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Overview 
 

The reintroduction of threatened species is an 

increasingly vital conservation tool in a time of rapid 

anthropogenic environmental change (1) (Fig.1).  

 

 
Figure 1: examples of mammal and bird species 

targeted for reintroductions: a. black-footed ferret, b. 

Eurasian lynx, c. whooping crane, d. griffon vulture. See 

References for image attributions.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, reintroductions have highly variable 

outcomes and often fail despite substantial financial 

investment (2, 3). This project aims to understand 

why, by 1) investigating species characteristics and 

anthropogenic factors that predict reintroduction 

success in diverse species around the globe and 2) 

investigating the psychological biases that may 

underpin disproportionate investment in 

reintroductions of ‘charismatic’ species, using birds 

and mammals as model groups.  

 

Decisions on how much money, time and effort to 

invest in reintroductions are multifaceted, influenced 

by societal attitudes as well as ecological factors. This 

is evident in taxonomic biases which 

disproportionately favour reintroductions of large and 

‘charismatic’ species (e.g. big cats, birds of prey (4), 

Fig. 2). Such biases may be underpinned by 

perceptions of species’ ‘value’: experimental research 

suggests that positive attitudes towards conservation 

increase with empathy for non-human species (e.g. 

(5)). Though reintroduction biology typically neglects 

social factors (6), these may have a substantial effect 

on ‘introduction effort’ – how many individuals are 

released across how many releases – the strongest 

predictor of the survival of small populations (2, 3, 7). 

Understanding reintroduction biases is therefore 

crucial for overcoming barriers to investment in 

reintroductions of ecologically important species with 

low societal ‘value’. 
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Figure 2: Number of reintroduction projects against 

number of species across bird and mammal orders, using 

data from (4). Dotted line indicates a hypothetical 

proportional relationship. Over-represented orders include 

Artiodactyla, Carnivora, Primates, Falconiformes and 

Galliformes.  

 

Using a powerful combination of phylogenetic 

comparative approaches and psychological 

experiments, the student will investigate two 

fundamental questions: a) Why is more effort invested 

in reintroductions of some species over others? b) 

What are the effects of such biases on reintroduction 

success? Global-scale phylogenetic comparative 

analyses will be used to test predictions about general 

biological, ecological and anthropogenic drivers of 

reintroduction success. Human experiments will 

complement these analyses by directly investigating 

the psychological basis of reintroduction biases. We 

will focus on mammals and birds due to the availability 

of detailed reintroduction records and the significant 

reintroduction biases within these groups. 

 
Methodology 
 

Phylogenetic comparative analyses 

 

The student will compile novel global-scale 

comparative datasets of mammal and bird 

reintroductions, based on existing literature (e.g. (8)). 

You will use phylogenetic comparative analyses to 

investigate drivers of success across all reintroduction 

stages (release, establishment and persistence (9)), 

particularly life history traits (e.g. litter size, longevity) 

and potential measures of behavioural flexibility (e.g. 

relative brain size, sociality, diet breadth). Life history 

traits are likely of fundamental importance for post-

release success due to their influence on population 

growth (2), but may also affect reintroduction effort 

prior to release, favouring species that breed most 

readily in captivity (10). Likewise, behavioural 

flexibility may influence how well species are able to 

succeed in novel environments post-release (11), but 

may also affect pre-release biases, due to human 

preferences for reintroducing ‘charismatic’ species (5). 

Other situational factors that affect reintroduction 

success, such as wild vs. captive origin, food 

provisioning and pre-release training (2, 9, 6), can also 

be accounted for where data are available. This 

project takes advantage of recently developed 

phylogenetic comparative methods that can account 

for multiple event- and species-level predictors (12).  

 

Experiments 

 

The student will also use psychological experiments to 

investigate which species-characteristics influence 

human perceptions of species’ ‘value’ and worthiness 

of costly reintroduction efforts. Drawing upon insights 

from conservation psychology (13), you will use 

experiments to a) investigate how species-

characteristics (e.g. body size, aesthetic factors, 

behavioural flexibility) affect species’ ‘value’, and b) to 

what extent such perceptions influence attitudes 

towards financial investment in reintroduction 

programmes. Further experimental manipulations can 

be used to investigate how these biases can be 

counteracted, such that investment in reintroductions 

of ‘non-charismatic’ species is seen as worthwhile.  

 

Collaborations 

 

This project involves a collaboration with Dr Isabella 

Capellini (School of Environmental Sciences, 

University of Hull) who provides particular expertise 

in the drivers of small (introduced) populations, as 

well as more broadly in phylogenetic comparative 

approaches, life history evolution, brain evolution, 

macroecology and macroevolution.   

 

 
Timeline 
 

Year 1: Literature review, building comparative 

datasets, learning phylogenetic comparative methods, 

running phylogenetic comparative analyses, designing 

experiments. Presenting at the Association for the 

Study of Animal Behaviour Easter meeting (2020).   

 

Year 2: Performing phylogenetic comparative 

analyses, running experiments, writing and submitting 

first paper. Presenting research at the British 

Ecological Society annual meeting (Edinburgh, 

December 2020).  

 



 

  

Year 3: Writing and submitting second paper, further 

phylogenetic comparative or experimental projects 

(depending on your strengths and interests). 

Presenting research at international conference 

(2021), e.g. Ecological Society of America Annual 

Meeting, International Congress for Conservation 

Biology. 

 

Year 3.5: finalising results, writing up papers/thesis.   

 

 
Training & Skills 
 

You will benefit from an interdisciplinary supervisory 

team with complementary skills and interests. 

  

Dr Sally Street (primary supervisor) will provide 

specialised training in up-to-date phylogenetic 

comparative methods. By learning to use these 

methods you will develop highly transferable skills in 

quantitative data analysis and statistical programming 

in R. You will have the chance to enhance these skills 

further by attending additional internal and external 

training programmes. Dr Sally Street is experienced in 

all research areas relevant to the studentship, 

including human-animal interactions, life history 

evolution, behavioural ecology, macroecology and 

human experiments.  

 

Dr Domhnall Jennings provides expertise in cognitive 

experimental approaches and animal behaviour, and 

will contribute particularly to your training in 

experimental design and implementation.  

 

Professor Stephen Willis provides expertise in 

conservation biology and macroecology, including the 

influence of global environmental change on species’ 

conservation.  
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Figure 1a: Ryan Moehring/USFWS, ‘Meeteetse Black-

footed ferret reintroduction’ (CC BY 2.0), 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/usfwsmtnprairie/28576

929846  

Figure 1b: dogrando, ‘Eurasian lynx’ (CC BY-SA 2.0), 

https://www.flickr.com/photos/dogrando/4921196613 

Figure 1c: USFWS, ‘Whooping crane reintroduction 

pen’ (Public Domain), 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Whooping_C

rane_Reintroduction_Pen_(6923671303).jpg   

Figure 1d: Sarinahornay, ‘Liberación Buitre leonado 

(Gyps fulvus)’ (CC BY-SA 3.0) 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?curid=22

649151  

Figure 2: animal silhouettes from phylopic.org.  

 
Further Information 
 

For further information please contact: 

Dr Sally Street 

Email: sally.e.street@durham.ac.uk  

Telephone: +44 (0)191 334 1604  

Department of Anthropology  

Durham University 

South Road 

DH1 3LE 
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