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Although fish and wildlife are coratmorr property resources owned 
by the public as a whole, agencies charged with decision-making 
about them often respond to pressure from special interest groups. 
While we have substantial infonnatiol~ about the characteristics 
and motivations of special interest group members, we have f u  
less knowleeige a b u t  the attitudes of the general pubfic. This 
study reports the results of a November, 1993 survey of the 
gerteral public in Vermont regarding their attitudes about wildlife. 
Results indicate that Vermonters as a whore are extremely 
interested in wildlife, and are generally supportive of hunting anct 
fishing. Attitudes about individual animals are highly species 
specific. Vermonters see man and his development as a 
manifestation of the natural world, but are apprehensive about our 
ability to interfere with natural processes. Knowledge of the 
general public's attitudes may p i n t  the way towards resolving 
many natural resource conflicts, 

l~~troduction 
With few exceptions, fish and wildlife are common property 
rcsvt~rces until they are legally captured. Ownership rights are 
usually vested to individual states, and fish and wildlife hasically 
belong to residents of a state. Yel when it comes to decision- 
making, policy fc~rrnation is generally driven by highly vocal, 
s p i a l  interest groups such as organi7sd sportsmen, animal 
rightists, or others who oppose them. Fish and wildlife 
mmagelnent agencies have often formulated policy around the 
needs of these groups on the premise that they are the most 
interested aid affected parties. Ifowever, evidence i s  mounting 
&at concern for fish and wildlife resources extends well beyond 
these interest groups (Kellert 1980; Glass et a1 1990; Stevens et 
at. 1991; Boyle and Bishop 1987). Indeed, 111uch of the success of 
the conservation movement as a whole ca t  be attributed to broad 
public supp~r t  in addition to the contributions of specific groups 
such as hunters and anglers. IInfortunately, whiie we have 
Infomation on the characteristics, motivations, and prceptions 
of specific interest groups, we have far less knowledge of these 
fzcfors for the public at large. Bnformatitrn on the values thal'the 
pubIlc as a whole places u p n  fish and wildlife, the underlying 
motivations for their imvolvernent ant1 concern, and, most 
especially, how the public wants its common property resources 
managed could help place the demands of specific interest goups 
in p rop r  perspective. 

In Vermont, there are diverse attitudes about fish and wildlife. 
Although Vermont is a rural state with a strong tradition of 
hunting, fishing, and trapping, recent years have seen growing 
plariz.ation around these activities. Hunting and trapping in 
particular have a highly vocal opposition and a 1993 prc)psal to 
permit moose huntir~g was widely debated throughout the state. 

iM,tH%& 
To gain a better understzrrding crf the views 2nd ~ K C " ~ G O ~ P ~ ~ ~ '  
Vcmont residents regarding EsR and wiicllik, a yuest:orzn::irr 
was developed and mailed to 2.W) randomly selected Veriitor~i 
households in November. 1913. following techniques described 
hy D i l h a t  (1978). ' 1 % ~  aduit having the next birthday was asked 
to cump!etc &e questionnairt: to reduce &he chance of sex bias. 
Mter the questionnaire and two reminders were sen?. a foilow-up 
telephone survey was conducted with a nnndorn!y srlw:cd 
subsa.nple of nonrespondcn&. Results fmrn mail md teiephi~m 
surveys were tested to cietermhne if any differences were 
statistically significant. Data from !he questionnaires were 
tabulated and iirquencics run. 

Resulb 
?he initial mail survey generaled 669 cortlpleinl quesrionnaires 
(41% response rate, after adjusting for undeiiverables,. 7bcre 
were no significmt differences between mail que~ti:?nni(ire 
respirndcnts iinad telephone survey of ~~onresponrdents. 

Results iitdicate that Vcr~nont residents are interested in wiiiillfc 
and wildlife-related issues. In fact, 98 percent of the resptntlents 
were either "somewhat interested" (40.3%)) or "very interested" 
{57.7%>f in wildlife. Even when asked bow imp>rtant are wilciiik- 
related issues in context of Vermont's other current problems, CP i 
percent indicated that wildlife was either "very irr;p)r?ans" 
(51.9%) or "irnprtnnt" (49%)). 

With respect to people's relationships with wildlife, X I  
agreed that "people arc dominant. but have an obligation w 
rninimi~r? suffering that they may cause." By contrast. 18 pcrceint 
indicated that "people and mirnals arc equals" and only one 
percent felt that "people are dcjminant and can =ear ;u~imals as 
they want." 'Iherc was suhstmtial suppxt for consumprive uses 
of wildlifi: ;rPnong the ger~era! ptlt4ic: two-thirds itf thc 
respondents clisagreed with the stkdwment that "~apping i s  never 
acceptable," and 95 prce~tt of the resporrderlts agreed that 
hunting was acceptable, at ieast under some circumstances. 

When asked what best describes their sense of thc relationship 
between people and nature, 64 percent ctf the sample a g e d  that 
"people and their developments are entirely natural and should be 
considered pard of nature". Thc relnair~der were e~liidly divided 
between those who illought "people and their deveiopmer!b are 
separate fnirn nature" and those who were not sure since they 
usuaify cfitln't ihink in those knns. 

Not all itrernlwrs uf the ailina? kingduft~ are qualiy jx,pulat wirtn 
the general public. To determine h e  species-spcific effect5 of 
ppuIarity, we cot~structed a hy*withericd situation in which a 
vegetabls. garden waq being ditstroyed. hssuining that vuious 
contruis such as repellents, fencing. and live trapping had failed. 
we asked respondents if they wauld destroy wirrlals frorr, a t is t  of 
selected species. The results dcmo~~strate &%at. the highest 
[~rc~pr t ion  wouttf dei;troy small invertebraies (slugs and i1:sec~s) 
and the smallest proprtion would destroy large r n ~ ~ i w a l s  <?'able 
I]. More than 9 out of 10 resporadent~ would elinninate Japanese 
beelies and slugs, while 87 prcent would destroy corn borers. 
Mice were the only other species that more than one-.in;df of the 
resp>ndents indicated they would destroy. Less a a n  one-hall' of 
the respndents would kill the re~~ia i i~ ing s,pecies destroying their 
garden. Whik-tailed deer and dogs were the arairnais that fewest 
of the respandents would destroy. 

A question was dsi, asked concerning the accepratsiiity crE taking 
animals from the wild and keeping them in captivity (Table 2 i .  
Only in rwo cases-.--rehabiiitati(>n after irajury arid for scberltieic 
reserurch-..did more than one-half of the resprazdelli..i agree h e  
keeping a wild anirnai in captivity is acccpta'n!~. E%owcver. TJE 
respurldents wcrc imhivalent with mspc t  to eonfini~ig wild 
arrknals for claijcrtrtrm ehcaticjn a ~ d  pubiic alclucaljori displr5q.s. 
Keeping wild arrLrii?lds in captivity for pets, for corn-mercial 
enteriaiment, and as breeding stock for commzrciai pmpscs  
were soundly rejected. 



Table 1. Reaction of Vermont residents toward destmction of vegetabfe garden pests after other control measures failed. 

S p i e s  Nuinber Percent Number I'crcent Nurnber Percent 

Japanese beetles 
Slugs 
Corn I?orers 
Mice 
Woodchucks 
Crows 
BIacktrirds 
Skunks 
Raccoons 
Coteonadl rabbits 
Dogs 
White-tailed deer 

'Table 2. Puhfic acceptance of taking :~riirnals from the wilJ and kecpirig thcin in captivity f o r  specific purposes. 

Scieritific research 
Classrrxm ehiucation 
Pmt.tlic etiucation displays 
C:ctmnnerciril enterlairamell 
Keep as a pet 
Rehabilitation sftcr 

Ir!jirry 
Brecding stuck for 

c-i?mn~ercial j?urp>sc.s 

Ilcspitc tlze fact that on1y 24 [wscerrt i>f Vcrixic~rtrcfs itre :tztivc wildlife for  any ri.,i.;cv; " %lore that1 four oul of  five agrecd that 
hunters and 40 percent we active arrgicrs. most Vermc?ilic:s c l i < i  h;irvestitig t$t '  fish ar~ i i  ull(ilik was acceptable if i t  was not wasted 
nctr crijjcct rc> tlrvvestii~g f i s h  ;grid \vild!ife prc>viiiirig ce ut i r~  or pi,puldricrns wt:rc not serit)us!y reduced. Surprisingly. the 
corlilitions were nnet (I'ablt: 3 ). In f';ici. 8 1 p rcenl  o f  d ~ e  respox~&rks were rnr~re ;ilnhivcrlerrt relative to the acceptability of 
resixtrrdcrlts disap~ecf with ttlc staternt'rit &'?at "It'< wrong :i, kill collecting insects for pleasure. 

l':tblc 3. I'ublic: acceptance of the hanesting of fish anri wiictlife. 

&u; liwifid 
St;ilemlerit Nun~bcr f'ercent Number I'crcent 

Wiitllife arid fish can he 538 84.1 39 6. i 62 0.8 
harvested if they arc 
not  wask~f 

Wildlife a id  fish can 550 87.5 27 4.3 53 8.3 
be harvested if their' 
~>pula t ions  are not 
seriously reduced 

It's wrong to kill 45 7.0 521 81.2 75 11.7 
wCld!ife for m y  reason 

ICs wror~g co collect 108 30.5 24'; i 7.4 200 32.2 
insects for plemure 



Vcrinonl residents gave i;or~sidersttie support k> wildlife even 
wbcn conflicts wcrc i",rccived with human cievclopmerrf (Ti~hlc 
4). In fact over 90 in-rcent of the respindents disagreed withthe 
staterncrll Ujai "wrildlifc. is wortt~ riothing if a dollar value ca r l r~o~ 
he put on it." A ~:~ajurir.y of repoitclerrrs also rejected staten-icnts 
that "economic devciiipnnent is  more impwsrtant than wildlife." 
aiini"l'fTish and i i i i ldiif~ protectic~n is over-emphasized while 
ignorlr~g hur11a.n needJ," Slightly rnoru: tha: vile-haif clf the 
resp~idcrlss agi.c.4 that riiarikird has duini~rioll over all animals. 
tlut there w;ns sr>iilc. ambivalence with respwt to public safety 
$.xing :nor? i~ntpofla~~t  allan wiicilifc. 

There was drsagrccrnerlt about ntan's ahiiity to inanage wi13liii: 
and the sensitivity of profc..~,:;iona!s to pijl-riic wants il'a!>ie 5;. 
Mcarly one-half of those responding thought u'i!iilik f?iologi>i% 
were tile people [bast quai if id ro nlake iiecisioiiq ahout wildiifo 
ppulat ions and programs. flowever, ll-;c Nt;il~nit?iiK that ":;st! ? ~ f  
wildlife professionals on!y care ahoilt s p o r ~ x l e n "  was sour:diy 
rejected. By the s:me token. atrily I #  percent felt wildlife 
professionals were out of touch with the public. hut another 29 
percent wrre not surc. O r ?  212 other hatici. 60 percerit c:f the 
rcspl~ndents agrecd ihaa "interfering with nature is usuaily a 
mistake." 

a Disaqrce Not susc 
St;itcineni Numtwr Iken-:it Number Percent N:rmtwr lkrcezlt 

11 a doilar i v . s l u t .  cnrli~c,t 33 5.1 587 01.2 23 3.6 
iw put 01: wi!dlifc. ii is 
wc:r,ih :lo thing 

tVc  ovcrcrziphasizo 9'7 15.1 
pr'o!ectii1g fish arrci 
wii~ilil'c while igrlorir~g 
l!l:!lliir! r1ct:c!5 

&% Disagree p u t  stug 
Statcri~ct>t Nitrnl>er t'crceiit Nuil~berPescent Numhcr Pcrcent 

Wilillii'e i7iolvgisls arc 317 49.3 
thc people best c3u:ili- 
51:d t~ makrc decisiciras 
a b ~ j ~ ~ f  -wii<*liift: ~ x ~ j x ~ l i i -  
iicms arid j9rograii1s 

n r e i r  with I :  786 60.0 
is usually ti rnist;~!r 

Wildlife pr.ofessio:iais 119 18.4 
a x  out of touch with 
tile pebiic 

People redly don't 106 30.5 
krli~w e~lough to 
rrlarnagc, wildlifc 
p ~ p ~ l a t ~ c ~ r ~ i :  cf'fcciivcl y 

%:ist~ n!ld wiitPlifrt. pro- 
fessiclnals 9liiy cctrrc 
about providing !'rrjI? iir 
wildlife for sjwrtslnerl 



Discuasiun 
i?turnan relationships with wildlife arc ci~inp!cx iuil:d may be 
anz~iy-c.cd at tlifferent levels. At the highest ievel, relationships 
exisr in  the ahsis;act and arc yxirnarliy ir~teilecttiai. Cleariy, the 
pubijc as a whole t t s  arr irnir~erlse intere?;t in wildlife. For 
exampie. 9i percent of rile resp>ndents in this gerreral p)pulation 
silrvey heliet.cif thal wildlife was irn~xwtlartt to herxa. They 
hc!icved that people and their deveinpments are cntueiy natwal, 
[rut they feit apprehensive abuiit human interference with nature. 
T'hey isliicated quite clearly their. belief that the appr~~priate  mle 
?(is people w a  rts stewards: it is all right to use the natural 
cuvironlncnt trr satisfy hi~mrtii necds s t )  iorlg as it is donc 
resp.>nsitily atid does noi enciar~gcr. natural pqxllairons. 

AL a rmiore spccific Icvel, hi?wever, rtttititdcs can he much Enore 
vaicii. arid the enlcieicrns c n  exert a sstn~nger pull. As our garcteri 
axample indicated, reactions may tie quite spits specific: these 
Vermonters were rriuch more willing to tolerate g:uden tiarnage 
from large rni~~riinals than from insects or mice. Rltinoilgh people 
rrray understand the ecc,iogical i r n ~ r t a n c c  of a spwien such as !he 
tirnhcr rattlcsnakc. it is quite artorher thing to encouutcr one along 
a trail. 'I'hcsc prcfcrcrrccs tnay he the resi~ft tlf anr.fir.up,tnurphis~~~. 
which is gei~craliy greater for nlarnrl~als a id  birds tiiari for odrcr 
classes of anlrnais. For example. stories ahjut n~rnr~~rnciis anii hirds 
axe trugoicd to reach much yni~ngcr childrerr :fran axe stnsics ahout 
ii~sec& or crustaceans (More LW9Y 'lhe preferences we fur-rrz ;it 
ail crtrly age rnay have policy irnplicatioili; for  ihe resii,ratiirri of 
rare a id  entiangcrcd spccies, 

i;isli and wiidlife harvesting also reccivd strotig ,<ug-rlxjra a:norig 
the general pilhlic in Vzrmctni, with the proviso that ihe harvested 
fist1 and wildlife be ~ttilizeti arid that the harvestirlg t\e kept within 
si~slainat3le limits. Still. there arc subppzrlatior\i with strong! y 
divergcrlr views. C'c?nsitlerably rrlure researci~ is ricedcd to 
utlderstand the utirfer1yirig irieanings of' attitudes toward \niiii!life 
ailti the irltensity of jxoplc's corrtmit~nents to thcat. sttiii~iles. A 
prsoii may, for cnample. he opposed to huntirtg ixt gcnrial, hut 
inay toierale hur1tet.s under specific circutn:il;inccs or. lry speci f ic  
iritiividuals. 

Alrernntivc mclhotls insy he neocsxsry. Mail qi~csrioniiaircs may 
?lot icrrd thitlnselves well !o cicter!nirtirtg ?he icvci vf corr~rnimlerit 
rcr[x)i~dents have rcgardirig their attitudes toward wi?dl ik.  
Kesporises may be baseti u p ) n  rnisundcrstar;iiing, iimiiitit 
krrowleilge, or k;nl~ient eiiiotions, or. they may reflect deeply held 
vaiues that arc uniikely to change under ariy circt~riisi;urces. 
Follow-up stutties are rieeded tn deicrn~inc tbe to!erani-e of  
opFnents  to specific wifdiife uses, underlying values. and 
sensitivity to new information. Clearly. rhe deeper examin;ititrns 
:IF public ac,ccplahiliiy of pople-wildlife interrelationships will 
require more cosiiy persona! irrterview.; rather than mailed survey 
instrurnenb. 

In sum, interest in wildlife arid wiidiife..related issues cxtcnds 
weii beyond the narrow focas ilf specific: inictrest groups t~ the 
pi>I?lic as a whole. The probiei~\s of incrip>ratirtg divergent 
values into Ihc c f e c i s i o n r ~ a  process clearly present a hurdle to 
wildlife nmanagerrlerlt agencies. Yet. rLic public as a whole often 
represent$ the middle ground beiwccn crlnflictirig groups, ard 
although more emphasis on hroad public involvcrnent mag: not 
reduce conflicting viewpoints. it can p i n t  the way towards t h i s  
scsoiution. 
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