
Received: 6 January 2020 | Revised: 5 May 2021 | Accepted: 9 July 2021

DOI: 10.1002/wsb.1252

R E S E A R CH AR T I C L E

It pays to get paid: Factors influencing
wildlife‐related employment success

Karen M. Bailey1 | Katie R. Hooker2 | Anne A. Loggins2 |

Alex D. Potash2 | Donald W. Hardeman Jr.2 |

Robert A. McCleery2

1University of Colorado Boulder, 4001

Discovery Drive, Boulder, CO 80309, USA

2University of Florida, 110 Newins‐Ziegler
Hall, Gainesville, FL 32611, USA

Correspondence

Karen M. Bailey, University of Colorado

Boulder, 4001 Discovery Drive,

Boulder, CO 80309, USA.

Email: Karen.bailey@colorado.edu

Funding information

Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences,

University of Florida (USA),

Grant/Award Number: FLA‐WEC‐005125

Abstract

Individuals who are interested in wildlife‐related careers take

unpaid positions to gain experience and remain competitive in

the job market. However, unpaid positions may not provide the

same training, skills acquisition, or long‐term success as paid

positions. We surveyed 796 graduates of wildlife‐related ba-

chelor's degree programs from accredited U.S. universities to

assess how experiences and skills gained in paid and unpaid

positions affected long‐term employment or educational suc-

cess. We found that respondents with more paid employment

experience were more likely to obtain full‐time employment in

a wildlife‐related field than those who had worked more un-

paid positions. Further, respondents reported gaining more

skills associated with long‐term success from paid positions

than unpaid positions. Our results highlight the importance of

both paid work and experiences that provide valuable skills

training for success in wildlife‐related fields. We urge wildlife‐

related employers to offer more paid positions in lieu of unpaid

opportunities. We further suggest that job‐seeking, early‐

career scientists carefully consider the skills they will gain from

particular jobs, and critically scrutinize the potential for long‐

term benefits before accepting an unpaid position.
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In a competitive employment market, aspiring professionals seek opportunities to increase their marketability

through experience. There are many ways to obtain experience, including volunteering, internships with or

without compensation, and part‐ or full‐time employment. A 2014 survey of more than 10,000 students found

that over 60% of recent undergraduate respondents participated in at least one internship prior to graduation

(National Association of Colleges and Employers 2014). Employers actively encourage students to obtain

experience through paid and unpaid employment prior to graduation to increase their marketability for com-

petitive jobs (Bureau of Labor Statistics 2017). The terms associated with entry‐level opportunities are often

used interchangeably (Whitaker 2003) and it is unclear which positions may be most beneficial to career

success. Correctly identifying position terms is important due to wage laws, which bind all employers. Most

notably, the Fair Labor Standards Act (2018) sets a federal minimum wage and provides legal requirements that

volunteer and internship positions be primarily training‐based and should not be established to replace paid

employees (Whitaker 2003). Based on the legal definitions, many wildlife‐related volunteer and internship

positions do not meet the standards under the Fair Labor Standards Act (2018); however, special exemptions

have been made for federal, state, and local government, and non‐profit organizations. Exemptions for various

organizations are especially salient for those seeking employment in wildlife‐related fields because relatively

few opportunities exist in the private sector.

To alleviate confusion between the terms used to describe entry‐level employment, we focused on differ-

entiating between paid and unpaid entry‐level positions in wildlife‐related fields. Unpaid positions became more

prevalent in the United States during the 2010s and are projected to continue increasing through 2025 (U.S. Bureau

of Labor Statistics 2017). Experience increases the likelihood of employment, upward mobility, and early career

success (Knouse et al. 1999, Gault et al. 2000, Nunley et al. 2016, Siedler et al. 2016). Entry‐level opportunities can

be critical for gaining the skills necessary to pursue careers as wildlife professionals, but the relevance and quantity

of skills attained through paid versus unpaid positions may vary. Thus, it is important to assess differences in skills

attained through paid versus unpaid employment and identify whether the type of position provides differential

benefits to participants' future career success.

Despite the ongoing demand for entry‐level workers, all experiences may not lead to success equally. Paid

positions may offer different experiences, lead to different career outcomes, and be more likely to lead to full‐time

employment and higher salaries compared to unpaid roles (Holford 2017). The difference in career outcomes

between paid and unpaid jobs may be because paid opportunities offer a greater diversity of learning experiences

relative to unpaid opportunities (Siebert and Wilson 2013). Similarly, positions that provide more opportunities for

autonomy and involvement in complex, challenging projects increase employability (Taylor 1988). Paid positions are

often more likely to provide opportunities leading to the improvement and development of professional skills (Crain

2016). Recognizing and accounting for the disparity between paid and unpaid positions will be key to parsing out

the factors that influence career success in scientific fields (Taylor 1988, Crain 2016).

Although paid positions may be more valuable for acquiring skills and responsibility, opportunities for paid

employment (especially at the entry‐level) may be less common than unpaid positions, particularly in wildlife‐related

fields (Fournier and Bond 2015). Budgets from both federal and state wildlife agencies, as well as non‐profit

organizations, rely heavily on government funding, however, discretionary spending for natural resource programs

has declined over 50% since 1977 (Austin 2016). Loss of funding in wildlife‐related fields and associated high

demand for entry‐level opportunities has led to an increased prevalence of temporary, underpaid, and/or volunteer

positions for early‐career scientists (Fournier and Bond 2015, Owens and Stewart 2016). Some organizations

require that participants pay‐to‐play, due to the high demand for wildlife‐related work experiences. Participants

may be charged for travel, housing, and/or research expenses in return for the experience of working on

high‐profile projects (Ellis 2003, Campbell and Smith 2006). Although early‐career wildlife professionals and recent

graduates continue to pursue these opportunities, it is unclear whether unpaid and potentially‐costly positions

provide the necessary skills to increase employability. Thus, there is a need to understand the implications of

different early‐career opportunities on skill acquisition and career success.
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The motivation for our study was to expand upon the work of Fournier and Bond (2015) using a quanti-

tative approach to understand the influence of early‐career opportunities on success in wildlife‐related fields.

Our objective was to understand relationships between paid and unpaid work, skills obtained from each, and

how these skills translate into career success in a wildlife‐related field. We studied relationships between paid

and unpaid employment on the acquisition of wildlife‐related skills. Next, we associated these skills with

success, which we defined as full‐time employment in a wildlife‐related job or enrollment in a wildlife‐related

graduate program. We predicted that 1) paid positions would increase the total number of skills obtained,

2) some specific skills (i.e., field techniques, research design, scientific writing, etc.) acquired from different

work experiences would correlate with success, and 3) the total number of positions (regardless of paid or

unpaid) would be positively correlated with success. Our predictions are based on the findings that have shown

that paid and unpaid employment in science, technology, engineering, and math (STEM) fields may lead to

differential career success (Fournier et al. 2019).

METHODS

Study design

We conducted an anonymous online survey to assess work experience, success, and skills gained in wildlife‐

related fields. We defined wildlife‐related fields as any field related to wildlife management, conservation,

education, or research. This included wildlife biology, management, conservation, ecology, communication/

education, rehabilitation, or policy fields. We designed our survey questionnaire with a combination of multiple

choice, select‐all‐that‐apply, and open‐ended responses. For example, respondents were asked to select all

skills gained from a list of potential skills, and their age, sex, and race from a list of multiple‐choice options, and

were given open‐ended responses at the end of the survey to comment on specific experiences (Tables S2 and

S3, available online in Supporting Information). Our target response group included people who had received a

bachelor's degree from a biological science or natural resources department at an accredited university in the

past 20 years. We intentionally targeted an overly‐broad population to ensure that our survey reached grad-

uates who intended to pursue a wildlife‐related career following their undergraduate education. Note that our

broad sampling approach resulted in the survey being sent to many who were not intending to pursue a career

in wildlife‐related fields.

We administered the internet survey in 3 ways. First, we targeted students at the University of Florida.

We obtained alumni contact information for all students who completed a bachelor's degree from the College

of Agriculture and Life Sciences (CALS) at the University of Florida between 1997 and 2017. We sent an

email to 14,854 graduates with a short description of the survey and a unique link to complete it

(respondents were linked to their email addresses and were only allowed one opportunity to complete the

survey). The survey was administered via Qualtrics Software (Qualtrics 2020). We sent 2 reminder emails to

students who had not responded. Second, we targeted U.S. universities with departments/colleges of natural

resources, biology, ecology, plant and animal sciences, and/or environmental science departments. We se-

lected relevant departments (see above) ranked in the top 10 by US News and World Report (2018) and

College Factual (2017). We focused on top programs because of their ability to generate professionals for

wildlife‐related fields. Overall, we requested 23 departments/colleges administer the survey to their alumni.

We received varied responses, with 5 departments/colleges agreeing to share the survey with their alumni;

however, the numbers of alumni were not provided. Finally, to ensure we further increased our audience, we

broadcast our survey through ECOLOG, the Ecological Society of America's discussion board for jobs, grants,

and other news, and on the Texas A&M Wildlife and Fisheries and Society for Conservation Biology job

boards. We also promoted our survey through Twitter and Facebook accounts associated with the University
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of Florida. We encouraged participating universities to post the survey on their respective social media pages

as well.

Survey instrument

We administered the survey online in English through Qualtrics (Qualtrics 2020). We investigated experience with

paid or unpaid positions, current success in wildlife‐related fields (defined as those either enrolled in an advanced

degree in a wildlife‐related field or those employed full‐time in a wildlife‐related field), and demographics. The first

step in the survey was designed to limit responses to those who fit the primary criterion, i.e., interest in pursuing a

career in a wildlife‐related field. If respondents did not fit the criteria, the survey was concluded. Next, we asked if

the respondent was currently seeking an advanced degree and if the degree field was wildlife‐related. We also

asked if the respondent was currently working in a wildlife‐related field, if that job was full‐time or part‐time, and

how long they anticipated staying in their current position. We then asked if respondents had, prior to their current

position, held any paid (more than $300/month) or unpaid (less than $300/month) volunteer, job, or internship

positions in a wildlife‐related field, the total number of positions, and the duration of those positions. We estab-

lished the $300 threshold as the distinction between paid vs. unpaid positions based on Fournier and Bond (2015),

who determined that $300/month with housing was comparable in compensation to minimum wage, whereas

<$300/month without housing was considered less than minimum wage. We also asked respondents to report any

fees (moving costs, travel, project fees, housing) associated with unpaid positions to categorize them as pay‐to‐play.

We additionally asked respondents to choose the types of skills obtained while working in those positions from

a provided list. We chose to list skills, ranging from entry‐level to advanced, that encompassed different profi-

ciencies necessary for success in wildlife‐related fields: field techniques, office skills, research design, data analysis/

management, outreach/environmental education, stakeholder communication, supervising others, and scientific

writing (Silvy 2012, Henke and Krausman 2017). We asked respondents to list whether each skill was obtained in

paid or unpaid positions to determine the total number of the listed skills associated with paid and unpaid em-

ployment. We concluded the survey by asking respondents to report demographic data including age, sex, race,

current household income, and parents' highest level of education. We included these variables to account for other

factors likely to influence long‐term career success (Greenhaus et al. 1990, Melamed 1995, Heward et al. 1997,

Brown 2004). We also included an open‐ended question to allow respondents to give feedback about their

experiences working in wildlife‐related fields.

Statistical analysis

We defined successful respondents as those either enrolled in an advanced degree in a wildlife‐related field or

those employed full‐time in a wildlife‐related field. In the survey instrument we defined wildlife‐related fields as any

field related to wildlife management, conservation, education, or research. This included wildlife biology, man-

agement, conservation, ecology, communication/education, rehabilitation, and policy. We defined all remaining

respondents as unsuccessful. The unsuccessful group included respondents who were employed part‐time in a

wildlife‐related field and employed full‐time or in a degree program that was not related to wildlife. We excluded

respondents who had not completed a bachelor's degree, never intended to pursue a wildlife‐related field, and were

not currently pursuing wildlife‐related degrees or employment. We included respondents who were initially unsure

about their future career goals, even if they did not ultimately pursue a wildlife‐related career, as these individuals

may have been dissuaded from this path due to other factors of interest. To account for potential bias amongst

respondents, we compared early responders to late responders and found no significant differences in degree type,

demographics, paid or unpaid experiences, or success (Siemiatycki and Campbell 1984, O'Neill et al. 1995).
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To test the relationship between position type (paid vs. unpaid) and success, we conducted mixed‐effect

logistic regression with the number of unpaid, paid, and total positions as predictor variables, and academic success

(enrollment in an advanced degree in a wildlife‐related field), employment success (full‐time employment in a

wildlife‐related field) or combined success (either employment, enrollment, or both, a binary variable) as the re-

sponse. To determine which variables to include as random effects, we ran logistic regression analysis with de-

mographics (time since graduation, age, sex, race, and parental education) as predictor variables and success as a

response variable. We included demographics with statistically significant relationships with success as random

effects in each of these mixed‐effects models to control and test their influence, such that each level of the

demographic grouping variable had a random intercept and slope (Bates et al. 2015). To test relationships between

number of skills reported and position type, we used a Wilcoxon Rank Sum test with continuity correction to

compare the total number of skills gained in paid and unpaid positions. To test the relationship between paid and

unpaid positions and likelihood of gaining an individual skill, we conducted a binary logistic regression for each skill,

with the total number of each position type as a predictor variable. Finally, to determine which skills were most

commonly associated with each type of success, we conducted a regression analysis with each skill included as a

binary predictor variable and success as a response variable. To isolate the influence of gaining a specific skill on

success, as with demographic factors, we controlled for the influence of the total number of positions by including it

as a random variable. We evaluated all results based on a threshold for statistical significance of 0.05 (α = 0.05). We

compared beta estimates and associated P‐values to assess the strength of relationships between variables. We

conducted all analyses in program R Version 3.4.3 (R Development Core Team 2017) using packages lme4 (Bates

et al. 2015) and MASS (Venables and Ripley 2002).

RESULTS

We received 796 responses and had a 91% completion rate from those who chose to take the survey. Of the

14,854 University of Florida alumni contacted, 289 completed the survey, yielding a 1.9% response rate. Note that

the survey description emphasized a focus on wildlife‐related fields, whereas many CALS alumni completed degrees

unrelated to wildlife, likely decreasing the response rate. The remaining 507 survey responses came from re-

spondents affiliated with over 200 additional colleges and universities (Table S1, available online in Supporting

Information). We were unable to calculate a response rate for these respondents because we were not provided

data on the number of alumni contacted. After removing all respondents who did not complete a bachelor's degree

or never had any intention of pursuing a wildlife‐related field, we retained 667 respondents for our analyses.

Respondent overview

Of the 667 respondents remaining in our sample, 62% of respondents were 30 years old or younger, 80% of

respondents were white, and 68% of respondents were female (Table S2). Ninety‐six percent of respondents

graduated from universities in the United States, whereas 6% of respondents graduated from international uni-

versities (including institutions in Canada, Germany, Hong Kong, and India, among others). Fifty‐six percent of

respondents reported themselves as successful using our definition of either working full‐time or pursuing ad-

vanced degrees in wildlife‐related fields. Eighteen percent of respondents were pursuing advanced degrees in a

wildlife‐related field. Fifty‐seven percent of respondents were currently employed full time and 16% were em-

ployed part‐time. Of those employed either part‐time or full‐time, 64% were employed in a wildlife‐related field.

Ninety‐two percent of respondents reported having at least one type of position in a wildlife‐related field

(Figure 1). Eighty‐one percent of respondents held between 1 and 3 unpaid positions prior to their current career,

whereas 20.5% of respondents reported never holding an unpaid wildlife‐related position. Sixty‐one percent of
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respondents held between 1 and 3 paid positions, whereas 12.7% reported that they never held a paid position

(Figure 1). Thirty percent of respondents held 4 or more paid positions. Forty‐eight percent of respondents who had

an unpaid position also reported that they paid expenses associated with the position (pay‐to‐play), including airfare

(40%), housing (51.7%), project fees (14.9%), and moving costs (37.5%).

We found differences between various demographic factors (age, sex, race, parent's education) and the number

of paid and unpaid jobs individuals had held, but not on the total number of jobs held (Table S3). Women on average

had fewer paid positions and more unpaid positions than men and non‐white respondents had fewer paid positions

than white respondents. However, only for one demographic factor, time since graduation, did we find a significant

difference in success (β = 0.09, SE = 0.010, P ≤ 0.001). We therefore included the term time since graduation as a

random effect in all additional models to account for age‐specific differences in success.

Experience and success

We found a positive significant relationship between the number of paid positions (β = 0.68, SE = 0.11, P ≤ 0.001)

and the probability of being successful when controlling for time since graduation. Individuals with ≤3 paid positions

had a 54% chance of being successful (either employed full‐time in a wildlife related field or enrolled full‐time in a

wildlife‐related degree), whereas those with ≥7 paid positions had an 82% chance of being successful. Similarly,

F IGURE 1 Total number of paid and unpaid positions held by respondents prior to their current position, as
reported in an anonymous online survey conducted in 2017–2018 targeting respondents with
a bachelor's degree in wildlife‐related fields from accredited U.S. universities
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there was a positive relationship between the total number of positions of any kind (paid or unpaid) and success of

any kind (β = 0.43, SE = 0.09, P ≤ 0.001). There was no relationship between the number of unpaid positions and the

probability of having any type of success (β = −0.04, SE = 0.13, P = 0.78).

When measuring success only as full‐time employment in a wildlife‐related field, we found a positive significant

relationship with the number of paid positions (β = 0.73, SE = 0.11, P ≤ 0.001), but not with unpaid positions

(β = 0.21, SE = 0.13, P = 0.10). As a baseline, individuals without paid positions had a 20% probability (95% CI =

12.5–26.6%) of being employed full‐time in a wildlife related field. For those with 1 to 3 paid positions, the

probability increased to 36% (95% CI = 32%–40%), for those with 3 to 6 paid positions, it increased to 53% (95%

CI = 48–58%), and for those with ≥7 paid positions, the probability of success was 69% (95% CI = 61–74%). When

measuring success as enrollment in a wildlife‐related degree program, there was no relationship between the

number of paid (β = −0.02, SE = 0.12, P = 0.9) or unpaid positions (β = 0.2, SE = 0.16, P = 0.22).

Paid and unpaid skills

There was a significant difference between the total number of skills gained from unpaid positions (Figures 2 and 3,

x̅ = 2.3, SE = 2.1) and the total skills gained from paid positions (x̅ = 4.2, SE = 2.9, P ≤ 0.001). Type of skill gained

varied with the type of position. The skills field techniques, research design, outreach/environmental education, and

supervising others were positively correlated with both paid and unpaid positions (Table 1). However, all but one,

outreach/environmental education, had larger beta estimates for paid positions, indicating a stronger correlation

between paid positions and the likelihood of obtaining that skill. The skills data analysis/management, office skills,

scientific writing, and stakeholder communication, were positively correlated with the total number of paid posi-

tions held by a respondent, but not with the total number of unpaid positions (Table 1). The probability

of obtaining office skills was 48% (95% CI = 35–61%) for those with 0 paid positions, compared to 97% (95%

CI = 48–99%) for those with 7 or more paid positions.

In terms of success, when controlling for the total number of paid and unpaid positions, office skills

(β = 0.77, SE = 0.27, P = 0.02), scientific writing (β = 0.64, SE = 0.27, P = 0.009), and stakeholder communication

F IGURE 2 Classification of survey respondents as either successful or unsuccessful as a function of the type of
post‐bachelor's degree work experience, from an anonymous online survey conducted in 2017–2018 targeting
respondents with a bachelor's degree in wildlife‐related fields. Yellow links show significant (P < 0.01) positive
predictors of success
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(β = 0.67, SE = 0.21, P = 0.007) were positively correlated with employment in a wildlife‐related field. Office

skills (β = −0.77, SE = 0.28, P ≤ 0.001) and outreach/environmental education (β = −0.54, SE = 0.25, P = 0.02) were

negatively associated with enrollment in a wildlife‐related advanced degree program and research design (β = 0.6,

SE = 0.3, P = 0.014) was positively correlated with enrollment in a wildlife‐related advanced degree.

DISCUSSION

Aspiring wildlife professionals were much more likely to be successful in their field if they took paid positions, with an

increase of 2–3 paid jobs doubling their probability of employment success. For wildlife‐related fields, as for others,

paid positions appear to be more valuable for career advancement (Taylor 1988, Crain 2016, Fournier et al. 2019).

F IGURE 3 Classification of survey respondents as either successful or unsuccessful as a function of the number
of skills gained through post‐bachelor's degree work experience, from an anonymous online survey conducted in
2017–2018 targeting respondents with a bachelor's degree in wildlife‐related fields

TABLE 1 Reported skills and β estimate (P‐value) for skills gained as a function of number of paid and unpaid
positions based on logistic regression (skill gained or not gained) for an anonymous online survey conducted in
2017–2018 targeting respondents with a bachelor's degree in wildlife‐related fields

Skill β estimate paid position β estimate unpaid position

Field techniques 1.38 (P ≤ 0.001) 0.55 (P = 0.02)

Data analysis/management 0.68 (P ≤ 0.001) 0.2 (P = 0.14)

Outreach/environmental education 0.28 (P = 0.02) 0.68 (P ≤ 0.001)

Office skills 1.13 (P ≤ 0.001) −0.11 (P = 0.47)

Scientific writing 0.52 (P ≤ 0.001) 0.17 (P = 0.20)

Research design 0.72 (P ≤ 0.001) 0.41 (P = 0.003)

Supervising 0.96 (P ≤ 0.001) 0.54 (P ≤ 0.001)

Stakeholder communication 0.64 (P ≤ 0.001) 0.18 (P = 0.16)
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Though we could not directly test the pathway of position type amongst our respondents, we found no evidence to

suggest that initially taking an unpaid position could lead to a paid position in the future. In fact, unpaid positions may

decrease the earning potential of scientists without paid positions, at least in the short‐term (Fournier et al. 2019). The

stronger correlation between paid positions vs. unpaid and overall success may be due to the greater diversity and

quality of skills obtained in these positions (Taylor 1988, Siebert and Wilson 2013, Crain 2016). Skills in research

design, data analysis, and supervising others are necessary for advancement in many natural resource careers (Lucas

et al. 2017). All such skills were correlated with paid positions, and we found that certain skills that were correlated

with employment success were developed primarily in paid positions. We found that scientific writing, data analysis,

and stakeholder communication, crucial skills for many wildlife‐related positions (Jacobson and Duff 1998, Colton and

Surasinghe 2014, Stevenson and Peterson 2015), were not likely to be acquired in unpaid positions. Aspiring pro-

fessionals should consider prioritizing the pursuit of these skills, along with paid positions, whenever possible.

Although paid positions can increase the probability of employment and are correlated with higher salaries

(Fournier et al. 2019), neither type of position seems to influence enrollment in an advanced degree program.

However, not surprisingly, younger respondents (under 30) were more likely to be in graduate programs than older

respondents (over 31) (NSF 2018). Nevertheless, unpaid and paid positions may provide networking opportunities

for aspiring academics (and professionals) of all ages. Many respondents noted networking was critical for achieving

success in wildlife‐related fields, saying, “It's all about networking in this job field” and “I always encourage vo-

lunteering in order to gain experience and network….best way to get your foot in for job referrals!”. These personal

connections can influence future success regardless of the type of positions (Fournier et al. 2019). Furthermore,

entry‐level experience in science fields, whether paid or unpaid, can lead to greater persistence in science fields

3 years in the future (Fournier et al. 2019). Persistence in wildlife‐related work shows dedication to the subject

matter, which may be valued by professors selecting graduate students (Henke and Krausman 2017).

The increased tendency of organizations to offer unpaid alternatives to paid positions (Owens and Stewart

2016) does not benefit aspiring wildlife professionals. Not only do unpaid and pay‐to‐play positions fail to

provide the most useful skills, but survey respondents also noted the challenges associated with working these

types of positions; one successful respondent commented, “[E]veryone wants to save the whales, no one thinks

about how that'll pay their rent and a comfortable lifestyle. The stress of part‐time contracts and a lack of

opportunities isn't worth it.” Unpaid positions (and particularly pay‐to‐play positions) may not be worth ac-

cepting unless they serve only to avoid leaving the field entirely (Fournier et al. 2019). However, with paid

positions becoming increasingly scarce, aspiring scientists may ultimately choose to pursue an alternative career

rather than continue to languish in positions that, according to one successful survey respondent, “are tem-

porary without benefits and little to no room to professionally advance.” The financial difficulties associated

with unpaid positions may also act as barriers to increasing the diversity of underrepresented socioeconomic,

gender, and racial groups in the wildlife field. This, in turn, limits diverse viewpoints and innovative problem‐

solving strategies (Copeland 1988, Thomas 1990, Reynolds and Lewis 2017) needed to solve dynamic wildlife‐

related problems in the future (Fournier and Bond 2015). Women professionals are particularly disadvantaged,

as along with other studies, we found that more women were in unpaid positions than men, despite equivalent

education backgrounds (Fournier et al. 2019). We did not find significant differences across race/ethnicity, age,

and parent education level, but this undoubtedly requires more research given the limitations of our sample. As

the issues of justice, equity, diversity, and inclusion in STEM, natural resources, and society at large become

increasingly important, obtaining a more representative sample may help differentiate how paid and unpaid

positions impact certain groups (Bailey et al. 2020, Forrester 2020, Hofstra et al. 2020). Ultimately, an increase

in funding opportunities for natural resources, leading to increased availability of quality, paid positions, will

likely be necessary to retain aspiring wildlife professionals. Whereas reducing the number of unpaid positions

may cause the wildlife field to shrink, converting unpaid positions into paid ones would strengthen the field as a

whole by providing talented and diverse aspiring professionals the opportunities to acquire and contribute their

skills and perspectives.
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Like many preliminary investigations, there were a number of limitations to our study that can be improved

with future work. Although many recipients who received the survey did not fall within the scope of our survey

population (those in wildlife‐related fields), we still had a limited sample size as a result of our low survey

response rates. Low response rates are common for online surveys (Daikeler et al. 2020), but future work should

include phone interviews, follow‐ups, and incentives to bolster response rates (Willcox et al. 2010, Smith et al.

2019). Additionally, it is possible our survey did not adequately capture the population of aspiring and current

wildlife professionals. To ensure a broad range of respondents from wildlife‐related fields, future survey efforts

should work directly with undergraduate and graduate coordinators at institutions with wildlife programs. Ad-

ditionally, our conclusion may also be limited by our definition of success: full‐time work, or education in a

wildlife‐related field. Our survey did not allow us to effectively identify if and how people pursue these careers

part‐time, balancing some of the tradeoffs and hardships noted by respondents. Despite these shortcomings, our

findings provide a foundation for understanding how early career experiences can impact future success in the

wildlife profession.
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