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CONCEPTS AND QUESTIONS  1
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Exit strategies, or plans to end involvement in an endeavor  
  once certain criteria are met or conditions reached, are not 

typically included in conservation planning and adaptive 
 management in conservation programs. Most conservation 
 planning entails decision- making criteria (eg cost–benefit 
analyses) concerning what or what not to do (Grantham et al. 
2010; Bottrill and Pressey 2012) but largely ignores the ques-

tion of when is the right time to stop doing it. Systematic con-
servation planning has gradually become widespread, influ-
encing policy and decision making, setting conservation 
priorities for governmental and non- governmental organiza-
tion (NGO) conservation programs, and producing hundreds 
of scientific publications (Bottrill and Pressey 2012). Despite 
this increasing incorporation of planning into the conserva-
tion culture, exit strategies have yet to figure prominently in 
these endeavors. The project management cycle in adaptive 
management is traditionally envisioned as a circle (Grantham 
et al. 2010), but with no egress. The unintended implication is 
that the circle, and hence the project, continues indefinitely.

Despite growing awareness of their importance in business, 
exit strategies are not well established in wildlife conservation 
programs. For instance, exit strategies are not typically dis-
cussed during conservation coursework (Barlow et al. 2016) or 
in the conservation planning literature. Although use of strate-
gic planning is on the rise (Bottrill and Pressey 2012; Westgate 
et al. 2013), logical endpoints of these planning exercises (ie 
exits) are less often addressed. For example, a search of the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature’s (IUCN’s) 
Conservation Planning Specialist Group website (www.cpsg.
org) yields no results for “exit strategy(ies)” or even “exit” in 
their planning cycle. Such strategies are also neglected in the 
planning process of Open Standards (http://cmp-opens tanda 
rds.org) – perhaps the most commonly used conservation 
planning framework – nor are they mentioned in academic 
reviews of the process (Schwartz et al. 2012).

More importantly, and perhaps partly resulting from their 
common omission from conservation planning frameworks, 
exit strategies do not appear to be commonly used by conser-
vation practitioners. If they were a frequently used tool in 
conservation projects, we would expect authors publishing in 
conservation journals to reference their use. However, this is 
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Exit strategies – plans to end involvement in a project once selected criteria have been reached – are rare in conservation planning 
but can play a vital role in the conservation planning process; such strategies also prepare the institution, its staff, its partners, and 
a wider group of stakeholders for eventual success or failure and signal when it is time to move on. Exit strategies may indicate that 
the project has been terminated but may also signal success, or that project leadership has transitioned to another, more appropri-
ate entity. We address why exit strategies are uncommon in conservation, why they are essential, what determines when to 
 transition or leave, and how to plan for circumstances afterwards. A good exit strategy addresses financial and legal liabilities  
to employees, publication of results, and ownership of data, among other things. A comprehensive, thoughtful strategy can lead to 
“beautiful exits” that minimize negative consequences to the project.
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In a nutshell:
• Exit strategies, or plans for leaving a project, are a vital 

component of conservation planning but are seldom used
• A clearly defined exit strategy prepares an organization 

and individuals for project exit due to the realization of 
project goals, insurmountable challenges, funding short-
falls, or other events

• Such strategies are not expressions of pessimism but rather 
clear-eyed engagements with reality; it is as important to 
nimbly implement exit strategies in the context of success 
as it is in failure

• Leaving a project does not necessarily mean the project 
is discontinued; it may instead represent a transition of 
roles and responsibilities to a different entity, such as a 
partner or stakeholder

• Planning and implementing exit strategies avoids a range 
of negative consequences, including legal and ethical di-
lemmas, stakeholder disenchantment, wasted resources, 
and compromised conservation goals

http://www.cpsg.org
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rarely the case. Indeed, searches of both Web of Science and 
Google Scholar for a combination of “conservation” and “exit 
strategy(ies)” in the title yielded no results. Even a search for 
these terms in the text yields no publications with a focus on 
exit strategies in conservation. We also searched several 
prominent journals that routinely publish conservation arti-
cles and could find no evidence of any systematic treatment 
of conservation exit strategies. Our search revealed the fol-
lowing number of articles that include the phrase “exit strategy(ies)” 
in the text in the journals Biological Conservation (4), Animal  
Conservation (2), Conservation Biology (2), Conservation Letters  
(1), Journal of Applied Ecology (1), Frontiers in Ecology and 
the Environment (0), BioScience (0), and Journal of Wildlife 
Management (0). Each of these articles devoted only one to 
two sentences to the topic, and none indicated that the pro-
ject had such a strategy. Similar searches for “project termi-
nation” and “conservation” yielded similarly disappointing 
results, and we could find no evidence of systematic plan-
ning to end a project. More promisingly, exit strategies are at 
least briefly mentioned in translocation guidelines (IUCN 
2013) and reviews of integrated conservation–development 
projects that promote conservation objectives as part of 
larger infrastructure development projects (Sayer and Wells 
2004).

Plans to terminate a project or transfer responsibility to 
another entity can be complex and are discussed in several 
areas of project management in business (Alajoutsijärvi et al. 
2000; Hampson and Lindberg 2012; DeTienne et al. 2015) and 
in development NGOs (Engels 2010; Hayman 2015; Cao Yu 
et al. 2017). Here, we will draw upon these approaches to exit 
strategies in other disciplines and evaluate their usefulness for 
conservation planning.

To encourage exit strategy planning in con-
servation practice, we address the following 
topics: (1) why exit strategies are not com-
monly discussed in conservation, (2) why they 
are essential components of conservation pro-
jects, (3) what determines how and when to 
transition or exit, and (4) how a succession 
plan should be developed. A successful exit 
strategy is timed to minimize the negative 
 consequences resulting from cessation of 
 activities, should articulate revised roles and 
responsibilities of stakeholders, includes spe-
cific predetermined triggers for exit in advance, 
and ensures open and respectful communica-
tion among stakeholders throughout the exit 
process. We provide examples to illustrate the 
(potential) use of these strategies in wildlife 
conservation, relying heavily on two wildlife 
projects with which we are intimately familiar. 
The golden lion tamarin (GLT, Leontopithecus 
rosalia; Figure 1) project was established by an 
international organization, the Golden Lion 

Tamarin Conservation Program (GLTCP), and is currently 
managed by the Brazilian NGO Associação- Mico- Leão- 
Dourado (AMLD) to aid in the recovery of this species. 
Conservation activities have included monitoring, manage-
ment, and protective measures. It also included a systematic 
exit strategy plan, developed shortly after the project began 
(Dietz et al. 2010; Kierulff et al. 2012; Johnson et al. 2017). The 
California condor (Gymnogyps californianus; Figure  2) rein-
troduction program in Baja California, Mexico, initiated by 
San Diego Zoo Global (SDZG), initially included only vague 
plans to transition ownership to local agencies following 
capacity building activities (an exit plan was devised in collab-
oration with Mexican and US federal regulatory agencies at a 
later date, about 4 years before transition). Our experiences 
with these exit plans inform our review.

Why exit strategies are not commonly discussed in 
conservation

Omitting an exit strategy from conservation planning may 
arise from the impression that they are pessimistic contin-
gencies for when things go wrong, but crafting an exit strategy 
can help to prepare for exits resulting from both success and 
failure. Furthermore, conservation endeavors are typically long 
term and few projects have the luxury of seeing their com-
pletion. For example, many species conservation programs 
may enter different phases of recovery without ever realizing 
true recovery, and as such remain conservation- reliant indef-
initely (Redford et al. 2011). Although managers of short- term 
projects may be willing to gamble that immediate benefits 
gained will lead to sustained funding and continuation of the 
project (Sayer and Wells 2004), managers of long- term projects 

Figure 1. The golden lion tamarin (Leontopithecus rosalia), an endangered species native to 
the Atlantic forest of Brazil. The Golden Lion Tamarin Conservation Program (GLTCP) is a suc-
cessful long- term project that uses the Open Standards for Conservation methodology as the 
basis for its strategic planning. The project goals are to establish a viable metapopulation of 
2000 tamarins living in 25,000 ha of interconnected and protected forest by 2025.
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may postpone planning an exit strategy for a 
later time.

Why exit strategies are essential in 
conservation

Considering that anthropogenic pressures on 
natural habitats continue to increase (Butchart 
et al. 2010), that the number of endangered 
and conservation- reliant species is growing 
(Redford et al. 2011; Pimm et al. 2014), and 
that resources (funding and personnel) for 
conservation are limited (Hoffmann et al. 2010; 
Watson et al. 2014; Gerber 2016), the choice 
of how to most wisely invest conservation 
resources is crucial and requires formal 
decision- making tools (Bottrill et al. 2008; 
Gerber 2016). The benefits of maintaining a 
struggling project need to be weighed against 
the benefits of reallocating its resources to a 
more tractable conservation problem. The over-
arching importance of exit strategies therefore 
lies in their ability to help ensure that con-
servation resources are applied judiciously.

Exit strategies are important in conservation (Figure 3) for 
the same reasons they are important in business and other 
endeavors: their absence can have negative consequences. 
Failing to plan for an exit or exiting badly can lead to legal and 
financial problems, reduced capacity and sustainability (ie the 
ability to continue addressing the project’s goals during and 
following an exit), damage to the conservation partner net-
work (ie the group of interacting stakeholders, stewards, and 
interested public), loss of community trust, and ultimately 
adverse impacts on wildlife. In addition, failure to develop an 
exit strategy may cause problems in project governance, which 
results in weakened institutions (Ahola et al. 2014). Without a 
clear plan there may be a temptation to continue to operate a 
program with a low return on investment. There are some-
times compelling reasons to persevere in the face of adversity 
– for instance, if there is a reasonable expectation that another 
key player will assume responsibility for the project (Hampson 
and Lindberg 2012). Well- planned exit strategies therefore do 
not mean abandoning a project when challenges arise.

Devising an exit strategy forces an organization to consider 
project termination in advance, in order to mitigate financial 
and other losses. Ensuring final payments of wages to staff, 
handing over obligations, assuming liabilities, and reconciling 
legal issues related to asset ownership are among the many con-
siderations that must be considered (Engels 2010; Chevalier 
et al. 2015). An exit strategy requires a predetermined agree-
ment that specifies the roles, responsibilities, and burden of each 
stakeholder during the termination phase, and that establishes 
safeguards for the continued sustainability of the project. Failure 
to plan properly can lead to loss of political and emotional capi-

tal, with potentially broad repercussions. Because biodiversity 
conservation often involves partnerships with local communi-
ties (Mishra et al. 2017), termination could have major impacts 
on participants and stakeholders, such as loss of revenues and 
livelihoods, and high opportunity costs (eg the costs of aban-
doning a previous livelihood to work in conservation). Poorly 
executed exit plans may even promote negative perceptions of 
conservation and/or the institutions that promote it, creating 
disenchantment that could impede future conservation efforts 
in the region (Tang and Zhao 2011; Agol et al. 2014).

To illustrate the importance of having an exit strategy, it is 
useful to consider scenarios of what might happen in its 
absence. With California condors, for example, a premature 
exit could have been disastrous if our Mexican partners did not 
yet have institutional or financial capacities to administer the 
program. The likely result would have been compromised con-
dor conservation, and hardship for and disillusionment among 
program staff. Years of capacity building could have been 
wasted if local personnel had decided to leave the program due 
to insufficient wages or uncertainty regarding continued 
employment, and doubts concerning asset ownership and 
future roles could have caused confusion and strife.

What determines how and when to transition or exit?

Several scenarios – project success, failure, handoff, and 
cessation – warrant a prudent exit from a conservation 
endeavor (Figure 4). In one scenario, the rationale for depar-
ture is clear when project goals have been successfully reached 
(ie project success). Project managers need to establish criteria 

Figure  2. The California condor (Gymnogyps californianus), a global symbol of successful 
avian conservation. In 2002, San Diego Zoo Global (SDZG), the US Fish and Wildlife Service, 
and the federal governments of the US and Mexico established a binational program to recover 
California condors through reintroduction in Mexico’s San Pedro Martir Mountains in Baja 
California. An exit strategy played a critical role in stewarding the transition of operations from 
SDZG to Mexican governance.
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for success that are quantifiable, are made in advance, and 
are based on good science and expert input (Kleiman et al. 
2000; Stem et al. 2005; Dietz et al. 2010). Criteria should 
include biological, social, political, and institutional capacity 
measures. Two common endpoints for the successful project 
scenario are: (1) establishment of a viable self- sustaining 
population resilient to changing environmental conditions, 
an outcome that implies that threats have been eliminated 
or mitigated and that monitoring will be sufficient to detect 
and respond to new threats; and (2) participation of a major 
executor ends after successful capacity building and project 
seeding, even though the conservation goals have not yet 
been attained for the species or habitat; in the latter case, 
project stewardship is handed over to other, often local, 
institutions (ie project handoff).

Sustainability of the project’s goals is an essential component 
of most criteria governing the timing of project exit (Engels 
2010; Agol et al. 2014), and is implicit in these two outcomes. 
In the second scenario (the handoff), sustainability is directly 
related to capacity building and financial stability. The GLT 
project, for example, has experienced numerous entries and 
exits by stakeholders (Figure 5). One major exit was a handoff 
from the Smithsonian Institution (SI)–GLTCP to the AMLD–
GLTCP guided by the International Management Committee 
(composed of international Zoo Taxon Advisory Groups, 
IUCN’s Conservation Breeding Specialist Group, and the 
Brazilian Ministry of the Environment) and incorporating sci-
entific guidance from the outputs of Population and Habitat 
Viability Analysis workshops convened by experts (Kleiman 
and Mallinson 1998). Sustainability was achieved due to 
AMLD being made up of committed local and foreign mem-
bers that included scientists and educators, and a strong local 
and international conservation network. Financial stability 

remains difficult to achieve and continues to 
require constant grant writing and donor 
recruitment, and there have been many with-
drawals by funding institutions. When the pro-
gram’s “2025 goals” – to establish a viable meta-
population of 2000 tamarins living in 25,000 ha 
of interconnected and protected forest by the 
year 2025 – are attained, the program will have 
to implement an exit strategy that safeguards 
data and continues monitoring of this 
conservation- reliant species.

A third scenario is to exit when project 
goals are not being met (ie project failure). In 
conservation triage – where efforts to conserve 
some species are abandoned so that resources 
can be focused on species whose recovery is 
more attainable – one must decide when to cut 
losses and reinvest efforts elsewhere (Bottrill 
et al. 2008). When goals are not being met 
despite everyone’s best efforts, it is important 
to evaluate the reasons for failure. If the cause 
is related to inadequate planning, then re- 

evaluation of the project through the use of adaptive manage-
ment practices may put the project on the correct path and it 
may be unnecessary to implement an exit strategy. 
Shortcomings in project planning may result in unachievable 
goals, ineffective strategies, and a lack of necessary labor or 
expertise. Due to the daunting nature of many conservation 
endeavors, projects can fail even with proper planning and 
financing. These intractable problems may not respond to 
even Herculean efforts because anthropogenic influences have 
wrought irreversible change, or the costs associated with 
resolving such problems may be so high that doing so would 
detract from other conservation efforts (Gerber 2016). This 
may be the case for several conservation projects involving 
predator reintroductions (IUCN 2013). A common conserva-
tion target is the establishment of multiple, self- sustaining, 
resilient populations of target species (Redford et al. 2011), but 
this goal may not be easily realized in many contemporary sit-
uations.

A fourth scenario (voluntary cessation) refers more to indi-
vidual stakeholders than to project termination, be it a success 
or failure. Voluntary cessation occurs when the main executor, 
the founding institution, or principal funding agency decides 
to exit (DeTienne et al. 2015). This can happen when an NGO 
fails, or when a principal funding or guiding institution no 
longer wishes or is no longer able to continue supporting the 
conservation effort (see Hayman [2015] for examples of NGO 
aid withdrawal). Exit of major funding institutions can cause 
serious stewardship and sustainability problems for conserva-
tion NGOs, especially when attainment of the project’s goals is 
far into the future and funding horizons are short.

The GLT project, for example, has had several exits involv-
ing voluntary cessation (Figure 5). Some institutions provided 
long- term commitments of funding and became stakeholders. 

Figure 3. Simple conceptual diagram of the role of exit strategies in conservation scenarios 
(goals reached, failure, and voluntary cessation) and outcomes.
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These sources of funding were particularly val-
uable because they supported program goals 
and institutional development, allowing flexi-
ble allocation of funds. Without support of this 
kind, the program would likely have experi-
enced a forced exit strategy due to financial 
instability. Fortunately, the international fund-
ing institutions that provided long- term sup-
port expressed their intentions to exit with 
sufficient advance warning for the AMLD to 
secure alternative sources of funds; had these 
exits been abrupt, they would have had major 
negative impacts on the capacity to execute the 
project. Even so, there were periods when 
more than one main financial supporter ended 
their funding, which led to termination of 
employment (with financial and legal liabili-
ties) of long- standing (>20 years), key field 
team members. This created a sense of disen-
chantment within the conservation network.

An additional example of voluntary cessation 
was the closing of field bases associated with the 
conservation of sea turtles in Brazil (the TAMAR 
project), in which the abruptness of the exit led 
to negative local consequences, such as loss of 
livelihoods, disillusionment about conservation, 
and a return by some individuals to previous 
poaching practices (Rodrigues 2004). In another 
case, withdrawal of funding subsidizing 
researchers at a tropical field station led to a 
steep decline in productivity that has never fully recovered 
(Pitman 2010). Agencies and institutions that fund conservation 
need to be aware of this dynamic, as they stand to lose their pre-
vious investment when abrupt withdrawal of funds creates the 
impetus for institutional collapse.

If there are other entities that will assume the role of the pro-
ject executor, then voluntary cessation can become an exit strat-
egy related to transfer of stewardship (the handoff  scenario dis-
cussed above). A well- planned exit strategy has contingencies in 
place for this kind of crisis, allowing for a responsible departure 
and minimizing damage from premature  withdrawal. For 
example, maintaining a fund reservoir for implementation in 
the event of an exit with adequate advance warning can safe-
guard against the more potentially disastrous consequences of 
an abrupt or unexpected departure from a project (Figure 4).

Characteristics of a successful exit strategy

The specific tasks and components of an exit strategy (Table 1) 
will depend on the scenario and the type of participant 
exiting but all should strive to minimize negative conse-
quences to the project and broader conservation network 
(Figure  4). All good exit strategies address certain core 
questions regarding timing and pace, (changing) roles and 
the responsibilities of exiting participants, and pre- defined 

reasons for exiting (Alajoutsijärvi et al. 2000; Gardner et al. 
2005; Hayman et al. 2016). They should also be mindful 
of the tone of communication during the exiting process.

Timing and pace are important. Although the exit strategy 
should be established at the onset of the project, it can be 
added at later stages if necessary and can always be adjusted as 
part of an adaptive management strategy. The exit plan must 
articulate goals and desired outcomes, and should address sus-
tainability of achievements following the exit. For instance, if 
the Mexican government had received little to no warning with 
respect to SDZG’s intended exit from the condor program, 
then transition of the project to Mexican governance would 
most likely have been characterized by much uncertainty and 
conflict. The exit should be a period of transition and not an 
abrupt event. Slow transitions allow for a transitional period 
during which adverse outcomes can be minimized and bene-
fits maximized and sustained. Even after goals are achieved, we 
recommend that continued monitoring activities be included 
in the exit strategy, as a safeguard against reversals in circum-
stances; the timing of an exit can be modified adaptively, and 
departing stakeholders may return if circumstances change.

Governance mechanisms (ie written contracts and 
Memorandums of Agreement) should include all of the stake-
holders in a given project; should specify the project’s scope, 
duration, participant roles, and how exits would be implemented; 

Figure 4. Conceptual schematic of the potential consequences of having or not having an exit 
strategy for four different exit scenarios: success, failure, handoff, and cessation. Potential 
consequences are ultimately expressed as gains or losses for conservation. Underlying causes 
of negative consequences include erosion of the conservation network, reputational damage, 
and stakeholder and public disenchantment toward conservation in general, all of which influ-
ence institutional capacity to fund and implement future conservation endeavors.
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and should cover managerial and legal aspects related to assets 
(eg equipment, buildings, land), financial and legal liabilities to 
employees, publication of results, and ownership of data. It may 
be desirable to maintain an accessible (eg online) repository of 
data and project information, as a means of preventing any one 
partner from potentially taking sole possession of important col-
laboratively owned but irreplaceable data after their departure. 
For SDZG’s condor program, for instance, the transition plan 
contained detailed information concerning legal requirements, 
timelines for transition, roles and responsibilities after transition, 
transfer of ownership of assets, and funding responsibilities; 
although operations and governance were transferred fully to the 
Mexican partners, the plan also called for continued scientific 
support (as well as funding for research, monitoring, and adap-
tive management) from SDZG. The exit plan therefore specified 

disengagement from some roles but not others 
for SDZG, and increased responsibilities for its 
Mexican partners.

Ideally, agreement should be reached among 
all parties regarding the reasons for an exit (eg 
goals reached, project failure, voluntary cessa-
tion) and how the exit strategy will be imple-
mented. When criteria are met for exits, having 
such agreements in place will mitigate potential 
conflict arising from uncertainty, expectations, 
and miscommunication. In the case of the con-
dor program, discussions between the parties 
indicated the primary reason for implementing 
the exit strategy was maturing institutional 
capacity to run the program in Mexico, with the 
funding burden to SDZG as a secondary reason. 
Although in theory SDZG could have main-
tained a leadership role indefinitely, it was rec-
ognized that a transition in leadership from 
SDZG to the Mexican partners would maximize 
the project’s long- term sustainability and would 
help local stakeholders to assume primary 
responsibility for the project. The plan was flex-
ible enough to provide additional time to allow 
some criteria to be met more fully (eg financial 
capacity), even though other triggers were 
already in place (eg staff biological capacity).

To illustrate two specific components of an 
exit strategy (namely, reasons for exiting and 
responsibilities of the departing participants), we 
return to our GLT example and ask, what does 
the AMLD intend to do when its 2025 goals are 
reached? The exit strategy provides a decision- 
making framework to guide next steps. Options 
include: (1) AMLD exits and dissolves after suc-
cessfully achieving project goals but transitions 
primary stewardship to appropriate governmen-
tal institutions to maintain those conditions; (2) 
AMLD hands the project off to governmental 
institutions but downsizes its role and assumes a 

watchdog role to monitor for new threats or opportunities, and to 
ensure that the government fulfills its responsibilities; (3) AMLD 
establishes new goals (eg complete recovery to non- threatened 
status) and develops a new strategic plan and timeline. In each 
case, exit strategies would be in place for each of the participating 
entities, and actions will be taken to address financial assets, 
employees, safeguarding the status of the species, communica-
tion of success, ownership of data, and future responsibilities.

One of the most important components of an exit strategy is 
communication style and tone, which, if properly implemented, 
can lead to “beautiful exits” (Alajoutsijärvi et al. 2000). There is 
growing realization that “soft skills” play a critical role in one’s 
success in life (Heckman and Kautz 2012) and in successful con-
servation and ecological research (Manolis et al. 2009; Cheruvelil 
et al. 2014). These skills relate to emotional intelligence and 

Figure  5. Timeline of stakeholder exits from the GLT project. Exits fall into two categories: 
handoff (from SI–GLTCP to AMLD–GLTCP) and voluntary cessation (all others). Stakeholders are 
divided into those dealing with stewardship or funding. Only funding institutions that committed 
funds for multiple years are included. Yellow circles at the end of a timeline represent the exit 
point in time of that stakeholder from the GLT project: SINZP = Smithsonian Institution National 
Zoological Park, IRMC = International Research and Management Committee for lion tamarins, 
IBAMA = Brazilian Institute for the Environment and Renewable Resources, ICCM = 
International Committee for the Conservation and Management of lion tamarins, UENF = 
Universidade Estadual do Norte Fluminense, ICMBio = Instituto Chico Mendes for the 
Conservation of Biodiversity, ICMBio PAN = National Action Plan for Mammals of the Atlantic 
Forest, SGLT = Save the Golden Lion Tamarins, FBCN = Fundo Brasileiro para Conservação da 
Natureza, WWF = World Wide Fund for Nature, FZS = Frankfurt Zoological Society Fund for 
Threatened Taxa, NSF = US National Science Foundation, IESP- SI = International Environmental 
Sciences Program of the Smithsonian Institution, Copenhagen Zoo = Copenhagen Zoological 
Park, Phil Zoo = Philadelphia Zoo, SavingSpecies = Saving Species (now Saving Nature), 
Disney RD = Disney Reverse the Decline initiative, DOB ECO = DOB Ecology foundation.
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include empathy, integrity, communication, commitment, and 
trustworthiness, which are needed in abundance during an exit 
because conflict is inherent and the process is vulnerable to mis-
communication, misunderstanding, and distrust (Alajoutsijärvi 
et al. 2000). For example, Alajoutsijärvi et al. (2000) reported 
several case studies where such precautions were not taken, all of 
which ended in unsatisfactory dissolution of business relation-
ships and financial losses. To avoid similar unforeseen conse-
quences, an “other- oriented” strategy of communications is rec-
ommended (Alajoutsijärvi et al. 2000); that is, by carefully 
considering the other entity’s point of view, the disengaging 
entity avoids damaging its partners, gives sufficient time for 
adjustment, gives up some of its own interests, avoids harm to its 
own reputation, and leaves open the possibility of a renewed 
relationship with the other partners if circumstances change. We 
advocate that exit strategies include guidelines articulating the 
appropriate tone, basic communication skills, and other ele-
ments related to soft skills, helping to ensure that the exit process 
will be conducted with transparency, civility, and mutual respect.

Conclusions

With so many obvious benefits to a well- planned and well- 
articulated exit strategy, why are such plans so uncommon 
in conservation and how can their use be encouraged and 
expanded? It is past time that systematic conservation plan-
ning and the adaptive management cycle explicitly include 
exit strategy planning, without which any departure can be 

devastating, creating chaos, disillusionment, conflict, legal 
issues, unplanned financial costs, and serious damage to the 
reputations of the project’s practitioner institutions and even 
its individual staff members. Repercussions may be severe 
if stakeholders, funding agencies, partners, and/or local com-
munities lose faith in the ability of the institution or its 
staff members to manage a conservation project in a respon-
sible manner. These potential pitfalls are not well understood 
because failures such as these are rarely if ever reported in 
the literature, and are likely avoided in communications to 
external audiences. Acknowledging the difficulties in obtaining 
pertinent data, or even relevant anecdotes, we suggest that 
a systematic review of project termination is a necessary 
next step. How do projects with and without exit plans 
perform? Similarly, research should address failures to exit 
when returns on investment have diminished to the point 
that project continuation is no longer beneficial.

We hope our message will become a call to action for organ-
izations to give exit strategies the attention they deserve, while 
acknowledging that they will not necessarily be enthusiasti-
cally embraced. We would not go so far as to describe the 
development of an exit strategy as a necessary evil, but perhaps 
it will be accepted as a necessary  inconvenience.
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Table 1. Components and essential principles of an exit strategy

Components Principles Tasks

Timing and pace Plan early Start planning your organization’s exit at project onset

Establish timeline Determine the approximate timing of stakeholder exits (subject to criteria)

Exit slowly A gradual exit allows time for remaining stakeholders to transition to new roles

Reasons for exiting Communicate transparently Discuss each participant’s role, tenure, and plan for exiting, and maintain open communication throughout the project 
and the exit process

Set criteria Develop benchmarks that signal when each stakeholder will exit or transition to a different role

Retain flexibility Even the best exit strategy planning cannot anticipate all circumstances; adapt the exit strategy to the situation 

Roles and responsibilities of 
exiting participants

Engage stakeholders Conduct community asset mapping to identify all stakeholders and develop a communication plan for reaching them

Define roles Establish the role of each stakeholder based on strengths and relevant expertise

Plan for sustainability Ensure that the project outcome(s) will continue after the exit, and that the project will have momentum or new 
partners

Articulate goals together Encourage all stakeholders to craft a set of goals that all can support; consider the legacy you want your organization 
and the project to leave behind

Develop capacity building plan Ensure that remaining project stakeholders will have sufficient capacity to carry on with achieving remaining goals after exit

Develop business plan If the exit is premature or unexpected, a plan is needed to cover the necessary financial obligations during the exit

Develop monitoring plan Establish tools and methods for monitoring progress toward project benchmarks and exit criteria

Tone Employ “soft skills” Personnel responsible for implementing the exit should use open, honest communication; show respect for others; and 
consider the perspective of others 

Don’t burn bridges Help ensure that partner stakeholders will be willing to work with your organization again in the future

Sources: Alajoutsijärvi et al. (2000); Gardner et al. (2005); Hayman et al. (2016).
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