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Understanding Mental Processes 

Value 

Risk 

Attitudes 



How do people make judgments and 

decisions? 
 

• The rational actor— 

– Seeks to maximize utility 

– Mentally effortful 

• The cognitive miser–  

– Seeks to minimize effort 

– Utilize ͞heuƌistiĐs ,͟ 
affected by biases 



How do people make 
judgments and decisions 
about animals that kill us  
(and other things we value)? 



We have a curious history 
with wildlife… 





 



C. Lupus Range in the Conterminous US 

Bruskotter, J. T., Vucetich, J. A., Enzler, S., Treves, A., & Nelson, M. P. (2013). Removing protections for wolves and the future of the 

US Endangered Species Act (1973). Conservation Letters. 

 



Conservation challenge:  

How to coexist with animals that can kill us? 

Researchable question:  

What factors iŵpact iŶdividuals’ judgŵeŶts 
and decisions about large carnivores? 







Kelleƌt s͛ 1978 work 

Kellert interviewed 

3,107 US residents 

about their attitudes 

toward (26) animals 
 

In February of 2014 

we replicated these 

measures in a sample 

of 1,200 adult U.S. 

residents 



ChaŶges iŶ attitudes… 

+ Bat (d = 0.78) 

+ Vulture (d = 0.66) 

+ Rat (d = 0.53) 

+ Shark (d = 0.53) 

+ Wolf (d = 0.50) 

+ Coyote (d = 0.40) 
 

- Swan (d = 0.45) 

- Raccoon (d = 0.43) 



Attitudes toward wolves over 36 years 
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Theoretical Model: Hazard Acceptance 
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• RQ: Can we explain 

judgments regarding the 

acceptability of black 

bears? 

• Mailed Survey of Ohio 

households (n=9400) 

stratified across 8 BMUs 

• 33% adjusted response 

rate, n=2900 returns 

• Analyzed results using 

Structural Equation 

Modeling (SEM) 

 





Model of ͞ToleƌaŶĐe͟  

Salient Value 

Similarity 

Locus of 

Control 

Social Trust 

Perceived 

Risks 

Perceived 

Benefits 

Acceptance .33 

.55 

.16 

-.53 

-.1 

.34 

-.93 

.38 

-.45 

All pathways are 

significantly 

different than 0 at 

p=.001 level 

R2 = 0.62 



Lingering questions 

• What about behavior/actions? 

• Aƌe ͚iŶtoleƌaŶt͛ aĐtioŶs eǆplaiŶed ďǇ the saŵe 
factors as supportive actions? 



Explaining Intentions to Engage in 

Supportive and Intolerant Actions 

Perceived 

Benefits 

Perceived 

Risks or  
Costs 

Intend 
supportive 

action 
-.13 

.67 

Affective 

reaction to 
wolves 

Intend 

intolerant  

action 

.16 

.08 

-.54 

-.35 

.86 

-.77 

Slagle et al. 2012. HDW, 17(1): 44-57 

R2 > .85 



Lingering Questions 

• Okay, the model is useful for explaining 

intentions to engage in both supportive and 

oppositioŶal aĐtioŶs… 

• But can we actually increase tolerance for a 

species? 



Study 3: Strategic Communication 

• Contacted ~400 respondents to black bear 

survey via email to participate in a follow-up 

study 

• Randomly assigned to four treatments 

– FACTS: Info about bear biology & behavior  

– BENEFITS: Info about the benefits of bears 

– CONTROL: Info on how to reduce risk of conflict 

– COMBINED: Received info from all three 

 





Within-subjects (paired t-tests) 
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P < 0.05 P < 0.001 



Summary & Conclusions 
• Tolerance ĐaŶ ďe eǆplaiŶed ďǇ people s͛ peƌĐeptioŶs 

of the risks & benefits associated with carnivores; 
also influenced by trust and control, and affect 

• These factors can be highlighted via strategic 
communications in order to influence tolerance 

• Our data suggest information about the benefits 
and how to control the risk (i.e., avoid conflict) will 
be most useful in increasing tolerance 

• Information that highlights only how to avoid 
conflict could actually decrease tolerance by 
making risks more salient  



Caveats 

• Information needs to come from a trusted 

source (agencies not always trusted) 

• IŶĐƌeased ͚aĐĐeptaŶĐe͛ ;as aŶ attitudeͿ ŵaǇ Ŷot 
translate to desired behavioral outcomes 

• People with strong (well-formed) attitudes are 

unlikely to change – especially true of they 

have had personal experience (e.g., folks in the 

wolf study) 



Lingering Questions 

• Is it really this simple?  Do people simply 

͚ǁeigh͛ the ƌisks aŶd ďeŶefits aŶd aĐt 
aĐĐoƌdiŶglǇ…? 

 



Nein. 



Social groups matter 

• IŶteƌest gƌoups ŵaǇ ͚ŵaƌket͛ iŶfoƌŵatioŶ that 
is consistent with our existing beliefs 

• The social groups with which we identify utilize 

different information sources 

– These gƌoups ŵaǇ distƌust ͚outgƌoup͛ souƌĐes, 
making them more likely to counter-argue  

• The result is that groups construct their own 

realities—their own beliefs about these 

animals and  



Beliefs about 

benefits of  

wolves 

Acceptability of 
Lethal Control 

Residents of the Northern Rockies 

Animal Rights 

Advocate 

Environmentalist 

Wildlife 
Advocate 

ns 

.14 

.21 

.29 

Bruskotter, Unpublished data 
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Gun Rights 
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Property Rights 

Advocate 
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-.39 

ns 

ns 

-.22 

R2 = .39 
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Linear Regression Analysis 

Residents of NRMs, n=406 



Beliefs about 

benefits of  

wolves 

Acceptability of 

Lethal Control 

The Social Construction of Wolves 

Animal Rights 

Advocate 

Environmentalist 

Wildlife 

Advocate 

.59 

.44 

.11 

.28 

Conservationist 

Hunter 

Gun Rights 

Advocate 

Property Rights 

Advocate 

Farmer/Rancher 

-.71 

-.64 

-.47 

-.61 

The “New West” The “Old West” 

R2 = .65 



• Clearly members of these groups disagree 

about the impacts of wolves, and their 

beliefs are (in part) rooted in their 

identities, and group membership 

• But does identification affect behavior?; 

and how do they feel about each 

other…?   
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Extent to which resp. identifies as a 

hunter 

…keep deer, elk aŶd ŵoose 
populations in balance. 

National Survey of 1,200 adults (2014) 



 ͞… [ǁolǀes aƌe] deǀastatiŶg the 
ǁildlife populatioŶ aŶd theǇ͛ƌe also 
devastating to the livestock 
populatioŶ…[t]he goal of ouƌ anti-
grazing, anti-hunting friends, if you 
can call them friends, is to end 
grazing and to end hunting, and they 
have got the perfect biological 
ǁeapoŶ…͟ 

 -- Director of Utah Department  

of Natural Resources 

Elite Cues Utilize Identity 



 

“This is ǁhat reǀeŶge looks like…WheŶ people 
raise their guns as an emotional expression of 

hatred toward a species it is not hunting… 
    (Mangelsen 2013) 

 

IŶ ƌespoŶse to a ǁolf huŶteƌ s͛ paƌadiŶg a ǁolf ĐaƌĐass 
aƌouŶd JaĐksoŶ Hole s͛ toǁŶ sƋuaƌe: 

http://blog.mangelsen.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/2013.10.23_Wolf-Hunt-Comments.pdf
http://blog.mangelsen.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/2013.10.23_Wolf-Hunt-Comments.pdf
http://blog.mangelsen.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/01/2013.10.23_Wolf-Hunt-Comments.pdf


Lessons: Escaping NR conflict 

– FoĐus oŶ ͚shared’ goals (win/win) 

– Build trust through cooperative efforts 

• DeŵoŶiziŶg ͚outgroups͛ ĐaŶ tuƌŶ poteŶtial allies iŶto 
foes 

– Be wary of power structures that favor some 

groups over others (equality fosters cooper.) 

– May require focus on improvements, as opposed 

to solutions 
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Negative attitudes  trendline:

y = 0.72x + 67.7

R² = 0.44, p=.04
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