For example, there is no recipe for adaptation 
to climate change. There will be important differences 
in adaptation strategies for sites that are a short distance 
apart, such as high, middle and lower parts of a river 
basin. Thus, the ability of a professional to collect all 
the necessary information, including forecast models, 
scenario development, policy and development trends, 
national and international trends in business, trade 
agreements and natural resource use, will make him or 
her more competent and thus successful.

Knowledge management
Adequate knowledge management is fundamental 
for success in management, including protected area 
management. Often, an organisation has a lot of 
knowledge spread throughout, be it in documents, 
other media and organisational processes and even in 
its people. If this knowledge is not systematised in an 
adequate way, it is frequently not, or not effectively, 
used. The adequate use of knowledge can lead, for 
example, to a set of best practices and lessons learnt. 
Timely use of knowledge can assist in solving problems 
or generating strategies. The complexity of individual 
protected area and protected area systems management 
requires adequate knowledge management in order 
to construct solid strategies. This uses both positive 
experiences transformed into best practices and negative 
experiences used as lessons learned to improve practice. 
Nevertheless, we rarely find adequate knowledge 
management or knowledge management systems that 
allow for quick searches to support decision-making 
in day-to-day protected area management. Very often, 
research results are found in one hardcopy that sits on a 
desk or bookshelf, not only making access difficult but 
also concealing its existence. The possibility of having 
modern web-based information systems and ensuring 
their widespread use would enhance capacity at all levels. 

‘Knowledge is information or data, organised in a way 
that is useful to the organisation’ (Suryanarayana and 
Adapa 2013:53). It is about getting the right knowledge 
to the right person at the right time. Knowledge 
is abundant and accessible through the Internet. 
The challenge lies in how to gather, evaluate, classify, 
systematise and use this knowledge constructively to 

achieve the organisational objectives. Intellectual capital 
and institutional or organisational knowledge are highly 
relevant and all organisations should have mechanisms 
in place not to lose these. Additionally, the use of local, 
community or indigenous knowledge has become highly 
relevant and is practically indispensable for ecosystem 
management and restoration and the establishment of 
functional landscapes (Levy-Tacher et al. 2002; Diemont 
et al. 2011; Aronson et al. 2007).

Knowledge management can be defined as a 
multidisciplinary approach to achieving organisational 
objectives by making the best use of knowledge. 
It includes processes such as acquisition, organisation, 
development and sharing of knowledge and the cultural 
and technical foundations that support and promote the 
use of it (Kundu 2013; see also Chapter 11). Knowledge 
management may be viewed in terms of:

•	 identification of knowledge needs and resources

•	 acquisition, creation, evaluation, classification or 
elimination of knowledge-related resources, processes 
or environments

•	 people—how do you increase the ability of an 
individual to influence others with their knowledge 

•	 technology as a crucial enabler rather than a solution: 
it needs to be chosen according to the requirements 
of a knowledge management initiative and should 
not be the starting point

•	 knowledge-focused culture within the organisation; 
this is the biggest enabler of successful knowledge-
driven organisations 

•	 structure, which refers to the business processes and 
organisational structures that facilitate the storage, 
retrieval, application and sharing of knowledge 
(Balakumaran 2013; University of North Carolina 
2014).

Knowledge is only useful if it is used. An organisation 
should have strategies that promote the use and exchange 
of knowledge, establishing best practices, and ensuring 
that new knowledge is permanently constructed, 
especially if this is done collectively (Box 9.5). 

Competence-based 
approaches to capacity 
development
As discussed previously, traditional university education 
has been based mainly on knowledge, with some skill 
development within each knowledge area. Today we 
are witnessing a change towards competence-based 
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education. In order to give some further insight to 
protected area personnel involved with education 
and training, we will describe an ongoing WCPA 
initiative that seeks the establishment of competencies 
and competence-based education and certification in 
protected areas globally. 

The competence-based approach addresses the need 
for developing and measuring capacity by focusing 
primarily on the ability of individuals to perform in their 
jobs effectively, rather than on delivery of training and 
acquisition of qualifications. Competence is the proven 
ability to do a job and is often defined in terms of the 
required combination of knowledge (to know), skills (to 
know how to do) and attitude (to know how to be)—often 
referred to as KSA—allowing individuals to function in 
the real world. Knowledge provides an understanding of 
the technical and theoretical background of the task and 
an appreciation of its purpose; skills ensure the ability 
to perform a task reliably and consistently; and having 
the right attitude helps ensure that an individual works 
professionally, ethically and conscientiously.

An adequate level of competency to perform a particular 
task or job is often defined as a ‘competence standard’ 
or ‘occupational standard’, which is ‘a definition, usually 
developed and accepted by industry, of the knowledge 
and competencies required to successfully perform 
work-related functions within an occupation’ (IUCN 
WCPA et al. 2003:207).

Competence standards are developed with the relevant 
sector—for example, a protected area agency, supported 
by multidisciplinary teams and educators (rather than 
by academic and training institutions alone). A full 
competence standard for a particular job usually 
comprises: 

•	 what a person should be able to do

•	 the range of conditions under which the person should 
be able to demonstrate their competence (sometimes 
referred to as the ‘scope’ of the competence or as a 
‘range statement’)

•	 the underpinning knowledge required for the person 
to be competent

•	 the ways in which competence can be objectively 
judged.

The competence approach differs in many ways 
from conventional approaches to training, learning 
and assessment. These differences are summarised in 
Table 9.2.

Box 9.5 Knowledge management 
strategies
Knowledge management strategies include:
• rewards (as a means of motivating for knowledge 

sharing) 
• storytelling (as a means of transferring tacit 

knowledge) 
• cross-project learning 
• post-action reviews
• knowledge mapping (a map of knowledge 

repositories within a company accessible by all) 
• communities of practice 
• expert directories (to enable the knowledge seeker 

to reach out to the experts)
• best-practice transfer 
• knowledge fairs 
• competence management (systematic evaluation 

and planning of the competencies of individual 
organisation members) 

• proximity and architecture (the physical situation of 
employees can be either conducive or obstructive 
to knowledge sharing) 

• master–apprentice relationships 
• collaborative technologies such as groupware
• knowledge repositories (databases, bookmarking 

engines and so on)
• measuring and reporting intellectual capital (a way 

of making explicit knowledge for companies)
• knowledge brokers (some organisational members 

take on responsibility for a specific field and act as 
first reference for others to talk to about a specific 
subject)

• social software (wikis, social bookmarking, blogs 
and so on)

• inter-project knowledge transfer. 

Source: Suryanarayana and Adapa (2013:55–6)
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Table 9.2 Comparison of approaches to training and learning

Element of training, 
learning and assessment

‘Conventional’ approach Competence approach (additional 
to the conventional approach)

Development of ‘curriculum’ 
and learning targets

Training and educational institutions
Experts in the field

Practitioners
Representatives of the sector

Curriculum implementation Disciplinary courses, knowledge 
based with practical training for 
skills
Teacher-based

Holistic problem-based approach with the 
integration of diverse knowledge areas and 
skills, strengthening the development of 
adequate behaviour
Student-based

Learning Classroom learning 
Practical training

Multiple approaches, with a strong focus on 
learning in the workplace and self-directed 
learning

Access to training and 
learning

Suitably qualified individuals
Attendees of formal education and 
training programs 

Any motivated individual in the sector

Assessment Exams, tests and dissertations
Attendance at training courses

Assessment and verification of work-related 
skills
Demonstration of all aspects of competence 
in the workplace

Mode of learning Full-time and part-time courses Multiple routes to lifelong learning: vocational 
training, mentoring, learning by doing, self-
directed learning

Delivery of training Training and educational institutions
Experts and trainers

Learning organisations
Colleagues, mentors, individuals

Competence-based learning is not new; it has been 
used in many sectors for a long time. The most familiar 
competence standard for most people is probably the 
driving test. We also expect professionals such as medical 
doctors to be competent as well as suitably qualified. 
The International Labour Organisation (ILO) has 
published guidance on the development of competence 
standards (ILO 2006).

In the past 20 years, there has been increasing interest 
in adopting a competence-based approach for protected 
area staff. This can help address the need for improved 
capacity in many ways. Occupational standards can 
help to establish a professional profile for protected area 
management, encouraging its formal recognition as an 
occupation, establishing clear career paths, attracting 
more new recruits, encouraging the development of 
courses by educational institutions and attracting more 
funding. Some key areas where a competence-based 
approach may be applied are described here.

Professionalising protected area 
management 
Occupational standards can help to establish a 
professional profile for protected area management, 
encouraging its formal recognition as an occupation, 

establishing clear career paths, attracting more recruits, 
encouraging development of courses by educational 
institutions and attracting more funding.

Widening access to capacity 
development and qualifications
Adoption of competence standards can enable far more 
protected area staff to improve their skills and to acquire 
qualifications in service.

Improving organisational structures and 
recruitment 
Competence standards can help protected area 
authorities to develop detailed job descriptions and 
organisational structures, judge the suitability of 
applicants for jobs from chief executive to field officer, 
and to assess performance.

Helping to analyse capacity needs
Competencies provide a comprehensive framework 
for assessing and identifying capacity and capacity 
development needs, enabling the accurate and efficient 
targeting of resources for capacity development.
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Assisting training providers
Competence standards can provide a basis for designing 
and delivering education and training programs, ensuring 
that providers are working to common standards and 
helping trainees to assess the scope of courses offered to 
them.

Recognising different modes of learning
Adoption of competence standards can help people gain 
recognition of their skills in new and different ways.

Enabling transferability and regional 
recognition of skills and courses 
Common standards can make qualifications ‘portable’ 
and provide a common language for competence across 
the sector.

Competence-based approaches in protected area 
management and conservation have been evolving in 
various ways for many years. Since 1985, the United 
Kingdom has been developing competence-based 
national vocational qualifications (NVQs) for almost 
every occupation, including environmental conservation 
(Lantra 2014). In 1995, more than 200 US National 
Park Service employees contributed to the development 
of more than 225 job competency descriptions and a 
set of universal essential competencies applying to all 
employees in the service (NPS 1995). In New Zealand 
a set of competence-based vocational qualifications is 
available (NZQA 2014), while in Canada the National 
Occupational Standards for Environmental Employment 
have been developed through the Environmental Careers 
Organisation (ECO Canada 2014). The Caribbean 
Association of National Training Agencies has developed 
competencies and certification for Maintenance of Parks 
and Protected Terrestrial Areas (Level 2) (NTATT 2014). 
The Third World Congress of the International Ranger 
Federation in 2000 identified three levels of ranger and 
agreed on the ‘universal essential competence’ in terms of 
knowledge and skills/abilities for rangers for the ‘Master 
Ranger’ level (IRF 2000).

In 2002, the Association of South-East Asian Nations 
(ASEAN) Regional Centre for Biodiversity Conservation 
developed a set of competence standards for protected 
area staff in South-East Asia with the aim of providing 
a common, yet flexible platform across the 10 ASEAN 
countries for improving protected area management and 
capacity (Appleton et al. 2009). Through a participatory 
process, a set of 250 competencies for up to five levels 
in 17 categories was identified. The standards were 
published (NZQA 2014), translated into regional 
languages, and were formally adopted by ASEAN in 

2009. The standards were developed as a ‘tool not a rule’ 
and their specific application and implementation were 
left to the individual countries and users to develop; 
they have since been widely used across the region and 
in many other countries.

The 2014 Western Indian Ocean Certification of Marine 
Protected Area Professionals (WIO-COMPAS) program 
is linking standards to qualifications by providing a 
framework to promote competence, professionalism, 
leadership, innovation and ethical conduct in marine 
protected area management. The program:

•	 defines the full spectrum of core competencies 
required to perform a range of functions, at three 
professional levels, associated with the effective 
management of marine protected areas

•	 establishes standards within each of these competence 
areas

•	 ensures employers/donors are hiring appropriately 
qualified individuals

•	 reassures communities that they have a professional 
committed to working in an ethical manner, which 
includes consideration of client/stakeholder needs.

In Madagascar in 2014, the Network of Conservation 
Educators and Practitioners is working to strengthen 
long-term capacity for biodiversity conservation in 
Madagascar through the expansion and enhancement 
of training opportunities in biodiversity conservation 
for universities and conservation professionals. 
This initiative has revised and validated national 
competency standards for protected area management, 
defining the skills and knowledge needed by managers of 
a protected area and/or a conservation site in order to be 
effective. The network has also developed curricula for 
training and certification in 11 thematic areas. 

The capacity development stream at the IUCN’s Fifth 
World Parks Congress in Durban in 2003 recommended 
that the WCPA should move towards common standards 
of competency by:

•	 agreeing on generic global competency standards for 
protected area staff, which can be adapted at local, 
regional and national levels

•	 encouraging and enabling the use of standards and 
self-assessments to support the improved effectiveness 
of protected area staff and training.

The WCPA, recognising the need to professionalise 
protected area management, has launched the Global 
Partnership for Professionalising Protected Area 
Management (GPPPAM) (Box 9.6). GPPPAM has been 
working towards these objectives by developing a global  
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set of competencies for protected area staff. GPPPAM 
is about full life-cycle development of protected area 
professionals and innovates by moving beyond training 
programs alone to provide incentives for protected 
area staff to pursue the new opportunities that will 
professionalise protected area management. Many 
protected area systems have already taken the first steps 
in this direction: Costa Rica, Chile, Bolivia, South 
Africa, Russia, and others. A global GPPPAM effort will 

make these initiatives easier for countries and, by having 
professionals in protected area management, the goals 
established under the CBD can be better achieved.

Box 9.6 Global Partnership for Professionalising Protected Area Management
To address the global need to professionalise protected 
area management and build the competence of protected 
area staff, the IUCN WCPA and the Global Protected Areas 
Program (GPAP) of the IUCN Secretariat are leading an 
initiative called the Global Partnership for Professionalising 
Protected Area Management (GPPPAM). This global 
initiative was launched with the support of the Secretariat 
of the CBD at the IUCN’s World Conservation Congress in 
Jeju, South Korea, in 2012.

GPPPAM aims to support the full life-cycle development 
of protected area professionals and organisations. 
It innovates by moving beyond stand-alone training 
programs that are based on the assumption that 
knowledge, not competence, is the main basis of 
job performance. GPPPAM achieves this by building 
the foundations for a profession with its associated 
elements, serving the needs of both young and veteran 
protected area professionals throughout their career. The 
ultimate goal of this initiative is to formalise and support 
protected area professional practice, professionalise 
protected areas as organisations and lead to higher 
management effectiveness. While external factors 
cannot be directly controlled, protected areas must 
start with what they can influence—internal processes 
and staff competence. By starting with protected area 
staff, their full spectrum of core competence will flow 
over to engage other stakeholders to fully participate. 
Competent individuals will in turn be better equipped to 
transform their organisations, and ultimately, protected 
area systems. There are four main components.

1. Core competence standards
GPPPAM is identifying the full range of skills, knowledge 
and personal qualities potentially required for working in 
today’s protected areas. Based on these, it is developing 
a comprehensive set of competencies for protected area 
work at four staff levels: skilled workers, middle managers, 
senior protected area managers, and higher-level staff 
of protected area systems. These competencies can be 
used in many ways: to plan organisational structures, to 
define job descriptions, to measure and assess current 
skills and performance, and as the basis for capacity 
development programs and qualifications.

2. Body of knowledge
A profession must codify its best practices for achieving 
its required competencies. An open-source database will 
be curated by recognised protected area professionals, 
to include the best existing materials in the field of 
protected area management that will aid in developing 
staff and organisational performance. Materials 
include this book, various methodologies, IUCN Best 
Practice Protected Area Guidelines (see Chapter 2), 
technical reports, resources for training and learning, 
presentations, videos, exercises and more.

3. Formal curricula leading to certificates  
and degrees
Based on the competencies and body of knowledge, 
detailed curricula will be developed and made available 
online to individuals or organisations willing to use them 
in order to work towards common standards around the 
world. Global feedback will facilitate further development 
or adaptation. A network of accredited institutions will 
provide the courses.

4. Assessment and certification
A profession is strengthened when it recognises those 
who are competent. This can be achieved through 
performance assessments on the job and/or independent 
certifications. GPPPAM will create guidelines and criteria 
to develop or recognise national/regional certification 
programs, based on the competencies, the body of 
knowledge and the curricula. Certification addresses the 
demand of protected area professionals for recognition of 
their work, career guidance and growth, and networking. 
It provides incentives for career-long engagement and 
for innovative leadership.

GPPPAM is being developed through a collaborative 
effort with partners, including academic institutions, 
NGOs, national protected area systems and other 
organisations.
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Performance review and 
certification programs
Identifying the core competencies and providing 
learning opportunities are the first steps to building the 
capacity of individuals and organisations. If, however, 
those capacities are not applied properly, a performance 
gap remains. Thus, an important element of a capacity 
development program (or better, a system with feedback 
loops) is the use of performance assessment tools. 
These tools are for assessing performance on the job 
as opposed to end-of-course or training evaluations. 
The most common method is the annual performance 
review of staff, though increasingly as we move towards 
professionalising protected area management, another 
tool is becoming valuable: certification. Used in tandem, 
they can close the loop in a capacity development system 
to achieve management effectiveness.

Performance reviews (or appraisals/assessments) are 
defined as a ‘structured formal interaction between a 
subordinate and supervisor, that usually takes the form 
of a periodic interview (annual or semi-annual), in which 
the work performance of the subordinate is examined 
and discussed, with a view to identifying weaknesses 
and strengths as well as opportunities for improvement 
and skills development’ (North 2010). There are pros 
and cons to these performance reviews mostly based 
on the quality of the reviews, the incentives linked to 
the outcomes and the follow-up actions to improve 
performance. When seen through the lens of capacity 

development and driven by transparent competencies, 
performance reviews can serve as a valuable tool to 
accelerate the learning process of protected area staff. 
Organisations can also identify their strengths and 
deficiencies when surveying overall staff competencies. 

Several protected area programs, including the Kenya 
Wildlife Service and Cape Nature in South Africa, 
are working to improve their existing performance 
review programs by linking to individual competencies 
and a certification program (Case Study 9.2). Using 
the evidence-based assessment tools involved with 
competencies and certification, managers have clear 
guidance to judge staff performance, moving from 
subjective to more objective. By streamlining the system, 
protected area managers can link their organisational 
objectives to staff capacity development action plans 
and daily staff activities. This can accelerate the learning 
and performance periods. When actions and incentives 
are linked to the performance reviews, there is shared 
interest in the process.

While every organisation can use a performance review 
process, some are choosing to also include certification 
systems. Certification has been used in many professions 
and professional areas for many years, from medical 
fields to software development and project management. 
Most certification processes seek to determine if a person 
is fit to carry out specific tasks, based on knowledge 
but also on skills—real on-the-job performance. 
Competence-based certification programs are somewhat 
newer and also bring in a joint evaluation that includes 

Protected area training course, Paraguay 
Source: Eduard Müller
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attitude—often included under the concept of soft skills. 
Many professions use certification as a methodology 
for attesting to the skill level of the professional in 
their area of expertise. Certifications are not intended 
to teach an individual how to ‘become’ a certain type 
of professional, but rather measure that individual’s 
knowledge and skills and ability to apply them in real-
life professional situations. The differences between the 
individual who has earned a certificate and the one who 
has earned certification are summarised in Table 9.3. 
Certification recognises the certified individual as having 
met predetermined qualifications and signifies that the 
certified individual is competent to perform on the job. 

A goal of certification is to standardise the credentials for 
excellence in a profession and to help ensure that those 
professionals who receive the certification speak the same 
(professional) language, have a common understanding 
of the issues and share the same concepts—even as 
application of these may differ and need to be adapted to 
accommodate differences in the geopolitical, social and 
economic contexts.

In 2004, the marine protected areas (MPAs) across eight 
countries in the Western Indian Ocean (WIO) region were 
not achieving the necessary performance results from 
short-term training courses and guidebooks. To address 
the need for improved management effectiveness, the 
Western Indian Ocean Marine Science Association in 
partnership with the Coastal Resources Center at the 
University of Rhode Island led the development of a 
voluntary professional certification program tailored to the 
needs of MPA practitioners in the region and supported 
by MPA management agencies which would need to 
integrate the program into their management objectives.

The overall goal of the WIO Certification of MPA 
Professionals (WIO-COMPAS) program is to establish 
a professional association that provides a framework 
to promote competence, professionalism, leadership, 
innovation and ethical conduct in MPA management, 
which recognises those individuals working in MPAs 
whose knowledge and skills currently meet a clearly 
defined professional standard. The program then further 
enhances individuals’ knowledge and skills through 
dialogue and networking with other professionals as a way 
to share new ideas and think about MPA management and 
coastal governance. The certification process is not about 
training, though the competencies provide guidance on 
specific gaps that training providers can address to assist 
individuals in achieving competence.

WIO-COMPAS is a professional certification program that:

• has set internationally recognised standards of 
competencies for MPA professionals at three levels: 
policy and planning, site management, and marine 
field operations

• rigorously assesses professionals’ performance in 
these competencies 

• formally recognises and certifies MPA professionals 
whose performance meets the standards

• encourages MPA management agencies to base their 
recruitment and training of MPA personnel on these 
competency standards

• strengthens the career path for MPA professionals

• hosts a regional network of MPA professionals to share 
learning and experiences between MPAs and between 
countries

• promotes leadership development and adherence to a 
professional code of ethics

• promotes professional growth through exchanges, 
short courses and sharing the latest thinking, research 
and trends in the field of MPA management.

More than 60 leading MPA professionals in the WIO 
region have completed the certification program. An 
evaluation of the program stated that ‘a large number 
of the MPA [professionals] have significantly changed 
their approach to MPA management as evidenced by 
their greater confidence in tackling management issues; 
encouraging stakeholder collaboration and community-
based management; assessing their staff performance; 
and better handling of park visitors’ (Sisitka et al. 2013:27).

WIO-COMPAS is now supporting MPA management 
agencies in strengthening their capacity development 
systems and formalising the relationship with WIO-
COMPAS as a third-party certifier. Future plans include 
expanding WIO-COMPAS into site certification to address 
organisational performance.

Case Study 9.2 WIO-COMPAS program
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Table 9.3 The difference between certification and certificate qualifications 

Certification Certificate
Results from an assessment process that recognises 
an individual’s knowledge, skills and competency in a 
particular specialty

Results from an educational process

Typically requires professional experience For both newcomers and experienced professionals
Awarded by a third-party, standard-setting organisation Awarded by educational programs or institutions
Indicates mastery/competence as measured against 
a defensible set of standards—usually by application, 
exam, demonstration, and so on 

Indicates successful completion of a course or series of 
courses with a specific focus (different than a degree-
granting program)

Standards set through a defensible, industry-wide 
process (job analysis/role delineation), which results in an 
outline of required knowledge and skills

Course content determined by the specific provider or 
institution; not necessarily standardised

Typically results in credentials to be listed after one’s 
name

Usually listed on a résumé detailing education

Has ongoing requirements in order to maintain validity; 
holder must demonstrate they continue to meet 
requirements 

Demonstrates knowledge of course content at the end of a 
set period 

Source: AALNC (2014)

What are the benefits of certification? 
Most governments require a certification program to 
be formally recognised before it can provide salary 
rewards for certification. Working on a voluntary basis, 
management agencies can include certification in their 
consideration for promotions, work placement and short-
term special assignments based on merit. Management 
agencies also value the third-party assessment process 
that avoids conflicts of interest when a supervisor must 
decide the fate of their staff—especially when incentives 
are involved. 

Who are the certifying bodies? 
Is this a voluntary or mandatory program? If voluntary, 
any established organisation can provide the certification. 
The quality and rigour of the assessment as judged by 
the protected area professionals and organisations are the 
best measures of value.

What is being certified? 
Certification can be narrow (for instance, handling 
a firearm) or broad (such as protected area site 
management). The important criterion is that the 
certification provides meaning to the individual as well 
as the organisation. Certifications can also be for an 
individual or an organisation. We do not recommend 
certification for narrow skills such as handling firearms, 
boat captaincy or law enforcement. There are existing 
national bodies that already certify competence in 
these specific skills. The complexity of protected area 

management demands certification for competencies 
across a broad skill set, which is often not assessed in 
existing sectors.

What are the levels of certification? 
Once the specific type of certification is outlined, the 
next decision is to determine how many levels or types 
of certification to offer. Competencies vary across a 
protected area organisation and require unique skills 
and knowledge related to the position. Major job roles 
include policy and planning, site management and field 
operations.

What are the specific competencies? 
For each certification level, a set of competencies with 
varying standards is required to provide the basis for the 
assessment. Each competence should have a standard, 
range statement and weighting/scoring allocated to it. 
Competencies will likely vary in each region or country 
though a ranger is still a ranger no matter which country 
they operate in, and thus most competencies will be 
the same internationally. A key factor to consider is 
that while more competencies would provide details to 
the position, this also increases the complexity of the 
assessment for candidates and assessors alike. There is a 
fine balance to ensure that a minimum of competencies 
covers the major aspects of a professional performing at 
that level.
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Which assessment instruments to use? 
There are various methods—referred to as assessment 
instruments—that can accurately assess a person’s 
competence. The selection of instruments should be 
evaluated based on the key qualities of validity, feasibility 
and relevance to actual practice.

How to score competence? 
The process of scoring competencies can become 
complex. Some competencies might be more significant 
than others and thus require some sort of weighting 
system. What is a passing score? Will all competence 
areas require a passing score or just the overall average?

What are the certification renewal 
requirements? 
Like all professionals, one must continually improve 
to stay current with advancements in the profession. 
Consider how long a certification lasts and what are the 
requirements that a certified person must meet in order 
to be renewed. It is important to clarify that certification 
is different from the traditional certificate offered by 
academic institutions, as shown in Table 9.3 (Squillante 
et al. 2010).

Lessons on certification
While certification is new to the protected area 
community, early results indicate that individuals strongly 
value the certification and overall professionalisation 
of their field for reasons of career development, staff 
retention and motivation. Organisations also value 
the full capacity development system embodied in a 
professional program as it aligns organisational objectives 
with staff development while using many of their existing 
management systems. While the establishment of 
certification programs does include upfront development 
costs, there are a few models that can be rapidly adapted 
and result in certifications that are equal to the costs of 
traditional short courses but with significant impacts 
to individuals and organisations. All of the concepts 
and innovations addressed in this chapter can be 
organised into a larger capacity development system 
with meaningful feedback loops. Professionalising the 
protected area community provides that structure with 
certification as just one piece of the program.

Learning resources
Today through the Internet there is access to a wealth 
of information related to protected areas, nature 
conservation, biodiversity, connectivity conservation, 
and so on. The IUCN is renowned for its best-practice 
guidelines (see Chapter 2; IUCN 2014b). Multimedia 
resources are also available (IUCN 2014c). IUCN 
publications cover many different aspects, from 
conserving nature and developing capacity (this book) 
to achieving quality, respecting people and offering 
solutions. It also publishes the Parks journal electronically. 
Parks is the ideal instrument for exchanging experiences 
and encourages not only scientists but also practitioners 
from around the world to share their experiences.

Many other organisations also offer a wealth of 
publications and resources (Table 9.4). It is important 
to know that today there are many resources other 
than printed or electronic documents. Multimedia 
resources are abundant and in many cases are available 
in many languages other than just English. Important 
efforts have been made to establish learning portals, 
such as Conservation Training (CT 2014) or the CBD 
e-learning modules (CBD 2014b). Another very useful 
tool is Protected Planet, a UN Environment Programme 
World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-
WCMC)/IUCN portal on protected areas (Protected 
Planet 2014). 

Training, Montes Azules Biosphere Reserve, 
south-east Mexico 
Source: Eduard Müller
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Table 9.4 References and training materials for protected areas

African Wildlife Foundation (AWF 2014)

American Museum of Natural History Network of Conservation 
Educators and Practitioners

(AMNH 2014)

Ashoka organisation (Ashoka 2014)
Audubon organisation (Audubon 2014)
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS 2014)
Birdlife International (Birdlife International 2014)
Conservation Finance Alliance (CFA 2014)
Conservation International (CI 2014)
Conservation Measures Partnership (CMP 2014)
Conservation Training (CT 2014)
Conserve Online (CO 2010) 
Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD 2014c)
Cornell Center for Wildlife Conservation (CCWC 2014)
Equilibrium Research (Equilibrium Research 2014)
Global Environment Facility (GEF 2014)
Global Transboundary Conservation Network (GTCN 2011)
International Centre for Environmental Management (ICEM 2014)
International Ranger Federation (IRF 2014)
Library of Congress (LC 2014)
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA 2013) 
Natural England (Natural England 2014)
Natural Justice (Natural Justice 2011)
Nature Conservation journal (Pensoft Publishers 2014)
Ramsar Convention on Wetlands (Ramsar 2014)
Routledge Environment and Sustainability/Earthscan (Routledge 2014)
Sierra Club, BC (Sierra Club 2014)
The Nature Conservancy (TNC 2014) 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO 2014)
United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP 2014) 
United Nations World Tourism Organisation (UNWTO 2014)
United States Fish and Wildlife Service (USFWS 2014)
United States Forest Service (USFS 2014)
Wetlands International (WI 2014)
Wild Foundation (Wild Foundation 2014) 
Wildlife Conservation Society (WCS 2014) 
World Bank (World Bank 2014) 
World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF 2014) 
YouTube (YouTube 2014)
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Conclusion
Today’s protected areas require a competent, motivated 
and adequately resourced workforce that has access to the 
most current ideas and best practices developed through 
decades of lesson learning around the world. Protected 
areas are complex institutions that are home to much 
of the world’s remaining natural capital comprising 
landscapes, ecosystems and biodiversity, valued in 
trillions of dollars and a vital component of natural 
solutions to climate and global change. Development 
and climate change threats to protected areas are 
increasing in most parts of the world. The search for 
sustainable-use alternatives requires clearly defined 
strategies that fully integrate all different stakeholders 
and true interdisciplinary approaches. Biodiversity loss is 
critical and can severely hamper the ability of ecosystems 
to continue to provide essential ecosystem services for 
life. Protected areas are the most important natural 
storage for biological and genetic diversity, required to 
restore ecosystems and recover degraded lands. Food 
security, health, the economy and general wellbeing 
are all dependent on functional landscapes that can be 
achieved through connectivity conservation.

Though not yet adequately recognised, this complexity 
in protected area management and the integration of 
protected areas with the broader landscapes and seascapes 
require the establishment of adequate career paths to 
allow staff to fully develop the competencies for the 
different professional levels required to adequately deal 
with the diversity of issues that influence management 
and the achievement of long-term conservation goals. 
Today’s information and communication technology 
linked to new learning methods allows us to go beyond 

traditional capacity-building approaches. The new 
learning paradigm, where knowledge-based face-to-face 
teaching is being replaced with competence-based online 
or blended learning, together with the increase in internet 
coverage in most of the globe, pose new challenges to 
those involved in capacity development, but at the same 
time offer a wide array of new possibilities that can 
help in developing capacity, knowledge management, 
collective knowledge construction and the required 
increase in capacity at individual, organisational, 
institutional and societal levels. The trend towards 
professional certification instead of obtaining certificates 
is also present in protected area capacity development, 
and if the same trend occurs as in other professional 
areas, we should expect an increase in these processes. 

Currently, opportunities for professional education 
in protected area management are limited, and 
professionalising protected area management 
throughout the globe may seem an impossible 
achievement. The WCPA has taken the lead to facilitate 
this task, with the establishment of GPPPAM, which 
is in the process of identifying global competencies 
that are being used for competence-based curriculum 
and course development to be used by academic and 
training institutions worldwide to strengthen or develop 
their own programs with permanent feedback loops, 
which is possible due to the increased communication 
possibilities we have today. The IUCN’s longstanding 
efforts to provide training and education materials will 
be enhanced through this increased capacity. This book 
is part of this effort, and the truly global approach sets 
a solid base for future development. A description of 
some institutions providing protected area capacity 
development is provided in Appendix 9.1.

Amboro National Park, Bolivia 
Source: Eduard Müller
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Appendix 9.1: Example 
capacity development 
organisations

Africa: Southern African Wildlife 
College
The Southern African Wildlife College was established 
in 1997 to serve the training needs of conservation 
organisations, becoming a Southern Africa Development 
Community recognised centre of specialisation in 2007 
for its role in capacity-building for staff of conservation 
areas in the region. It is also a recognised centre of 
occupational excellence and is accredited with the 
relevant training authority in South Africa.

The college’s programs are designed as a direct response 
to the needs of the conservation industry, and the 
college prides itself on the monitoring and evaluation 
of programs conducted every few years in order for it 
to stay current with its offerings. Of major importance 
was the college’s development of two higher education 
qualifications for registration with the South African 
Qualifications Authority. It also has recently opened a 
division specifically focused on developing field rangers 
at different levels for protected areas. This division now 
encompasses the African Field Ranger Training Services, 
which had more than 20 years of specialised training 
and was a well-known and respected training provider in 
the industry. Of importance to the increased poaching 
scourge in the early part of the 21st century, this division 
is able to respond rapidly to needs and has developed 
training capacity across different languages specialising in 
anti-poaching and the professionalisation of field rangers.

The Southern African Wildlife College opened the 
Innovation and Development division, which tests best 
practice and new concepts for implementation across the 
region. Of special interest is the role of communities in 
ensuring sustainable use of natural resources and allowing 
them to understand the true value and governance of 
benefit flows.

Australia–Oceania–Asia: 
Protected area learning and 
research collaboration
The WCPA has identified a need in Asia and Oceania for 
capacity building to equip protected area practitioners 
with the necessary knowledge, skills and competencies 
for effective management of protected area systems on 
land and sea. A consortium of protected area practitioners 



9. Capacity Development

289

from universities, government, private protected areas 
and conservation organisations has been established to 
meet this need. Founding partners include the University 
of Tasmania, Tasmanian Land Conservancy, Tasmanian 
Parks and Wildlife Service, Murdoch University, 
Charles Darwin University, James Cook University, 
Parks Australia, Parks Victoria, the Secretariat of the 
Pacific Region Environment Program and the WCPA. 
The collaboration continues to grow, with the recent 
involvement of the University of the South Pacific, the 
Wildlife Institute of India and others. The purposes of 
the collaboration are, among other things, to:

•	 provide accredited training programs that meet the 
needs of the protected area sector, focusing on the 
Australasian, Western Pacific and Asian regions

•	 build international capacity and collaboration in 
protected area management and training to support 
continuous learning and improvement

•	 foster, coordinate and disseminate protected area 
research.

In its first year in 2015, the collaboration will provide 
short courses, graduate certificate and masters courses 
delivered by the University of Tasmania, James Cook 
University and Murdoch University. These courses, and 
future offerings developed under the collaboration, will 
specifically address the competence standards identified 
by GPPPAM (Box 9.6).

Russia: Environmental Education 
Centre for Zapovedniks 
The Environmental Education Centre for Zapovedniks 
is a Russian NGO established in 1996 to raise public 
awareness and support for protected areas. Its mission is 
to bring together conservation professionals and others 
who have a common interest in fostering public support 
for Russia’s state nature reserves and national parks.

For 18 years (to 2014), the Centre for Zapovedniks has 
been organising capacity-building events for protected 
area managers, including training courses in different 
aspects of protected area management, professional 
study tours and seminars. The first success story of the 
centre was the development of a new specialisation for 
protected areas in Russia, ‘Specialists in Environmental 
Education on Protected Areas’. The Government has 
approved this new specialty for protected areas and, since 
2005, the centre has been the only training centre for 
protected areas in Russia. The curricula of the training 
courses are adjusted annually based on the needs of 
staff of protected areas, in agreement with the Ministry 
of Natural Resources and Environmental Protection, 

which manages the federal system of protected areas. 
The centre initiated and promoted the establishment 
of training centres for protected area staff in Ukraine, 
Kazakhstan and Belarus (within the project of the UNEP 
Global Environment Facility in 2005–08). Since 2000, 
all newly appointed directors of national parks and 
reserves in Russia are trained in seminars at the Centre 
for Zapovedniks. The seminars are organised in Moscow, 
where the Centre for Zapovedniks is based, as well as 
in protected areas throughout Russia. The centre’s other 
areas of work include development of ecological trails 
and visitor centres in national parks and other protected 
areas, publication of best practices in environmental 
education, tourism in protected areas, sustainable 
livelihoods, teaching ecology to children and volunteer 
camps, and other work. 

Latin America and the Caribbean: 
Latin American School for 
Protected Areas, University for 
International Cooperation
The University for International Cooperation (UCI) 
was established in Costa Rica in 1994 to educate 
professionals to lead changes required in economic, 
environmental, sociocultural and political development 
in Latin America and the Caribbean with students from 
close to 60 countries. UCI is known for its innovative 
programs as well as its extensive and pioneering 
experience with online education. In 1997, through 
the UCI’s Latin American School for Protected Areas 
(ELAP), one of the first professional degree programs 
in protected area management was established. 
Today UCI offers innovative graduate programs in 
many fields related to protected areas: coastal and ocean 
management, connectivity conservation, environmental 
law, ecosystem-based adaptation, ecological economics, 
climate change adaptation and risk management, project 
management, and others.

The school provides education, training and technical 
assistance to strengthen the capacities of protected 
area and conservation managers in Latin America, 
the Caribbean and elsewhere. ELAP has developed 
tailor-made curricula for protected areas in several 
countries and has been working closely with the WCPA 
in the development of GPPPAM, with the CBD 
Secretariat to support capacity building for the effective 
implementation of the Programme of Work on Protected 
Areas (PoWPA) in Latin America and also hosts the 
UNESCO Chair for Biosphere Reserves and Natural and 
Mixed World Heritage Sites. UCI is dedicated to the full 
implementation of GPPPAM and the development of 
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MOOCs and other online methods to massively increase 
capacity for conservation, sustainable development and 
protected area management globally. 

United States of America: Warner 
College of Natural Resources
Often called the ‘ranger factory’ because of its role in 
training generations of protected area professionals, 
the Warner College of Natural Resources (WCNR) at 
Colorado State University is among the oldest and largest 
natural resource faculties in the United States. The college 
possesses more than a century of experience in teaching, 
research and outreach on conservation issues, working with 
public and private sectors in protected area management 
at the local, regional, national and international levels. A 
hallmark of the university’s approach is linking students 
and graduates to employment and lifelong learning and 
networking opportunities. Service learning and career 
preparation are promoted through programs that place 
students in volunteer and internship positions with 
businesses, NGOs and government agencies working in 
conservation. Programs promote communities of practice 
through websites, social media and learning portals. The 
college is rapidly expanding into online and blended 
approaches to better meet the needs of conservationists 
who lack the time, resources or access to undertake 
traditional degree programs. Colorado State University 
partnered with the US National Park Service and five 
other universities to create a public lands leadership 
certificate program delivered through a blended approach 
for protected area managers. The university’s Centre for 
Protected Area Management develops teaching, research 
and outreach projects related to protected areas around 
the world. The centre’s core team associates with the global 
conservation community to determine needs for, design, 
implement and evaluate the effectiveness of capacity-
building programs. Conservation training programs for 
practitioners and on-campus and virtual degree programs 
are linked, allowing graduates of short courses, such as 
the centre’s protected area management course, to later 
enrol in degree programs at Colorado State University. 
The centre also partners with external universities and 
institutes.

India: Wildlife Institute of India
The Wildlife Institute of India was set up in 1986 as an 
autonomous institution of the Ministry of Environment 
and Forests, with a mission to ‘nurture the development 
of wildlife science and promote its applications in the field 
in a manner that accords with the country’s economic and 
socio-cultural milieu’ (Wildlife Institute of India 2010:4).

The institute has the mandate to:

•	 build scientific knowledge of wildlife resources

•	 train personnel at various levels for conservation and 
management of wildlife

•	 carry out research relevant to management including 
the development of techniques appropriate to Indian 
conditions

•	 provide information and advice on specific wildlife 
management problems

•	 collaborate with international organisations on 
wildlife research, management and training

•	 develop as a regional centre of international 
importance on wildlife and natural resource 
conservation.

The institute has emerged as an eminent regional 
centre for academics, training and research in the field 
of wildlife conservation in South and South-East Asia. 
It is a prominent seat of learning for protected area 
professionals, for students pursuing postgraduate courses 
in wildlife science and for natural resource managers, 
foresters and protected area managers seeking specialised 
training in wildlife management. In 2014 the institute 
was recognised as the first UNESCO Centre on World 
Natural Heritage Training and Management for the 
Asia-Pacific region.

Global: International Ranger 
Federation
The International Ranger Federation is a non-profit 
organisation established to raise awareness of and support 
for the critical work that the world’s park rangers do in 
conserving our natural and cultural heritage. Founded 
in 1992, the federation has a membership of 60 ranger 
associations from 46 countries, on six continents. The 
role of the International Ranger Federation is to empower 
rangers by supporting them through their national or 
State ranger organisations. The federation exists, inter 
alia, to further the professional standards of rangers 
throughout the world, to share knowledge and resources, 
and to foster professional exchanges between rangers. 
It provides training, capacity building and exchange 
programs to its members in order to ensure park rangers 
are well trained and properly equipped to manage the 
world’s most precious wildernesses. This is done through 
federation member organisations with the necessary 
capacity to do so—for example, the PAMS Foundation 
and the Protected Area Workers Association—and with 
the support of the International Ranger Federation’s 
primary fundraising partner, The Thin Green Line 
Foundation.
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