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Executive Summary 

Conversations about carnivore conservation in North America can be difficult to navigate. Many carnivore 
species are considered charismatic megafauna and are emblematic of successful conservation efforts. However, 
they can also simultaneously be the focus of negative attitudes and harmful behaviors that directly impact 
conservation initiatives. While many of the human-wildlife interactions with carnivores are neutral, the 
negative interactions and, in some ways more importantly, the perceptions of negative interactions can have 
long-term ramifications on carnivore conservation efforts. 1 

This report focuses on three specific ways the role of carnivores in cultural narratives and stories have 
evolved over time, shaping the North American conservation landscape, and their impact on modern 
carnivore conservation efforts. The species of focus throughout the report are primarily grey wolves (Canis 
lupus) and grizzly bears (Ursus arctos horribilis), but is informed by research across other carnivore species such 
as coyotes (Canis latrans), black bears (Ursus americanus), and mountain lions (Puma concolor) because these 
species: 

1. Are present in zoos throughout the Advancing Conservation through Empathy for Wildlife (ACE for 
Wildlife®) Network,  

2. Are in the top twenty most popular animals for zoo visitors (bears are 6th and wolves are 18th), 2 
3. Were primary target species during the carnivore extirpation efforts of the 1600-1900s by European 

settlers in North America, 3 and 
4. Continue to be species of conservation contention today. 

Carnivores, particularly grey wolves, have represented various societal and cultural themes throughout history 
in North America. This guide is not intended to provide an exhaustive analysis of all the ways carnivores are 
used as representations for societal or cultural dynamics. Three are the focuses of this guide: 

Carnivores as “Other.” Carnivores can represent those outside of a dominant, or desired 
dominant, group through various narratives. Three subthemes of “othering” have emerged throughout 
history: othering through dehumanization, othering through the creation of foreign threats, and 
political or ideological othering.   

A challenge to human dominion over nature. Carnivore eradication became synonymous with 
“taming” or controlling the wilderness. By removing threatening animals from the landscape, or 
cordoning off areas specifically for wilderness, colonists created landscapes ideal for their needs. When 
a carnivore transgresses wilderness demarcating boundaries, they provide a glaring reminder of our 
inability to control nature. 

Erasure of ways of life. Aided by demographic changes in the American West and value system 
shifts on a national level, land use and conservation in the American West has changed drastically in the 
past 50 years. This illuminates tensions between “old west” traditions and modern conservation 
priorities when efforts to preserve traditions and historically traditional values are framed as being at 
odds with conservation initiatives.  
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While they have been separated above, each theme often influences another. In creating conservation 
messages focused on large carnivores such as grizzly bears and grey wolves, zoos must take into consideration 
the various societal and cultural meanings that the species have, and that resistance to their conservation is 
often not as simple as a mere dislike of the animal. While the research is still new, there is data across studies 
and contexts that demonstrate that feeling empathy for wildlife can be a catalyst that helps an individual change 
their behaviors to benefit wildlife. 4 As a result of these findings, zoos and aquariums in the ACE for Wildlife 
Network are curious to explore the role that fostering empathy for wildlife can play in conservation 
campaigns that address complex environmental issues, such as human-wildlife conflict, with zoo and aquarium 
audiences. At their core, the topics of human-wildlife conflict and coexistence are “human problems,” with 
factors like emotions, risk perceptions, cultural stigmas, morals, and social influence impacting conservation 
success. Zoo practitioners must have a deeper understanding of those factors, and how they appear in zoo 
audiences, to establish a common ground from which they can then effectively foster empathy for wildlife for 
conservation action.  

Drawing from across disciplines, this guide aims to provide a greater understanding of the sociocultural and 
historical dynamics in the United States that inform the cultural narratives, perceptions of, and attitudes 
towards carnivores such as bears and wolves. It concludes with five recommendations for practitioners 
interested in engaging audiences on the topic of human-wildlife conflict: 

1. Identify and highlight shared fundamental values between your organization and 
community when crafting and sharing conservation messaging. By starting from common 
ground, zoos can craft conservation messages and asks that are more likely to resonate with guests 
who may have different core values. 

2. Avoid conflict-framed messaging and opt for benefit-framed messaging instead. 
Conservation educators must actively work to provide counternarratives to the dominant negatively 
framed carnivore messaging to reduce fear, increase respect, and effectively communicate how our 
actions can both reduce conflict with the species and benefit their long-term survival.   

3. Refer to animals as unique individuals by sharing their names, stories, names, and 
avoiding use of the word “it.” By recognizing the unique individuality of carnivores in the care of 
zoo professionals, through sharing their names, personality traits, and identifiable features with the 
public, we can help our visitors see animals as unique individuals with personality quirks, not unlike 
ourselves, whose wild counterparts are worth acting for. 

4. Create opportunities for visitors to accurately take the perspective of a wild carnivore. 
By creating experiences that allow guests to take the perspective of an animal, zoos can educate their 
visitors about conservation in ways that are both engaging and informative. 

5. Be transparent that living alongside carnivore populations entails degrees of conflict. 
Through the messaging and programs provided, zoo staff can help visitors and guests understand that 
not only does coexistence entail degrees of interaction with wildlife, but that successful coexistence 
is a multispecies effort.   
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Introduction 

Negative interactions between humans and wildlife pose challenges to conservation initiatives worldwide. 5 
Factors such as climate change, habitat conversion, species rehabilitation or reintroduction efforts, the 
increased popularity of doorbell cameras and home security systems, and altered species ranges are both 
increasing people’s awareness of wildlife presence in their areas and contact with wildlife. 6 While most human-
wildlife interactions (HWIs) are neutral, the impact, both real and potential, of negative interactions is not to 
be underestimated. 7 Negative interactions with wildlife can result in injury or death (for human or animal), 
property damage, financial losses, and/or transmission of zoonotic diseases. In addition to the safety threats 
that HWIs can pose, these interactions can challenge cultural perceptions of where animals should be and how 
they should behave. 8 Because of these factors, the topics of wildlife coexistence and carnivore conservation 
are often tense. 9  

Coexistence with carnivores can be a particularly challenging topic to navigate because carnivores often 
occupy a unique niche in our psyches. Because of their impressive size and behaviors, they are often 
simultaneously revered as charismatic megafauna, while also the focus of negative attitudes and behaviors that 
can compromise their conservation success. 10 The dichotomy is especially relevant for education-focused 
conservation organizations, such as zoos accredited by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums (AZA), to 
consider when creating interpretive materials, programs, and desired conservation actions for these species. 
Messaging that zoo guests receive during a visit is often created by staff who prioritize messages that align with 
their own personal values such as the protection of animals and nature. 11 This is unsurprising given the 
modern conservation missions of many zoological institutions. However, while messages framed in this way 
are engaging for those that already believe similarly, they may instead further polarize those who do not 
already share the same values. 12 Thus, as conservation challenges like coexisting with wildlife continue to 
remain relevant, it is becoming more important for zoos to consider peoples’ attitudes and values towards 
wildlife, and the contexts that have informed those, in the creation of their conservation messaging. 13 One 
way in which we can gain a greater understanding of these contexts is examining the roles that carnivores 
have in various cultural narratives.  

Zoos are not immune to the influence of, and may even perpetuate, various cultural narratives in their 
communities. Traditionally, zoos have focused their conservation initiatives and messaging on far away, or 
“exotic,” ecosystems educating guests on topics such as elephant poaching in Africa or deforestation in 
Indonesia. While these are valuable conservation topics, they often lack local relevancy and may emphasize 
misconceptions that conservation is something that only happens in exotic places or that conservation 
problems in the United States have been solved. 14  

There are still actions that need to be taken to ensure the conservation of carnivore populations across the 
United States. Zoos with North American carnivores continue to have opportunities to promote conservation 
actions that are both designed for their audiences and benefit local animal populations. To ensure that those 
messages are impactful, zoo staff should understand the historical and sociocultural influences on people’s 
attitudes and values towards, and perceptions of, carnivores. Doing so will help zoos more effectively engage 
the over 183 million annual visitors they have in the U.S. 15 Additionally, through their social media platforms, 
zoos can expand the reach of their messaging and mission beyond their in-person visitors to remain relevant 
as the social and cultural landscapes with regards to conservation continue to evolve.  
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Scope of the Document 

This guide aims to address a question of interest within the ACE for Wildlife Network: What is the role of 
fostering empathy for wildlife when addressing complex environmental issues (e.g., climate change, human-wildlife 
conflict) with zoo and aquarium audiences? Complex environmental issues like human-wildlife conflict are at their 
core, “human problems,” with factors like emotions, risk perceptions, cultural stigmas, morals, and social 
influence impacting conservation success. 16 The human dimension of conservation makes it important to focus 
on how cultural and societal narratives have used carnivores to uphold and perpetuate desired or dominant 
sociocultural dynamics historically, and in the present. Without an understanding of those dynamics, it can be 
difficult to approach tense interactions with guests on the topic of carnivore conservation through an 
empathetic lens. Drawing from literature and sources across disciplines, this guide aims to provide a greater 
understanding of the sociocultural and historical dynamics in the U.S. that contribute to perceptions of, and 
attitudes towards, large North American carnivores. To do so, three themes are briefly examined: Carnivores 
as “Other,” Carnivores as a Challenge to Human Dominion over Nature, and Carnivores as Erasure of Ways 
of Life.  

Grizzly bears and grey wolves are the primary species of focus in this guide, with grey wolves featuring most 
prominently. This focus is because the species are present in zoos throughout the ACE for Wildlife Network, 
are in the top twenty most popular animals for zoo visitors (bears = #6, wolves = #18), 17 and because these 
animals were primary target species during the large carnivore extirpation efforts of the 1600-1900s by 
European settlers. 18 While these colonial eradication efforts may seem to be a thing of the past, they continue 
to leave a lasting impression on the cultural perceptions of these species and the environments they depend 
on, 19 impacting the success of current coexistence or conservation efforts. After each of the three themes has 
been briefly interrogated, the guide concludes with recommendations that zoo practitioners can use when 
engaging audiences in conversations about the conservation of North American carnivore species. For a more 
in-depth analysis of the three themes, see “It’s not About the Animal: Three Sociocultural Meanings of 
Carnivores Throughout American History” linked alongside this resource in the ACE for Wildlife Network 
resource library. 

© Woodland Park Zoo 
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Carnivores as “Other” 

By deeming a being an outsider, an “other,” or an “it,” it becomes easier to justify their exploitation, 
destruction, or commodification. 20 Carnivores can represent and/or be turned into a threatening “other” in a 
variety of ways. This section will summarize three key components of narratives in which carnivores represent 
a threatening “other”: through dehumanization, through the creation of foreign adversaries, and through 
political or ideological othering.  

Othering through Dehumanization 

As species with global ranges, brown bears and grey wolves were historically found across North America and 
Europe. 21 In living alongside them, various cultures incorporated these animals into their myths and legends 
and shrouded them in superstition. However, in European cultures specifically, this differed greatly between 
grey wolves and brown bears. While conflict with both species occurred throughout European history, bears 
became unique “among other-than-human persons in being so honored throughout the circumpolar north” 22 
through the myths and legends they were a part of that it is hypothesized their cultural value largely shielded 
them from the levels of persecution experienced by wolves.   

Throughout the 15th and 18th centuries, wolves became shrouded in fear and superstition as the Werewolf 
Witch Trials swept across Europe, and the species quickly became associated with witchcraft and the devil. 23 
During these trials, hundreds of people suspected of being werewolves or witches were executed, and wolves 
were often persecuted in similar brutal fashions. 24 These shared understandings of the threats the species 
posed to society would expand and evolve as European colonists arrived and settled in North America. 

In New England in the late 1600s, wolves continued to represent devilry as they did in Europe, but this 
expanded as wolves came to represent what colonists perceived to be an unsafe and savage landscape in the 
unknown “New World.” 25 Colonial perceptions of the landscape encompassed the human and non-human 
beings of the continent, as both represented barriers to be eliminated to create colonial settlements. 26 
Quickly, colonial sentiments surrounding carnivores such as wolves (and eventually nature as a whole) 27 began 
to parallel their sentiments towards Indigenous peoples. 28 

Wolf became a term used to directly refer to the Indigenous peoples throughout New England. Cotton 
Mather, a Puritan clergyman made infamous through his role in the Salem Witch Trials, wrote and preached 
that Native Americans were “ravenous, howling wolves” motivated by “corrupt and ungoverned feelings [that 
made them] raging savages”. 29 Through fear-inducing sentiments like these that stripped Native Americans of 
their humanity and moralized settler actions against them, discussion of carnivores on the landscape became 
an extension of colonization as it intertwined with the vocabulary used to justify the violent removal of 
Indigenous peoples.  

Nearly 300 years later, headlines covering the Central Park Five case refer to the Black and Latino suspects as 
a “wolf pack,” and the white woman attacked as their “prey.” 30 The suspects continued to be described as 
“bloodthirsty,” “animals,” or “savages” in ongoing media coverage of the case. Coverage of the case stoked 
racial tensions in New York City and across the country and played into already prevalent racist stereotypes 
of Black youth. 31 It has been argued that the negatively framed, sensationalistic language used by the media 
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surrounding Central Park Five made it difficult for the case to have a truly fair trial. 32 All five teenagers were 
convicted and sentenced to several years in prison before their exoneration in 2002. This case serves as a 
modern example of how one group of people easily “others” another through dehumanizing language that 

associates them with feared carnivores, and the 
ramifications of such negatively framed language. It also 
highlights the intersectionality of oppressive systems 
that built many aspects of American culture and that 
those systems remain influential to discourse in 
modern America. Today, wolves and other carnivores 
continue to be used as metaphors for threats to the 
dominant culture or tradition or are symbolic of 
ideological differences between various groups.33 

Othering through the Creation of Foreign Adversaries 

A second evolution of Carnivores as Others highlights these perceived threats to tradition and ideological 
differences. This occurs when Carnivores as Other is used in arguments aimed at preserving various aspects of 
Americana. As a cultural concept, Americana is a nostalgia for motifs of an idealized American life. 34 
Americana motifs often include romanticized depictions of the American West and life in small town 
America. 35 Carnivores, particularly wolves, often represent threats to Americana and traditional American 
values such as freedom or independence, human dominion over the environment, and self-governance. 36 
Carnivores as Other rhetoric as threats to Americana is often seen when carnivores are reintroduced to an 
area through human intervention, or in the natural re-establishment of populations in an area where they have 
been absent. 

This can be racialized when it frames predators as threats to security and national or local identity 37 and 
parallels common arguments in anti-immigration rhetoric. The reintroduction of wolves to Yellowstone 
National Park and central Idaho from a source population in Canada in the late 1990s serves as a case study 
for this and its ongoing impacts. Anti-wolf advocates reiterated rhetoric that Canadian wolves were “invasive,” 
“non-native,” and “foreign.” They claimed the foreign wolves were a “different, bigger, more ferocious, 
diseased species” whose presence was a direct threat to the safety and livelihoods of people living in the 
Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem and ecosystem health. 38 This closely mirrors anti-immigration rhetoric that 
frames immigrants – particularly immigrants of 
color – as individuals who exhaust community 
resources, steal jobs, and pose threats to American 
safety and security. 39 Entities that aligned 
themselves with the anti-wolf argument, such as 
Save our Elk and the Idaho Anti-Wolf Coalition, 
created bumper stickers that read “Canadian 
Wolves…Illegal aliens in Idaho!” or “Canadian 
wolves: state sponsored terrorism.” 40 Referring to 
wolves in this way continues in modern debates on wolf conservation. 41 By symbolically linking wolves and 
other carnivores to perceived adversaries of Americana, anti-wolf advocates transform an ecological 
conversation into an overtly political one. The conversation no longer becomes about empirical arguments for 

 
The conversation no longer becomes 
about empirical arguments for what is 
best for an ecosystem, but instead a 
moral one informed by arguments of 
patriotism, nationalism, and what it 
means to be a “good” American. 

 
Today, wolves and other carnivores 
continue to be used as metaphors for 
threats to the dominant culture or 
tradition or are symbolic of ideological 
differences between various groups. 
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what is best for an ecosystem, but instead a moral one informed by arguments of patriotism, nationalism, and 
what it means to be a “good” American. 42 

Political & Ideological Othering 

Carnivores as Other can also be used to signify political or ideological differences. This is commonly seen in 
anti-wolf concerns that touch on topics such as federal oversight, the urban-rural divide, and anti-
environmental/ist arguments. Often, these arguments stem from concerns over the impingement of American 
values such as freedom or privacy, or concerns about impingement of fundamental rights. 43 An example of this 
can be found in Thomas Heberlein’s Navigating Environmental Attitudes that discusses a proposed wolf 
reintroduction initiative in New York state in the 1990s. Initial surveys showed that while the majority of the 
residents supported wolf reintroduction, a vocal minority opposed it. The vocal minority reframed the 
reintroduction as an infringement on shared community attitudes such as support for deer hunting (linked to 
the value of tradition) and a distaste of federal oversight (linked to values of freedom and independence). 
Quickly, the message spread that wolves were being “dumped” in an area with too few deer and they became 
a symbol of government control. The next time the biologists returned to the community, they found that 
attitudes had drastically shifted and public support for the reintroduction had dropped by 30 percentage 
points. Wildlife managers were never able to restore support for a reintroduction initiative, and efforts have 
been halted to this day.  

Similar arguments can be seen in commentary surrounding the reintroduction of wolves to Yellowstone 
National Park and the proposed reintroduction of grizzly bears to the North Cascades National Park. Because 
carnivore reintroduction initiatives are often led by federal entities, carnivores often become political symbols 
that represent the threat of increased federal control. Additionally, because animals do not abide by human 
boundaries and often leave the reintroduction area onto private land, the animals come to signify government 
surveillance on private property and conspiracy to dissolve private property rights; especially when people 
cannot take action against animal(s) on their land. 44 Through this lens, the federal government is the “other” 
that poses a threat to aspects of Americana. As long as wolves remain a politicized symbol, scientists and 
conservation educators will continue to face the challenge of de-escalating the reputation and fear that 
surrounds the animal. 45 

The federal government is one of many “others” that this evolution of Carnivores as Other can encompass. 
Additional “others” can include geographic outsiders, or those that do not live in or near the areas carnivores 
inhabit, and environmentalists. 46 Justin Farrell illustrates a case of Carnivores as Other representing geographic 
outsiders and environmentalist interests in his book The battle for Yellowstone: Morality and the sacred roots of 
environmental conflict. In his analysis of pro-wolf public letters written to the United States Fish and Wildlife 
Service regarding wolves in Yellowstone National Park, Farrell noted that only 4% of the pro-wolf letters came 
from people living within the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem. Meaning, 96% of pro-wolf letters received by 
the federal agency were written by individuals who live elsewhere in the country. Many resided in urban areas. 
The majority of the 96% of pro-wolf supporters would never have to deal with the potential negative 
consequences of wolves on the landscape, but their input remains influential to the government’s decision. 
Thus, not only do those in carnivore reintroduction areas potentially feel under attack or surveillance from 
the federal government, but also from cultural outsiders like urbanites, “cultural elites,” and environmental 
groups supporting carnivore reintroduction and conservation efforts. In rural areas where reverence for 
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tradition and Americana is strong, this exacerbates already present political tensions that exist on the 
urban/rural divide. 47 

Summary: Carnivores as Other 

In considering the historical and current ways that Carnivores as Other has been used to inform 
conversations about and justify actions towards carnivores in the United States, it is clear that a polarizing and 
complex sociocultural landscape exists that must be effectively navigated by those working to conserve 
carnivore species. 48 Therefore, when considering one’s resistance or dislike for a carnivore species, it should 
not be assumed that increased information on the species and/or their ecosystem services alone will change 
minds. Instead, conservationists must approach the resistance with curiosity to discern if the animal has come 
to subconsciously represent something deeper.  

 

 

 
When considering one’s resistance or dislike for a carnivore species, it should not 
be assumed that increased information on the species and/or their ecosystem 
services alone will change minds. 

© Woodland Park Zoo 
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Carnivores as a Challenge to Human Dominion over 
Nature 
The European cultures and values that came with colonists to North America emphasized man’s dominion 
over nature. 49 Dominion over nature is a key tenet of the domination value system that “cultivates beliefs of 
human superiority and control over their social and environmental surroundings and that humans have a 
destiny and right to subjugate others, including wildlife, to benefit themselves.” 50 This value system has strong 
roots in Judeo-Christian religions that many colonists practiced. Thus, for colonists in North America, 
exercising control over the environment was not just their way of surviving in a new place, it was doctrine. 
This allowed colonists to moralize narratives that justified the “necessity” for them to subjugate, alter, and 
destroy other peoples’ ways of life and ecosystems across North America. 51 

As North American colonists pushed west through the 1800s, they continued to exercise dominion over 
nature through species eradication campaigns. By removing various species from the landscape, they created 
landscapes that were deemed suitable for the expansion of civilization. The species perhaps most associated 
with eradication efforts during westward expansion are the American bison (Bison bison bison) of the Great 
Plains. While the removal of large herbivores such as bison from the landscape aided in colonization efforts, it 
was not until carnivores were extirpated that land was considered tame and safe for settler inhabitance. 
Wolves have often been perceived as an ultimate threat to human safety and simultaneously as vermin fit to be 
eradicated. 52 By removing an animal that posed both “material and symbolic challenges” 53 to westward 
expansion and the creation of safe landscapes, colonists were continually able to reinforce their dominance 
over nature.  

Removal of carnivores from a landscape created spaces for colonial settlements and altered food webs that 
reduced perceived competition between humans and carnivores for game species. Settlers were not only 
exercising dominion over nature in efforts to reduce depredations on livestock and build settlements, but to 
foster ungulate populations settlers could use for subsistence and game hunting. 54 Therefore, settlers 

© Emily Bernhardt 
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determined – based on their usefulness or 
relationship with humans – which species 
should remain on the landscape, and which 
should be eradicated. Again, Yellowstone 
National Park can be used as a case study for 
how carnivores demonstrate a threat to human 
dominion over nature, and the actions taken to 
neutralize the threat. To create a nature that 
visitors felt safe in, and to ensure that hunters found plenty of game animals, the state of Montana instituted a 
wolf bounty of $1 per pelt in 1884, 55 which equates to approximately $33 USD in 2025. In 1915, the acting 
superintendent of the park called wolves “a decided menace to the herds of elk, deer, mountain sheep, and 
antelope” 56 and by 1926, the last wolf was killed within the park, 57 bringing the wilderness one step closer to 
suiting settler desires. Similar processes were unfolding throughout the west. In the Pacific Northwest, over 
3,000 grizzly bear pelts were shipped out of trading posts between 1827-1859 and by 1860, it is estimated only 
350 bears remained across the Cascade Mountain range. 58 By the 1930s, grizzly bears occupied only 2% of 
their historic range 59 and wolf populations had dropped to 300-400 total individuals, both in the lower 48 
states. 60 

As land in the west was parceled out, national parks and similar wilderness spaces quickly became the primary 
habitats for the remaining populations of large carnivores. Carnivore populations in these spaces were often 
small, or in some cases nonexistent, due to the combination of historical persecution and habitat 
fragmentation. People became accustomed to the lack of predators in the 19th and 20th centuries. Their 
absence made for more productive agriculture and livestock production and removed an element of fear and 
danger from outdoor activities. However, by the mid-20th century, animals like grey wolves and grizzly bears 
became recognized as keystone species as Western scientists noticed the ecological ramifications of their 
absence from the landscape. In efforts to restore parcels of wilderness to their natural state, conservation 
work to restore carnivore populations began. 61 Reintroduction efforts often placed carnivores in social and 
ecological landscapes from which they had been absent for decades, resulting in sentiments of fear and 
vulnerability in communities in or near the reintroduction area, and polarization between conservationists and 
communities. 62 Since animals often do not adhere to the boundaries of wilderness areas, these feelings can 
become heightened at the prospect of if, and when, they cross those boundaries and onto private property. 
When this happens, carnivores challenge collective notions of what land is wild, and which is safe. Their 
presence makes them, and the land, unsafe to those in non-wilderness areas and often undermines trust in 
conservation efforts. 63 This applies to reintroduced individuals as well as naturally dispersing ones. Moreover, 
the challenges a carnivore outside of wilderness boundaries poses are two-fold; a challenge to our perceptions 
of where wilderness should exist, and a challenge to the notion that we have control over it. The very 
presence of carnivores outside of the boundaries we set is a glaring reminder that we do not.  

In addition to reintroduction efforts and natural dispersal, carnivore populations across North America have 
become better adapted to living in human-dominated landscapes and are changing their species ranges because 
of climate change and habitat conversion. 64 This adaptation has led to an increase in human-wildlife-
interactions across the United States in a variety of contexts. 65 History demonstrates that the precedents set 
by previous carnivore management practices will not be the ones that provide sustainable conservation 
solutions. While management of carnivores and natural landscapes has shifted in the past 200 years, many U.S. 

 
The challenges a carnivore outside of 
wilderness boundaries poses are two-fold; 
a challenge to our perceptions of where 
wilderness should exist, and a challenge to 
the notion that we have control over it. 
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wildlife agencies continue to manage wildlife through a domination framework, treating wildlife (and broader 
nature) as a resource for human use. 66 This framework continues to manifest through preferences to coexist 
with species that benefit human interests such as deer, elk, or livestock, and taking actions to protect those 
animals from real or perceived threats. 67 Research has also shown that holding or operating through a 
domination value system is a strong predictor of an individual’s acceptability of using lethal methods to control 
carnivore populations. 68 On a national level, there is data that demonstrates a recent shift towards more 
mutualistic wildlife value orientations in which humans and wildlife are viewed as equals within a community. 69 
Despite this, since tenets of a domination value system have historically heavily influenced conservation culture 
in America, it is important that conservation educators consider how perceptions of human dominion over 
nature impact not only the conservation messages they promote, but also potential resistance to conservation 
calls-to-action.  
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Carnivores as Symbols of Erasure of Ways of Life 

This is connected to Carnivores as Other, in which carnivores represent threats to Americana in the form of 
geographical, ideological, or political outsiders. In that motif, the carnivore represents challenges to tradition. 
However, the resistance to carnivores may not always come from a fear of a challenge to tradition but instead 
come from fear of identity erasure. This section will focus primarily on how demographic shifts in areas 
traditionally associated with the “old west” and Americana (e.g., eastern Washington state, northern Rocky 
Mountain West) are influencing carnivore conservation conversations across the country.  

While urban-to-rural migration 
became more obvious during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, Farrell (2015) 
identifies the 1970s as the decade in 
which the urban-to-rural migration, 
and its impacts, began to be noticed 
in traditionally “old west” landscapes. 
Old west landscapes are rural areas 
in which ways of life were “morally 
homogenous, defined by farming, 
ranching, mining, and timber 
production.” 70 While ecologically 
extractive, these practices and ways 
of life made for a meaningful cultural 
identity; exemplified through 

iconography of the rugged cowboy or hardworking farmer. They also helped establish strong relationships to 
place as generations of families relied on the land, and each other, in small, relatively isolated, communities. 
For many old westerners, their relationship with the land is a key defining feature of their identity. This is in 
contrast with what Farrell calls the “new west.” This term refers to a shift away from ecologically extractive 
ways of life and values that prioritize outdoor recreation and nature’s aesthetic beauty. Features of a new west 
culture include increased population growth, the presence of environmental groups, outdoor recreation 
service industries, second homes, and increased tourism. Those that make up the new west shift often include 
“college educated telecommuters, retirees, and outdoor enthusiasts.” 71 What brings each individual to a 
traditionally old west landscape differs, but common themes include a desire to be closer to nature and/or to 
escape life in the city.  

With new west migrants come new values and understandings of how one should relate to or use nature, and 
moral codes associated with environmental actions. As a result, what is considered culturally or morally 
acceptable with regards to environmental actions are changing. Consideration of morals is incredibly 
important as conservation and associated actions have become increasingly morally coded. 72 What is 
happening in many western locations is indicative of a cohort effect, in which attitudes of a population change 
not because of individual changes in views, but because of an influx of people moving in or away. 73  

As previously discussed, many aspects of old west living have their roots in a domination value system and 
ideas of human dominion over nature. This view is in contrast with the value system of many new west 
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migrants, the mutualistic value system. This value system has its roots in egalitarianism and within it, wildlife is 
seen as having human-like qualities, deserving of rights and trusting relationships with humans, and is worthy of 
care and compassion. 74 People strongly aligned with a mutualistic value system are more receptive to 
supporting restrictions for humans in natural spaces (e.g., trail closures, habitat protection, etc.), are more 
likely to donate to conservation efforts, and tend to prioritize an idealized version of wildlife coexistence. 75 
Because of the shared desire to be close to (and often preserve) nature, this value orientation system 
commonly manifests in actions of new west migrants through increased outdoor recreation and environmental 
activism. Practices associated with traditional old west livelihoods, such as clearing a forest for timber or 
grazing cattle on public lands, often clash with new west ecological values and ideologies. Thus, for those that 
closely align with a mutualistic value orientation system with regards to wildlife, it can be easy to view those 
that act or feel differently as inherently immoral when it comes to conservation related actions. 

The COVID-19 pandemic shone a light on the urban-to-rural migration trend and its impacts on 
environmental conflicts. In the early months of the pandemic, the appeal of sparsely populated areas with easy 
access to the outdoors increased. 76 Additionally, as remote work became more commonplace, many workers 
found themselves able to relocate while retaining job security 77 or found themselves relocating after 
retirement. 78 Many of these domestic migrants were attracted to the Mountain West. The states of Idaho, 
Utah, and Nevada had the eighth, nineth, and tenth highest levels of domestic migration, respectively. 79 Most 
counties throughout western Montana experienced an increase in population by 2% or more from net 
domestic migration between July 2020 and June 2022. 80 Rapid population growth in Montana driven by people 
seeking proximity to nature led to the state gaining a second U.S. House of Representatives seat in 2021, 
demonstrating the political and social implications of domestic migration. 81 

Outdoor recreation also increased during the pandemic. Approximately 7.1 million more Americans enjoyed 
an outdoor activity in 2020 than in 2019: contributing to the largest one-year outdoor participation rate jump 
on record. 82 Increased visitation to national parks, including Grand Teton National Park, Rocky Mountain 
National Park, and Yellowstone National Park, during the pandemic created crowding and congestion as well 
as strain on surrounding communities and businesses. 83 The increased popularity of these outdoor spaces 
coupled with migration trends to the American West has created rapid and cascading changes throughout 
traditionally old west communities.  

These dynamics across the American West have caused environmental tension between those in the old west 
guard and those in the new. These are, of course, broad sweeping categorizations that miss degrees of nuance; 
as some who may identify as being more traditionally old west may support carnivore conservation while 
some in the new west contingent may be strongly anti-predator. Nonetheless, they are useful categorizations 
for understanding the larger dynamics at play. The influx of new residents have challenged or altered many 
local traditions and livelihoods. They often view practices associated with ranching and farming, among other 
extractive industries, as outdated, morally wrong due to their environmental impact, and in some cases, even 
illegal. In response to this threat to identity, many who identify as the old west guard have increased their 
commitment to, and defense of, old west ways of life. 84 However, this phenomenon is not unique to the 
American West, particularly when it intersects with carnivore conservation efforts.  

Thomas Heberlien’s case study about the proposed wolf reintroduction in New York state can be helpful to 
examine through this lens as well. As that example demonstrated, carnivore conservation efforts do not need 
to be happening in an American West environment for carnivores to signify threats to tradition and identity. 
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Regardless of location, for rural communities where traditional American values hold strong, carnivores can 
represent the threatened erasure of their communities. Consequently, for those fighting to preserve their 
traditional ways of life and values, it inherently becomes a fight against carnivores like grey wolves and grizzly 
bears. Within the context of domination and mutualistic value orientations towards the environment, there is 
emerging evidence of a “cultural backlash” as areas historically domination value system oriented become 
more mutualistic value system oriented. 85 Thus, while carnivores often become the symbols of rural erasure in 
carnivore conservation conversations, the conservation debate has little to do with the carnivore species at 
hand. Instead, it has everything to do with perceptions of how the conservation efforts will impact and change 
the surrounding communities and whose values are deemed valid.  

 

 
While carnivores often become the symbols of rural erasure in carnivore 
conservation conversations, the conservation debate has little to do with the 
carnivore species at hand. Instead, it has everything to do with perceptions of how 
the conservation efforts will impact and change the surrounding communities and 
whose values are deemed valid. 
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Recommendations for Putting Knowledge into 
Practice in a Zoo Setting 
Given the complex dynamics that inform these three cultural narratives of carnivores, it is unrealistic to 
expect a single exposure to pro-carnivore conservation messages in a zoological setting to significantly shift 
opinions of an individual with staunchly anti-carnivore attitudes. Nor will they have a significant impact on 
someone who is already a passionate advocate for carnivore conservation. Instead, it is more realistic to focus 
on the impacts that carnivore conservation messages can have on those in the “movable middle.” The 
moveable middle consists of individuals whose attitudes towards carnivores are easier to influence because 
their attitudes – whether positive, negative, or neutral – are not particularly strong. 86 By focusing on the 
moveable middle, conservation organizations like zoos can have broad influence on carnivore conservation by 
creating experiences that generate positive attitudes towards carnivores.  

This section will outline five recommendations and their connections to empathy-informed techniques for 
increasing conservation behavior(s) for carnivores. These are research-informed recommendations based on 
the literature referenced throughout this report as well as the author’s understanding of techniques that 
foster empathy for wildlife. Therefore, they are interpretations and applications of research findings as 
opposed to rigorously tested recommendations. 

The recommendations are as follows:  

Identify and highlight shared fundamental values between your organization and community when 
crafting and sharing conservation messaging.  

Avoid conflict-framed messaging and opt for benefit-framed messaging instead.   

Refer to animals as unique individuals by sharing their names, stories, names, and avoiding use of 
the word “it.”  

Create opportunities for visitors to accurately take the perspective of a wild carnivore. 

Be transparent that living alongside carnivore populations entails a degree of conflict.  

 
Identify and highlight shared fundamental values between your 
organization and community when crafting and sharing conservation 
messaging  

Values are critical guiding beliefs about how the world operates and our relationships with others. 87 It is 
known that the messages delivered by zoo staff often prioritize personal values that emphasize the protection 
of animals and nature. 88 This is unsurprising, as zoo staff are likely drawn to their careers and workplace 
because they believe conservation is important and already engage in conservation-minded behaviors. For 
those who do not share these values, the messages they see or hear during a zoo visit may fall flat, polarize 
them on the species or topic in the message at hand, 89 or make them less likely to share the message with 
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others. 90 For example, by emphasizing values that are favored by a portion of stakeholders or community 
members as opposed to others, it is likely that contention over carnivore conservation will only be 
exacerbated. 91 Individuals that feel excluded by an opposing conservation message, are more likely to react 
negatively in conservation conflicts, which can lead to further polarization on conservation topics. 92

Additionally, people often overestimate the extremity of their perceived opponents’ viewpoints. If the goal of 
a zoo’s educational or conservation messages is to have them resonate with a large contingent of their visitors 
and/or have them shared in social circles, they should take steps to ensure the values at the core of the 
message(s) align with the values of the community.  

By highlighting shared values between an organization and 
community in conservation messages, organizations can help 
to build public (and/or stakeholder) trust in their work. 93 
This relational trust built from perceived shared values tends 
to be more resilient than when not. 94 Examples of values 
shared between a conservation organization and the 
broader community may include environmental stewardship, 
safety, and protection of human property. Determining 
where organizational values overlap with community or 
stakeholder values can be a time intensive process. This may mean randomly surveying zoo guests – or the 
wider community – on their wildlife value orientations and comparing the data with determined organizational 
values. Resources such as the sociocultural index map can provide a starting point for identifying the primary 
wildlife value orientation system at the state and county level. 95 

Zoos can also appeal to shared identities in their conservation messages. Messages that appeal to shared 
identities, such as stewardship of the environment, or use identifiers such as demonyms (e.g., Montanans, 
Washingtonians, etc.), reduce unintentional othering and can appeal to moral obligations or community norms 
- ultimately making messages more effective at changing behavior. 96 Understanding the values and identities of 
the community and/or stakeholders also helps zoo staff and volunteers to approach potentially tense 
conservation conversations with empathy instead of defensiveness. A key component of feeling, or extending, 
empathy, is understanding. By taking the time to understand the identities, perspectives, and values of 
stakeholders and/or the community, conservationists can use empathy as a bridge to meet individuals where 
they are.  

Avoid conflict-focused message framing and opt for benefit-focused 
framing 

The framing of stories featuring or focused on carnivores covered by the media are largely negative regardless 
of the presence of conflict or harm in the story 97 or are framed to elicit strong emotional responses from 
readers. 98 Repeated negative framing of carnivores and their interactions with humans can inflate perceptions 
of risk associated with the species and have long-lasting consequences for conservation initiatives. 99 A specific 
type of negative framing, known as conflict framing, represents animals as consciously combatting people and 
emphasizes the dichotomization of humans and nature. 100 It often unconsciously attributes hostile intentions 
to animals regardless of scenario 101 and places the onus of behavior change onto the animals as opposed to 
people. 102 This framing is not only ubiquitous in public media, but scientific literature as well, influencing 

 
Understanding the values and 
identities of the community 
and/or stakeholders also helps 
zoo staff and volunteers to 
approach potentially tense 
conservation conversations with 
empathy instead of defensiveness. 
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conservation recommendations and frameworks. 103 Repeated exposure to negative framing leads to increased 
negative perceptions, which have greater impacts on attitudes than positive perceptions, 104 creating a vicious 
feedback loop that conservation educators must actively work to counter in their carnivore-focused 
messaging. 

One of the ways zoo educators can 
break the cycle is by using benefit-
focused framing in their carnivore 
conservation messages. This not only 
means communicating the ecological 
benefits the species has but also how 
an individual’s actions can both reduce 
conflict and benefit animals and/or the 
ecosystem. 105 Take the action of 
storing food in a bear-proof cooler as 
the conservation action ask of visitors 
attending a keeper talk at a grizzly bear 
habitat. Framed through a conflict lens, 
the conservation action message may 
look something like: “Store your food in 
a bear-proof cooler to prevent a bear from damaging your campsite,” or more bluntly, “A fed bear is a dead bear.” 
Through this framing, bears are made out to be wandering through the woods looking for campsites to 
damage, coolers full of food to open, and the human campers must be on the defense. After all, their lives and 

the lives of bears are at stake. When the action is 
benefit-framed, it may look something like this: “By 
putting your food in a bear-proof cooler, you are helping keep 
bears in the North Cascades healthy and safe.” In this 
message, bears and humans are merely together in the 
same environment, neither in inherent conflict with 
another, with one species taking action to keep both 
safe. The message can be edited in a variety of ways and 
remain benefit-framed, such as: “By putting your food in a 
bear-proof cooler, you are helping to keep nature wild.”   

Conflict- and benefit-focused messaging both require acknowledgement of animal agency. While the 
acknowledgement and observation of animal agency is a component of fostering empathy for wildlife, 106 
benefit-focused messaging is more aligned with efforts to foster empathy for wildlife than conflict-focused 
messaging. This is because conflict-focused messaging often relies on fear as a behavioral motivator. 107 When 
fostering empathy for wildlife, particularly with non-charismatic or stigmatized species, reducing fear is a key 
component of bridging a connection between the audience and the animal and increasing an audience’s 
knowledge of the animal. By reducing fear, interpreters are working to ensure a positive emotion is a 
conservation behavior motivator, as positive emotions and attitudes towards a species have been shown to 
increase species tolerance and impact conservation behaviors. 108 Techniques include sharing the ecological 
benefits of the species, interpreting species behaviors and comparing them to appropriate human behaviors, 

 
When fostering empathy for wildlife, 
particularly with non-charismatic or 
stigmatized species, reducing fear is 
a key component of bridging a 
connection between the audience 
and the animal and increasing an 
audience’s knowledge of the animal. 
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and describing unique character traits of individual animals (if known). Applying an empathetic lens to benefit 
focused messaging allows us to simultaneously recognize an animal’s agency, reduce fear of and increase 
respect for the species, and effectively communicate how our actions can both reduce conflict with the species 
and benefit their long-term survival.   

Refer to animals as unique individuals by sharing their stories, names, 
and by avoiding using the word “it” 

As illustrated in previous sections, carnivores were denigrated through the conscious use of “othering” 
language that provided justification for destructive and exploitative actions that demonstrated human’s 
perceived dominion over nature. It becomes more difficult to exploit, destroy, or commodify a being with a 
name, a story, and unique traits. By recognizing the unique individuality of carnivores in the care of zoo 
professionals, through sharing their names, personality traits, and identifiable features with the public, we can 
help our visitors see the animals as unique individuals with personality quirks, not unlike ourselves, whose wild 
counterparts are worth taking action for.  

It is known that sharing the names and stories of zoo animals with guests leads to increased empathy towards 
the animal, 109 and that increased levels of empathy for wildlife are correlated with conservation action 
behaviors. 110 These practices help zoo-goers connect with animals and identify them as unique individuals. It 
has also been demonstrated that the ability of the public to identify individual wild animals can lead to 
increased conservation action. 111 P-22, a mountain lion that lived in Griffith Park in Los Angeles, serves as an 
example. Public affinity for P-22 increased awareness of the lack of habitat connectivity for mountain lions in 
southern California and increased tolerance for his presence in the area. It also “fueled a social media 
campaign (#SaveLACougars) and multiagency funding initiatives needed to obtain approval to build one of the 
largest urban wildlife crossings in the USA.” 112 

Grizzly 399, the famous and globally 
beloved bear who lived in Grand Teton 
National Park in Wyoming, can also 
provide insight into the benefits 
individualizing animals can have for 
conservation. Like with P-22, the public’s 
ability to identify and follow the life of 
Grizzly 399 helped raise awareness of the 
challenges to survival that grizzlies in the 
Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem face. Her 
recognizability in Grand Teton National 
Park and the surrounding communities in 
Teton County led to the expansion of the 
“bear conflict priority area” and the 
requirement of bear-resistant trash cans to the entirety of the county. 113 Following her death by vehicle 
collision, the Grand Teton National Park Foundation established the 399 Memorial Fund. This permanent fund 
is “dedicated to advancing bear conservation and education” in the national park and surrounding region. 114   

© Madison Meeks Photography 
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People not only were able to physically identify P-22 and Grizzly 399, but they recognized them as unique 
individuals – with preferences, personalities, and stories. The ability to recognize animals as individuals beyond 
physical identification requires some level of a belief in animal mind – or that animals are sentient negotiators 
of the spaces they occupy. 115 This acknowledgement of individuality is an established practice for fostering 
empathy for wildlife that can broaden interest in species-level conservation and lead to conservation action. 116 
It should be noted, however, that the public’s ability to recognize individual animals within a population may 
not always have positive outcomes and can create unintended conservation challenges. Grizzly 399’s 
recognizability often led to tourist “bear-jams” hundreds of people strong, with many engaging in “poor 
behavior” in their effort to see her. 117 Her celebrity status also influenced actions that wildlife management 
agencies could or could not take when she came into conflict with people. When she acted in ways that would 
result in euthanasia or relocation for most bears, such as attacking a hiker in 2007 or getting into human food 
sources with her cubs, Grand Teton National Park and the United States Fish and Wildlife Service did not take 
action due to concerns of a “PR nightmare.” 118 Thus the public ability to recognize and connect with individual 
animals can create tension between wildlife management interests that focus on conservation at the 
population or species level, and those of a public who have developed a parasocial relationship with an 
individual animal.   

While zoos may not contend with the same 
challenges as wildlife management agencies in sharing 
the names of the carnivores that they care for, the 
same rationale has historically been used across both 
fields for not naming (or sharing the names of) 
animals. The ability to recognize individual animals in 
a population is important for behavioral research and 
management purposes. 119 However, those working 
with animals have traditionally been cautioned against naming them out of concerns of anthropomorphism and 
that naming animals makes it easier to develop a relationship and narrative around them that may impact 
“objective” science. 120 The positive power of story and narrative – informed by an ability to recognize 
individuals within the narrative – should not be underestimated with regards to influencing conservation 
attitudes, actions, and policies. 121 Through sharing the names of animals in human care, zoos can help their 
guests connect with individual animals in a controlled setting and provide opportunities for guests to expand 
those sentiments into actions that benefit species level conservation efforts. Outside of a zoo setting, 
conservationists should carefully consider the costs and benefits of sharing the name and/or story of individual 
study animals in their efforts to conserve the species at hand.  

Create opportunities for visitors to accurately take the perspective of a 
wild carnivore 

Perspective taking is a particularly valuable effective empathy practice because it requires someone to truly 
exercise the cognitive and/or affective components of empathy. Accurate perspective taking moves someone 
beyond their own experiences and requires them to consider alternative viewpoints, existences, and ways of 
experiencing the world. Getting people to accurately take the perspective of animals is difficult, but not 
impossible. By creating experiences that allow guests to take the perspective of an animal, zoos can educate 
their visitors about conservation in ways that are both engaging and informative.  

 
Through sharing the names of animals in 
human care, zoos can help their guests 
connect with individual animals in a 
controlled setting and provide 
opportunities for guests to expand those 
sentiments into actions that benefit 
species level conservation efforts.  
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An example of an informative and engaging educational program that utilized perspective taking and increased 
participants’ attitudes towards carnivores was a participatory education program called Sharing Space: Living 
with Coyotes. 122 This program took place in a community outside a Canadian national park. The information  

in the program targeted participants’ attitudes towards, fear of, likelihood of, and control over encountering 
coyotes. Participants were able to take the perspective of wild coyotes in a portion of the program called “Be 
a coyote,” in which participants were given GPS datapoints of collared coyotes living in the nearby national 
park. After learning about the behavior and natural history of coyotes, program facilitators prompted 
participants to use the data points of each coyote to create a story about what they might be doing and why. 
In doing this activity, participants were required to combine their newfound knowledge of coyotes, the 
movement data of real individual animals, and their understanding of the area to create a narrative that 
explains the GPS points. Through this, they had to consider what it may be like as a coyote to live in and 
navigate the landscape they share to create an accurate story. The authors found that following the program, 
participants had more favorable attitudes towards coyotes, less fear towards coyotes, and reduced 
perceptions of the likelihood they will have an aggressive interaction with a coyote than they did before the 
program. Participants also had an increased sense of control over human-coyote interactions as a result of 
attending the program. Sharing Space: Living with Coyotes demonstrates the power a participatory 
educational program that utilizes perspective taking can have on shifting attitudes and perceptions towards 
carnivores. In an effort to foster empathy for carnivores, zoos should consider how they can encourage guests 
to accurately take an animal’s perspective to advance understanding of how animals move through and 
between natural or human-modified spaces. 

Be transparent that living alongside carnivore populations entails 
degrees of conflict 

Conversations and perceptions about coexisting with carnivores are often framed as existing on a continuum 
from conflict to coexistence. 123 At the coexistence end of that continuum, it is often assumed that there is no 
conflict between humans and wildlife. Through this framing, coexistence risks becoming a conservation 
buzzword despite the word offering an opportunity for a new way of living in, or with, the world and an 
alternative conservation ethos. 124 In the United States, the traditional way of achieving coexistence with nature 
was through conflict mitigation. This was achieved through lethal removals of wildlife, or through the creation 
of protected areas, until levels of human-wildlife conflict reached near zero. 125 It’s no wonder then that when 
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conflict occurs today, whether in a rural or urban setting, there are often calls or actions for lethal removal or 
relocation of the animal, 126 as these actions are in line with historical cultural precedents for wildlife 
coexistence. 

Coexistence is co-adaptation, a process through which “humans and carnivores are able to change their 
behavior, learn from experience, and pursue their own interests with respect to each other.” 127 This entails a 
recognition of not only human choice and agency, but our responsibility in creating environments that facilitate 
positive learning and choice for our animal neighbors. We are not the only ones that must change our 
behavior in a landscape to achieve coexistence, animals must as well. Depending on the species, much like 
human processes of learning, animal learning can occur socially or culturally. 128 In the planning of our 
environments and living spaces, we can create opportunities that facilitate animal learning in ways that will 
reduce conflict and contribute to shared survival. Just like any learning process, mistakes will be made, and 
conflict will inevitably occur.  

As educators and conservationists, zoo staff are well 
positioned to help shift predominant public expectations of 
entirely conflict-free wildlife coexistence. By using 
established effective empathy practices, 129 zoo staff are 
already recognizing animals as “sentient negotiators of 
space” 130 with choice, agency, and unique personalities. 
Because of this recognition, the use of effective empathy 
practices suggests that the user acknowledges or 
understands that animals have the cognitive abilities 

necessary to navigate environments in ways that suit their best interests. 131 For example, if human food is 
readily available near where a bear is living, they will continue to come back. If, however, food is no longer 
available, it is in their best interests to look elsewhere away from human dwellings.  

Thus, in coupling the effective empathy practices with knowledge of animal behavior, zoo staff can foster 
empathy for wildlife by highlighting the ways that humans and animals live on a landscape and can learn to 
share it together. This shifts the present sentiment from humans and animals being at odds with each other on 
a landscape to being communities learning to live alongside each other. 132 Through this process, zoo staff can 
help break down perceptions of the human-nature dichotomy and human dominion over nature.  

 
…the use of effective empathy 
practices suggests that the user 
acknowledges or understands that 
animals have the cognitive abilities 
necessary to navigate environments 
in ways that suit their best interests. 
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Conclusion 

Globally, the interactions between humans and wildlife pose conservation challenges. 133 While many human 
interactions with carnivores are neutral, the negative interactions and, more importantly, the perceptions of 
negative interactions can have long-term ramifications on carnivore conservation efforts. 134 To contribute to a 
question of interest within the ACE for Wildlife Network – what is the role of fostering empathy for wildlife when 
addressing complex environmental issues (e.g., climate change, human-wildlife conflict) with zoo and aquarium 
audiences? – this guide focused on three ways the role of carnivores in cultural narratives and stories have 
evolved over time, shaping the North American conservation landscape, and how they impact modern 
carnivore conservation and coexistence efforts. Examining carnivores as “Others,” a Challenge to Human 
Dominion over Nature, and the Erasure of Ways of Life, illustrates some of the complex human dimensions of 
carnivore conservation. These narratives demonstrate that in North America, carnivores have represented 
barriers to the colonization of the continent, challenged historical understandings of control over the natural 
world, and can represent threats to quintessential pieces of American identity.  

Through a deeper understanding of those complexities, practitioners can be better equipped to navigate the 
nuances of tense conversations and interactions regarding carnivore conservation or coexistence efforts. 
Understanding these complexities allows practitioners to not only approach tense conversations with empathy 
for those who may disagree with various aspects of carnivore conservation efforts, but also to discern which 
methods may be more effective at fostering empathy for wildlife for conservation change. 

Through identifying and highlighting shared fundamental values between organizations and community, opting 
for benefit-focused messaging, referring to animals as unique individuals, providing opportunities for accurate 
perspective taking, and being transparent that living alongside any type of wildlife entails degrees of conflict, 
zoo practitioners can not only promote relevant conservation actions and messages in an ever-evolving social 
and cultural conservation landscape, but do so through an empathetic approach. After all, the conservation 
messages, actions, and initiatives championed by a zoo do not exist in a vacuum. Their success is impacted by 
the societal, moral, and cultural systems that influence the perspectives people bring with them into zoo gates 
and the likelihood that conservation actions are taken outside of them. In understanding the historical 
precedents for current carnivore conservation management and public sentiments, zoo practitioners can use 
empathy as a bridge to meet guests or community members where they are at and advance the collective 
conservation mission of zoos and aquariums nationwide.   
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Appendix A Key Terms 

Attitudes: Favorable or unfavorable dispositions towards something. See Navigating Environmental Attitudes 
by Thomas Heberlein for more.  

Beliefs: A cognitive component of attitudes. Beliefs do not need to be empirically true to be a significant 
contributor to an attitude. See the book Navigating Environmental Attitudes by Thomas Heberlein for more. 

Coexistence: Coexistence with regards to carnivores is a “dynamic but sustainable state in which humans 
and large carnivores co-adapt to living in shared landscapes where human interactions with carnivores are 
governed by effective institutions that ensure long-term carnivore population persistence, social legitimacy, 
and tolerable levels of risk” (Carter & Linnell, 2016 page 575). 

Domination value system: With regards to wildlife, “cultivates beliefs of human superiority and control 
over their social and environmental surroundings and that humans have a destiny and right to subjugate 
others, including wildlife, to benefit themselves” (Dietsch et al., 2019 page 23). 

Empathy: As defined by Young et al. in their 2018 paper, the ACE for Wildlife Network recognizes empathy 
as a “stimulated emotional state that relies on the ability to understand, and care about the experiences or 
perspectives of another person or animal.” 

Mutualistic value system: With regards to wildlife, this value system has roots in egalitarianism and within 
it, wildlife is seen as having human-like qualities, deserving of rights and trusting relationships with humans, and 
is worthy of care and compassion. See Manfredo et al., 2009 and Dietsch et al., 2019 for more. 

Value system: A set of established values, norms, or goals that exist in a society and guide decision making. 
See Merriam Webster for more.  
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