
  

Life’s Work: Jane Goodall 

Jane Goodall set out into the Tanzanian rain forest 50 years ago to study chimpanzee behavior. Her research changed our 

understanding of our closest relatives’ capabilities, emotions, and relationships and redefined what it means to be human. 

Later Goodall shifted her focus to saving chimps and their habitats. Her global nonprofit, the Jane Goodall Institute, helped 

pioneer conservation efforts that promote entrepreneurship among an endangered species’ human neighbors. by Katherine 

Bell  

HBR: When you began studying chimpanzees, you hadn’t had a traditional scientific education. How did you go about your 

research? 

Jane Goodall: I’d spent my childhood going on nature walks and watching birds and writing notes about them. I took that 

curiosity and wanting to learn with me. There were no guidelines. There was nobody to tell me what to do. And so I did what 

seemed to be the right thing, which was to go very early every morning to watch chimps as much as I could. To be very patient 

and not try to get too close too quickly. And then to record everything I saw. 

And the scientific establishment questioned your work at first? 

They told me I’d done everything wrong. I shouldn’t have given the chimps names. I couldn’t talk about their personalities or 

their feelings, because those are unique to humans. But the lucky thing was I never wanted to be a scientist per se. I was out 

there because I wanted to learn about chimpanzees. 

What was your approach to mentoring young scientists? 

To ensure that they tried to forget what they’d been told to do—to come out and prove a theory or hypothesis—and spent time 

just being with the chimpanzees, listening to them and learning from them. I told the students that one of the most important 

things—sometimes the hardest thing—is to have an open mind. 

Your work requires persuading people to change when it may not be in their immediate best interest to do so. How do you do 

that? 

It’s important to tell stories. Sometimes you’re told you’ll never change so-and-so’s mind. But if you can be one-on-one with 

that person and tell a couple of stories...You usually can’t change people’s minds by the intellect. You’ve got to find something 

that reaches into their hearts. 

You’ve often taken a pragmatic, incremental approach to changing the world. 

Part of me says gosh, I’d love to join the most violent and destructive groups out there and go and raid labs and release 

animals and do all sorts of dreadful things. But it wouldn’t help. 

How do you find the right balance between your ethics and what’s possible in the short term? 

With difficulty. If I’m perceived as a tree hugger, I won’t be able to talk to the people who can make the decisions. But then I get 

criticized from both sides. So I have to be tough enough. And “to thine own self be true.” 

How do you stay hopeful? 
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There’s no point in struggling to save chimpanzees and rain forests if we’re not raising young people to do a better job than 

we’ve done. They can do a better job. They’re doing it already. And so my hope is very much vested with them. But also, 

people say you can’t change somebody who’s older than such and such an age, because they’re set in their ways. It’s not true. 

If you can find a story, if you can make them think and not be defensive, sometimes the toughest person can change. 
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