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BSC (HONS) ANIMAL WELFARE

Programme studied: 
BSc (Hons) Animal Behaviour.

Degree classification gained: 
First-class honours.

What did you enjoy about your programme/
the Biological Sciences department?

One of the best parts of the programme for me was 
the small size of our cohort. It meant that we got 
more face to face time with the staff who knew us 
individually. I think this personal touch is something 
that larger Universities lack and it really helped me 
to feel comfortable to ask for help and advice from 
the staff. The focus on critiquing the literature and 
gaining a broad understanding of current work 
in behavioural ecology is another strength of the 
programme that I think helped me progress in 
academia. 

What is your intended/current career path  
since graduating? 

 Since graduating I have completed an MRes in 
Primate Biology, Behaviour and Conservation at 
the University of Roehampton where I carried out 
research on reproductive success, parasitism and 
facial symmetry in Olive baboons at Gashaka Gumti 
national park in Nigeria. I continued working with 
baboons after finishing my Masters as a research 
assistant on the Tsaobis baboon project in Namibia. 
I went on to complete my PhD at the University of 
St Andrews where I shifted my focus onto insect 
mating systems with a focus on parasitoid wasps. 
I have published papers in Biological Reviews, 
Evolution, Biology Letters, Animal Behaviour, 
Behavioural Ecology & Sociobiology and Ecology 
and Evolution. I finished my PhD in March 2016 and 
I am now working at the University of Minnesota on 
the potential for biological control of an invasive fly, 
Philornis downsi that is a nest parasite of Darwin’s 
finches in the Galapagos. Our hope is to find a 
suitably host specific parasitoid wasp that can be 
introduced to control the fly without risk to the 
endemic fauna of the Galapagos. In the future I 
hope to integrate my interests in mating systems 
and sexual selection to gain a better understanding 
of invasive species biology and biological control. 
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SOPHIE NELLER
BSC (HONS) ZOO MANAGEMENT

Programme studied: 
BSc (Hons) Zoo Management.

Degree classification gained: 
Upper second-class honours.

What did you enjoy about your programme/ 
the Biological Sciences department?

I thoroughly enjoyed the variety of the modules that were 
covered during my programme of study. This enabled me 
to get a better understanding of my personal interests and 
strengths, as my knowledge base grew. In my final year the 
module selections then enabled me to specialise and focus on 
subject areas such as Conservation, Ethics, Welfare and Applied 
Animal Behaviour for which I was especially passionate. This 
learning process allows you to gradually discover which areas 
of the industry you are most suited to as a career. 

The practical elements of the course were a highlight for me, and 
makes the programme totally unique. The ability to gain hands-

on experience with such a huge range of 
exotic species gives you a broad skill, 
and confidence in handling techniques 
which can be applied to any branch of 
animal keeping or conservation. 

The Department of Biological Sciences 
is formed of incredibly knowledgeable 
lecturers, whom are actively involved 

in their own fields of research. My 
dissertation supervisor in particular 

made a great investment of time 
into my study, and became 
more of a mentor for me, always 
encouraging me to push 
myself that little bit harder 
and supporting me when 
the statistics just didn’t make 
any sense! The department 

remains an important source of support and advice for me, 
and the relationships I built with staff members have continued 
into my career.  

What is your intended/current career path since 
graduating? 

When I began my studies at the University of Chester in 2010 
I always imagined myself working in a captive environment 
such as a zoo, however during my degree I discovered that 
my true passion was for in situ conservation. After graduating 
from the university I spent a year working in administration in 
the UK, but I took up bird ringing alongside in order to keep 
myself motivated and relevant in the industry. After patiently 
waiting my dream position finally appeared with the Mabula 
Ground Hornbill Project, working to conserve the endangered 
Southern Ground-Hornbill, so I moved to South Africa where I 
have now lived for 2 and a half years, in a caravan, in the middle 
of a game reserve. 

The project has so far taken me to six African countries and 
taught me skills I never imagined I would be lucky enough to 
learn. I have been actively involved in the capturing and sampling 
of wild birds as part of a larger research project, I participate in 
the yearly harvest of redundant, second-hatched, wild chicks for 
hand-rearing, I am currently responsible for the development of 
a new monitoring technique using horseback, which enables 
us to follow wild groups without altering their behaviour, and 
I also contribute to a large variety of outreach and educational 
work. On top of all the incredible field work I have also gained 
an insight into the logistics behind managing a non-profit 
organisation, and how much time and effort is necessary to 
maintain the vital fundraising and awareness, which enables 
our work to continue. 

I am now also studying for my MSc degree in Veterinary Science 
in South Africa, for which I am looking into the hormonal changes 
in the Southern Ground-Hornbill and trying to establish how 
that affects their throat colouration and behaviour.
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What did you enjoy about your programme/ 
the Biological Sciences department?

I was initially attracted to the program because of 
the link to Chester zoo. It enabled me to conduct 
my dissertation and other research projects on 
exotic species rather than domestics. Several of the 
lectures were conducted at the zoo as well. I liked 
the first year practical modules at Reaseheath, as 
this was missing from several of the other courses 
I considered. We also had a module on current 
research, whereby a series of researchers came and 
gave guest lectures about their work. I found this 
very inspiring and also useful to be up to date with 
current issues and work in a relevant field.

What is your intended/current career path 
since graduating? 

I initially choose to study animal behaviour and 
welfare with an interest in exotic animal behaviour 

and cognition and a desire to improve 
the welfare of captive animals. 

However, I wasn’t really sure how 
to progress to a career in this 
area. As part of my work based 
learning module at Chester, I 
spent six weeks at Cotswold 
Wildlife Park as a work experience 

keeper and this opened my eyes 
to a new career path I had never 

considered before. I fell in love with zoo keeping and 
after graduating I worked my way up the ranks from 
a part time volunteer keeper at Cotswold Wildlife 
Park to Zoological Curator at the Living Rainforest. 
My role at The Living Rainforest was very varied 
and involved not only animal management and 
husbandry but also collection planning, enclosure 
design and welfare reviews. Dedicated Animal 
Welfare roles are quite scarce in the zoological 
industry, so I had imagined that I would continue in 
a curatorial role for the rest of my career. When I saw 
the vacancy for Animal Welfare Officer advertised at 
ZSL I realised that this was a rare opportunity that I 
shouldn’t overlook, but my expectations of securing 
the position were not high. Fortunately for me, my 
experience as a keeper and manager stood me in 
good stead and I was offered the position. My role 
at ZSL includes both the London and Whipsnade 
Zoos and I could be working with species of any taxa 
from spiders to sealions! My main responsibilities 
are the co-ordination of welfare mitigations within 
the zoo, utilising behavioural observations from 
staff and volunteers, data collection from students 
and the expertise of veterinary staff and keepers. 
It is a large and complex role that requires a great 
deal of tact and diplomacy as animal welfare can 
be an emotive subject for many people. This role 
has given me the opportunity to go back to my 
original career goals, whilst remaining in the zoo 
industry that I love. 
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