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Abstract

We led a curriculum vitae (CV) clinic aimed at student participants attending the
28th International Congress for Conservation Biology (ICCB 2017) in Cartagena,
Colombia. The CV Clinic was a pilot program consisting of resources to assist with
developing an effective CV and involving preconference and at-conference reviews
of student attendees' CVs. Here, we explore our experiences in organizing the CV
Clinic as well as nonparticipant and participant perceptions of the clinic. We used
an online standardized interview form to gather qualitative data on nonparticipant
and participant perceptions of the CV Clinic, and to explore how such a CV Clinic
program could best align with student needs. Most respondents who submitted
their CV for review ahead of ICCB 2017 (n = 9) found the template and guidance
useful. Half of the respondents who did not participate in the CV Clinic perceived
the clinic as duplicating services provided by their academic institutions. Both par-
ticipant and nonparticipant respondents perceived value in such a CV Clinic, but
also believed that adjustments could be made to make the CV review part of a
broader professional development program lead by Society for Conservation Biol-
ogy (SCB). Key lessons learned from the CV Clinic include the need to:
(a) document and evaluate professional development initiatives within SCB;
(b) better understand and account for the diversity of student needs before program
creation; and (c) pilot and evaluate appropriateness of different locations, fre-

quency, and duration of professional development programs.
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1 | BACKGROUND

In our roles as leaders on the Freshwater Working Group
(FWWG) board within the Society for Conservation Biology
(SCB) we work to deliver professional development oppor-
tunities for our membership that are beneficial to young con-
servationists (Blickley et al., 2013; Kuehne et al., 2014). In
late 2016, through several discussions between FWWG
board members and SCB staff members it was determined
that CV and résumé guidance could be a useful professional
development resource for student and early career society
members. A CV or résumé is often the first impression an
employer has of an individual and is an important medium
for conveying an individual's skills and achievements. Con-
siderable research has linked the content and design of an
applicant's CV with influence on employment decisions
(e.g., Chen, Huang, & Lee, 2011; Cole, Rubin, Field, &
Giles, 2011; Waung, McAuslan, DiMambro, & Miegoc,
2017), and a recent Career Column in Nature highlighted the
importance of CV structure when applying for graduate
school (Roman-Palacios, 2019). It has also been noted in
other fields, such as pharmacy, that students gain more
knowledge and confidence in acquiring skills needed for
postgraduate programs and the workplace through structured
or course-like professional development materials and pro-
grams (Murphy et al., 2006). Professional development
opportunities and programs of variable duration and struc-
ture do exist for many students and early career researchers,
often through their institutions or work places. We are not
aware of any reviews or syntheses of existing professional
development programs for environmental conservation stu-
dents or professionals, but Hidayat, Huggins, Vanugopalan,
and Berrios-Colon (2017) reviewed postgraduate training
programs for U.S.-based pharmacy schools and colleges and
found that programs were highly variable across institutions,
as were the methods used to evaluate or capture student sat-
isfaction. With these considerations in mind, the FWWG
board determined it would be valuable to create and make
available CV guidelines that are easily accessed by others
around the world to support CV or résumé development as
needed, and to pilot a structured review and feedback pro-
gram for students and early career conservation
professionals.

In turn, we (FWWG board members) led the develop-
ment of a CV template and guidance document targeting stu-
dents and early career professionals working in
environmental conservation. This approach was informed by
our own collective experiences in environmental science and
practice in 11 countries (Australia, Canada, Ecuador, France,
Hong Kong, Peru, South Africa, Spain, Sweden, United
Kingdom, United States), as well as experiences and feed-
back shared by other professionals in our networks. We

initially made the CV template and guidance available to
students participating in a “CV Clinic” (considering both
CV and résumé formats) as part of a Career Fair held at the
28th International Congress for Conservation Biology
(ICCB 2017) in Cartagena, Colombia. The CV Clinic was a
pilot program consisting of the CV template and guidelines,
and preconference and at-conference reviews of student
attendees' CVs in association with ICCB 2017. After ICCB
2017, we asked both nonparticipants (students who attended
the conference but did not participate in the CV Clinic) and
participants (students who submitted their CV preconference
or at-conference) to share their perceptions of the CV Clinic
via an online standardized interview form. We sought to
explore both nonparticipant and participant perceptions of
the CV Clinic, and to explore how such a CV Clinic pro-
gram aimed at supporting students and their professional
development could best align with their needs. Here, we pre-
sent the CV Clinic as a case study through which we explore
professional development programs in environmental con-
servation, and students' needs for such programs. We share
our own experiences of organizing the content and CV
Clinic event, nonparticipant and participant perceptions of
the clinic, lessons learned, and some future directions for
professional development programs within SCB.

2 | CV CLINIC: TEMPLATE,
GUIDANCE, AND CONFERENCE
EVENT

Our initial focus was on developing the CV template and
guidance because we wanted students attending ICCB 2017
to have access to it ahead of the conference. The FWWG
board developed the CV template and guidance, led by
board members Sukhmani Mantel and Helen Barber-James,
and with input and review by all board members as well as
contributions from others outside the board but within the
environmental conservation field. Three SCB staff members
who were responsible for leading the ICCB 2017 Career Fair
also reviewed the CV template and guidance ahead of the
documents being shared online. The final version of the CV
template and guidance shared with students ahead of ICCB
2017 is published online (https://goo.gl/1ZftWWB).

Once the template and guidance were online, we notified
all ICCB 2017 student attendees about the CV Clinic oppor-
tunity. The preconference CV review opportunity was pro-
moted through communications shared by SCB and ICCB
2017 via email, website, and social media (Twitter and
Facebook). We limited the number of CVs that could be
given detailed review ahead of the conference to 50—
primarily to ensure adequate review and feedback of all CVs
by the eight FWWG board members (article co-authors).
Student attendees were also made aware of the opportunity
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to bring their CV with them to the conference for in-person
review (with less detailed feedback).

Twenty-three students, from 12 countries (Australia,
Bangladesh, Canada, Germany, India, Malawi, Mexico,
Netherlands, Nigeria, Pakistan, United States, and Venezu-
ela), submitted their CVs ahead of the conference for
detailed review and feedback by FWWG board members.
Students who submitted their CVs for review did not neces-
sarily focus on freshwater ecosystems, but were all studying
or working in the broader field of environmental conserva-
tion. Feedback, and any tracked-changes on the CV docu-
ment, from FWWG board members was returned to students
at least 1 week ahead of the conference. All students who
submitted their CV for review ahead of the conference were
also extended the opportunity to meet with any of the
FWWG board members present at ICCB 2017 (four
members—S.R.J.-H., S. K.M., HM.B.-J., and J.C.) to further
discuss their CV or any feedback that they received.

The CV Clinic and Career Fair occurred over 2 hr on a
single evening during the conference. The event was highly
advertised. We are unsure of total student attendance num-
bers to the Career Fair (this data was not collected by SCB),
but approximately 400 students attended the conference, and
we estimate that 100-150 students visited the CV Clinic.
Several students shared their CVs with us in person at the
Career Fair; many students were interested in copies of the
CV template and guidance, and to informally discuss both
their CVs and broader professional development.

3 | INITIAL FEEDBACK AND
REFLECTIONS ON THE CV CLINIC

We accepted and considered informal feedback from stu-
dents throughout the CV Clinic process. We considered this
part of our participatory process to better understand student
needs related to professional development. Several students
who submitted their CV for review ahead of the conference
also visited us during the CV Clinic event at ICCB to thank
us for our time and feedback. During the event at ICCB
2017, discussions with students moved beyond CVs to ques-
tions about, and interest in, internship and work placement
opportunities to enhance their employment potential. Given
the feedback and narratives shared by students before and
during the conference, we were interested in exploring stu-
dents' perceptions of the CV Clinic. We realized that it
would also be valuable to capture perspectives from students
who did not participate in the CV Clinic, who submitted
their CV for review ahead of the conference but did not
attend the Career Fair, or who attended the CV Clinic in-
person at the Career Fair.
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4 | EXPLORING NONPARTICIPANT
AND PARTICIPANT PERCEPTIONS
OF THE CV CLINIC

We did not prepare an exit survey or interview schedule
ahead of the CV Clinic or conference. However, student
feedback and questions shared with us throughout the CV
Clinic process inspired us to craft a standardized interview
schedule after the conference had completed. This schedule
was prepared and shared with all student conference
attendees, including nonparticipants of the CV Clinic. The
interview form was circulated 6 months after the conference
via email-list announcements, and SCB and ICCB 2017
Twitter and Facebook social media accounts. The standard-
ized interview was formed primarily of open-ended ques-
tions, with a few complementary closed questions, and it
was administered through a Google Form. We chose online
standardized interviews because of the time since conference
completion (6 months). Had we prepared questions ahead of
the conference we would have preferred a general interview
guide and in-person interviews with both nonparticipants
and participants while we were still present at the confer-
ence. The standardized interview questions that we used
were developed to gather qualitative data, and our evaluation
of responses is descriptive in nature. We sought to explore
both nonparticipant and participant perceptions of the CV
Clinic and examine how a CV Clinic program could best the
professional development needs of students. Our standard-
ized interview schedule (Supporting Information, Data S1)
was reviewed by Rhodes University's Science Faculty Ethics
Committee, and the right to conduct research involving
human subjects was granted on November 28, 2017 (IRB
#SCI2017/074).

There were 20 respondents to our survey, three-quarters
of whom attended the conference. The five respondents who
did not attend the conference were excluded from further
evaluation. Twelve of the 15 respondents indicated that they
knew about the opportunity to submit their CV for review
(9 of the respondents submitted their CV for review ahead of
the conference (participants) and 3 did not submit their CV
for review at all (nonparticipants), and 3 were not aware of
the opportunity (also nonparticipants). None of the respon-
dents indicated that they submitted their CV for review dur-
ing the ICCB Career Fair. We coded responses to identify
and organize nonparticipant and participant perceptions of
the CV Clinic and to begin to develop explanation for these
perceptions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Saldafia, 2016). We
report all responses anonymously, using a random number
assigned to each interviewee, and these numbers
(in parentheses) are used at beginning of excerpted quotes,
indicating particular respondents.
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We asked the three nonparticipant respondents who knew
about the opportunity but did not submit a CV: (a) if there
were specific reasons that they did not submit their CV for
review; (b) if they would consider submitting a CV for
review in future; and (c) how we as organizers could make
the review and feedback process most useful for their needs
(Data S1). Two of these nonparticipants had existing profes-
sional development programs or mentors to review their CV,
would not consider submitting their CV for review and feed-
back in the future, and did not necessarily believe that such
feedback from conservation professionals would be helpful
for their CV. The other nonparticipant stated that they had
insufficient time to submit their CV for review but believed
the CV review would be useful to them in the future because
of the reviewers' diverse experiences. These nonparticipant
respondents also noted that such a review process would be
most useful if they could know more about the potential
reviewers in advance, be paired with a reviewer bespoke to
their needs, and have more opportunities for virtual discus-
sions about their career and CV with the reviewer. In addi-
tion, two of the three nonparticipant respondents who were
not aware of the opportunity to submit their CV for review
believed that such review and feedback would be useful for
developing and refining their CV. None (three of the three
respondents) of these respondents shared ideas about how
the process might be improved to make it most useful for
their needs.

We asked the nine respondents who submitted their
CV for review (participants) ahead of the conference
questions about the CV template and guidance as well as
the review process (Data S1). The majority (seven of the
nine respondents) of these respondents indicated that they
submitted their CV for review ahead of the conference to
update or refine their current version. These respondents
cited upcoming job searches, interest in updating their
English language CV, and receiving feedback from out-
side of their immediate area of study as reasons for sub-
mitting their CV for review ahead of the conference. For
example:

(12) I identify as a conservation social scientist
and was looking to get feedback on my CV
from other conservation disciplines outside of
the social sciences.

More than half (six of the nine respondents) of the
respondents also read the CV template and guidance before
submitting their CV for review. These respondents perceived
the template and guidance to be straightforward and to pro-
vide a clear overview of the purpose of a CV. Two respon-
dents who did not use the CV template or guidance before
submitting their CVs did not know it was available, and one

did know it was available but indicated that they were “... in
a rush, didn't have time to include.”

Finally, we asked all respondents (nonparticipants and
participants) if they had any further feedback to share with
us about the CV template and guidance, CV Clinic or Career
Fair. None of the nonparticipant respondents shared any
additional feedback or perceptions. Six of the nine partici-
pant respondents did provide additional feedback, which
focused on future clinics or career fairs and making such
opportunities most useful to students. These six respondents
perceived the CV Clinic as being a particularly useful com-
ponent of the Career Fair, for example:

(4) Overall, the CV clinic at the Career Fair
was probably the only career-related table,
unfortunately. Most of the other tables were
simply exhibition tables from inside and few
(if any) had anything to do with careers at all;
it was quite disappointing!

These respondents also indicated a need for the CV
Clinic to be organized at future ICCB conferences as well as
regional conferences or workshops, and for the CV Clinic to
be one part of broader professional development programs
supported by SCB, for example:

(4) The CV is one barrier to entry for careers in
conservation, but there are obviously many
more (lack of opportunities, the need to com-
plete many low or unpaid internships to get a
foot in the door, few graduate programs with
professional skills training, etc.). Perhaps the
CV clinic could develop into a more ... holistic
program to provide training on other aspects of
conservation career development in the future.

S | DISCUSSION

Most respondents who submitted their CV for review ahead
of ICCB 2017 found the template and guidance useful for
their needs and submitted their CV for review because of
upcoming job searches or to receive feedback from outside
their immediate network or area of study. Half (three of six
respondents) of nonparticipants perceived the clinic as dupli-
cating services already provided by their academic institu-
tions, while the other half of these respondents perceived the
idea of a CV Clinic to be valuable to their professional
development, and that feedback through a similar program
would be useful because of the reviewers' diverse experi-
ences. Respondents also believed future professional devel-
opment opportunities could grow from the CV Clinic
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example, and that CV reviews and other activities could be
offered in-line with ICCB as well as other regional confer-
ences or workshops. Based on these perspectives and our
experiences during the CV Clinic program, below we set out
several lessons learned that we hope will be useful for cur-
rent and future leadership of professional development
opportunities for students (or people at different career
stages) who are SCB members or who attend SCB
conferences.

5.1 | Lessons learned and future directions

Although we found great reward in supporting students' pro-
fessional development through the CV Clinic, and believe it
was successful to an extent, we also believe there is value in
reflecting on how things could be improved. Based on our
experiences during the CV Clinic event held at ICCB 2017
and perceptions shared by study respondents, we see value
in refining the use of a CV Clinic or review process in the
context of an international conference. In addition, our expe-
riences and exploration of others' perceptions suggests a
broader program is needed to expand mentorship and profes-
sional development opportunities for students in SCB or
attending SCB conferences, whereby CV review is just one
component of such a program. This could be varied
depending on student needs (see further discussion below).
One way to keep the CV Clinic theme integrated in a broad
professional development program could be to have a
“rapid” pop-up CV Clinic at different SCB conferences for
students (and others) who are looking for feedback in a short
time frame and are interested in having feedback and ideas
shared by a conservation professional from outside their
immediate network. Such pop-up clinics could be advertised
as soon as conferences are being planned so that attendees
know about the opportunity and who will be there to review
documents on different days. This would provide support for
those, like some of the respondents in our study, who value
such opportunities for feedback in addition to broader pro-
fessional development and mentorship opportunities. We do
also believe that SCB should offer, and continue to refine
their approaches to, professional development for members;
one of the society's strategic goals is to deliver professional
development support for its membership.

With this in mind, we suggest steps that could be taken
to better inform, guide, and evaluate professional develop-
ment programs, within the society and its associated
conferences.

1. Evaluation of existing programs, and collaboration
between program leaders, associated with society confer-
ences and the SCB more broadly. This would help to
identify what is or is not working or supporting member

Ajoumal of the Society for Conservation Biology

needs, and to determine potential changes or actions
needed to consolidate efforts and refine programs to bet-
ter support diverse needs. Details about how this is exe-
cuted within the society are beyond the scope of this
manuscript, but we see these steps as necessary to refine
and improve programs for society members and confer-
ence attendees. For example, our experience with the
CV Clinic demonstrates that there may be value in
developing an exit interview schedule to connect with
students prior to them leaving the conference to provide
depth to our understanding of student perceptions and
needs as related to professional development. Along
these lines, there would also be value in collaboration
across SCB leaders (there are multiple sections, working
groups, and chapters each with different leadership roles)
for activities like the CV Clinic to enhance assessment
with a broader panel of reviewers from different back-
grounds, fields, and career experiences. The CV Clinic is
just one example within SCB, and others should be
documented and evaluated so that the society can better
support our members and conference attendees and grow
from our successes and failures.

Interviews or focus group discussions with students from
diverse backgrounds and experiences (e.g., ensuring rep-
resentation across gender, race, sexual orientation,
region, career stage) could be used to identify specific
professional development needs and interest. Students
from different backgrounds, and with different experi-
ences, are likely to have varied interests in professional
development programs. Much could also be learned
from asking program participants to identify their profes-
sional development needs ahead of an event; this could
help enhance individual or group experiences. For exam-
ple, in the case of a CV Clinic, ask participants ahead of
the event what career experience they would prefer the
reviewer to have (e.g., academic, nonprofit, govern-
ment), and use this input to recruit the reviewer team. To
provide the greatest benefit, programs, and opportunities
supported by SCB must consider people's diverse needs,
and this could include diversifying approaches to pro-
grams to include one-on-one or small group mentoring
schemes (programs like this have been established by
societies such as the Peer Group Mentoring scheme run
by British Ecological Society) in association with confer-
ences or more frequently through virtual meetings.

There is a need for those leading programs with SCB to
evaluate the scale, frequency, and duration of profes-
sional development programs. For example, many CV
Clinic participants were from Latin America, Africa, and
South Asia, suggesting that professional development
initiatives, like the CV Clinic, could be most useful if
offered at regional scales and the approach refined based
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on specific student needs in those regions. In the United
States, where professional development and employabil-
ity skills programs are often offered through universities,
students believe they are better prepared for graduate
school or employment applications and interviews after
taking part in programs that provide skills development,
experiences, and feedback on CVs, personal statements,
interviews, and related communications (Hidayat et al.,
2017). Developing and making such professional devel-
opment programs available for students in regions where
these do not yet exist, or are not easily accessed through
universities is an important resource that societies like
SCB can make available to its members. Discussions
and organization around professional development
opportunities or programs are needed beyond individual
conferences or workshops, otherwise such opportunities
will continue to be rather piecemeal, and not necessarily
foster professional development for students with varied
needs.

Finally, our approach to leading the CV Clinic and
exploration of nonparticipant and participant perceptions
of the program offers a starting point for others leading or
interested in leading professional development opportuni-
ties within SCB, and possibly within other similar socie-
ties. Our goal was to share this case study so that others
can learn from our approaches to the program, perceptions
shared by participants, and our own perceived failures and
successes.
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