Habits and Practices of Consistently High-performing
Wildlife Professionals
Decker et al. (2019, 2020) identified 30 categories of habits and practices that contribute to reasoning and
judgment of consistently high-performing staff of fish and wildlife agencies. This checklist of the habits and
practices has been prepared for your quick reference. Details about each habit or practice can be found by
hovering over the bold text associated with each below.

Critically Inquisitive and Continuously Learning
1. Be constructively critical/skeptical: Question assumptions, data, analyses or conclusions.
2. Be reflective: Apply a self-critical perspective and routinely evaluate performance for the purpose of
adapting and improving.
3. Be open-minded: Take a fresh look at a situation and search for factors that may have been missed in
the past.
4. Be flexible: Reserve the option to change one’s mind (and accept others doing so) if new evidence or
understanding of a situation indicates that is prudent.
5. Be adaptive: Approach your work from the perspective of learning while doing; think of management
as an experiment and take every opportunity to assess and learn from experience.
6. Be inquisitive/curious: Learn as much as possible about an issue in order to understand how the socialecological system in which the management opportunity or problem is embedded works and to
identify probable impacts of management; ask lots of “how” and “why”-type questions and seek new
evidence to support (or refute) existing perceptions.
Multi-level, Integrative Systems Thinking
7. Be holistic and think comprehensively: See the whole situation by studying its parts, understanding
how they fit together and identifying what’s missing. Every specific situation is embedded in a larger
context that either affects or is affected by management actions at any level.
8. Be inclusive: Seek information about and try to include any primary and secondary stakeholders in a
management decision or action; attempt to secure their input and involvement.
9. Be creative, divergent, and imaginative: Look for opportunities to create entirely new solutions to a
problem without undue concern about diverging from conventional practice.
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Self-disciplined
10. Be scientific: Approach technical assessments by means of scientific methods and principles; evaluate
the methods (data collection and analysis) used in research designed to address an issue to ensure the
conclusions or recommendations are sound.
11. Be logical: Seek general understanding of a problem in a way that shows clear, sound reasoning and is
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Balanced Approach

18. Be pragmatic: Operate in a sensible, realistic way that considers both practical and theoretical
perspectives.
19. Be proactive and strategic: Anticipate and be ready to control a situation rather than just respond to it
and do so in a way that contributes to the achievement of long-term or overall aims and interests.
20. Be purposeful: Orient toward achievement of established objectives (results- or outcomes-oriented);
be sensitive to, but not mired in process (means).
21. Be politically aware: Build a clear understanding of and consider internal and external political
ramifications of alternative choices, without allowing those realities to reduce integrity of the
biological/ecological, social, and ethical assessments conducted to serve decision making.
22. Be adaptable: Make or accommodate change in process, protocol or program as needed to adapt to
changing circumstances.
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Interactions with Others
23. Be attentive and listen actively: Relate to stakeholders, co-workers and partners as they share their
thoughts; listen to unsolicited input, whether it comes from familiar or novel sources or represents
views consistent or inconsistent with agency policy, professional convention or one’s own beliefs.
24. Be collaborative: Seek common ground; work in teams, populated with individuals from within and
outside the agency who are willing to combine their efforts to achieve shared conservation goals.
25. Be humble and respectful: Demonstrate politeness, deference and humility when working with others,
thereby avoiding appearing self-important or better than others.
26. Be transparent, truthful and honest: Use open and candid communication, lacking obfuscation or
deceit, and behaving in a way that demonstrates honesty.
27. Be compassionate, selfless and empathetic: Comprehend and genuinely identify with other people's
beliefs, attitudes, difficulties and circumstances; assist others to overcome their problems and don’t
fear revealing your own vulnerability.
28. Be appreciative and supportive: Encourage and show gratitude for contributions to conservation made
by others.
29. Be passionate about your work: Openly convey strong feelings (emotions and beliefs) about
conservation generally and your work specifically; show courageousness and passion for your work but
do so without intimidating others or being off-putting to those who are just as committed as you are.
30. Be optimistic and positive: Take a favorable view of events or conditions whenever possible and work
in a way that expresses hope and confidence about the future.
a. don't view difficult situations as impossible, but rather as challenges
that can be addressed using the right approach
b. be persistent, even if occasionally frustrated by a situation
c. adopt the mindset that improvements, whether small or big, can be
made
d. be oriented toward working and achieving, rather than being
oriented toward finding fault and retreating
e. be oriented toward contributing toward a better future, rather than
oriented toward avoiding failures; see conservation as a journey and
aspiration, not an easily reached outcome
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