
ABSTRACT 

VON FURSTENBERG, RICHARD JOSEPH. Creating a more Inclusive Future for Hunting and 

Wildlife Conservation: A Multi-Stage Study to Understand and Engage College Students across 

the United States (Under the direction of Dr. Lincoln R. Larson). 

 

 Current conservation models and practices in the United States are increasingly 

misaligned with evolving societal values. These trends are marked by a decline in hunting 

participation, which has both economic and ecological consequences. To address this, wildlife 

management agencies are striving to broaden the base for hunting and conservation by 

diversifying participation. College students, with their high levels of civic engagement, 

environmental awareness, and inherent diversity, make them a prime audience for this outreach. 

This dissertation informs efforts to diversify hunting and conservation participation by exploring 

three interconnected research areas. 

 In the first chapter, we investigate college students' environmental identities and how 

they influence their attitudes toward hunting and conservation. Using Social Identity Theory, we 

examined the relationship between students' environmental identities, wildlife value orientations, 

and positions on polarizing issues such as hunting and gun rights. The research, based on a 

comprehensive survey of over 17,000 students across the U.S., identifies distinct environmental 

identity groups and their potential for collaboration or conflict in conservation efforts. This study 

revealed that environmental identities significantly influence conservation and hunting behaviors 

among college students. We found distinct environmental identity groupsðconservationists, 

environmentalists, pluralists, and eco-agnostics. Conservationists were predominantly White and 

male, while environmentalists were more diverse in terms of race and gender. Conservationists 

showed higher support for hunting and gun rights, while environmentalists supported animal 



rights. Despite these differences, all groups shared a high level of conservation caring and 

approval of hunting for altruistic reasons, suggesting potential for collaboration. 

 The second chapter explores the relationship between Black students at Historically 

Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) and hunting and conservation. We utilized a Social-

Ecological approach to understand their experiences and perspectives through nested levels of 

influence, from individual to environmental. As the first step in a sequential explanatory mixed-

methods approach, surveys of Black HBCU students (N = 622) in the Southeastern U.S. were 

conducted and compared to surveys of White students at Predominantly White Institutions 

(PWIs) (N = 4,763) from the same region. Additionally, we expanded on quantitative HBCU 

findings by conducting focus groups (N = 18) with Black HBCU students to provide further 

context. Our findings revealed lower hunting participation and significant barriers to hunting for 

Black HBCU students relative to their White counterparts at PWIs, as well as a cultural and 

generational disconnect from hunting. Focus groups highlighted experiences of racial 

discrimination, the positive impact of representation, and the need for targeted strategies to 

support inclusivity in hunting and conservation. 

 The third chapter presents a comparative analysis of two college-level Recruitment, 

Retention, and Reactivation (R3) programs in the Southeastern U.S.ðAcademics Afield (AA) 

and Getting Started Outdoors (GSO). By examining the role of social support mechanisms such 

as peer mentorship and instructor touchpoints through the lens of the Outdoor Recreation 

Adoption Model, we evaluated the effectiveness of these programs in attracting diverse 

demographics and fostering positive changes in hunting-related beliefs, confidence, and intended 

behaviors. Our study included pre- and post-surveys for AA (Pre: 215, Pre & Post: 76) and GSO 



(Pre: 206, Pre & Post: 160) to assess changes in these measures. We found that AA participants 

were more diverse (race and gender) and exhibited greater increases in hunting confidence and 

likelihood to purchase a hunting license compared to GSO participants. Additionally, AA 

participants revealed stronger beliefs in the safety of hunting and the responsible behavior of 

hunters. Both programs were effective in reducing barriers to participation, but AA's robust 

social support mechanisms were particularly impactful with participants from traditionally 

underserved groups in hunting. 
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CHAPTER 1: 

Introduction 

         Current conservation models and practices in the United States are increasingly losing 

touch with changing societal values and culture (AFWA, 2019; Bruskotter et al., 2022). This is 

best exemplified by the persistent decline in hunter numbers across the country. The loss of 

hunting participation has both economic and ecological consequences for society as whole 

(Larson et al., 2014). The decline in hunting participation can be traced to a number of factors. 

Wildlife value orientations in the United States are shifting from a utilitarian perspective 

(animals in service of humans) that favored hunting and fishing to one that is more mutualistic 

(humans in a trusting relationship to animals) (Manfredo et al., 2018). Additionally, demographic 

changes have contributed to the downturn in hunter numbers. Hunting is predominantly practiced 

by White individuals (75%) in the United States (USFWS, 2023), and the lack of new entrants, 

combined with White baby boomers aging out, has created a recruitment crisis (Winkler & 

Warnke, 2013). Recruitment of new hunters has typically targeted the same demographic, doing 

little to broaden participation (Vayer et al., 2021). 

In response to these challenges, wildlife management agencies (WMAs) are seeking to 

broaden the base for hunting and wildlife conservation more generally (AFWA, 2019). 

Supporting this effort, the Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies and the Wildlife 

Management Institute published the Fish and Wildlife Relevancy Roadmap to guide 

conservationists in connecting with a more diverse public. Central to this document is the Blue 

Ribbon Panelôs suggestion to strive for diversity in outdoor engagement through rigorous 

evaluation, social science, and informed outreach.  The Fish and Wildlife Relevancy Roadmap 
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(AFWA, 2019) makes the mission clear: broaden the audience for hunting and wildlife 

conservation. However, translating this mandate into informed policy and action requires new 

insight; it also requires engagement with new populations outside of traditional hunters and 

anglers (Quartuch et al., 2017). 

 While there are many promising non-traditional populations, college students stand out 

as particularly influential. College students represent a diverse and influential demographic 

poised to shape the future of wildlife conservation. With their high levels of civic engagement 

and environmental consciousness, they are uniquely positioned to challenge the status quo and 

drive systemic change (Larson et al., 2021). Understanding college studentsô relationship to 

conservation and hunting is crucial for aligning efforts with the next generation of stakeholders. 

By focusing on college students as the rising generation of natural resource stakeholders, this 

dissertation aims to inform the mission of increasing diversity in hunting and wildlife 

conservation by addressing three interconnected research areas. 

  First, understanding how college students' environmental identities influence their 

attitudes towards the environment, hunting, and conservation is critical to creating relevant 

policy. This chapter explores these environmental identities and their impact on students' 

engagement with environmental issues through the lens of Social Identity Theory (Tajfel, 1982). 

By exploring these relationships, this research provides valuable insights for developing targeted 

strategies to engage a broader range of students in hunting and conservation activities. Despite 

differing philosophies, there are areas of overlap in their beliefs that could foster collaboration. 

However, wedge issues such as hunting, animal rights, and gun rights can exacerbate divisions. 

We explored this with comprehensive surveys (N =17,203) of college students across 22 U.S. 
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states. The survey included questions on environmental identities, values associated with wildlife 

and conservation, and positions on polarizing issues such as hunting and gun rights. 

Understanding these identities on college campuses can help natural resource managers engage 

with future stakeholders and identify both unifying and divisive issues. 

          Second, communities of color - and African Americans in particular - face particularly 

unique challenges and experiences in relation to hunting and conservation (Adesawe, 2024; 

Giltner, 2008). In this chapter we employ a Social-Ecological approach (Larson et al., 2014) to 

explore the complex and often challenging hunting experiences within one of these communities: 

Black students at HBCUs (Historically Black College and Universities). This model, in 

combination with a sequential explanatory mixed-methods approach, allows for a deep and 

contextualized understanding of the nested levels of influential factors that shape the experience 

of hunting among Black HBCU students in the Southeastern U.S. We used surveys (n = 622) of 

Black HBCU studentsô perceptions and behaviors related to hunting, and compared them to a 

similar study of White PWI students (n= 4,763). The focus groups (N = 19) allowed us to 

contextualize our survey findings with descriptive accounts of studentsô lived experiences with 

hunting. The findings from this research are intended to inform strategies to better support and 

include African Americans in hunting and conservation efforts, addressing historical 

underrepresentation and fostering a more inclusive approach. 

    Third, social support plays a critical role in enhancing hunting participation, 

particularly for non-traditional path hunters. This chapter presents a comparative analysis (pre-

post evaluation) of two college-level recruitment, retention, and reactivation (R3) programs, one 

with robust social support (Academics Afield, n = 215) and the other with minimal social 
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support (Getting Started Outdoors, n = 206), examining the effects of social support mechanisms 

such as peer mentorship and multiple touchpoints with instructors. Guided by the Outdoor 

Recreation Adoption Model (Byrne & Dunfee, 2018) this study evaluates how these support 

structures attract different demographics and impact students' hunting intentions, confidence, 

beliefs, and barriers to participation, investigating the effectiveness of social support in fostering 

sustained engagement in hunting. 

 Collectively, these studies enhance our understanding of how environmental identities, 

unique challenges faced by Black HBCU students, and social support mechanisms influence 

conservation and hunting behaviors among college students. While these findings provide an 

innovative framework for understanding and engaging diverse audiences, they also underscore 

the need for continued efforts to develop inclusive policies and interventions that address 

persistent gaps in participation and representation in conservation.  
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CHAPTER 2: 

Environmental Identities of U.S. College Students: Potential Conflicts and Common 

Ground for Wildlife Conservation 

Abstract 

ñConservationistò and ñenvironmentalistò are two prominent social identities within 

American wildlife conservation that are increasingly perceived as being at odds with one 

another. While these groups have differing philosophies, their beliefs and attitudes may overlap 

and generate opportunities for collaboration. However, wedge issues (e.g., hunting, animal 

rights, gun rights) could further polarize these identity groups and trigger conflict. Characterizing 

these identities on college campuses can provide natural resource managers with insight on this 

future generation of stakeholders and highlight issues that build consensus or further divide 

environmentalists and conservationists. We explored the environmental identities among college 

students across 22 U.S. states (n = 14,999) from 2018-2020 to investigate their membership in 

identity groups, values associated with wildlife and conservation, and their position on polarizing 

issues such as hunting and gun rights. Students self-identified as either a conservationist (8%), 

environmentalist (9%), pluralist (59%) expressing both identities, or an eco-agnostic (24%) 

expressing neither identity. We found a strong association between identity groups and 

demographic factors, with the environmentalist group being the most diverse in terms of race and 

gender, while the conservationist group demonstrated the lowest demographic diversity. Students 

in the conservationist group tended to express dominionistic wildlife value orientations, while 

those in the environmentalist group were more mutualistic. Our findings indicate that perceptions 

regarding key wedge issues varied significantly between groups, with conservationists generally 

supporting hunting and gun rights, while environmentalists advocated for animal rights. Despite 



   

7 

 

 

opposing values, conservationists and environmentalists scored equally high on the conservation 

caring scale. Moreover, there was broad approval of hunting for altruistic reasons (e.g., 

ecological benefits) among all groups, including eco-agnostics. Our results suggest that although 

unique social identities regarding wildlife and the environment exist and appear starkly different 

at first, there may be opportunities to bridge divides based on common ground (e.g., conservation 

caring, altruistic motivations) and work toward a more unified future for wildlife conservation. 

Introduction 

 This collection of guiding case law and policy throughout the 20th century came to be 

interpreted as the North American Model (NAM) of Wildlife Conservation, a series of tenets that 

proposes wise-use of natural resources and management for the benefit of all (Organ et al., 

2012). However, the NAM is increasingly out-of-step with shifting societal values, beliefs, and 

practices (Bruskotter et al., 2022). Contributing to this dilemma, wildlife management agencies 

have few mechanisms to account for cognitive variables such as values, beliefs, and preferences 

when making policy (Manfredo, 2008; Manfredo et al., 2019). Due to this combination of 

historic legacy and practical feasibility, the NAM has continued to center on the needs of 

consumptive users (i.e., hunters and anglers) over other stakeholder groups for the last century.  

 The widening gap between traditional wildlife agency values and the evolving values of 

society has led to tensions within the wildlife conservation community. These tensions manifest 

in conflicts across a spectrum of issues that include predator management, land access, wildlife 

reintroduction, and ballot initiatives safeguarding hunting rights (Manfredo et al., 2020; 

Manfredo et al., 2017). This has been explained by a larger cultural shift from a predominantly 

dominionistic view (perceiving animals as existing solely for the benefit of humans) to one of 

mutualism (recognizing humans as being in a trusting relationship with wildlife), driven by 
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processes related to modernization such as increased wealth, education, and urbanization 

(Manfredo et al., 2020). Additionally, the trend toward mutualistic values in the U.S. is seen 

across different generational cohorts, while traditionalist values decline (Manfredo, Teel, et al., 

2021). 

 Mirroring these shifts in values and demographics, two different and potentially 

competing social identities around the environment have emerged and evolved over the past 100 

years. Over 100 years ago, Gifford Pinchot, the first chief of the U.S. Forest Service, and John 

Muir, founder of the Sierra Club, would come to represent two distinct ways in which Americans 

relate to nature, ñconservationò and ñpreservationò respectively. Pinchot believed that use of 

natural resources and conservation were not mutually exclusive, and he is often credited with 

coining the term ñconservationò to describe wise use (Meyer, 1997; Norton, 1994). Muir, a 

naturalist, believed that nature had intrinsic and aesthetic value deserving of appreciation and 

preservation. These distinct notions have given rise to the identities of ñconservationistò (focused 

on wise-use) and ñenvironmentalistò (an expansion on preservationist) - identities that persist and 

evolve today. These identities are no longer simply defined by a belief in natureôs intrinsic versus 

extrinsic value, they have grown more complex and now embody a mix of traditional and 

modern values recognized in U.S. culture. Public impressions of these identities describe 

conservationists as practical, pragmatic, and solution-oriented sportsmen and women, while 

environmentalists are seen as advocates with a broader ideology, preservationist values, and a 

desire to serve as a public conscience (Elder, 2003). Reconciling agency priorities with these two 

identities presents a major challenge on the modern conservation landscape. However, a focus on 

these distinct identity groups also presents a unique opportunity. 
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 Social identity offers an advantageous approach for understanding conflicting 

relationships because it accounts for how people self-identify, adhere to group membership, and 

perceive differences from an outgroup. Basic beliefs (i.e. wildlife value orientations) can align or 

diverge from the norms or values of a social identity group; however during interactions that 

activate a salient identity, beliefs that are congruent with that identity are more likely to be 

expressed and reinforced (Tajfel & Turner, 1986). Social identity theory (SIT) explores a 

cognitive and social process where individuals navigate their own identity group and interact 

with an opposing outgroup. Individuals within the ingroup strive to conform to group norms and 

definitions to reduce uncertainty and enhance a positive ingroup identity (Tajfel, 1982). This 

group comparison process includes judging others and engaging in emotionally charged 

competition for positive identity, where a threat to the ingroup is perceived as a threat to oneself 

(Islam, 2014). According to identity theory, this means that an ingroup emphasizes 

distinguishing features and magnifies differences compared to an "outgroup" to affirm a more 

positive self-view (Islam, 2014). Therefore, members of the ingroup feel greater alignment with 

shared values and ideals, perceiving more shared humanity within their own group and less with 

the outgroup (Schwartz & Struch, 1989). 

The social identity framework offers a relatively novel, comprehensive, and nuanced 

approach for understanding the growing rift in the conservation community, and it has been used 

to examine a range of contentious socio-environmental issues including climate change (Fielding 

& Hornsey, 2016), environmental activism (Schmitt et al., 2019), trust in state agencies 

(Schroeder et al., 2021), and attitudes towards wildlife (Birdsong et al., 2024). Polarizing issues 

fuel this process of categorization and contrast, potentially provoking different identity groups 

(e.g., conservationists vs. environmentalists) to focus on their intergroup differences. Failure to 
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consider identity-related tensions could create or exacerbate conflicts initiated by agency 

interventions. Conversely, decision-making aided by an understanding of identities can elucidate 

common ground between groups (van Eeden et al., 2019; van Eeden et al., 2020). Therefore it is 

critical that agencies understand conservationists and environmentalists and how they perceive 

wildlife, conservation, and key wedge issues such as hunting. 

Hunting is a focal point in American culture's intersection with conservation, supporting 

narratives of self-reliance and stewardship, and remains central to the North American Model of 

Wildlife Conservation (NAM) (Bruskotter et al., 2022). Huntingôs future relevancy will be 

determined by how various environmental identity groups perceive and approach it, affecting 

both regulatory frameworks (e.g., game seasons, bag limits, and land access) and cultural 

perceptions. For example, the acceptance of hunting by college students depends on the hunter's 

underlying motivations and whether these motivations are seen as altruistic (Vayer et al., 2021). 

Framing hunting to appeal to altruistic values (e.g., maintaining ecological balance, protecting 

farmersô crops) could unite hunters and non-hunters, environmentalists, and conservationists 

around common ground (Decker et al., 2015). Conservationists typically embrace hunting as 

central to American conservation, while others find it cruel, inhumane, and overemphasized 

despite declining participation (Ghasemi & Muraca, 2020; McKean, 2022). It is not uncommon 

for hunting to be at the center of conservation-related turmoil, especially in debates about trophy 

hunting (e.g., Cecil the Lion) or U.S. policies on large carnivore hunting (Actman, 2016; 

Dickman et al., 2019; Hare et al., 2024). To understand the complex sentiments around hunting, 

it is necessary to discern to what degree different environmental identities approve of hunting 

and for what reasons. Additionally, support for hunting among wildlife stakeholders hinges on 

the belief that hunters are committed to conserving natural resources. This trust is pivotal in 
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influencing public opinion and policy support for hunting practices. Hunters and NAM have 

traditionally emphasized hunting's role in wildlife conservation (Geist et al., 2001; Heffelfinger 

et al., 2013), but the extent to which other identity groups share this perspective is uncertain. 

Challenging this common ground are charged and potentially polarizing wedge-issue 

identities, proximal to hunting, such as gun rights advocates and animal rights advocates. The 

issue of gun rights is inextricably linked to debates around hunting and conservation. Gun rights 

are deeply rooted in American culture, playing a significant role in hunting and broader notions 

of self-sufficiency. Gun rights advocacy has also gained cultural prominence as firearm 

ownership has shifted from ñGun Culture 1.0ò of the past, centered around hunting and target 

shooting, to ñGun Culture 2.0,ò which emphasizes firearms for self-defense and concealed carry 

(Yamane, 2022). This transformation is also intertwined with political identity, where gun rights 

have become a symbol of personal freedom and resistance to governmental control, often 

associated with conservative and libertarian values (Carlson, 2015; Spitzer, 2015) To the non-

hunting public, the distinction between hunters and outspoken gun rights advocates may not be 

apparent, further complicated by the merging of these identities under broader political and 

cultural banners. 

The concurrent rise of animal rights advocacy in the U.S. is linked to sociocultural 

developments marked by a shift toward mutualistic wildlife value orientations and demographic 

changes that have increased anthropomorphismðthe attribution of human-like qualities to 

animals (Manfredo et al., 2020). For wildlife managers, the interests of animal rights advocates, 

who often oppose traditional hunting practices integral to the North American Model of Wildlife 

Conservation, represents a complex challenge (Muth & Jamison, 2000; Perry & Perry, 2008). 
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Wildlife managers and NGOs will need to navigate tension between identities to develop 

relevant policies that appease all constituents. Strategic message framing, particularly regarding 

contentious subjects like hunting, could play a vital role in reducing conflict and fostering 

consensus on mutually significant goals among different identity groups. 

 In this study, we explore environmental identities of a critical stakeholder group that 

could exert a powerful influence on the future of wildlife management in America: college 

students. College students represent a diverse and influential demographic poised to shape the 

future of wildlife conservation. With their high levels of civic engagement and environmental 

consciousness, they are uniquely positioned to challenge the status quo and drive systemic 

change (Larson et al., 2021). Understanding college studentsô attitudes and the factors 

influencing their support for wildlife conservation strategies is crucial for aligning efforts with 

the next generation of stakeholders. We examine the proportion of college students expressing 

different environmental identities (e.g., conservationist, environmentalist) and characterize each 

identity group based on their socio-demographic attributes and outdoor activity preferences. We 

also compare and contrast wildlife value orientations and conservation caring across identity 

groups and explore how different identity groups respond to wedge issues in conservation (i.e., 

hunting, gun rights, and animal rights).  

Methods 

From 2018ï2020, we worked with university researchers at 22 public universities in 22 

states (Table 2.1) to conduct a web based survey of undergraduate students in all USFWS 

regions across the United States. Most schools were land grant universities, which often feature 

majors and courses related to wildlife and natural resources that might attract students with 

various types of environmental identities.  
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Table 2.1. Survey breakdown by university. 

University Survey Count 

1. Auburn University 645 

2. Ball State University 423 

3. California State University 918 

4. Clemson University 740 

5. Cornell University 745 

6. Kansas State University 845 

7. Michigan Tech University 946 

8. NC State University 893 

9. Ohio State University 738 

10. Oregon State University 796 

11. Penn State University 530 

12. South Dakota State University 928 

13. Texas A&M University 1122 

14. University of Florida 594 

15. University of Georgia 1111 

16. University of Kentucky 370 

17. University of Montana 478 

18. University of Nebraska 1089 

19. University of Northern Colorado 482 

20. University of Tennessee 1088 

21. University of Wisconsin 705 

22. Virginia Tech 1017 
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At 20 of the universities we sampled, researchers sent a web survey link (Qualtrics, Provo, UT, 

USA) to a random sample of undergraduate students (typically 5,000 in the sample frame but 

ranging from 3,000 to 16,000) provided by university administrators (Table 2.2).  

Table 2.2. Demographic and outdoor recreation associations across environmental identities. 

Variable vs. Env Identity Chi Square P-Value Cramerôs V 

Race (2 category) 175.3981 8.69E-38 0.075892 

Gender (2 category) 385.5816 2.94E-83 0.112453 

Childhood Location (2 Category) 70.91635 2.72E-15 0.04819 

College Major (2 Category) 399.2572 3.21E-86 0.11431 

Hunting Participation (2 Category) 933.2565 5.41E-202 0.167111 

Fishing Participation (2 Category) 168.1606 3.18E-36 0.07357 

Birding  241.6205 4.25E-52 0.085019 

Hiking 376.5693 2.63E-81 0.106139 

Wildlife Watching/Photography 448.605 6.54E-97 0.115847 

 

In the two cases where a university wide random sample was not possible, we worked with 

colleges within the university to obtain a random sample of participants across a variety of 

majors. We used an adapted version of the Dillman (2014) approach to administer the 

questionnaire. This method included 2 email contacts at approximately weekly intervals, 

followed by a shorter survey of non respondents (featuring a subset of identical items) to check 

for potential response bias. The survey process involving human subjects was approved by the 

North Carolina State University Institutional Review Board (Protocol 12676) prior to 

implementation.  
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Our questionnaire (Appendix A) was developed by researchers at North Carolina State 

University with written and verbal input from collaborators across participating institutions and 

R3 staff from state agency partners (Vayer et al., 2021). The instrument was designed to describe 

and assess university students' beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors with respect to wildlife 

conservation (broadly) and hunting (specifically). Most constructs were based on theoretical 

frameworks commonly employed in outdoor recreation and leisure research.  

Following work by Bruskotter et al. (2019) and colleagues (van Eeden et al., 2019; van 

Eeden et al., 2020) we used single-item indicators to ask participants the extent to which they 

identify with the following groups: conservationist, environmentalist, hunter, gun rights 

advocate, and animal rights advocate. Participants provided their responses on a 5-point scale, 

with options: ñnot at allò (1) ñslightlyò (2), ñmoderatelyò (3), ñstronglyò (4), and ñvery stronglyò 

(5). Using a dual-axis framework adapted from Crocetti et al. (2015), we developed four distinct 

identity groups based on the participantsô responses to the environmentalist and conservationist 

identity items: conservationist, environmentalist, pluralist, and eco-agnostic. Conservationists 

were identified based on a strong rating with the conservationist identity scale (scores Ó 4) 

coupled with a moderate or lesser rating with the environmentalist identity (scores Ò 3). 

Environmentalists were defined by a strong rating with the environmentalist group (scores Ó 4) 

but not the conservationist identity (scores Ò 3). Pluralists were defined by a high level of 

identification with both conservationist and environmentalist identities (scores Ó 3 in both axes). 

Eco-agnostics were characterized by a lack of strong identification with either dimension (scores 

< 2 on both axes).  

We assessed demographic attributes including information about participants' gender 

identity (choices included male, female, or not listed), race and ethnicity (choices included 
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White, Hispanic or Latino, Black or African American, Asian, American Indian, Middle Eastern 

or North African, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, other), college major (grouped into 6 

categories, later coded as agriculture or natural resource majors vs. other majors), and the 

population size of the area where a participant grew up (e.g., urban vs. rural based on population 

density). We measured respondents' participation in outdoor recreation activities during the past 

year with a checklist including bird watching, hiking, and wildlife viewing or photography, 

hunting, and fishing.  

 We assessed wildlife value orientations, or basic beliefs about wildlife using items from 

existing scales. Specifically, we used 4 items to measure wildlife specific value orientations 

across the dominionistic to mutualistic spectrum (Manfredo et al., 2020; Teel & Manfredo, 

2010). We assessed broader conservation caring using four items that focused on personal 

perceived importance of wildlife conservation (Skibins & Powell, 2013). Each of these items 

was rated on a scale from ñstrongly disagreeò (1) to ñstrongly agreeò (5) with a midpoint of 

ñneitherò (3).  

To investigate how these four environmental identity groups aligned with wedge issues, 

we compared their responses to other identity items such as hunters, gun rights advocate, and 

animal rights advocate. We also asked participants whether they ñdisapprovedò (1), were 

ñneutralò (2), or ñapprovedò (3) of hunting for nine different reasons such as engaging in sport or 

recreation, being close to nature, or obtaining local, free range meat. We adapted potential 

reasons for hunting from previous studies (Decker et al., 2015; Quartuch et al., 2017; Responsive 

Management & National Shooting Sports Foundation, 2017). We measured participants' beliefs 

about hunters and hunting in several ways. First, we asked them to rate their approval of ólegal, 

regulated hunting' on a scale from 'strongly disapprove' (1) to 'strongly approve' (5), following 
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the methodology used in previous studies (Responsive Management & National Shooting Sports 

Foundation, 2017). We also asked participants whether they 'disapproved' (1), were 'neutral' (2), 

or 'approved' (3) of hunting for nine different reasons, such as engaging in sport or recreation, 

being close to nature, or obtaining local, free-range meat. Potential reasons for hunting were 

adapted from previous research (Decker et al., 2015; Quartuch et al., 2017; Responsive 

Management & National Shooting Sports Foundation, 2017). These reasons were used to create 

three, more specific, variables of hunting approval: hunting to obtain a trophy (i.e., animal body 

parts that can later be displayed), and hunting for egoistic (i.e., hunting for personal benefit) and 

altruistic reasons (i.e., hunting to contribute to conservation and society) described in the broader 

motivations literature (Batson et al., 2011; Vayer et al., 2021). In addition, we asked participants 

to indicate their level of agreement with statements about hunters and hunting, on a scale from 

'strongly disagree' (1) to 'strongly agree' (5). These included the item ñhunters care about 

conservation of wildlife and natural resources.ò 

 

Data Analysis 

Prior to analysis, we excluded survey responses that were less than 33% complete (since 

the key questions about environmental identities appeared a third of the way through the survey) 

and removed respondents who were not undergraduate students aged 18ï34. This led to the 

removal of 13% of all surveys started. We used R (R Core Team, 2021) for all analyses. We 

calculated mean composite scores for core constructs, such as value orientations and 

conservation caring, which appeared in subsequent analyses. The reliability of these scales has 

been previously established (Vayer et al., 2021).  
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Associations between respondentôs environmental identities and demographic attributes 

(race, gender, childhood location, and college major), as well as outdoor recreation preferences 

(hunting, fishing, birding, hiking, and wildlife watching), were examined using chi-square tests 

with Cramer's V to measure effect sizes. When the assumption of unequal variances was 

violated, we used Welch's ANOVA with Tukeyôs HSD post hoc tests to determine differences 

between environmental identity groups and dependent variables including WVOs, conservation 

caring, wedge issue associated identities (animal rights advocate, hunter, and gun rights 

advocate) approval of hunting, and beliefs about hunters. We assessed effect size for ANOVA 

using eta-squared, applying cutoff criteria for small, medium, and large effect sizes outlined by 

Maher et al. (2013). To further explore differences for key variables among the environmental 

identities, we fit a blocked linear regression model to examine the relative influence of various 

factors on the wedge issue associated identities. We added independent variables sequentially to 

the model in blocks, beginning with demographic variables, followed by wildlife value 

orientations, and environmental identities. The contribution of each block to the overall 

predictive power was assessed using ȹR², F-statistics, and residual sum of squares (RSS). Model 

metrics, such as R² and Akaike Information Criterion (AIC), were also evaluated.  

Results 

The overall survey response rate was 14.2% (ranging from 6.1% to 31.5% among 

universities), yielding a total effective sample size of 17,203 across all institutions. The sample 

included 75% of respondents identifying as white, 43% identifying as male, 49% from rural 

hometowns or cities smaller than 50,000 residents, and 20% majoring in subjects related to 

agriculture or natural resources. These ratios roughly align with the national averages of students 

at public universities across the United States (U.S. Census Bureau, 2020) 
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Defining and Describing Environmental Identities 

We classified individuals into four distinct groups based on affinity towards 

conservationist and environmentalist identities: ñconservationistsò, ñenvironmentalistsò, 

ñpluralistsò, and ñeco-agnosticsò (Figure 2.1). ñConservationistsò, characterized by a strong 

inclination towards a conservation identity but not others, represented 8% of the sample. 

Environmentalists, characterized by a strong affinity for the environmentalist identity but not 

others, represented 9% of the sample. The ñpluralistò identity, a blend of conservation and 

environmental ideologies, represented the majority (59%) of respondents. Individuals falling into 

this category exhibited a balanced or high level of identification with both identities. Lastly, the 

ñeco-agnosticò category was the second largest identity group (24%), defined by lack of 

identification with either conservation or environmental ideologies. This group's stance might be 

interpreted as one of indifference or generalized disengagement from ecological issues, 

potentially highlighting a segment of the population not actively involved in environmental or 

conservation efforts. 
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Figure 2.1. Distribution of four environmental identity groups reported by college students 

across the United States. 

Demographic Characteristics across Identity Groups  

We found significant associations between environmental identity and the demographic 

factors of race (white vs. others), gender (male vs. female/non-identifying), childhood location 

(urban vs. rural), and college major (natural resource vs. others); Table 1 and Table S2). 

Conservationists had a notably higher percentage of white individuals (87%) compared to other 

identity groups: environmentalists (67%), eco-agnostics (72%), and pluralists (76%; ɢĮ=175.398, 

p<0.001, Cramerôs V=0.076). Gender differences were also substantial: 68% of males identified 

as conservationists, nearly double the 36% in the environmentalist group (ɢĮ=385.582; Cramerôs 

V=0.112). The pattern for childhood location reveals that a greater percentage of 

environmentalists report an urban childhood location (56%), suggesting an association between 

urbanity and identity (ɢĮ=70.916, p<0.001, Cramerôs V=0,048). College major presents another 

notable pattern, where 28% of Conservationists were pursuing a natural resource major, 
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considerably higher than environmentalists at 13%, eco-agnostics at 9%, or pluralists at 22% 

(ɢĮ=399.257, p<0.001, Cramerôs V=0.114). These patterns and statistics collectively demonstrate 

that environmental identity is significantly associated with multiple demographic factors, albeit 

with varying strengths of association.  

Outdoor Recreation Patterns across Identity Groups 

Significant associations were also found between environmental identities and various 

outdoor recreation activities (Table 2.2 and Table 2.3). For example, most conservationists 

(64%) were hunters, much higher than environmentalists (19%), eco-agnostics (22%), and 

pluralists (32%) (ɢĮ=933.26, a p<0.001, Cramerôs V= 0.167). A majority of conservationists 

(90%) also participated in fishing, whereas numbers in other groups did not exceed 82% 

(ɢĮ=168.16, p< 0.001, Cramerôs V=0.074). Birding had a modest but significant association with 

environmental identity (ɢĮ=241.62, p<0.001, Cramerôs V=0.085), though the percentage of 

participants was relatively low across all identity groups, ranging from 3% eco-agnostics to 11% 

for pluralists. The relationship between environmental identity and hiking was similarly 

pronounced (ɢĮ=376.56, p<0.001, Cramerôs V= of 0.106), with pluralists reporting a 74% 

participation rate, followed by environmentalists (71%), conservationists (68%), and eco-

agnostics (57%). A higher proportion of pluralists (40%) and conservationists (37%) 

participating compared to environmentalists (32%) and eco-agnostics (21%), (ɢĮ = 448.60, p < 

0.001, Cramerôs V = 0.116) (Table 1). 
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Table 2.3. Comparative summary of demographic attributes and outdoor recreation participation 

based on environmental identities of college students in the United States, (n = 15.227). Each 

percentage is presented with a margin of error at a 95% confidence level. 

 

 

Wildlife Value Orientations and Conservation Caring across Identity Groups  

We found distinctive relationships between wildlife value orientation and conservation 

caring across the different identity groups (Figure 2.2.A). The mean scores for dominionistic 

WVOs varied significantly by identity (F(3, 16692) = 213.08, p < .001, ɖĮ = 0.0369), with 

conservationists having the highest mean (M = 3.40, SD = 0.93, 38% agreeing or strongly 

agreeing), followed by eco-agnostics (M = 3.13, SD = 0.87, 26%), pluralists (M = 2.85, SD = 

0.95, 18%), and environmentalists (M = 2.75, SD = 0.96, 17%). While all groups showed 

significant differences in Tukey's HSD test, the most striking disparity was observed between 

conservationists and environmentalists, where the difference was highly significant (p<.001; 

Figure 2B).  
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For mutualistic WVOs, mean ratings for all identity groups were greater than the neutral 

value, and different (F(3, 16692) = 467.76, p < .001, ɖ2= of 0.0775). Pluralists showed the 

highest score (M = 3.85, SD = 0.84, 58% agreeing or strongly agreeing) followed by 

environmentalists (M = 3.81, SD = 0.80, 57%), conservationists (M = 3.47, SD = 0.89, 40%), 

and eco-agnostics (M = 3.28, SD = 0.84, 30%; Figure 2.2.B). Tukeyôs HSD test comparisons 

demonstrated that environmentalists and pluralists share a notably higher agreement with 

mutualism, setting them apart from both conservationists and eco-agnostics. Additionally, 

conservationists and eco-agnostics not only differed significantly from the environmentalists and 

pluralists, but also displayed mutualistic attitudes distinct from each other (p <.001; Figure 

2.2.B).  

Despite differences found in wildlife value orientations among groups, there was broad 

agreement on the ñconservation caring scaleò among all students except those in the eco-agnostic 

identity group (F(3, 16692) = 1265.62, p < .001). Pluralists (M = 4.24, SD = 0.59, 74% agree or 

strongly agree), conservationists (M = 4.23, SD = 0.54, 76%) and environmentalists (M =4.13, 

SD = 0.53, 71%) exhibited closely aligned conservation caring scores. Although conservationists 

and pluralists expressed conservation caring levels that were slightly higher than 

environmentalists (Figure 2.2.C) , effect size was small (ɖ2=0.1853) and these results suggest a 

general consensus towards conservation caring among these identities. In contrast, eco-agnostics, 

with a mean rating of 3.56 (SD = 0.64, 31% agree or strongly agree), stood apart as the clear 

outlier (p < .001). This underscores the broad agreement on the importance of conservation 

efforts across most environmental identities, despite differing labels. 
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Figure 2.2. Comparison of wildlife value orientations and conservation caring by environmental 

identity groups of U.S. college students (n = 16,696). Boxplots illustrate the distribution of four 

environmental identity groupsðconservationist, environmentalist, eco-agnostic, and pluralistð

across three different measures: (A) wildlife value orientation (WVO) ï Dominionistic (F = 

213.1, p < -, (B) WVO-Mutualistic, and (C) conservation caring. Each enhanced boxplot displays 

the median (central line), interquartile range (box), and the range excluding outliers (whiskers). 

Outliers and individual data points are represented as jittered points. The annotations above each 

box (lowercase letters a, b, c, and d) denote significant differences between the groups; groups 

that do not share a letter are significantly different from each other (Tukeyôs HSD) in their mean 

ratings for each measure. 
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Consensus and Contention around Hunting 

 We found that the hunter identity varied significantly across the environmental identity 

groups (F(3, 16663) = 604.20, p < 0.001, ɖĮ = 0.098) (Figure 5A). Conservationists reported the 

highest mean alignment with the hunter identity (M = 3.41, SD = 1.79), with 56% identifying 

strongly or very strongly as hunters. This was significantly higher than pluralists (M = 2.14, SD 

= 1.58, 22%), environmentalists (M = 1.68, SD = 1.44, 11%), and eco-agnostics (M = 1.61, SD = 

1.39, 10%). These results suggest that environmental identity plays a substantial role in how 

individuals align with the hunter identity, with conservationists showing the strongest association 

and eco-agnostics the weakest. This was reinforced by the hierarchical linear regression model 

predicting hunter identity, which demonstrated that adding the WVO block improved R² by 4.5% 

over demographics alone. The subsequent addition of the environmental identity block increased 

R² by another 5.6%, with both blocks significantly contributing (p < 0.001) to predicting hunter 

identity (Table 2.4.A).  

 Overall, environmental identities and WVOs together explained approximately 10% of 

the total variance in hunter identity. When examining gun rights identity, the hierarchical linear 

regression showed that the WVO block increased R² by 7.5% over demographics alone, and the 

addition of the environmental identity block further increased R² by 4.9% (Table 2.4.B). 

Combined, environmental identities and WVOs explained about 12.4% of the total variance in 

gun rights identity, suggesting that these factors play a more substantial role in shaping gun 

rights identity compared to hunter identity. For animal rights advocate identity, the WVO block 

added 21.9% to the R² over demographics, and the environmental identity block contributed an 

additional 8.7% (Table 2.4.C). Together, environmental identities and WVOs explained nearly 
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30% of the total variance in animal rights advocate identity, indicating a strong influence of these 

factors.  
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Table 2.4. Comparison of predictive power across different hierarchical blocks predicting (A) 

animal rights advocate, (B) hunter, and (C) gun rights advocate identity among U.S. college 

students (n = 15, 142). This table shows model metrics including R², change in R² (ȹR²), AIC, 

residual sum of squares (RSS), F-statistic, and p-values. Each block represents a distinct set of 

variables added sequentially (demographics, WVOs, and environmental identities), 

demonstrating the relative contribution of each block to the overall model performance. 

A. Comparison of hierarchical blocks predicting hunter identity. 

Linear regression variable 

block 

R2 
һR2 AIC  RSS F-

Statistic 

P-value 

Block 1 Demographics 0.202 NA 51257.92 26218.73 NA NA 

Block 2 WVOs 0.247 0.045 50388.64 24747.90 485.086 < 0.001 

Block 3 Environmental 

Identities 

0.303 0.056 49231.79 22916.63 402.639 < 0.001 

B. Comparison of hierarchical blocks predicting gun rights identity. 

Linear regression variable 

block 

R2 
һR2 AIC  RSS F-

Statistic 

P-value 

Block 1 Demographics 0.157 NA 53520.41 30408.11 NA NA 

Block 2 WVOs 0.232 0.075 52120.42 27714.03 784.895 < 0.001 

Block 3 Environmental 

Identities 

0.281 0.049 51134.53 25955.87 341.481 < 0.001 

C. Comparison of hierarchical blocks predicting animal rights advocate identity. 

Linear regression variable 

block 

R2 
һR2 AIC  RSS F-

Statistic 

P-value 

Block 1 Demographics 0.061 NA 48925.50 22419.14 NA NA 

Block 2 WVOs 0.281 0.219 44903.18 17184.55 2621.594 < 0.001 

Block 3 Environmental 

Identities 

0.367 0.087 42958.29 15107.20 693.587 < 0.001 
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We found a significant difference in approval of legal regulated hunting (Figure 2.3.A) 

across the four identity groups (F(3,15,158) = 253.95, p < 0.001, ɖĮ = 0.0334). Comparisons 

between groups indicated that conservationists had the strongest approval (M = 4.38, SD = 1.03, 

83% approving or strongly approving), notably higher than that of pluralists (M = 3.71, 1.24, 

62%), eco-agnostic (M = 3.67, SD = 0.71, 58%), and environmentalists (M= 3.32, SD = 1.28, 

49%). While conservationists may be expected to have greater approval of legal regulated 

hunting, the gap between environmentalists and eco-agnostics (mean difference = 0.35, p < 

0.001) highlights the varied perspectives held by these identities. Perhaps most importantly, the 

large difference between environmentalists and conservationists (mean difference = 1.06, p 

<0.001) likely reflects an underlying philosophical difference in how each group perceives the 

relationship between humans and the environment. 

To investigate these nuanced aspects of hunting approval, we compared different 

environmental identity groupsô perceptions of hunting for egoistic versus altruistic motivations 

(Figure 2.3.B & 2.3.C). Approval ratings of hunting for egoistic reasons were significantly 

different across the four identity groups ((F(3, 15158) = 106.85, p < 0.001, ɖĮ = 0.0398), closely 

mirroring the distribution of overall hunting approval (Figure 2.3.A). Conservationists showed 

the highest mean approval (M = 2.64, SD = 0.56), with 47% rating Ó 2.5 on a three-point scale 

including a neutral), significantly greater than all other groups. Again, the biggest difference was 

found between conservationists and environmentalists (M = 1.98, SD = 0.71, 30%) with a mean 

difference of 0.66 between the two (p < 0.001).  

When examining the approval of hunting for altruistic reasons among the identity groups, 

significant differences were observed (F(3, 15158) = 30.07, p < 0.001, ɖĮ = 0.0166) but the 
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overall effect size was much smaller. The conservationists had the highest approval rating (M = 

2.84, SD = 0.41, with 90% rating Ó 2.5 on a three-point scale including a neutral) among the 

identities (Figure 2.3.C). Again, the largest mean difference was between conservationists and 

environmentalists for altruistic approval, but the magnitude of that difference (0.35) was notably 

smaller compared to difference found with egoistic approval (0.66). Comparing the two 

motivations, approval for hunting based on altruistic reasons typically received higher ratings 

across all identity groups than egoistic reasons. Even the group with the lowest approval, 

environmentalists, had a majority of 68%. This indicates a broader preference for hunting when 

it is perceived as beneficial to ecological or community interests rather than individual gains.  
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Figure 2.3. Variations in hunting approval among U.S. college students (n = 15,162) across 

different environmental identities. The boxplots depict the differences in levels of hunting 

approval across four environmental identity groupsðconservationist, environmentalist, eco-

agnostic, and pluralist. Approval ratings are measured on two scales: (A) legal regulated hunting 

approval on a scale from 1 (strongly disapprove) to 5 (strongly approve), (B & C) approval for 

egoistic reasons and altruistic reasons for hunting utilize a scale from 1 (disapprove) to 3 

(approve). Each enhanced boxplot displays the median (central line), interquartile range (box), 

and the range excluding outliers (whiskers). Outliers and individual data points are represented 

as jittered points. Annotations above the boxes (lowercase letters a, b, c, and d) indicate 

significant differences in approval levels; groups that do not share a letter differ significantly 

(Tukeyôs HSD test). 

 Finally, we sought to unravel the four environmental identity groupsô beliefs about the 

conservation ethic of hunters. Responses to the item ñhunters care about conserving wildlife and 

natural resourcesò differed significantly across the identity groups (F(3, 15158) = 256.5, p < 

0.001, ɖĮ = 0.0483). Not surprisingly, given their relatively strong cross-identification as hunters, 

conservationists had the strongest conviction in huntersô commitment to conservation (M = 3.96, 
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SD = 1.02, with 72% agreeing or strongly agreeing). Pluralists (M = 3.20, SD = 1.12, 41%), eco-

agnostics (M = 3.12, SD = 1.02, 36%), and environmentalists (M = 2.85, SD = 1.08, 28%), while 

significantly different from one another (p < 0.001), appeared unconvinced of huntersô concern 

regarding wildlife conservation (Figure 2.4). The pronounced difference between 

environmentalists and conservationists (mean difference = 1.113, p < 0.001) suggests that 

environmentalists may either be less informed about, or perhaps skeptical of, huntersô 

commitment to conservation and their financial contributions to it. 

 

Figure 2.4. Mean rating among U.S. college students (n = 15,623) across four environmental 

identity groupsðconservationists, eco-agnostics, environmentalists, and pluralistsðregarding 

the belief that hunters care about wildlife and natural resource conservation. The enhanced 

boxplot displays the median (central line), interquartile range (box), and the range excluding 

outliers (whiskers). Outliers and individual data points are represented as jittered points. 

Annotations above the boxes (lowercase letters a, b, c, and d) indicate significant differences in 

approval levels; groups that do not share a letter differ significantly (Tukeyôs HSD test). 
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Contention around Gun Rights and Animal Rights  

Exploring how contentious single-issue identities like gun and animal rights influence 

broader environmental identities is essential for understanding the dynamics of conservation 

conflict. Importantly, we found significant differences in the way that environmental identities 

related to gun rights advocate identity (F(3, 16646) = 506.6, p < 0.001, ɖĮ = 0.0837). 

Conservationists exhibited the highest mean alignment with gun rights (M = 3.88, SD = 1.39, 

69% strongly or very strongly aligning with this identity), followed by pluralists (M = 2.61, SD = 

1.53, 32%), eco-agnostics (M = 2.17, SD = 1.43, 21%), and environmentalists (M = 2.10, SD = 

1.34, 19%). Environmentalists and eco-agnostics, showing the least alignment with gun rights, 

were not significantly different from one another (mean difference = 0.073, p = 0.367) (Figure 

2.5.B). The differences among these groups reflect the complex interplay between cultural 

identity and environmental identity. The hierarchical linear regression model predicting gun 

rights advocacy showed the addition of the WVO block improved R² by 7.5% over demographics 

alone. The inclusion of the environmental identity block increased R² by another 4.9%, with both 

blocks significantly contributing (p < 0.001) to predicting gun rights advocate identity (Table 

2.4.B).  

Our study uncovered a substantial correlation between environmental identities and the 

endorsement of animal rights advocacy (F(3, 16646) = 506.6, p < 0.001, ɖĮ = 0.1766), with 

environmentalists displaying the highest mean support, albeit at a moderate level (M = 3.09, SD 

= 1.18, 38% aligning strongly or very strongly), and pluralists not far behind (M = 2.99, SD = 

1.21, 35%). Few conservationists (17%) and eco-agnostics (6%) strongly or very strongly 

identified as animal rights advocates, with means of 2.35 (SD = 1.21) and 1.78 (SD = 0.93), 

respectively. Notably, Tukeyôs HSD tests confirmed that each group's support for animal rights 
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advocacy was significantly distinct from the others (Figure 2.5.C). A hierarchical linear 

regression model predicting animal rights advocacy identity (Block 1 - demographics, Block 2 - 

WVOs, Block 3 - environmental identity) demonstrated that adding the WVO block improved R² 

by 21.9% over demographics alone. The subsequent addition of the environmental identity block 

increased R² by another 8.7%, with both blocks significantly contributing (p < 0.001) to 

predicting animal rights advocacy identity (Table 2.4.C). 
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Figure 2.5. Comparison of U.S. college studentsô (n = 16,743) environmental group self-

identification with polarizing advocacy and interest groups associated with wedge issues. 

Boxplots illustrate the distribution of responses from participants identifying with four 

environmental identity groupsðconservationist, environmentalist, eco-agnostic, and pluralistð

across three different wedge issue identities: (A) hunters, (B) gun rights advocates, and (C) 

animal rights advocates. Each boxplot represents the median response (central line), the 

interquartile range (box), and the full range excluding outliers (whiskers). Outliers are shown as 

individual points. Annotations above the boxes (lowercase letters a, b, c, and d) indicate 

significant differences in self-identification levels; groups that do not share a letter differ 

significantly (Tukeyôs HSD test). 

 

Discussion 

Environmental Identities on U.S. College Campuses 

This study indicates that while U.S. college studentsô conservationists and 

environmentalist identities are indeed in conflict and polarizing at times, they are also 
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characterized by overlapping beliefs that create opportunities for collaboration. The differing 

identities of conservationists and environmentalists among college students aligned with 

expected demographics, wildlife related recreation, and wildlife value orientation variables, 

where conservationists typically engage in dominionistic practices like hunting and value the 

environment to benefit humans, while environmentalists favor mutualistic values and animal 

rights. This dichotomy reflects the instrumental versus intrinsic valuation of nature seen in other 

conservation research (Chan et al., 2016; Himes et al., 2024). However, both groups showed a 

strong overlap in their conservation caring scores, indicating a shared commitment to 

environmental stewardship. This convergence can be better understood through the lens of 

relational values as proposed by (Chan et al., 2016). Relational values emphasize the importance 

of relationships and responsibilities between people and nature, suggesting that both 

conservationists and environmentalists, despite their differing activities and values, are motivated 

by a deep-seated commitment to caring for the environment.  While conservationists (utilitarian) 

roots) and environmentalists (preservationist roots) are the smaller identity groups, they are the 

most vocal as wildlife managers struggle to maintain relevance in a shifting cultural and 

environmental landscape (Bruskotter et al., 2019). Employing this relational value perspective 

reframes the conservationist versus environmentalist paradigm, highlighting that their shared 

values around stewardship and respect for nature have the potential to bridge their differences, 

fostering collaboration and mutual understanding in conservation efforts. By identifying 

common ground, promoting collaborative efforts, and fostering appreciation of other groupsô 

perspectives, wildlife managers can develop more inclusive and effective conservation policies 

that resonate with both groups, ensuring a collective approach and reducing the chance for 

conflict (Chase et al., 2004; Hare et al., 2017). 
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The strong pluralist majority for environmental identities among college students 

highlights the importance of understanding intersectional identities in wildlife conservation.      

Others have demonstrated that individuals can hold multiple and diverse conservation related 

beliefs and relationships to nature (Diamond, 2022; Pascual et al., 2017). As such, pluralists 

engage in a wide range of wildlife-associated recreation and positively relate to both hunting and 

mutualistic wildlife value orientations. They straddle the wedge issues that typically divide 

environmentalists and conservationists. This suggests that classifying users strictly as 

consumptive or non-consumptive, and specifically developing programs and messaging to target 

each particular group, may be less relevant for this generation and the broader public (Cooper et 

al., 2015; Grooms, 2021). Instead, supporting opportunities that appeal broadly and provide 

direct contact with nature is central to fostering conservation engagement across identity groups 

and ensuring that the majority group of pluralists is not neglected (Rosa & Collado, 2019; 

Sinkular et al., 2021). 

Eco-agnostics present a unique challenge for managers, detached from wildlife issues and 

potential supportive action. The concept that people identify with the entities they are in contact 

with (Hinds & Sparks, 2011) provides a useful framework for understanding the eco-agnostic 

identity. Eco-agnostics often exhibit a lack of connection with the environment, which may stem 

from limited direct experiences or interactions with natural settings. The eco-agnostic identity 

has similarities to ñdisengagedò individuals described by (Ghasemi & Kyle, 2022) who are 

largely indifferent to wildlife conservation, scoring lowest on empathy for wildlife, moral 

concern for animal welfare, and support for conservation efforts in their study. This reduced 

contact with nature could lead to less personal relevance of environmental issues and 
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subsequently, the lack of a proactive environmental identity (whether pluralist, conservationist, 

or environmentalist) and pro-environmental behavior (Udall et al., 2020).  

Environmental Identities and Wedge Issues  

The evolution of the hunter identity in the United States, from revered cultural heroes to a 

distinct marker of rural, White American identity, reveals significant differences in how various 

environmental identities perceive hunting and its role in conservation (Herman, 2014). In our 

study, the hunter identity was strongest among conservationists, the most demographically white 

and rural of the environmental identities, and was shared to some extent with pluralists. In 

contrast, environmentalists and eco-agnostics do not appear to share this hunter identity. This 

hunter identity is closely linked to principles of wise-use and stewardship of wildlife, and 

conservationists' traditionalist belief that hunting is integral to the conservation (Neumann & 

Seidel, 2021). Hunter identity alignment was much lower for eco-agnostics and 

environmentalists. The small number of these groups cross-identifying as hunters may reflect a 

lack of relevance for eco-agnostics, or a preservationist view that does not share the ñwise-useò 

philosophy of hunters, in the case of environmentalists. Similarly, approval for legal regulated 

hunting varies across identities with environmentalists having the most notable disapproval. 

Hunting for egoistic (self-serving) reasons drew even less approval for all groups, whereas 

hunting for altruistic reasons (e.g., maintaining ecological balance) approval increased across all 

identity groups. This mirrors the strong approval of altruistic hunting reasons found in the 

general population of college students (Vayer et al., 2021), and the general public as a whole 

(Decker et al., 2015). These altruistic reasons align with hunters' self-ascribed narratives of a 

longstanding and ongoing closeness to, and concern for, nature (Love-Nichols, 2020). However, 

the absence of a shared positive narrative around hunting, one that emphasizes altruistic 
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motivations, is evident in the widespread beliefðexcept among conservationistsðthat hunters 

do not care about conserving wildlife and natural resources. This aligns with other research 

suggesting that a majority of the population (most of whom are not purely conservationists) see 

hunting differently than hunters (Blascovich & Metcalf, 2019; Knezevic, 2009; Stedman & 

Decker, 1993).  

     Our results highlight the intersection between wildlife management and gun culture in 

the U.S., a relationship that ensures funding but also entangles wildlife management in an 

acrimonious gun rights debate. Alignment with the gun rights identity was strongest among 

conservationists, indicative of their traditional views on hunting and self-sufficiency. 

Conversely, eco-agnostics and environmentalists identified the least with gun rights, perhaps 

reflecting their different views on the role of firearms in society and conservation. There are 

more guns in the U.S. than in any other country, and a unique cultural connection links guns to 

personal identity, but recent shifts show that gun purchases for self-defense now surpass those 

for recreational shooting and hunting (Yamane, 2022). For many, gun culture and hunting remain 

synonymous - consolidated into a single issue rapidly scrutinized and critiqued through a 

political lens. Few people can differentiate between an assault weapon and one commonly used 

for hunting (Wilson, 2007). Guns are a tool, symbol, and artifact tied to hunting (Boine et al., 

2020), thereby making the distinction of the two cultures difficult for the larger public. This 

conflation can create divergent images of hunters - those held by themselves versus those held by 

the general public - potentially leading to a misunderstanding and an impasse.  

This study reveals a strong link between environmental identities and animal rights 

advocacy, suggesting that animal welfare concerns may increasingly shape wildlife management 

policies. There is increasing concern in the U.S. about the ethical treatment of animals, which 
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has led to a number of changes related to hunting (e.g., abolishment of mountain lion hunting in 

California) and trapping (e.g., leg-hold traps) law in a number of states (Rollin, 2011). We found 

a strong correlation between environmental identities and the animal rights advocate identity, 

with environmentalists and pluralists showing more support as compared to conservationists and 

eco-agnostics. This interposes animal rights as a potential point of conflict between 

environmentalists and conservationists. Notably, pluralistsðhaving both conservationist and 

environmentalist tendenciesðidentify more strongly as animal rights advocates than pure 

conservationists. This finding may have implications for the broader acceptance of hunting, 

especially considering the substantial size of the pluralist group (Manfredo et al., 2020). Wildlife 

management policies may need to integrate conservation goals with animal welfare concerns. 

For example, managers might need to more rigorously justify hunting as a conservation tool 

while addressing ethical considerations, maintaining a balance between conservation objectives 

and animal welfare. 

 Both wildlife value orientations (WVOs) and environmental identities are important 

factors into understanding how groups relate to wedge issue-associated identities (hunters, gun 

rights advocates, and animal rights advocates), while demographics play an important but 

variable role. This finding supports Liordos et al.ôs (2023) suggestion that coupling WVOs and 

social identity, in this case environmental identity, can help predict how groups relate to wildlife 

conservation related issues (Birdsong et al., 2024; van Eeden et al., 2019; van Eeden et al., 

2020). The multifaceted relationship between environmental identities and contentious issues 

such as hunting, gun rights, and animal rights, has roots in Americaôs sociocultural fabric, and 

holds the potential to polarize stakeholders, creating unique challenges for wildlife managers 

(Anderson et al., 2024; Patterson et al., 2003; Schroeder et al., 2021). Our findings suggest that 
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hunting identity is less of a wedge issue compared to gun rights and animal rights, which are 

more heavily influenced by environmental identities and WVOs. This is intuitive given that 

hunting, when presented as legal and safe, is widely supported, whereas gun rights and animal 

rights are more polarized issues. Environmentalists tend to advocate strongly for animal rights, 

and do not identify with gun rights or hunting. Conversely, conservationists align more closely 

with hunting and gun rights, reflecting their pragmatic approach to wildlife management that 

includes hunting as a conservation tool. These contrasting values and outlooks not only 

illuminate philosophical divides, but serve as a compass to help managers navigate a changing 

conservation landscape (Manfredo, Berl, et al., 2021). 

Limitations 

Our quantitative approach enabled us to cover a wide geographic area and study a range 

of environmental identities, behaviors, and perceptions. Although environmental identities are 

typically self-reported (Whitmarsh & O'Neill, 2010), there is potential for social desirability bias 

in responses - particularly surrounding the controversial wedge issues related to hunting. 

However, it should be noted that self-reported behavioral antecedents are widely viewed as 

effective measures of overt behavior (Ajzen & Driver, 1992), particularly in hunting studies 

(Hrubes et al., 2001; Larson et al., 2014). 

Our sample was large and geographically diverse, but the study included only large 

public universities, most of which were land grant institutions with a longstanding emphasis on 

agriculture and natural resource management. This sampling frame may be biased in unknown 

ways because it did not represent students at all types of institutions (e.g., private schools, 

smaller public schools, community colleges). Furthermore, our focus on 18ï34-year-old students 
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at large institutions excluded non-traditional undergraduates (e.g., older adults pursuing college 

degrees), and our low response rate to the online survey across most schools raises questions 

about potential response bias. However, as described in Vayer et al. (2021), we conducted a non-

response check to confirm that the survey was representative of the student population at the 22 

universities we surveyed, both demographically and behaviorally (with respect to hunting 

participation). 

Implications for Conservation Communication and Practice 

Our research supports recent work showing that identities play an important role in 

shaping conservation-related attitudes and behavior (Birdsong et al., 2024; Bruskotter et al., 

2019; Liordos et al., 2023; van Eeden et al., 2019; van Eeden et al., 2020). Identity-based 

conflict around wedge issues can evolve and persist, especially between conservationists and 

environmentalists. Hunting, gun rights, and animal rights are all prime examples, and cultural 

backlash experienced by agencies that might be attributed to identity clashes (Manfredo et al., 

2017). Conservation practitioners should tailor their messaging to bridge divisions by framing 

hunting in terms of its ecological and altruistic benefits, which can appeal broadly and reduce 

polarization. Traditional portrayals often focus on aspects that resonate with only a narrow 

segment, neglecting critical issues like biodiversity and animal welfare that are significant to 

diverse identities (Peterson, 2014). To foster broader support, conservation programming can use 

strategies like the National Wildlife Federationôs Artemis program, which portrays hunting as 

part of a holistic outdoor identity that prizes inclusivity, environmental stewardship, and 

conservation-related activism, appealing to a public with diverse interests and values (National 

Wildlife Federation, n.d.) 
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 Conservationists, environmentalists, and pluralists all share a strong commitment to 

conservation caring, and the majority of students in the pluralist group identify with issues that 

span the ideological divides. This common ground provides an opportunity to develop 

collaborative projects and programs that appeal to a wide range of stakeholders. Moreover, with 

pluralists representing a relatively silent majority, conservation organizations should recognize 

the potential of this group to act as a bridge between conflicting perspectives, enabling more 

inclusive and cooperative efforts (Green et al., 2015). For example, developing funding models 

that support collaborative conservation efforts and encourage contributions from various groups 

on college campuses would naturally include pluralists based on their representation (59%), 

positioning them as relatable partners to both conservationists and environmentalists. Eco-

agnostics may require more targeted efforts to foster their engagement with conservation 

(Ghasemi & Kyle, 2021). By increasing opportunities for these individuals to engage with 

nature, whether through educational programs, recreational activities, or community-based 

conservation projects, it might be possible to enhance their environmental identity and 

involvement in conservation practices (Larson et al., 2018).  

Finally, rather than condemning or avoiding groups based on their distinct environmental 

identities, practitioners should recognize and accept them to better understand the nuanced 

perspectives of their constituents. Tools such as the co-orientation model (Brønn & Brønn, 2003; 

McLeod & Chaffee, 1973; von Furstenberg & Larson, 2023) can help identify areas of alignment 

and misalignment between groups, guiding strategic messaging and policy development. For 

instance, if both conservationists and environmentalists value habitat restoration, messaging can 

highlight successful restoration projects and the role of various groups in achieving these 

outcomes. Additionally, policies can be crafted to include provisions that address the concerns of 
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multiple groups, such as incorporating both conservation goals and ethical considerations for 

wildlife welfare. By acknowledging and addressing these conflicting identities, conservation 

practitioners can craft nuanced policies that cater to a diverse range of stakeholders while 

fostering a more unified approach to wildlife management. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

44 

 

 

REFERENCES 

Actman, J. (2016). Cecil the lion died one year agoðhereôs whatôs happened since. National 

Geographic, 30.  

Ajzen, I., & Driver, B. (1992). Contingent value measurement: On the nature and meaning of 

willingness to pay. Journal of consumer psychology, 1(4), 297-316.  

Anderson, R. M., Casellas Connors, J. P., Cavallo, S. E., & Short Gianotti, A. (2024). Activating 

uncertainty: Scientific evidence and environmental values in wildlife management. 

Geoforum, 151. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2024.103999  

Batson, C. D., Ahmad, N., & Stocks, E. (2011). Four forms of prosocial motivation: Egoism, 

altruism, collectivism, and principlism. In Social motivation (pp. 103-126). Psychology 

Press.  

Birdsong, M. H., Metcalf, A. L., Metcalf, E. C., Nesbitt, H. K., & Gude, J. A. (2024). The 

influence of social identity on attitudes toward wildlife. Conserv Biol, e14243. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.14243  

Blascovich, G. M., & Metcalf, A. L. (2019). Improving non-huntersô attitudes toward hunting. 

Human Dimensions of Wildlife, 24(5), 480-487.  

Boine, C., Siegel, M., Ross, C., Fleegler, E. W., & Alcorn, T. (2020). What is gun culture? 

Cultural variations and trends across the United States. Humanities and Social Sciences 

Communications, 7(1). https://doi.org/doi.org/10.1057/s41599-020-0520-6  

Brßnn, P. S., & Brßnn, C. (2003). A reflective stakeholder approach: co orientation as a basis for 

communication and learning. Journal of Communication Management.  

Bruskotter, J., Nelson, M. P., Sullivan, L., Peterson, M. N., Peterson, T. R., & Vucetich, J. A. 

(2022). Beyond Game Management: Toward a More Inclusive Ethic for Wildlife 

Conservation.  

Bruskotter, J. T., Vucetich, J. A., Dietsch, A., Slagle, K. M., Brooks, J. S., & Nelson, M. P. 

(2019). Conservationistsô moral obligations toward wildlife: Values and identity promote 

conservation conflict. Biological Conservation, 240. 

https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2019.108296  

Carlson, J. (2015). Citizen-Protectors: The Everyday Politics of Guns in an Age of Decline. 

Oxford University Press.  

Chan, K. M., Balvanera, P., Benessaiah, K., Chapman, M., Diaz, S., Gomez-Baggethun, E., 

Gould, R., Hannahs, N., Jax, K., Klain, S., Luck, G. W., Martin-Lopez, B., Muraca, B., 

Norton, B., Ott, K., Pascual, U., Satterfield, T., Tadaki, M., Taggart, J., & Turner, N. 

(2016). Opinion: Why protect nature? Rethinking values and the environment. Proc Natl 

Acad Sci U S A, 113(6), 1462-1465. https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1525002113  

Chase, L. C., Decker, D. J., & Lauber, T. B. (2004). Public participation in wildlife management: 

What do stakeholders want? Society and Natural resources, 17(7), 629-639.  

Cooper, C., Larson, L., Dayer, A., Stedman, R., & Decker, D. (2015). Are wildlife recreationists 

conservationists? Linking hunting, birdwatching, and pro environmental behavior. The 

Journal of Wildlife Management, 79(3), 446-457.  

Crocetti, E., & Meeus, W. (2015). The Identity Statuses: Strengths of a Person-Centered 

Approach. In K. C. McLean & M. Syed (Eds.), The Oxford Handbook of Identity 

Development (pp. 97ï114). Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199936564.013.016  

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2024.103999
https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.14243
https://doi.org/doi.org/10.1057/s41599-020-0520-6
https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2019.108296
https://doi.org/10.1073/pnas.1525002113
https://doi.org/10.1093/oxfordhb/9780199936564.013.016


   

45 

 

 

Decker, D. J., Stedman, R. C., Larson, L., & Siemer, W. F. (2015). 

<Decker.etal.2015_HuntingAttitudesUS.pdf>. The Wildlife Professional.  

Diamond, E. P. (2022). Conservative conservationists: reconciling conflicting identities on 

climate change. Politics, Groups, and Identities, 1-18. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2022.2124182  

Dickman, A., Cooney, R., Johnson, P. J., Louis, M. P., Roe, D., & signatories. (2019). Trophy 

hunting bans imperil biodiversity. Science, 365(6456), 874-874.  

Dillman, D. A., Smyth, J. D., & Christian, L. M. (2014). Internet, Phone, Mail, and Mixed-Mode 

Surveys: The Tailored Design Method, 4th Edition. John Wiley & Sons Inc. .  

Elder, J. (2003). Environmentalist or Conservationist, and Does it Matter? 

https://www3.uwsp.edu/cnrap/UWEXLakes/Documents/programs/lakeleaders/crew10/en

vironmentalistORconservationist.pdf 

Fielding, K. S., & Hornsey, M. J. (2016). A Social Identity Analysis of Climate Change and 

Environmental Attitudes and Behaviors: Insights and Opportunities [Review]. Frontiers 

in Psychology, 7. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00121  

Geist, V., Mahoney, S. P., & Organ, J. F. (2001). Why hunting has defined the North American 

model of wildlife conservation. Transactions of the North American Wildlife and Natural 

Resources Conference,  

Ghasemi, B., & Kyle, G. (2022). Investigating the effects of huntersô identities on their 

support for ecosystem stewardship. Journal of Wildlife Management and Wildlife 

Monographs.  

Ghasemi, B., & Kyle, G. T. (2021). Toward moral pathways to motivate wildlife conservation. 

Biological Conservation, 259, 109170.  

Ghasemi, B., & Muraca, B. (2020). Trophy hunting and conservation: Do the major ethical 

theories converge in opposition to trophy hunting? People and Nature, 3(1), 77-87. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10160  

Green, S. J., Armstrong, J., Bogan, M., Darling, E., Kross, S., Rochman, C. M., Smyth, A., & 

Veríssimo, D. (2015). Conservation Needs Diverse Values, Approaches, and 

Practitioners. Conservation Letters, 8(6), 385-387. https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12204  

Grooms, B. (2021). Exploring wildlife recreationists' conservation behaviors and perceptions of 

state fish and wildlife agencies to inform conservation engagement and support.  

Hare, D., Decker, D. J., Smith, C. A., Forstchen, A. B., & Jacobson, C. A. (2017). Applying 

public trust thinking to wildlife governance in the United States: challenges and potential 

solutions. Human Dimensions of Wildlife, 22(6), 506-523.  

Hare, D., Dickman, A. J., Johnson, P. J., Rono, B. J., Mutinhima, Y., Sutherland, C., Kulunge, 

S., Sibanda, L., Mandoloma, L., & Kimaili, D. (2024). Public perceptions of trophy 

hunting are pragmatic, not dogmatic. Proceedings of the Royal Society B, 291(2016), 

20231638.https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10865007/pdf/rspb.2023.1638

.pdf  

Heffelfinger, J. R., Geist, V., & Wishart, W. (2013). The role of hunting in North American 

wildlife conservation. International Journal of Environmental Studies, 70(3), 399-413.  

Herman, D. J. (2014). Hunting and American identity: The rise, fall, rise and fall of an American 

pastime. The International Journal of the History of Sport, 31(1-2), 55-71.  

Himes, A., Muraca, B., Anderson, C. B., Athayde, S., Beery, T., Cantu-Fernandez, M., 

Gonzalez-Jimenez, D., Gould, R. K., Hejnowicz, A. P., Kenter, J., Lenzi, D., Murali, R., 

Pascual, U., Raymond, C., Ring, A., Russo, K., Samakov, A., Stalhammar, S., Thoren, 

https://doi.org/10.1080/21565503.2022.2124182
https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00121
https://doi.org/10.1002/pan3.10160
https://doi.org/10.1111/conl.12204
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10865007/pdf/rspb.2023.1638.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC10865007/pdf/rspb.2023.1638.pdf


   

46 

 

 

H., & Zent, E. (2024). Why nature matters: A systematic review of intrinsic, 

instrumental, and relational values. BioScience, 74(1), 25-43. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biad109  

Hinds, J., & Sparks, P. (2011). The affective quality of human-natural environment relationships. 

Evolutionary Psychology, 9(3), 147470491100900314.  

Hrubes, D., Ajzen, I., & Daigle, J. (2001). Predicting hunting intentions and behavior: An 

application of the theory of planned behavior. Leisure Sciences, 23(3), 165-178.  

Islam, G. (2014). Social identity theory. Journal of personality and Social Psychology, 67, 741-

763.  

Knezevic, I. (2009). Hunting and environmentalism: Conflict or misperceptions. Human 

Dimensions of Wildlife, 14(1), 12-20.  

Larson, L. R., Cooper, C. B., Stedman, R. C., Decker, D. J., & Gagnon, R. J. (2018). Place-

Based Pathways to Proenvironmental Behavior: Empirical Evidence for a Conservationï

Recreation Model. Society & Natural Resources, 31(8), 871-891. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2018.1447714  

Larson, L. R., Peterson, M. N., Furstenberg, R. V., Vayer, V. R., Lee, K. J., Choi, D. Y., 

Stevenson, K., Ahlers, A. A., Anhalt Depies, C., Bethke, T., Bruskotter, J., Chizinski, C. 

J., Clark, B., Dayer, A. A., Dunning, K. H., Ghasemi, B., Gigliotti, L., Graefe, A., Irwin, 

K., . . . Woosnam, K. M. (2021). The future of wildlife conservation funding: What 

options do U.S. college students support? Conservation Science and Practice. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/csp2.505  

Larson, L. R., Stedman, R. C., Decker, D. J., Siemer, W. F., & Baumer, M. S. (2014). Exploring 

the Social Habitat for Hunting: Toward a Comprehensive Framework for Understanding 

Hunter Recruitment and Retention. Human Dimensions of Wildlife, 19(2), 105-122. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10871209.2014.850126  

Liordos, V., Kontsiotis, V. J., Telidis, S., Eleftheriadou, I., & Triantafyllidis, A. (2023). 

Relationships between wildlife value orientations and social identity. Euro-

Mediterranean Journal for Environmental Integration. https://doi.org/10.1007/s41207-

023-00393-z  

Love-Nichols, J. (2020). ñTied to the Landò: Climate Change Activism Among U.S. Hunters and 

Fishers. Frontiers in Communication, 5. https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2020.00001  

Maher, J. M., Markey, J. C., & Ebert-May, D. (2013). The other half of the story: effect size 

analysis in quantitative research. CBE Life Sci Educ, 12(3), 345-351. 

https://doi.org/10.1187/cbe.13-04-0082  

Manfredo, M. J. (2008). Who Cares About Wildlife? Social Science Concepts for Exploring 

Human-Wildlife Relationships and Conservation Issues. Springer. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920802017522  

Manfredo, M. J., Berl, R. E., Teel, T. L., & Bruskotter, J. T. (2021). Bringing social values to 

wildlife conservation decisions. Frontiers in Ecology and the Environment, 19(6), 355-

362.  

Manfredo, M. J., Salerno, J., Sullivan, L., & Berger, J. (2019). For US Wildlife Management, 

Social Science Needed Now More Than Ever. BioScience. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biz122  

Manfredo, M. J., Teel, T. L., Berl, R. E., Bruskotter, J. T., & Kitayama, S. (2021). Social value 

shift in favour of biodiversity conservation in the United States. Nature Sustainability, 

4(4), 323-330.  

https://doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biad109
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920.2018.1447714
https://doi.org/10.1111/csp2.505
https://doi.org/10.1080/10871209.2014.850126
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41207-023-00393-z
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41207-023-00393-z
https://doi.org/10.3389/fcomm.2020.00001
https://doi.org/10.1187/cbe.13-04-0082
https://doi.org/10.1080/08941920802017522
https://doi.org/10.1093/biosci/biz122


   

47 

 

 

Manfredo, M. J., Teel, T. L., Don Carlos, A. W., Sullivan, L., Bright, A. D., Dietsch, A. M., 

Bruskotter, J., & Fulton, D. (2020). The changing sociocultural context of wildlife 

conservation. Conserv Biol, 34(6), 1549-1559. https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13493  

Manfredo, M. J., Teel, T. L., Sullivan, L., & Dietsch, A. M. (2017). Values, trust, and cultural 

backlash in conservation governance: The case of wildlife management in the United 

States. Biological Conservation, 214, 303-311. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2017.07.032  

McKean, A. (2022, November 7, 2023). In Washington State, Hunters May No Longer Be 

"Necessary to Manage Wildlife" : An emerging wildlife war has its first skirmish this 

week in Spokane, where a reformist group is looking to deprioritize hunting and hunters 

Outdoor Life. https://www.outdoorlife.com/conservation/wildlife-management-

washington-hunting/  

McLeod, J. M., & Chaffee, S. H. (1973). Interpersonal Approaches to Communication Research. 

American Behavioral Scientist, 16(4), 469-499. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/000276427301600402  

Meyer, J. M. (1997). Gifford Pinchot, John Muir, and the boundaries of politics in American 

thought. Polity, 30(2), 267-284.  

Muth, R. M., & Jamison, W. V. (2000). On the Destiny of Deer Camps and Duck Blinds: The 

Rise of the Animal RightsMovement and the Future of Wildlife Conservation. Wildlife 

Society Bulletin, 28(4), 841-851.  

National Wildlife Federation. (n.d.). Artemis. National Wildlife Federation. Retrieved June 30 

from https://artemis.nwf.org/ 

Neumann, F., & Seidel, M. (2021). Hunters as Stewards for Wildlife Conservation: Evaluating 

the relationship between hunting and the protection of wildlife in North America based 

on social, ecological, and economic aspects. Greifswald Studies on the Economics of 

Landscape and Nature Conservation, 2, 21.  

Norton, B. G. (1994). Toward unity among environmentalists. Oxford University Press.  

Organ, J. F., Geist, V., Mahoney, S., Williams, P. R., Krausman, G. R., Batcheller, T. A., 

Decker, D. J., Carmichael, R., Nanjappa, P., Regan, R., Medellin, R. A., Cantu, R., 

McCabe, R. E., Craven, S., Vecellio, G. M., & Decker, D. J. (2012). The North American 

Model of Wildlife Conservation. In T. A. Bookhout (Ed.), The Wildlife Society and The 

Boone and Crockett Club Technical Review 12-04 - December 2012 (pp. 60). The 

Wildlife  Society,.  

Pascual, U., Balvanera, P., Díaz, S., Pataki, G., Roth, E., Stenseke, M., Watson, R. T., Dessane, 

E. B., Islar, M., & Kelemen, E. (2017). Valuing natureôs contributions to people: the 

IPBES approach. Current opinion in environmental sustainability, 26, 7-16.  

Patterson, M. E., Montag, J. M., & Williams, D. R. (2003). The urbanization of wildlife 

management: Social science, conflict, and decision making. Urban Forestry & Urban 

Greening, 1(3), 171-183.  

Perry, D., & Perry, G. (2008). Improving interactions between animal rights groups and 

conservation biologists. Conserv Biol, 22(1), 27-35. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1523-

1739.2007.00845.x  

Peterson, M. N. (2014). How wildlife management agencies and hunting organizations frame 

ethical hunting in the United States. Human Dimensions of Wildlife, 19(6), 523-531.  

Quartuch, M. R., Stedman, R. C., Decker, D. J., Larson, L. R., Siemer, W. F., & Baumer, M. S. 

(2017). Exploring Nontraditional Pathways Into Hunting in New York State: Implications 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13493
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2017.07.032
https://www.outdoorlife.com/conservation/wildlife-management-washington-hunting/
https://www.outdoorlife.com/conservation/wildlife-management-washington-hunting/
https://doi.org/10.1177/000276427301600402
https://artemis.nwf.org/
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1523-1739.2007.00845.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1523-1739.2007.00845.x


   

48 

 

 

for Recruitment and Retention. Human Dimensions of Wildlife, 22(5), 391-405. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/10871209.2017.1334247  

R Core Team. (2021). R: A language and environment for statistical computing. R Foundation 

for Statistical Computing. (No Title).  

Responsive Management, & National Shooting Sports Foundation. (2017). Hunting, Fishing, 

Sport Shooting, and Archery Recruitment, Retention, and Reactivation:  A Practitionerôs 

Guide.  

Rollin, B. E. (2011). Animal rights as a mainstream phenomenon. Animals, 1(1), 102-115. 

https://mdpi-res.com/d_attachment/animals/animals-01-00102/article_deploy/animals-01-

00102.pdf?version=1295441207  

Rosa, C. D., & Collado, S. (2019). Experiences in nature and environmental attitudes and 

behaviors: Setting the ground for future research. Frontiers in Psychology, 10, 442237.  

Schmitt, M. T., Mackay, C. M. L., Droogendyk, L. M., & Payne, D. (2019). What predicts 

environmental activism? The roles of identification with nature and politicized 

environmental identity. Journal of Environmental Psychology, 61, 20-29. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2018.11.003  

Schroeder, S. A., Landon, A. C., Fulton, D. C., & McInenly, L. E. (2021). Social identity, values, 

and trust in government: How stakeholder group, ideology, and wildlife value 

orientations relate to trust in a state agency for wildlife management. Biological 

Conservation, 261. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2021.109285  

Schwartz, S. H., & Struch, N. (1989). Values, Stereotypes, and Intergroup Antagonism. In D. 

Bar-Tal, C. F. Graumann, A. W. Kruglanski, & W. Stroebe (Eds.), Stereotyping and 

Prejudice: Changing Conceptions (pp. 151-167). Springer New York. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4612-3582-8_7  

Sinkular, E. N., Jennings, K. K., & Dayer, A. A. (2021). Multi-State Wildlife Viewing Study.  

Skibins, J. C., & Powell, R. B. (2013). Conservation caring: measuring the influence of zoo 

visitors' connection to wildlife on pro-conservation behaviors. Zoo Biol, 32(5), 528-540. 

https://doi.org/10.1002/zoo.21086  

Spitzer, R. J. (2015). Guns across America: Reconciling Gun Rules and Rights. Oxford 

University Press.  

Stedman, R. C., & Decker, D. J. (1993). What hunting means to nonhunters: Comparing hunting-

related experiences, beliefs, and benefits reported by hunters and nonhunters.  

Tajfel, H. (1982). Social psychology of intergroup relations. Annual review of psychology, 33(1), 

1-39.  

Tajfel, H., & Turner, J. (1986). The social identity theory of intergroup behavior (Vol. 2). 

Chicago: Nelson-Hall.  

Teel, T. L., & Manfredo, M. J. (2010). Understanding the diversity of public interests in wildlife 

conservation. Conservation Biology, 24(1), 128-139.  

U.S. Census Bureau. (2020). 2020 Census results. https://www.census.gov/programs-

surveys/decennial-census/decade.2020.html 

Udall, A. M., de Groot, J. I. M., de Jong, S. B., & Shankar, A. (2020). How do I see myself? A 

systematic review of identities in pro environmental behaviour research. Journal of 

Consumer Behaviour, 19(2), 108-141. https://doi.org/10.1002/cb.1798  

van Eeden, L. M., Newsome, T. M., Crowther, M. S., Dickman, C. R., & Bruskotter, J. T. 

(2019). Social identity shapes support for management of wildlife and pests [Article]. 

Biological Conservation, 231, 167-173. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2019.01.012  

https://doi.org/10.1080/10871209.2017.1334247
https://mdpi-res.com/d_attachment/animals/animals-01-00102/article_deploy/animals-01-00102.pdf?version=1295441207
https://mdpi-res.com/d_attachment/animals/animals-01-00102/article_deploy/animals-01-00102.pdf?version=1295441207
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2018.11.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2021.109285
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4612-3582-8_7
https://doi.org/10.1002/zoo.21086
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial-census/decade.2020.html
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/decennial-census/decade.2020.html
https://doi.org/10.1002/cb.1798
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.biocon.2019.01.012


   

49 

 

 

van Eeden, L. M., Slagle, K., Newsome, T. M., Crowther, M. S., Dickman, C. R., & Bruskotter, 

J. T. (2020). Exploring nationality and social identity to explain attitudes toward 

conservation actions in the United States and Australia. Conserv Biol. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13488  

Vayer, V. R., Larson, L. R., Peterson, M. N., Lee, K. J., Von Furstenberg, R., Choi, D. Y., 

Stevenson, K., Ahlers, A. A., Anhalt Depies, C., Bethke, T., Bruskotter, J., Chizinski, C. 

J., Clark, B., Dayer, A. A., Ghasemi, B., Gigliotti, L., Graefe, A., Irwin, K., Keith, S. J., . 

. . Woosnam, K. M. (2021). Diverse University Students Across the United States Reveal 

Promising Pathways to Hunter Recruitment and Retention. The Journal of Wildlife 

Management, 85(5), 1017-1030. https://doi.org/10.1002/jwmg.22055  

von Furstenberg, R. J., & Larson, L. R. (2023). Creating a More Inclusive Future for 

Conservation: What Should we Take Away from the ñSkirmish In Spokane?ò 

[Commentary]. The Wildlife Professional, 17(4), 31-34.  

Whitmarsh, L., & O'Neill, S. (2010). Green identity, green living? The role of pro-environmental 

self-identity in determining consistency across diverse pro-environmental behaviours. 

Journal of Environmental Psychology, 30(3), 305-314.  

Wilson, H. L. (2007). Guns, Gun Control, and Elections: The Politics and Policy of Firearms. 

Rowman and Littlefield.  

Yamane, D. (2022). Gun culture 2.0: The evolution and contours of defensive gun ownership in 

America. The ANNALS of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, 704(1), 

20-43.  

 

https://doi.org/10.1111/cobi.13488
https://doi.org/10.1002/jwmg.22055


   

50 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3: 

Just ñA Rich White Man's Activityò? Exploring Black College Students' Diverse 

Experiences and Perspectives on Hunting in the Southeastern United States 

 

Abstract 

 To combat persistent declines in hunting driven in part by demographic change, the U.S. 

Fish and Wildlife Service developed the Relevancy Roadmap urging agencies to engage non-

traditional audiences in various forms of outdoor recreation including hunting. However, there is 

little information on how one of the most underserved groups in hunting, young Black 

Americans, perceive hunting and the outdoors. In this mixed methods study, we partnered with 

five historically Black colleges or universities (HBCUs) across four states in the Southeastern 

U.S. to measure behaviors and perceptions among Black students (N = 662) toward hunting and 

the outdoors. Using results from a similar study of predominantly White institutions (PWIs), we 

compared Black HBCU students and White PWI students (N = 4,763) from the same region. 

Quantitative analysis of survey data (N = 662) revealed significant disparities: only 11% of 

Black HBCU students have hunted compared to 35% of White PWI students, with future hunting 

intentions three times lower among Black students. Black HBCU students reported more 

barriers, including individual-level issues like discomfort around firearms and equipment storage 

challenges, as well as community-level barriers such as lack of hunting land, and discouragement 

from past negative experiences. Qualitative data from focus groups (N = 18) highlighted themes 

such as insufficient familial and social support, viewing hunting as a "white activity," and the 
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impact of racial tensions on attitudes toward hunting. Students called for more inclusive 

mentorship and educational programs to bridge the participation gap.  

Introduction  

Over the last forty years, the number of hunters in the United States has declined, with an 

approximately 40% decline in per capita hunting participation from 1991 to 2022, according to 

the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service (1993, 2023). This decrease in hunting participation has 

economic, cultural, and ecological implications (Larson et al., 2014; USFWS, 2023). The decline 

in hunting activity mirrors broader social and demographic shifts, presenting numerous 

challenges, such as the gradual loss of aging White hunters (Winkler & Warnke, 2013). These 

trends represent particularly pressing concerns because state wildlife management agencies 

largely depend on a user-pay model, such as the sale of hunting and fishing licenses, combined 

with an excise tax on guns, ammunition, and gear (Pittman-Robertson Act) ï to fund their 

conservation activities (Voyles & Chase, 2017).  

In response, in 2016, the Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (AFWA) established 

a Blue Ribbon Panel on Sustaining Americaôs Diverse Fish and Wildlife Resources. The panel's 

primary recommendations were: 1) to increase funding for fish and wildlife conservation, and 2) 

to make conservation more relevant to a wider audience, thereby increasing public support and 

engagement. Agencies and organizations have implemented initiatives to broaden participation 

in various conservation-related activities, including hunting, by focusing on non-traditional 

audiences such as women, urban residents, and racial and ethnic minorities (Dunfee et al., 2019; 

Quartuch et al., 2017). The recommendations outlined in the Relevancy Roadmap (AFWA, 

2019) a document that helps guide many of these engagement efforts, aim to make hunting and 
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conservation more inclusive, ensuring that a more diverse array of people can contribute to and 

benefit from these activities. But effective inclusion remains a challenge. 

 The National Survey of Fishing, Hunting, and Wildlife-Associated Recreation, 

conducted by the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, revealed that the percentage of hunters who 

were Black was too small to measure reliably in 2016, in contrast to the 97% who reported as 

White (USFWS, 2016). However, the subsequent 2022 report, which utilized a different 

methodology, indicated that 11% of hunters were Black, compared to 77% White (USFWS, 

2023). Regardless, Black Americans remain one of the most underserved groups in hunting, 

especially when taking into account their unique and intimate legacy with the land (Johnson, 

1998; Taylor, 2016). Historical reasons for these disparities abound. Giltner (2008) illustrates 

how following the end of slavery, Black Americans were systematically excluded from hunting 

through Jim Crow Laws and ñBlack Codesò enacted in many Southern states that limited the 

ability to own firearms, hunting dogs, and imposed license requirements that were expensive or 

made difficult to obtain (Giltner, 2008). Violent intimidation (confiscating equipment or 

physically driving Black hunters off hunting grounds), lack of land ownership and access, 

legalized discrimination in law enforcement, and cultural exclusion were - and in some cases 

continue to be - direct, systemic, and symbolic forms of violence enacted to create barriers and 

maintain hunting as the domain of White people (Giltner, 2008; Johnson et al., 2001; Lee et al., 

2014). Against this backdrop, White wealthy and influential conservation leaders (e.g., Theodore 

Roosevelt, George Bird Grinnell) legitimized hunting for sport while trivializing market hunting 

and hunting for subsistence (Taylor, 2016). Roosevelt, Grinnell, and other prominent figures 

established the well-known conservation-oriented Boone and Crockett hunt club. While 

undoubtedly beneficial to preservation of some species, the prizing of ñfair chaseò hunting and 
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its noble conservation-connected framing, as opposed to hunting for income or subsistence, 

created a subtext for the relationship between hunting and socio-economic status (Herman, 2014; 

Taylor, 2016). For instance, to be a member of the Boone and Crockett Club, an individual had 

to be wealthy, male, and have killed three types of American big game (Taylor, 2016). 

 Researchers have pointed out other factors that have curtailed Black Americanôs hunting 

participation. Various theories propose that both external, structural factors and cultural 

preferences affect levels of participation in outdoor activities among minoritized populations 

(Stodolska et al., 2020). Studies have indicated that poverty and discrimination may be 

significant external factors (Floyd, 1998; Floyd & Gramann, 1993; Washburne, 1978), while 

cultural norms, and their enforcement also contribute to underrepresentation (Scott & Lee, 2018). 

Others have drawn attention to the white-racial-framing of the outdoors in shaping recreation 

patterns and preferences (Feagin & Ducey, 2019; Finney, 2014; Lee et al., 2014). Hunting, as a 

form of outdoor recreation, presents even more unique challenges that distinguishes it from other 

activities: it takes place in remote areas, is often a solitary activity, it involves firearms, and it 

typically requires entering the wilderness before sunrise or leaving after sunset. As a result, 

safety considerations have been shown to be a significant determinant of participation in outdoor 

recreation for Black Americans as compared to their white counterparts (Johnson et al., 2001). 

More recent interviews with Black Americans discussing challenges around outdoor recreation 

and hunting in traditionally white spaces have provided insight into issues of perceived 

exclusion, safety concerns, cultural relevance, and the need for companionship and 

representation (Dorwart et al., 2022; Pinckney et al., 2024). Another study utilized focus group 

interviews with Black American hunters to understand the communityôs tradition of hunting and 

the systemic barriers they face, including economic challenges, discrimination, low 
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representation, public stereotypes, and limited access to information on hunting opportunities 

(Adesawe, 2024).  

Despite previous studies, there remains a gap in understanding the full spectrum of the 

Black experience of hunting. This study addresses this gap by employing a comprehensive 

approach that includes a broader sampling pool from multiple HBCUs, the combination of 

quantitative and qualitative data, and a comparative analysis between Black and White college 

students. By leveraging these diverse data sources and perspectives, this research aims to provide 

a more nuanced and thorough understanding of the Black experience of hunting, both among 

those students who hunt and those who do not. Additionally, by contrasting Black HBCU 

students and White PWI students, this work contributes to understanding the outgroup 

experience of hunting, through motivations and barriers. Additionally, we seek to understand the 

individual, interpersonal, organizational, and environmental forces that shape their perceptions 

and behaviors related to hunting for Black HBCU students. 

We propose that the historically charged and layered experience of Black Americans' 

relationship to hunting is best understood using an ecological systems perspective (Figure 3.1), a 

novel approach for this context. The social-ecological model of behavior posits that individual 

actions are influenced by higher-order nested systems of social, environmental, and policy-

related components. This model has its origin in behavioral and social sciences (Bronfenbrenner, 

1979) it is often used in fields such as health promotion (Sallis et al., 2015) and community 

psychology (Moskell & Allred, 2013), but has been more recently applied to understanding 

hunter recruitment and retention (Larson et al., 2014). Applying this model to Black participation 

in hunting allows us to examine the interaction of various factors across different levels. This 
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comprehensive framework identifies barriers and facilitators at multiple levels, offering a holistic 

understanding of the Black hunting experience and enabling the development of targeted 

interventions to increase participation and address systemic inequities in hunting and outdoor 

recreation. 

 

Figure 3.1. Nested levels of social structure interacting to influence hunter recruitment and 

retention. Adapted from social-ecological models of individual behavior (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Larson et al., 2014; Moskell & Allred, 2013; Sallis et al., 2015). 

We focus on college students, a decision predicated on several key considerations. As 

emerging adults, college students are in a critical developmental phase where they are open to 

experimenting with new leisure activities, such as hunting, which they may adopt long-term 

(Larson et al., 2017; Luyckx et al., 2006). This period also presents a unique opportunity for 

retaining or reactivating individuals whose participation in hunting has been shown to decline 

during their college years (Vayer et al., 2021). Given the transformative potential of this age 
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group, college-focused R3 programs have gained popularity (Bashford et al., 2024; Delta 

Waterfowl, n.d.; von Furstenberg et al., 2023) highlighting the relevance of engaging this 

demographic for conservation efforts (Ringelman et al., 2020; Stayton et al., 2017). Furthermore, 

the demographic shift towards a more racially and ethnically diverse generation (Gen Z) 

underscores the importance of inclusive conservation strategies that reflect the values, 

orientations, and needs of a changing and diversifying public (Fry & Parker, 2018; Manfredo et 

al., 2020). 

In this study, we used a sequential explanatory mixed methods (MM) approach (Creswell 

& Tashakkori, 2007) to assess past and future hunting participation among Black college 

students in the southeastern United States, aiming to identify their perspectives on hunting and 

explore how diverse socio-cultural and environmental contexts shape their experiences by 

applying a social-ecological model of behavior (Figure 3.1). At the individual level, we 

investigated personal motivations, benefits, and constraints associated with hunting. The 

interpersonal level examined the influence of family, friends, and social support. At the 

organizational level, we assessed the sense of welcome and representation within hunting 

programs and clubs. Lastly, at the environmental level, we analyzed how physical landscape, 

access, policy environment, and broader societal factors shape hunting behaviors and 

perceptions. Understanding how students at HBCUs perceive the inclusivity of hunting activities 

can inform broader efforts to make wildlife conservation more culturally inclusive and relevant.  

Methods 

Study Area  
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 Our geographic focus on the Southeastern U.S., which included seven states in our 

sample (Figure 3.2), not only contextualizes our study within a region pivotal to American 

hunting culture but also aligns with the broader demographic trends that shape regional 

conservation strategies.  

 

Figure 3.2. 2020 U.S. Census Prevalence Map showing second most prevalent racial or ethnic 

groups in different regions of country.  Blue colored counties denote where the Black or African 

American population was the second-most prevalent group are mostly concentrated in the South; 

it was also the second-most prevalent group in parts of the Northeast and Midwest. This is 

similar to patterns observed in the 2010 Census. 

This ensures that our findings have both local relevance and potential national implications for 

enhancing diversity in hunting and conservation efforts. In collaboration with university 

researchers from five HBCUs across four states, we conducted a web-based survey from 2022 to 
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2023 targeting undergraduate students within the Southeastern Association of Fish and Wildlife 

Agencies (SEAFWA) region (Figure 3.3).  

 

Figure 3.3. Survey coverage across the Southeastern U.S. (SEAFWA exclusive region).  HBCU-

only states shown in red, PWI-only states shown in blue, states with both PWI and HBCU 

surveys shown in purple.  

Focus groups were conducted with four of the five HBCUs across three states (Table 3.1). For 

comparison purposes, we utilized previously collected survey data from a similar study of PWIs 

conducted from 2018-2020 (Vayer et al., 2021), filtered for those seven states in the exclusive 

SEAFWA region.  
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Table 3.1. Description of survey participation and focus group (HBCU only) involvement across 

various universities. For Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), it includes both 

the number of survey responses and focus group participants, with a total of 622 survey 

participants and 18 focus group attendees. For Predominantly White Institutions (PWIs), the 

table exclusively lists survey participants, totaling 4,763 across six universities. 

 

Study Design & Data Collection 

We used a sequential, explanatory MM research approach to investigate Black HBCU 

studentsô experience of hunting, combining quantitative and qualitative approaches within a 

single study to gather, analyze, and interpret data (Creswell & Tashakkori, 2007). This 

integration of surveys and focus group interviews allows us to integrate findings, contextualize 

the information, and draw more comprehensive conclusions. The use of MM is recommended 

when studying sensitive topics related to conservation (Browne-Nuñez et al., 2015). For the 

survey, research collaborators at each of the five HBCUs sent a Qualtrics XM web survey link 

Black HBCU Student Participants White PWI Student Responses 

University / State Surveys 

(Total = 

622) 

Focus 

Group 

(Total = 18) 

University / State Surveys  

(Total = 4,763) 

Alabama A&M (AL) 99 3 Auburn (AL) 602 

Albany State (GA) 161 6 Clemson (SC) 611 

NC Central (NC) 98  NC State (NC) 663 

Tuskegee (AL) 71 5 U of Georgia (GA) 787 

U Ark Pine Bluff 

(AR) 

193 4 U of Florida (FL) 403 

 U Tenn Knoxville 

(TN) 

841 

Texas A&M U (TX) 856 
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(Qualtrics, Provo, UT, USA) to a random sample of undergraduate students (typically 2,000 in 

the sample frame but ranging from 500 to 4,000) provided by university administrators 

(Appendix B). We employed a modified version of the approach outlined by Dillman et al. 

(2014) to distribute the questionnaire. This process involved sending two email reminders 

approximately one week apart, followed by a brief survey to non-respondents that included a 

selection of the same questions to assess potential response bias. The survey methodology 

employed at the five HBCUs was identical to that used with PWIs in the 2018-2020 study (Vayer 

et al., 2021) facilitating comparison between the two. The research involving human subjects 

received approval from the North Carolina State University Institutional Review Board (Protocol 

#12676) before it was conducted.  

Survey Instrument 

For both the HBCU and PWI survey, we assessed past hunting experience by asking 

participants whether they had ever hunted before, providing three response options: 'yes' (1), 'I 

have accompanied someone hunting but did not personally hunt' (0.5), and 'no' (0). If participants 

responded 'yes' or indicated they had accompanied someone on a hunt, we then inquired further 

about the age at their first hunting experience and the frequency of their hunting activities in the 

past year. We assessed future hunting participation by asking participants, "How likely are you 

to hunt in the future?" with response options ranging from "I will definitely not hunt" (1) to "I 

will definitely hunt" (5).  

Motivations for hunting were explored through a series of questions that matched 

previously referenced approval items and spanned a broad array of motives (Decker et al., 2015; 

Responsive Management & National Shooting Sports Foundation, 2017). These included hunting 
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for meat, hunting to obtain a trophy (i.e., animal body parts that can later be displayed), and 

hunting for egoistic (i.e., hunting for personal benefit) and altruistic reasons (i.e., hunting to 

contribute to conservation and society) described in the broader motivations literature (Batson et 

al., 2011). Participants indicated whether they would consider hunting for each stated purpose 

with options of "no" (1), "maybe" (2), or "yes" (3). 

To gauge social support for hunting, participants were asked to identify which family 

members or friends hunt, such as a parent, sibling, or other relative. We then categorized these 

responses into three groups: immediate family (parents and siblings), extended family and 

friends (all other hunting connections), and no social support. This classification helps us 

understand the socialization patterns into hunting, which establish the social norms that influence 

hunting participation (Hrubes et al., 2001; Larson et al., 2014; Stedman & Heberlein, 2001).  

We measured beliefs about hunters and hunting in several ways. Initially, we inquired if 

participants approved of "legal, regulated hunting," using a scale from "strongly disapprove" (1) 

to "strongly approve" (5), following methodologies from previous studies. We also asked 

whether they disapproved (1), were neutral (2), or approved (3) of hunting for various reasons 

such as sport, recreation, closeness to nature, or obtaining local, free-range meat. These potential 

reasons were adapted from prior research (Decker et al., 2015; Quartuch et al., 2017; Responsive 

Management & National Shooting Sports Foundation, 2017). Additionally, we asked participants 

to express their level of agreement on a scale from "strongly disagree" (1) to "strongly agree" (5) 

with statements about hunting, covering aspects like safety, legal adherence, and financial 

contributions to wildlife conservation. 
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We explored potential hunting constraints by utilizing items from previous research to 

identify a range of barriers, including intrapersonal, interpersonal, and structural factors 

commonly identified in recreation studies (Metcalf et al., 2015; Responsive Management & 

National Shooting Sports Foundation, 2017). Participants rated these potential constraints on a 

scale from "not at all" a barrier (1) to "very much" a barrier (4). Another significant constraint 

for students of color is their perception of exclusion and lack of welcome in predominantly white 

recreational outdoor spaces (Dorwart et al., 2022). On the HBCU survey, we assessed this with 

two additional questions not included on the PWI survey. In the survey section dealing with 

constraints we included a barrier item ñDonôt think hunting is for people that look like meò with 

the scale from "not at all" a barrier (1) to "very much" a barrier (4). Additionally, toward the end 

of the survey we asked ñDo you feel welcome in the hunting communityò and provided 

responses ñYesò (1) or ñNoò (0), asking students to follow up with a brief free-text explanation 

of their response. 

In addition to these predictors of behavior, we explored key demographic correlates of 

hunting participation. These attributes included information about participants' gender identity 

(choices included male, female, or not listed), race and ethnicity (choices included White, 

Hispanic or Latino, Black or African American, Asian, American Indian, Middle Eastern or 

North African, Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander, other). For this study, race was used to select 

for students at HBCUs that identified as Black and students at PWIs who identified as white. 

Focus Groups 

Following the survey, we conducted focus groups in 2023 to deepen our understanding of 

the quantitative results. This sequential explanatory MM design allowed us to explore complex 
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themes and insights that emerged from the survey data in a more nuanced manner. The focus 

groups involved students from four universities across three different states selected from the 

survey region: Alabama A&M University (AL), Albany State University (GA), Tuskegee 

University (AL), and the University of Arkansas at Pine Bluff (AR). Each focus group consisted 

of three to six students who initially volunteered to participate prior to submitting their web 

survey. At the end of the survey students were able to indicate if they wanted to participate in a 

focus group that expanded on the topic.  If they responded ñyesò, they were contacted by a 

faculty collaborator at each HBCU to join the focus group discussions, ensuring a diverse range 

of perspectives. 

These sessions were held via Zoom to facilitate participation across locations and were 

recorded with the consent of the participants. This allowed for accurate transcription of the 

discussions and ensured that the facilitator could fully engage in the conversation without the 

distraction of note-taking. The focus group discussions were structured around a set of 

predefined questions (Appendix C), designed to elicit detailed insights into the students' personal 

experiences with hunting and outdoor activities, their perceptions of diversity in these spaces, 

and the influence of racial and cultural identity on their experiences. Discussion facilitation, 

including the initial welcome, was conducted by a person of color on the research team. This 

approach was employed to enhance the comfort level of the participants and facilitate more open 

and authentic dialogue (Patton, 2014). The discussion protocol was structured to last between 60 

and 90 minutes and included questions that focused on: 

1. Participants' personal experiences with hunting, including motivations, contexts, and 

barriers to participation. 
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2. Perceptions of hunting among their family and friends, and the impact of racial identity 

on their hunting experiences. 

3. Feelings of comfort and inclusion within the hunting community. 

4. The historical dominance of white men in hunting and outdoor recreation, and its impact 

on participants' perceptions and participation. 

5. Suggestions for enhancing racial and ethnic diversity in hunting and outdoor recreation, 

including potential programs and policies that could support increased participation. 

The focus group discussions aimed to provide a comprehensive understanding of the factors that 

influence hunting participation among students of color, contributing to broader efforts to 

increase inclusivity in outdoor recreational practices. 

Data Analysis 

Quantitative data 

For survey analysis, we filtered out survey responses that were <100% complete, which 

resulted in removal of 56% of all surveys that were started. All quantitative data analyses were 

conducted using R (R Core Team, 2021). Data manipulation was performed using the 

ñtidyverseò package (Wickham, 2016). Descriptive statistics, including means, standard 

deviations, and percentages, were calculated to summarize participants' responses to survey 

items and describe categorical data. Associations between student groups (Black HBCU vs. 

White PWI) and categorical variables, such as past hunting experience and approval levels of 

hunting, were assessed using the Chi-squared Test of Independence. Following significant Chi-

squared test results, Cramer's V was calculated to measure the strength of association between 

these categorical variables (Agresti, 2012). To compare proportions of specific responses (e.g., 
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levels of hunting approval) between Black HBCU and White PWI students, Z-tests for 

proportions were utilized. To compare mean ratings for scaled items (e.g., approval of hunting, 

beliefs about hunters and hunting, motivations, constraints) between the two groups, we used 

Welchôs t-test due to its robustness in handling unequal variances between groups. Effect sizes 

were reported using Cohen's D for mean differences and Cohen's H for proportions, providing a 

quantitative measure of the magnitude of these differences (Cohen, 1988). 

We mapped these quantitative variables onto the social-ecological model across all 

levels. At the individual level, we assessed variables such as past and future hunting 

participation, perceived motivations (e.g., hunting for meat, altruistic reasons), and personal 

barriers (e.g., lack of knowledge of laws, moral/ethical objections). The interpersonal level 

included variables related to the influence of family, friends, and social support networks, such 

as the percentage of family members who hunt and social beliefs about hunting. At the 

organizational level, we evaluated the sense of welcome and representation within the institution 

of hunting. Finally, at the environmental level, we examined barriers such as the availability of 

hunting land, the impact of moving away from their typical hunting area to attend college, and 

safety concerns related to sexism, hate crimes, and racism.  

Qualitative data 

We first constructed verbatim transcripts of the Zoom recordings from each focus group. 

The transcripts were then analyzed using NVIVO software. Following (Bingham et al., 2022), 

themes were defined in two ways: (1) deductively according to a priori themes generated from 

the initial quantitative findings, and (2) inductively to allow for emergent themes during the 

analysis of the focus group transcripts. The initial coding was guided by the social-ecological 
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framework, encompassing individual motivations and barriers, interpersonal influences, 

organizational sense of welcome and representation, and broader environmental factors such as 

community norms and policy-related challenges (Table 3.2). As the analysis progressed, 

emergent themes and sub-themes were identified and integrated into the existing framework to 

capture new insights and unanticipated patterns in the data (Onwuegbuzie et al., 2009). The 

findings were triangulated with relevant literature, quantitative data, and discussions with 

collaborators (Creswell & Tashakkori, 2007). Faculty topic experts facilitated this coding 

process by providing guidance and ensuring the rigor of the research. 

At the individual level, we explored personal motivations like hunting for meat, 

connection to nature, and therapeutic benefits, as well as barriers like lack of knowledge and 

moral concerns. At the interpersonal level, we examined the influence of family, friends, and 

social support networks on hunting participation. Organizational level analysis focused on the 

sense of welcome and representation within hunting programs and clubs, including barriers like 

discomfort around firearms and lack of hunter education. At the environmental level, we 

highlighted societal and community barriers, such as lack of hunting land, safety concerns due to 

racism and sexism, and the impact of moving away from rural areas for college. Additionally, we 

remained open to emergent codes from focus group discussions and interviews, ensuring new 

insights were integrated into the analysis. This dual approach allowed us to comprehensively 

explore both predefined and emergent themes, providing a richer understanding of the factors 

influencing hunting behavior among Black HBCU students. 
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Table 3.2.  A priori themes derived from quantitative analysis of survey data evaluating HBCU 

studentsô behaviors and perceptions related to hunting in the Southeastern U.S., (N = 622). 

Theme Description Relevant Quantitative 

Data 

Socio-Ecological Level(s) 

Perceived 

benefits from 

hunting 

Evaluate the 

benefits of hunting 

that Black HBCU 

students 

experience or 

desire  

Reasons Black HBCU 

students might hunt (i.e., 

motivations) 

Individual (personal 

motivations such as food, 

social experience ) 

 

Interpersonal (family and 

friends may influence group 

value of hunting benefits)  

Sources of 

social support 

for hunting 

Explore who 

influences hunting 

behaviors and 

attitudes among 

students  

Immediate family, 

grandparents, extended 

family, and friends and 

prominent sources of 

support 

Interpersonal level (linked to 

social support around 

hunting) 

Perceived 

barriers to 

hunting 

participation 

Investigate 

specific obstacles 

and barriers that 

impact Black 

HBCU studentsô in 

hunting 

participation 

Discomfort with lack of 

diversity, knowledge of 

laws, equipment  

storage, hunter 

education, and previous 

negative experiences 

outdoors 

Individual level (personal 

barriers such as discomfort 

with hunting, lack of 

knowledge, or previous 

negative experiences)  

 

Environmental level (legal 

and logistic challenges that 

affect ability to hunt) 

Cultural and 

community 

norms 

regarding 

hunting 

Understand how 

cultural norms 

within the Black 

Community shape 

attitudes toward 

hunting 

Indifference and 

approval ratings of 

hunting, skepticism 

about traditional benefits 

associated with hunting  

Interpersonal level (cultural 

beliefs about hunting and 

hunters) 

 

Environmental level (norms 

about hunters and hunting, 

and who hunting is for) 
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Table 3.2. (continued). 

 

Perceptions of 

inclusivity in 

hunting 

culture 

Assess feelings of 

belongingness or 

exclusion within 

the hunting 

community among 

Black HBCU 

students 

Sense of welcome in 

formalized hunting 

opportunities and the 

larger hunting 

community  

Organizational level (sense 

of welcome in hunting 

programs, and clubs affects 

participation) 

 

Environmental level (broader 

cultural, gender, political, 

and racial dynamics that 

influence feelings of 

belonging in the hunting 

community) 

 

Positionality Statement 

 I (RJV) am a Ph.D. Candidate at North Carolina State University (Raleigh, NC, USA) 

studying various aspects of interplay between hunting, society, and conservation. I am White, my 

parents were third-generation American children of German and Italian immigrants, and I am 

one of four children. I was born and lived most of my life in Houston, TX, where I began hunting 

with my neighbors at the age of 13. I tend toward a constructivist worldview when seeking to 

explain social phenomena; as norms, attitudes, and beliefs change within and between 

populations, and over time, so too will behavioral outcomes. These behaviors are best explained 

as functions of their multidimensional context. My position, broadly, is one of intentionality, 

authenticity, and awareness of limits - given my identity. I am passionate about hunting and the 

connection it provides to the outdoors, and believe strongly in equitable use of natural resources. 

Being from a large city, my entrance into hunting was non-traditional, requiring me to overcome 

a lack of opportunity and absence of mentorship. That experience, combined with my sense of 

justice, is my inspiration to identify barriers and constraints experienced by those who are 

outside of this predominantly White and male space so that they can be addressed in an 
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actionable way. My White race and experience is clearly limiting in my understanding of the 

Black experience of hunting. I exercise caution, given that my passion for hunting and inclusion 

can create blind spots and over-eagerness. In this process of reflection, I specifically work to 

avoid a white-savior mentality and think about how I can be objective, empathetic, and 

intentional in this process of discovery. My passion for hunting and inclusion is also channeled 

into enthusiasm for the project and translates into a commitment to doing rigorous and thoughtful 

work. 

Results 

The results of this study are organized according to levels of influence in the social-

ecological model of behavior (Figure 3.1). Comparisons between Black and White students' 

perceptions and behaviors related to hunting are based on quantitative data, while qualitative 

findings are used to contextualize and enhance the quantitative results for Black students. We 

received completed surveys from Black HBCU students (n = 622) and White PWI students (n = 

4,763) across seven states.  Demographic analysis of the survey data revealed some notable 

differences between ɢ2 = 747.13, p < .001, Cramerôs V = 0.37HBCU students have a higher 

percentage of students majoring in social sciences and humanities (23.8% vs. 17.8%) while 

White PWI students have higher representation in engineering and technology (23.2% vs. 6.8%) 

and business and economics (16.8% vs. 9.2%), (ɢ2 = 747.13, p < .001, Cramerôs V = 0.37). 

Childhood locations between groups were also significantly different, with a higher percentage 

of Black HBCU students coming from urban areas (large and medium cities: 58.2% vs. 53.4%), 

while a larger proportion of White PWI students hail from more rural areas (small cities and rural 

areas: 44.7% vs. 41.2%), (ɢ2 = 23.04, p < .001, Cramerôs V = 0.07).  Additionally, four focus 

groups (n = 18) were conducted across five participating HBCUs (Table 3.1). The majority of the 
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focus group participants were female (67%) and less than half (39%) described themselves as 

active hunters. This combined dataset provides a comprehensive overview of the factors 

influencing hunting behaviors and attitudes among these student populations in the Southeastern 

U.S. 

Individual level 

Hunting participation (past and future) 

Analysis of participation among Black HBCU students revealed unique patterns in both 

past and future likelihood of hunting (Figure 3.4.A & 3.4.B). Among Black HBCU students, a 

small proportion have participated in hunting (11%), similar to the number who have 

accompanied someone else who was hunting (13%). For Black HBCU students who had hunted, 

the age of their first hunt averaged at 12.3 years (SD = 5.5). Looking towards the future, only 8% 

of Black HBCU students reported they will definitely hunt, with 17% indicating they will 

probably hunt. Notably, 20% said they probably will not hunt, and 32% stated they will 

definitely not hunt. 

When comparing these findings to White PWI students, significant differences were 

evident (Figure 3.4.A & 3.4.B). A larger proportion of White PWI students have participated in 

hunting (35%; Cramerôs V = 0.166, p < 0.001), but the percentages of those who have 

accompanied someone else hunting are quite similar to Black HBCU students (11%). White PWI 

students started hunting at an average age of 10.6 years (SD = 4.4). In terms of future hunting 

likelihood, 25% of White PWI students reported that they will definitely hunt, with 17% 

indicating they will probably hunt. Only 12% are unsure about hunting in the future, compared to 

23% of Black HBCU students. Furthermore, 24% of White PWI students probably will not hunt, 
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and 22% will definitely not hunt. Future hunting likelihood across both groups was significantly 

different (Cohenôs d = -0.328, p < 0.001), with Black HBCU students having a lower hunting 

likelihood (M = 2.49, SD = 1.31) compared to White PWI students (M = 2.98, SD = 1.51). 
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Figure 3.4. Comparisons between Black students from HBCUs and White students from PWIs 

regarding past hunting participation and future hunting likelihood are depicted. Panel (A) 

illustrates the distribution of students' past hunting experiences, categorized by student group. 

Panel (B) contrasts the future hunting intentions of Black students from HBCUs and White 

students from PWIs, ranging from 'I will definitely hunt' to 'I will definitely NOT hunt.' The data 

encompass responses from HBCUs (N = 622) and PWIs (N = 4,763) in the Southeastern U.S., 

with the x-axis indicating response counts and percentages represented within each category for 

both panels. 
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Perceived motivations and benefits 

 Black HBCU studentsô highest-rated motivation was hunting for meat (M = 1.79, SD = 

0.81), followed closely by altruistic reasons (e.g., to maintain ecosystem balance or control 

wildlife causing problems for people; M = 1.77, SD = 0.77) and egoistic reasons (e.g., adventure, 

social reasons, M = 1.72, SD = 0.70, Figure 3). However, the lowest mean rating was for trophy 

hunting (M=1.33, SD = 0.61). 

In comparison, White PWI students reported higher mean ratings for all motivations, 

though the same pattern was evident across categories (Figure 3.5). White studentsô motivations 

were significantly higher than Black students for all categories, including meat (Cohenôs d = -

0.33, p < 0.001), altruistic motivations (Cohenôs d = -0.37, p < 0.001), egoistic motivations 

(Cohenôs d = -0.21, p < 0.001), and trophies (Cohenôs d = -0.18, p < 0.001). 

Focus group discussions with Black HBCU students expanded our understanding of 

motivations and revealed nuanced personal and cultural reasons for hunting. An emphasis on 

food motivations for hunting was reflected in the focus group discussions. One student 

explained, ñThe benefit is what you can provide. So, like the meal you can provide at the end, 

because itôs been done years before us, so itôs a sustainable way for us to live.ò Another student 

remarked:  

I grew up hunting and fishing, I think I was born with a shotgun in my hands, but in my 

case, we hunt mainly because weôre in a smaller town and itôs common practice. Thatôs 

the way of life. So you hunt to be able to provide for yourselfé we donôt trophy hunt 

even though we do want the biggest buck, the biggest haul, biggest rabbit. However, itôs 

gonna be eaten, So we do it strictly for consumption. 



   

74 

 

 

Some altruistic motivations came to light, too. One student said, ñ...itôs a beneficial factor 

for the environment as welléò, and another:  

I only hunt just for the sheer fact of I know where itôs coming from, and that animal does 

have fair game, because I went hunting the other day and missed a wild hog. Compared 

to going to a farm, they know theyôre gonna die. So itôs still some type of fairness to 

actually go on hunting compared to actually buying something that was bred and birthed 

just for the sake of consumption. 

Also prominent as a motivation was the connection to nature, captured in the egoistic 

motivation construct included in our quantitative results. A student speaking in reference to 

hunting said, ñSome people equate it to religion, I donôt like to bring religion into anything, but I 

can see where it connects you very closely to nature, and I think that a lot of people can benefit 

from that.ò Another participant described this experience: 

égetting up early morning, seeing the sunrise, hearing the birds wake up, and it's real 

peaceful, you know, and that's my escape nowadays. I can just go out there, or I go 

fishing a lot, too. And sometimes I don't even have to kill anything or catch anything. I 

just like being outside and being with nature. 

This connection to nature also linked to well-being, and one student described hunting as a 

therapeutic experience:  

I guess itôs kind of therapy in a way, because you can leave your problems, and you know 

you go into the woods wherever youôre hunting and your problems are left at the edge of 

the forest, and you get out there, and you get to sit and think with your mentor, or 
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whoever youôre hunting with, or just by yourself, and I think for me personally thatôs a 

really big, important thing. 

Across all focus group discussions, a social benefit was only described once: ñébeing able to be 

there with your buddies and fellowship after a successful harvest. It's always just something I 

love now that I'm gonna do for the rest of my life every year, every chance I get.ò  

Collectively, focus group discussions illuminated the complex interplay of identity, 

sustainability, and personal fulfillment that drive the hunting practices of Black students. By 

emphasizing the multifaceted motivations behind huntingðfrom sustenance and environmental 

stewardship to therapeutic engagement with natureðthese insights underscore the deeply rooted 

cultural and personal significance of hunting in Black communities.  
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Figure 3.5. This bar plot illustrates the mean ratings of different motivations for hunting among 

Black HBCU (N = 622) and White PWI (N = 1473) students across the Southeastern U.S. The 

motivations considered are Egoistic, Altruistic, Meat, and Trophy. The bars represent the mean 

ratings for each belief, with error bars indicating the 95% confidence intervals for the mean 

ratings on a scale where a value of 1 indicates "No," 2 indicates "Maybe," and 3 indicates "Yes." 

Black HBCU and White PWI groups are distinguished by orange and green bars, respectively.  

Personal barriers (moral, logistic) 

Black HBCU students in our study faced several significant individual-level barriers or 

constraints to hunting. The highest rated barrier was lack of knowledge of laws (M = 2.60, SD = 

1.25), closely followed by the lack of knowledge/skills for hunting and meat preparation (M = 

2.68, SD = 1.34) and reluctance to kill animals (M = 2.66, SD = 1.25). Discomfort due to lack of 

ethnic/racial diversity was also a notable barrier (M = 1.95, SD = 1.14). Other perceived barriers 

reported by Black students included previous negative experiences outdoors (Mean = 1.63, SD = 

0.98), moral/ethical objections to hunting (Mean = 2.48, SD = 1.20), and discomfort around 

other hunters (Mean = 2.32, SD = 1.20). 
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Compared to White PWI students, Black HBCU students consistently reported facing 

these individual level or personal barriers more intensely (Figure 3.6). For example, the biggest 

difference was that Black students were 61% more likely to report discomfort due to lack of 

ethnic/racial diversity as a barrier to hunting (Cohenôs d = 1.06, p < 0.001). Black students were 

also more likely to rate previous negative experiences outdoors (39% more likely) lack of 

knowledge of laws (28%), lack of knowledge/skills for hunting and meat preparation (16%), and 

moral/ethical objections to hunting (14%) as barriers. 

The highest rated barrier, lack of knowledge of laws around hunting, was echoed in a 

student's reflection on the educational gap filled by a learn-to-hunt programs that some of them 

had participated in through their university: 

Lack of resources, lack of knowledge, or lack of people to introduce me. So I feel like, I 

feel coming to this university was a good way to introduce something different or 

something that I wanted to do and get that opportunity to do it. 

Similarly, moral and ethical considerations present substantial hurdles. Students shared poignant 

reflections on their internal conflicts about hunting, influenced by a love for animals and 

discomfort with the idea of killing. One student articulated this dilemma: 

Iôve always been an animal lover, so they [family] didn't think that I would be able to do 

it. And it is, uh, when I have gone hunting, itôs certainly something that I think about. If I 

have to take an animalôs life, it does make me sad.  

Awareness and familiarity with hunting activities also pose challenges, as students often lack 

initial interest or feel intimidated due to insufficient knowledge. A student's comment about a 

learn-to-hunt opportunity advertised at the university underscores this barrier:  
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When I first learned that this was on campus, I immediately thought about, like, thatôs not 

something that you would take up, or something that you would do all the time, but 

mainly because I didnôt know the information about, like, I didnôt know a lot about it, 

like, I didnôt know what exactly it was. I knew all I had, all I knew was that you had a 

gun. It was kind of big, and you shot something. When you donôt know about something, 

or know, like, how in depth the information goes about it, you wouldnôt, youôll either be 

too scared or you just be like, maybe another time, and just never get around to it. 

Despite these barriers, some students made a concerted effort to overcome their 

apprehension and engage with hunting, driven by a desire to step outside their comfort zones and 

gain new experiences. As one student reflects: 

I agreed to go, and then I had a slight thought that I didnôt want to go anymore, but I was 

like, let me just really go and step out of my box. And even though I know thereôs gonna 

probably be primarily white men there, Iôm gonna just go either way, just for the 

experience, so I can, you know, do it because I did want to do it, you know.  

These personal narratives, when combined with survey responses, provide a more complete 

understanding of the multifaceted personal challenges Black students grapple with when 

engaging with hunting. This synthesis not only illustrates the prevalence of these barriers but 

highlights the resilience and adaptability of the students as they navigate these challenges. 
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Figure 3.6. Comparison of self-perceived barriers to hunting between Black HBCU students and 

White PWI students. This bar chart details the self-perceived barriers to hunting as reported by 

Black students at HBCUs relative to their White counterparts at PWIs. The vertical axis lists 

various barriers, while the horizontal axis indicates the percent increase in the reported frequency 

of each barrier by Black HBCU students compared to white PWI students. 

Interpersonal level 

Social support for hunting 

Our findings revealed distinct differences in social support for hunting between Black 

HBCU students and White PWI students (Figure 3.7). For Black HBCU students, familial 

involvement in hunting was limited. Only 12% of students reported that their fathers hunt, 

significantly lower than their white counterparts at PWIs (37%, Cohen's h = -0.61, p < 0.001). 
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This trend extends to other family members, with 19% of Black students reporting hunting 

among grandparents compared to 35% for White students (Cohen's h = -0.36, p < 0.001), and 2% 

of mothers and 4% of siblings of Black students reported hunting compared to 6% and 25% for 

White students. 

Beyond the immediate family, the involvement of friends in hunting also reflects a 

similar pattern, where 64% of White PWI students report having friends who hunt, compared to 

31% of Black HBCU students (Cohen's h = -0.69, p < 0.001). In fact, Black HBCU students only 

reported a higher percentages of hunting connections in the ñOtherò social category (13% vs. 

3%, Cohen's h = 0.36, p < 0.001), suggesting that while familial and peer involvement in hunting 

is lower, other members of their social network (e.g., coaches, co-workers, neighbors) might 

offer some level of exposure to hunting practices (Figure 3.7). 

Focus groups reinforced the fact that, for many Black HBCU students, the tradition of 

hunting is not passed down through immediate family channels. One studentôs account 

encapsulates this gap:  

There was really nobody in my area or in my immediate, like, family who really hunted. 

Like, I know that my great grandparents, they hunted, but you know, by the time I was 

like, of age to appropriately hunt, you know, they had passed and all that. And some 

family that did hunt years ago, they were all the way up in Milwaukee, so very far away. 

Another Black student highlighted the impact of this delayed social support:  
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I started a little later in life, probably three or four years ago, doing it pretty seriouslyé 

My father didn't hunt that much, and so I didn't have someone that came into my life that 

started teaching me until later on. 

This statement illustrates how the absence of early life exposure to hunting can delay or diminish 

engagement in such activities. 

 

Figure 3.7. Prevalence of hunting within the social circles of Black students from HBCUs (N = 

622) and White students from PWIs (N = 4,763) from the Southeastern, U.S. segmented by types 

of relationships. The categories range from immediate family members to friends and partners, 

revealing the percentage of each student's social network that participates in hunting.  

 



   

82 

 

 

Beliefs about hunting and hunters 

Black HBCU studentsô indicated neutral to moderate approval of legal regulated hunting, 

with an overall mean rating of 3.04 (SD = 1.20). This is reflected in the distribution of responses, 

with the largest proportion of students (42%) selecting "Neither" as their level of approval 

(Figure 3.8). A smaller but significant proportion of students expressed strong disapproval 

(13.5%) and moderate disapproval (12.5%). Conversely, fewer students strongly approved 

(12.4%) or moderately approved (19.1%) of hunting.  

In contrast, White PWI students demonstrated a higher overall mean approval rating (M = 

3.85, SD = 1.20) for legal regulated hunting, (Cohenôs d = -0.686, p < 0.001). The majority of 

White PWI students strongly approved (38%) or moderately approved (28.5%) of hunting, with 

fewer selecting ñNeitherò (18%) or disapproving to any extent (Figure 3.8).  
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Figure 3.8. Comparative approval levels for legal regulated hunting among Black students at 

HBCUs (N = 622) and White students at PWIs (N = 4,763) in the Southeastern, U.S.. The left 

barchart represents responses from Black students at HBCUs, showing a 31% overall approval, 

while the right panel shows responses from White students at PWIs with a 67% overall approval. 

Approval levels are categorized as "Strongly Approve," to "Strongly Disapprove." The 

percentage of respondents in each category is represented on the bar, with the count of 

respondents displayed along the horizontal axis. Note: The 'Count' axis is scaled differently for 

HBCU and PWI to accommodate the range of responses from each group. Statistical analysis 

revealed other significant differences among the levels of hunting approval between the two 

groups (Table 3.3) 
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Table 3.3. This table presents the results of statistical analyses comparing the approval of legal 

regulated hunting between Black HBCU students (N - 622) and White PWI students (N = 4,763) 

across the Southeastern U.S. The table includes the mean approval ratings, chi-squared test 

results, and Z-test results for different levels of hunting approval (Strongly Disapprove, 

Moderately Disapprove, Neither, Moderately Approve, Strongly Approve). The statistical 

measures provided are Welch's t-test statistic, chi-squared (ɢĮ) statistic, degrees of freedom, P-

values, and effect sizes (Cramer's V and Cohen's h) where applicable. 

Measure Black 

HBCU 

White 

PWI  

Statistic  Degrees of 

Freedom 

P-value Effect Size 

Mean 

Approval 

Rating 

3.04 3.85 t = -

16.16 

df = 795.26 < 0.001 NA 

Strongly 

Approve 

12.4% 38.0% Z = 158 NA < 0.001   Cohen's h = -0.610 

Moderately 

Approve 

19.1% 28.5% Z = 23.9  NA < 0.001 Cohen's h = -0.222 

Neither 42.4% 17.5% Z = 209 NA < 0.001 Cohen's h = 0.555 

Moderately 

Disapprove  

12.5% 11.7% Z = 

0.285 

NA 0.594 Cohen's h = 0.025 

Strongly 

Disapprove 

13.5% 4.18% Z = 94.3  NA < 0.001   Cohen's h = 0.341 

Note: For this comparison of all values ɢĮ = 380, df = 4, p <0.001, and Cramerôs V = 0.266.  

Analyses of hunting beliefs among Black HBCU students compared to White PWI 

students revealed significant differences across all assessed dimensions (Figure 3.9). For beliefs 

regarding the safety of hunting, the mean score for Black HBCU students was lower (M = 2.61, 

SD = 1.01) than for White PWI students (M = 3.21, SD = 1.07, Cohen's d = -0.567, p < 0.001). 

Similar patterns were observed in beliefs that hunting is a wise use of natural resources, that 
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hunters behave responsibly, and that hunters care for conservation. Both groups strongly agreed 

with two items - hunting is an ethical source of meat (mean of 3.36 for Black vs. 3.98 for White 

students) and hunting provides a connection to nature (mean of 3.06 for Black vs. 3.60 for White 

students). Despite this shared positive perception, the statistical analysis still revealed higher 

scores for White students (Cohenôs d = -0.638 and Cohen's d = -0.479 respectively, p < 0.001). 

In the focus groups with Black HBCU students, similar to quantitative findings, many 

students described an indifference toward hunting in their personal interactions. For example, 

one student said:  

My parents, friends, and family donôt really have an opinion on it either. I know my 

family is really big on animals. So I think they wouldnôt do it themselves, but they didnôt 

really, you know, have too much of an opinion on it either. 

Similarly, another student remarked, ñI have a few family and friends that hunt, um, itôs really 

like you said, no opinion on it. Itôs really like, theyôre more curious about it versus adverse to it.ò 

 Another recurring theme around their interpersonal interactions was the notion that 

hunting was for ñcountry folkò, with one student explaining: ñEverybody around me and my 

family just thought it was the most country thing, so they never, like, introduced me to it.ò 

Others shared the perspective that hunting symbolized a socioeconomic regression in the eyes of 

the previous generations, with one student speaking of their fatherôs disapproval:  

I kind of held off on doing it in general, because, like my dad, he was just so against it. 

He just felt like, you know, we sent you to the school to, you know, learn, to get an 

education. Why you out there hunting? 
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Another student describes growing up in the city and her family having a similar perception of 

hunting: 

If you talked about it, they was like girl, go to Georgia, girl, go somewhere else, like girl 

what you doing. Girl, go to the supermarket and get you some, or go to the flea market 

and go get you some meat, what you out there hunting for? 

 Some students describe a more positive view of hunting in their interpersonal relationships:  

I also have like, other friends and family members that, that do hunt, and they think itôs 

really like a fun thing to do. I donôt think I have ever seen it as like something fun. I think 

I see it as something, like, you know, for sustenance. 

These varied experiences illustrate the complex interpersonal perceptions around hunting, 

whether it is viewed as an outdated practice, a fun activity, or a necessary means for sustenance. 
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Figure 3.9. Comparison of beliefs about hunters and hunting. Displayed are the average ratings 

from Black HBCU students and White PWI students regarding their stances on statements that 

touch on the ethics, safety, societal, and conservation-related implications of hunting. Ratings 

span from 1, expressing ñStrongly Disagreeò, to 5, for ñStrongly Agree). The bars represent the 

mean ratings for each belief, with error bars indicating the 95% confidence intervals for the mean 

ratings. 

Interpersonal barriers 

Our analysis identified several interpersonal barriers to hunting that significantly 

impacted Black HBCU students more than White PWI students (Figure 4). These barriers 

included discomfort around hunters and hunting culture (M = 2.32, SD = 1.20; 21% higher for 

Black students, Cohenôs d = 0.345, p < 0.001), concern about judgment from friends and 

relatives (M = 1.50, SD = 0.87, 14% higher than White students, Cohenôs d = 0.256, p < 0.001), 

and having no one to hunt with (M = 2.25, SD = 1.24; 9% higher for Black students, Cohenôs d = 

0.163, p < 0.001). 
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Discussions with Black HBCU students in the focus groups provided context around 

these interpersonal barriers. Discussing discomfort around hunters and hunting culture, a student 

recalled an experience shopping for hunting gear and described mixed feelings:  

éwe'll walk around in our camo sometimes and walk in the store and it's like, you might 

catch eyes from other races like, ñoh, wow, I didn't know that they do thatò which is 

kinda like, yeah, it's like you want them to say something to you sometimes, so you can 

actually inform them and enlighten them. So it was fun. I actually liked grabbing the 

attention, I guess. So it just kind of opens people, people's eyes, and you know, with more 

social media that's coming out like Tik Tok and stuff, it's becoming more and more 

known, like, Black people hunt as well.  

Another student felt more concerned about interacting with hunters and hunting culture:  

People that often went hunting were always, were often the people that had, you know, 

Make America Great Again flags on the back of their pickup trucks, and often, like, 

Trump memorabilia, and things that made me feel unwelcome as a Black, queer person. 

So I never really wanted to interact with these people. 

Judgment from friends and family was also expressed as a barrier. A focus group participant 

remarked: 

You know, the Black community, you don't really hear like people saying, oh, I'm going 

hunting, or something like, so like when I used to say, Iôd tell people at school, theyôd 

just give me like a funny look, or they'll start laughing, or like, you kind of get like 

bullied about it. But now it seems like now everybody wanted to go mud riding, riding 

horses, or go fishing, or go hunting now, because they see how fun it is, or they just, to 
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me, I say, TikTok because they see it's a trendé we'll be in the pool room at school, and 

they'll be like when is the next time yôall are going hunting?ò  

Another student described the strong internal motivation that may be required to overcome 

judgment from family and friends:  

éit's still the internal desire of that person to want to get out and actually do something, 

because again you have your family that could go against it, friends that don't agree with 

it. So those external people can play a part in your desire to want to go hunting or 

anything like that.ò 

Organizational / Institutional Level  

Organizational / institutional barriers  

In the context of organizational/institutional barriers, the data revealed several significant 

challenges faced by Black HBCU students compared to White PWI students (Figure 4). One 

prominent barrier for Black students was the lack of completion of a hunter education course (M 

= 2.68, SD = 1.34; 19% higher for Black students; Cohenôs d = 0.326, p < 0.001; Figure 4). 

Another barrier that affects hunting was the discomfort around firearms (M = 2.23, SD = 1.18, 

16% higher for Black students; Cohenôs d = 0.259, p < 0.001). Compared to White students, 

Black students also reported significantly higher difficulties with equipment storage (Mean = 

2.43, SD = 1.27, 35% higher; Cohenôs d = 0.565, p < 0.001) and knowing where to go hunting 

(M = 2.33, SD = 1.25; 20% higher; Cohenôs d = 0.336, p < 0.001).  

Of these barriers at the organizational level, only discomfort around guns was mentioned 

as an obstacle by focus group participants. A student remarked on their experience in a learn-to-

hunt workshop, ñ...when I showed my parents pictures of the events from last Friday, they were 



   

90 

 

 

really worried. They were like, why are you shooting guns?ò Another student described being 

caught off guard by the prominence of firearms in the program:  

To be honest, I didnôt even know we were gonna be shooting guns for real. I donôt know 

what I thought it was. I thought we were gonna be like, in a little, where they just taught 

us information about hunting, and gave us information about that. I didnôt know we were 

going to be holding weapons and shooting them. So I was like, oh, this was not what I 

thought we were going to be doing.  

Of the students that participated in a learn-to-hunt program through the college, none shared a 

negative experience shooting firearms; , but they ranged from ñ éthis is kind of fun, I guessò to  

ñ...it was really exciting. I loved it.ò 

Feeling welcome in the institution of hunting 

When Black HBCU students were asked on the survey, ñDo you feel welcome in the 

hunting community?ò, the responses were divided, with 47% indicating they feel welcome and 

53% expressing feelings of exclusion. In the optional follow-up text response, students listed 

reasons they did feel welcome, ranging from openness (e.g., "Since I have begun hunting, the 

hunting community has been very welcoming. Everyone has been kind no matter their gender or 

race.") to a sense of independence and defiance of norms (e.g., "You can do whatever you put 

your mind to! You don't have to have anyone's consent and welcome.") Sentiments among those 

who did not feel welcome included a lack of support (e.g., "Havenôt had any experience and have 

no one to help me start.") and the perception of exclusion (e.g.,  "Hunting is a very white space 

and the forest can be a very dangerous place to be the only Black person there."). 
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Representation in the Institution of Hunting 

When asked for suggestions to enhance racial and ethnic diversity in outdoor recreation 

to increase participation, one Black HBCU student talked about the importance of representation 

in social media:  

I know, when, before I started getting into hunting. I used to look up videos on Youtube, 

and things like that, just to learn about it. And most of the people out there, even though 

theyôre showing people how to do things, it is, I mean, from what I can tell, only or 

mostly white men. So maybe if there were Youtubers out there that could fill that role, 

that might help make certain individuals like they are more welcome in this community, 

and the same thing with advertisements and just general social media outreach. If it was 

more, if they had more minorities in those advertisements and those social media posts 

that could probably draw in more people.  

Another student expressed the importance of reaching out to young people: 

...if there were programs that would reach out to these elementary schools or these middle 

schools, and just talk to them, or maybe implement segments into the curriculum about, 

you know, wildlife, and why these subjects are important. That can help mold, you know, 

their minds in a good way towards the field and everything in it.  

Several focus group participants had previously engaged in learn-to-hunt programs, 

which were conducted in collaboration with their university and occasionally led or accompanied 

by Black instructors. This offered unique insights into the impact of representation at the 

organizational level of hunting activities. Students described the impact of seeing an instructor 

that looked like them when they arrived at the workshop location:  
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Oh, yeah. It was really helpful, I'd say, because I mean just saying, Sergeant F [male 

instructor of color], him just yelling at you to go ahead and get on that gun. Go ahead and 

get in there. Don't be shy. Just go for it. So yeah, that definitely helped to feel like, almost 

like another family member was there, almost helping to guide you along the way.  

Another student commented on Sergeant Fôs presence:  

I feel representation is a huge key piece. If you have someone in that job field or someone 

like Sergeant F, who's going to the schools and, like, you know, relating to you know, the 

students there like, you know, for, I feel for some Black people like having someone that 

looks like them relaying information, it makes them feel more comfortable cause it's 

already like, oh, we already have one thing in common, like we come from the same 

background, and now you're telling me, like, you're a person of color in this field and 

you're doing this, and you're doing these activities. It makes me like, okay, well, they can 

do it. Why can't I push myself to do it? 

There was also a notable intersection between race and gender that posed additional challenges. 

As one student explained:  

I definitely, I definitely felt more at ease, like, I would have been a little bit more closed 

off if it hadnôt been CM [female instructor of color] leading it, because, just again, a lot 

of times like getting direction from older white men can sometimes feel a little bit 

patronizing. I feel like, thatôs, I donôt think that would have been the case in this situation, 

because again, everyone was very open and welcoming. But, I feel like seeing someone 

that looks like me, it makes me feel, oh, this is approachable, I can do this. So I feel like 

thatôs a moment. It was like, a little more, a little less out of touch like I didnôt feel like 
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this is something that, oh, like itôs something I would never think of doing. Like, oh, this 

seems doable, it seems manageable, and then I like actually have, like, a good bit of fun, 

like getting to know everything about it.  

Another student echoed this opinion: 

éwhen we came out of the vans and the instructors came and we immediately seen her 

[referring to CM], I was like, oh! This is nice, okay, cool! That was my immediate 

thought, was okay cool, I was expecting a white male, I really was, I was like okay, great, 

you know?  

A third participant offered a unique contrast of the dynamic she anticipated and experienced with 

a mix of Black and white instructors:  

I would also like to add on to what you were saying when CM was giving us instructions. 

There were also like, white male trainers there. They, they let her speak, and they let her 

explainé like they let her do her thing, which was really nice, because a lot of, I witness 

a lot of white males kind of like, overpower, and try to go in direct and lead. Which, it 

was really nice to let them, let her lead. That was cool to see.   

For one student the representation of women was particularly important: 

...something else, I noticed, was like gender, specifically having women who were 

hunting and things like thaté You know, even Black men, white men, Asian men, all 

that. They're all still, men. There's just like, from what I've just seen, there's just not a lot 

of women just in general who hunt. So I think just having like some sort of program, 

awareness program for women telling them, yeah, you can hunt. Yeah, it's okay. And 

yeah, we're here.  
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These personal stories of Black HBCU students who felt more engaged and comfortable when 

seeing instructors and leaders who mirror their own identities illustrate the powerful impact of 

relatable role models. 

Environmental (Community, Policy, and Society) 

Community hunting norms and access to land 

In terms of community level barriers to hunting, which focused on the relationship 

between individuals and their larger environment, moving away from their typical hunting area 

to attend college was a prominent barrier (M = 1.67, SD = 1.08, 10% higher than White 

Students, Cohenôs d = -0.137, p < 0.001; Figure 4) The constraint of land access was reinforced 

in focus group conversations with Black HBCU students. Aside from transient separation from 

local hunt spots while in college, focus groups participants also reflected on a cultural movement 

away from rural life. As one student said: 

When my dad grew up, that's when they was really pushing, like, okay y'all need to, you 

know, leave the country. Don't worry about all this, you know, and you'll become a 

doctor, become a lawyer, become a teacher, and that's when everything really started to 

change. 

 This student went on to describe how leaving the land behind and moving to the city was both a 

barrier and a symbol of a larger cultural shift in the value of hunting and consequent norms. The 

student, explaining about his family members that moved to the city:  

So even if they wanna hunt, they didn't have the access to it because of how they work 

and I can probably speak for most all our parents, that their grandparents hunt, but their 

parents didnôt, cause that was a time of like, oh, go to the store, you know you ain't gonna 
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stay out here in no field like me and your mama did. We worked so hard, so y'all can, you 

know, live like that. So that's pretty much what happened, is the reason why parents 

especially are the ones that push back the most.   

A fear of racism within the community was also discussed. One student recalled the 

unease of her family negotiating race and hunting: 

My uncle, he owns, he has his own land, and he has white friends. And the way he treats 

his white friends, versus how they treat him sometimes when they go hunting, concerns 

me a little bit. And I feel like, okay, so he treats them like óhey, you know, come on over 

anytime. We can go hunting.ô But then, when he wants to go hunting on their land, itôs 

always, óoh, I don't think that my other friends would like that.ô I feel like itôs more of a 

racial issue, like they don't want to be racist, or they trying to more, like, protect him 

from the other white people. 

Another student described being conscious of race while hunting in the event they came across 

other hunters who were white: 

ébecause we're Black, you know, and they [white people] are not used to seeing that, 

and, or they just raised up on just hunting with their family, and they think that they can 

only use it instead of other people can use it. But I don't feel that way, but it's just, there's 

always a thought, because you know, you growing up as a Black man. You always see 

stuff on the news and stuff, or people being misjudged, so I always had that in the back of 

my head. 
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Policy environment related to hunting 

At the policy level, the need to enhance the perception of inclusivity for hunting and 

outdoor recreation was the primary sentiment shared by focus group participants. A student 

remarked, ñI still stand behind making it more accessible. So just letting people know that it's 

okay to try it, and not just hunting but other outside related activities, especially your personal 

color, to just go ahead and do it.ò Another participant suggested portraying hunting as a unifying 

activity:  

...show that itôs okay to hunt with a Black person. Itôs okay to have connections with a 

white person to hunt, or it's okay to have a Hispanic or Jamaican, or it really doesn't 

matter, to see how different ethnics hunt, or how they hunt like, just, basically just 

equality, like everybody comes to be one and have a good time.  

Students also saw value in creating programs that reached out to non-traditional audiences or 

those distanced from nature. One student explained that it was important to, ñ... introduce people 

to different aspects of the world that arenôt just sitting behind a computer, or watching TV or 

anything like that, get some outdoors.ò  

Another participant touched on the lack of awareness and opportunity within urban areas, 

suggesting a possible need. ñEveryone in the city doesnôt hunt either, so I just never been 

exposed to it. I donôt know anyone whoôs hunted, and it just never crossed my mind to, I donôt 

know, let me just go hunting, you know?ò This was echoed by other participants, one saying, 

ñIôve always wanted to go, but Iôve never been because I just was never brought up on it. I 

wasnôt raised in the country area where everybody goes hunting, or people even know how to do 

it.ò 
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Historical and contemporary social forces 

Discomfort with the lack of diversity in hunting at the social level was evident in the 

experiences shared by some Black HBCU focus group participants, reflecting the perceived 

discomfort with racial diversity reported by students at the individual level (61% greater than 

PWI students). One student described a shopping trip ahead of a hunt:  

We went to a local gun store here, and were looking to purchase a firearm or whatever. 

And so you might have the clerk behind the counter, he just didn't want to really give us 

the time of day when we kind of walked in. But as I went over and approached him, I 

asked him about a certain firearm, mentioned the name of it, the manufacturer, the caliber 

pretty much this and all of the shoot and everything and the ammo that it needed, and 

then he was like, óokay, this guy kind of knows what he's talking aboutô.  

The student went on to describe stereotypes and a perceived double standard harkening back to 

Jim Crow laws around firearms ownership: 

I'm not just looking for a Glock,ò you know. In [studentôs state] you don't, you don't have 

to have a concealed carry [permit] to get a firearm, but they make you, us as a race, make 

us feel that we need one to make sure that we're controlledéBut yet they try to make 

minorities feel that, for that control piece, that you have to do this, you have to do that. 

Or, you know, follow this rule or follow that rule. You don't follow a particular rule. You 

make the rule that you want us to follow.  

A student who participated in a learn-to-hunt workshop described the tension around the 

social norm of who hunts:  
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I don't know, should I be really doing this? This doesn't really feel like a type of thing a 

lot of people that look like me tend to do so, but otherwise, other than that, like, kind of 

hesitance at the beginning. I feel pretty fine about it. It feels just like another part of me.  

Generational racism, violence, and norms around hunting seemed to intermingle in this student's 

reflection:  

But talking about it with other friends and family like instantly, it's like, why would you 

want to go hunting. That's like, you know, a white man's sport. We don't typically do that. 

We don't typically do firearms, or like, just buy firearms for pleasure like that, and to go 

and kill and process animals. And just, you know, especially like my grandparents, like, 

you know, they identify with Black people in the woods. It wasn't safe. It wasn't, you 

know, a place you wanted to be, because most of the time, historically, if a Black person 

is in the woods, it probably wasn't for a good thing. Especially growing, like my 

grandparents growing up during like, the Jim Crow era and stuff, like that wasn't a place 

you wanted to be, and it wasn't necessary. And, like current day issues like my 

grandparents would still say, you know, that's like, a rich white man sport. That's not 

something we're into. We don't need to do those types of activities. So I think that'sé It 

might affect like older generation identitiesé But me personally, it doesn't affect me. 

Racial discomfort and previous negative experiences outdoors, such as encountering 

aggressive behavior from other hunters, significantly impact Black students' willingness to 

participate in hunting. One studentôs experience illustrates the intersection of race and safety 

concerns in these settings:  
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What got me is like when we walked in, so it's 4 o'clock in the morning. It's pitch black, 

so you walk in with head lamps and stuff, you waited, and it, it shocked me, because, like 

they are so aggressive to get to a hole, like, like we had a guy in this talking about, we 

shoot his ducks or anything, he'll shoot us. I'm like, it's not that serious. Thereôs 1,000 

ducks flying over usébut hey, that's what, that's my other fear like, oh, us being young 

Black men and mostly in the hunting community is white, white guys, you know, and I 

will be out numbered one day, and like we'll get into an altercation, and we can't get back 

to our families, or something happened. But sometimes I like, I always think about that 

before I like, go duck hunting or like hunt in general. But I always just leave it in the 

back of my head, and pray, and get to it. If it ever gets that bad, I'll just probably give a 

hole up and just go to another hole, you know. 

Reflecting on the historical ties and changing traditions within his family, one student 

recounted the gradual decline of hunting practices despite maintaining a strong connection to 

their ancestral land. As urban employment opportunities drew the family away from rural 

activities, much of their traditional practices began to fade. He explains:  

We got history going back to the very end of slavery. It was my, once in my 

grandmothers, her grandparents both was, well they both of them half native and they 

used to hunt, used to hunt and fish, and a lot of the practices just got lost over time.é So 

we've had that land a long time. Always hunted off of it. They grew most all their 

produce, and even the areas that grew up with trees is where they used to have their 

cotton fields, and they used to plant cotton and grow it. And you know, of course, the 

kids would pick it, and then theyôd send it to the cotton gin, and that's how they get 
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money, off of that, tooéThe only thing we use it for now is primarily hunting. And like I 

said, the practice is, we pretty much kind of lost a lot of ité  

Despite these social challenges, several students expressed a strong sense of 

independence and determination to defy norms and foster their connection to nature via hunting. 

As one student reflected:  

éyou know, historically being like, oh, white man's activity, it really didn't deter me 

from wanting to try it. I mean, it's for everyoneé I wish a lot of us would start, you 

know, actually trying new things and stop listening to stereotypes and things of that 

nature, because I mean, it's honestly amazing. And it's not necessarily just about killing 

things. But if you want to go out there and just enjoy nature, if you want to just look at 

nature, the animals in nature, that's what you can do. You don't always have to just look 

at, like I said, the stereotypes of it.  

Regarding perceptions of who hunting is for, another student shared their defiance: 

For me, it's still like well, why not? So if someone told me I can't do something, it's like, 

okay, well, I'm gonna go do it now. So since I guess they all tell me like, be wary about 

who you're going outside with, and stuff don't do all these dangerous activities. Now, it's 

kinda like, well, I'm gonna do it now. 

Discussion 

Findings from this study highlight significant disparities in hunting participation and 

support between Black students from HBCUs and White students from PWIs. Black HBCU 

students showed lower levels of hunting participation, less intent to hunt in the future, and lower 

levels of familial support for hunting. Following previous work (Larson et al., 2014), we applied 
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a social-ecological model to integrate quantitative and qualitative data and explore the 

intersecting individual, interpersonal, organizational, and environmental factors influencing these 

observed differences in hunting behavior. Here we discuss these findings by model level, in the 

context of relevant literature, and conclude each level with implications for practice. 

At the individual level, motivations for hunting among Black HBCU students are deeply 

influenced by historical forces and current preferences (Pinckney et al., 2024). The most 

prominent motivation for Black students is hunting for meat, followed by altruistic reasons such 

as maintaining ecosystem balance, and egoistic reasons like adventure and social connections. 

However, trophy hunting is notably less favored, mirroring patterns in support for hunting 

among non-hunters in the general population, too (Decker et al., 2015). In contrast, White PWI 

students reported higher mean ratings for all motivations (Vayer et al., 2021), reflecting a 

stronger overall inclination towards hunting. Historical factors, including the legacy of racial 

violence and safety concerns, play a significant role in shaping these preferences among Black 

students (Finney, 2014; Lee & Scott, 2016; Scott & Lee, 2018). The presence of racial 

oppression, both historical and modern, directly influences personal feelings of fear, safety, and 

belonging in outdoor settings can affect individual feelings of safety and willingness to engage in 

activities outdoors (Finney, 2014; Lee & Scott, 2016; Pinckney et al., 2024; Scott & Lee, 2018). 

In spite of these unique challenges and apparent differences in conceptualization of nature, both 

Black and White students have been shown to share a preference for naturalistic landscapes 

(Taylor, 2018), suggesting similarities in cultural preferences might actually outweigh 

differences.  To address individual-level barriers to hunting, it is important to frame hunting in a 

way that resonates with Black students - emphasizing meat and altruistic reasons - and to strive 
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to create safer and more inclusive environments by acknowledging and addressing concerns 

about racial violence and discrimination. 

The interpersonal level in this study provides insight into how social relationships and 

support-networks influence hunting participation in general (Byrne & Dunfee, 2018), and 

especially among Black HBCU students. Social support for hunting was significantly lower 

among Black HBCU students compared to White PWI students (Vayer et al., 2021). Many Black 

students lack familial involvement in hunting compared to White students. This lack of familial 

support extends to other family members and friends, creating a substantial barrier to hunting 

participation. Focus group discussions reinforced the idea that, for many Black students, hunting 

is not a tradition passed down through immediate family channels. Adesawe (2024) noted that 

although the tradition of hunting is strong in the African American community, it is challenged 

by loss of privately held land, which may be fueling the generational decline in participation we 

observed. Focus group discussion also revealed that this lack of support is accentuated by a 

negative connotation of hunting, that it is for ñcountry folksò, and represents a regression from 

urbanity achieved by the previous generations. More broadly, focus group accounts showed that 

Black students hold different views about wildlands compared to their white counterparts, 

influenced by collective memories of historical oppression and exclusion (Kahrl et al., 2022). 

Consequently, many Black Americans see outdoor recreation as a "white activity," impacting 

their personal interest and willingness to participate (Davis, 2018; Dorwart et al., 2022). Dorwart 

et al. (2022) found that companionship is crucial for participation. Students were more likely to 

engage in outdoor activities if they had friends who were also participating. This highlights the 

importance of social networks in facilitating or hindering outdoor recreation among HBCU 

students, with direct implications for R3 efforts in the Black community. To address 
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interpersonal-level barriers to hunting, interventions could take the form of urban outreach 

programs that shift perceptions that hunting is solely a rural activity and make it more relevant to 

urban students. Offering introductory hunting courses that foster interactions among 

intergenerational family, friends, and larger groups could emphasize the social and communal 

aspects of hunting, helping to reinforce some of the traditions and connections that might have 

been lost  

At the organizational level, historic practices and institutional barriers contribute to the 

exclusion of Black students from hunting communities. A majority of Black students reported 

not feeling welcome in the hunting community. Factors that exacerbate this issue such as lack of 

representation in social media, absence of targeted programs, and insufficient awareness of 

hunting organizations were described by students in the focus groups and have been reported in 

other studies (Schultz et al., 2019). The presence of role models and mentors who share similar 

backgrounds, such as Black instructors in learn-to-hunt programs, significantly improved the 

sense of inclusion and representation among Black students. The key role of culturally relevant 

mentors has been documented in other research on hunting recruitment and retention (von 

Furstenberg et al., 2023), including Adesaweôs (2024) study of Black hunters. Unfortunately, the 

management and policies of parks and recreation departments rarely reflect the needs or histories 

of BIPOC communities (Schultz et al., 2019; Taylor, 2015). Organizational practices that 

overlook the importance of diversity and inclusion contribute to a lack of engagement from these 

groups (Lee, 2023). Having Black people in leadership positions, a key recommendation for 

meaningful inclusion in nature-based recreation (Lee, 2023), had a significant and palpable 

impact on Black studentsô sense of comfort and self-efficacy in their focus group reflections. 

Partnering with community organizations that support historically marginalized populations can 
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provide a conduit for establishing trust and building interest in hunting (Kahrl et al., 2022). 

Additionally, institutions can support outdoor activities that are culturally significant, such as 

communal gatherings or traditional practices in nature, which are passed down through 

generations and reinforced through social interactions (Sene-Harper et al., 2022). To address 

organizational and institutional barriers to hunting, agencies should actively hire staff who reflect 

the communities they serve, including BIPOC individuals. Cultural competency training for 

organizational staff may enhance their understanding of unique histories, experiences and needs 

of the Black community. Additionally, utilizing culturally relevant mentors can provide 

meaningful guidance and foster a sense of inclusion and representation for Black participants. 

Environmental factors, including community and land access, policy factors, and broader 

societal influences, also impact hunting participation (Larson et al., 2014). Black HBCU students 

face significant barriers related to access to hunting land, with many reporting that attending 

college has moved them away from their typical hunting areas. Similar concerns have been 

reported by White students (Vayer et al., 2021). Safety concerns due to racism and sexism in the 

outdoors further deter Black students from participating in hunting (Johnson et al., 2001). The 

lack of inclusivity in community-level support for hunting activities highlights the need for more 

inclusive practices and programs that cater to the needs of Black students. Historically, policies 

that have directed the development and funding of recreational spaces often marginalized 

communities of color, resulting in fewer and lower-quality parks and recreational facilities 

(Kephart, 2022; Rigolon et al., 2018). This lack of investment has enduring effects on the 

accessibility and quality of recreational options available to these communities (Kahrl et al., 

2022). Moreover, the historical erasure of Indigenous and other BIPOC histories in the context of 

outdoor spaces perpetuates a narrative that outdoor recreational spaces are predominantly ñwhite 
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spacesò (Davis, 2018; Finney, 2014; Lee & Scott, 2016). These policy level biases toward white 

dominant values, accessibility, and framing, have had an effect on R3 efforts - traditionally 

catering to white males in rural areas (Vayer et al., 2021) and relying on ñheritage discourseò that 

potentially alienates minorities (Serenari & Peterson, 2018). As our study shows, these 

perceptions of exclusivity continue to drive disparities in outdoor recreation participation, 

particularly in historically controversial activities such as hunting. To address environmental-

level barriers, managers should increase hunting opportunities on public land, especially near 

urban areas. It is also important to change the social narratives regarding hunting to be more 

inclusive and representative of diverse backgrounds and motivations (e.g., obtaining food). Other 

research suggests this will require acknowledgement and ownership (Lee, 2023) of: (1) historic 

exclusion of non-elite and non-White groups from hunting and land use, and (2) the elevation of 

sport hunting as a tool of conservation (and diminishment of subsistence hunting) was not just 

about preserving wildlife but also about asserting social control and maintaining racial 

hierarchies (Jacoby, 2014; Powell, 2016). This could be achieved through targeted media 

campaigns, educational programs, and community engagement initiatives that highlight the 

contributions and traditions of Black communities related to hunting and the outdoors. By 

promoting an inclusive narrative and improving access, agencies can make progress toward 

dismantling the perception that the outdoors are predominantly ñwhite spaces,ò thereby 

increasing minority participation in hunting.  
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Limitations and Future Research 

This study has several limitations that could be addressed in future research. Expanding the study 

to include a broader age range and geographic scope would provide a more comprehensive 

understanding of the barriers to hunting across diverse populations. Additionally, exploring other 

historically marginalized groups could reveal unique challenges and opportunities for promoting 

inclusivity in hunting. In the focus groups, there was the potential for social desirability bias; 

while the discussion was led by a woman of color, another white male facilitator was present 

during the conversations. This might have influenced participantsô willingness to speak honestly 

and truthfully. We also cannot account for potential non-response bias in the surveys, although a 

similar data collection approach with White PWI students experienced minimal bias (Vayer et 

al., 2021). Experimental studies to assess the impact of mentorship and social support on hunting 

participation among Black students could provide valuable insights into the efficacy of different 

interventions.  

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this mixed methods study revealed significant barriers to hunting participation and 

support among Black HBCU students compared to their White PWI counterparts. Even when 

interest in hunting is present, systemic and policy changes are necessary to make hunting more 

accessible and inclusive for Black Americans. By addressing individual, interpersonal, 

organizational, and environmental factors that interact to impact outdoor recreation behavior, the 

community of researchers, agencies, and non-governmental organizations can work 

collaboratively to create new leisure opportunities and challenge historic paradigms. Our 

research provides a comprehensive overview of the factors influencing hunting behaviors and 
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attitudes, highlighting the need for targeted interventions and inclusive practices to foster a sense 

of belonging and representation in hunting communities. While this study uncovers a lot about 

the Black experience of hunting among HBCU students in the Southeastern U.S., our findings 

demonstrate that more exploration, intentionality, and authenticity are required to effectively 

engage minoritized communities in hunting and wildlife conservation. 
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CHAPTER 4: 

Enhancing Hunting Participation through Social Support: A Comparative Analysis of Two 

College-Level R3 Programs 

Abstract 

 In recent decades, hunting participation in the United States has declined, posing risks to 

wildlife conservation funding and spurring the growth of hunter recruitment, retention, and 

reactivation (R3) efforts. This study compares the efficacy of two college-focused R3 programs, 

the Academics Afield (AA) program and Getting Started Outdoors (GSO). AA emphasizes 

social support through peer mentorship and multiple workshops, in line with the Outdoor 

Recreation Adoption Model framework, while GSO primarily involves one-time workshops. We 

aimed to determine whether AA attracts a more diverse student population and to evaluate 

differences in outcomes such as hunting-related behavioral intentions, confidence in hunting 

skills, and beliefs about hunting and hunters. We conducted pre-post surveys across 13 

universities for AA and utilized pre-existing survey data from 6 universities for GSO, all in the 

Southeastern U.S. Data analysis included chi-squared tests and logistic regression models to 

assess demographic characteristics, motivations, social support, and programmatic outcomes. 

Results showed that AA attracted more female and racially diverse students compared to GSO.  

Logistic regression analysis indicated that, although many program outcomes were similar, AA 

participants were more likely to purchase a hunting license and express general confidence in 

hunting, highlighting the importance of extended social support. The findings suggest that R3 

programs should incorporate mentorship initiatives with increased social contact and ongoing 

support - especially when focused on non-traditional path hunters. These insights can inform the 
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development of more effective R3 programs that enhance broader recruitment and sustain 

hunting participation. 

Introduction  

In 1960, approximately 7.7 percent of the U.S. population held a hunting license, but by 

2022, this percentage had declined to just 5.5 percent, marking a significant drop in hunter 

participation per capita over the decades (USFWS, 2023). This declining trend poses a critical 

risk to wildlife conservation funding, which is primarily supported by revenue generated from 

hunting and fishing related activities. In 2017 alone, these activities contributed $3.3 billion, or 

59% of state wildlife agency budgets (Voyles & Chase, 2017). Additionally, hunter expenditures 

reached a significant $45.2 billion in 2022, underscoring the substantial economic impact of 

hunting (USFWS, 2023). The reduction in hunter participation threatens not only the financial 

resources necessary for the management and operational costs of wildlife agencies, but also 

endangers conservation efforts aimed at wildlife restoration and the management of game animal 

populations, which are critical for ensuring ecological balance and sustainability (Anderson & 

Padding, 2015; Brown et al., 2000). 

The decline in hunting is driven in large part by demographic trends such as urbanization 

and the diminishing proportion of White individuals in the overall U.S. population (Larson et al., 

2014). Given these changing societal contexts, there is growing concern that the traditional 

hunting demographic alone - rural, white males - may no longer be sufficient to support hunting 

and the associated conservation infrastructure (Larson et al., 2021; Price Tack et al., 2018; Ryan 

& Shaw, 2011). Researchers and practitioners have therefore called for an expansion of hunter 

recruitment, retention, and reactivation (R3) efforts to include non-traditional path hunters 

(NTPHs)(Larson et al., 2017; Quartuch et al., 2017). Today, there is a growing recognition of the 
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importance of NTPHs, including women, BIPOC, urban residents, and people from non-

agricultural backgrounds, in hunting (Quartuch et al., 2017). 

College students, particularly those from non-traditional backgrounds, represent a 

valuable but underutilized audience for hunter recruitment efforts (Stayton et al., 2017; Vayer et 

al., 2021). College campuses, where many NTPHs can be found, offer unique advantages for R3 

efforts. They provide a social atmosphere where new identities can flourish and young adults, 

developmentally primed for new activities, can explore hunting in a supportive environment 

(Ravert, 2009; Reifman et al., 2007; Vayer et al., 2021). Additionally, Vayer et al. (2021) found 

that compared to traditional hunters, potential hunters on college campuses are more likely to be 

female or from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds, providing a broader base for hunter 

recruitment. College students also display a broad array of motivations for hunting including 

ethical food consumption and conservation (Vayer et al., 2021) reflecting motivations prevalent 

among other non-traditional hunting populations (Stedman et al., 2017; Tidball et al., 2013). 

However, many potential young adult hunters on college campuses critically lack the social 

support that traditional hunters have, which is necessary for continued hunting (Larson et al., 

2014; Quartuch et al., 2017). For example, social support for hunting from immediate family 

members (e.g., parent, sibling) is the single strongest predictor of past hunting participation 

among potential hunters on college campuses, but only 39% of students report this type of 

support (Larson et al., 2017; Vayer et al., 2021). 

R3 programming has traditionally focused on the individual level, aiming to equip 

participants who attend these programs with the necessary skills and knowledge for hunting 

(Decker & Purdy, 1986). However, a significant shortcoming is that participants are often 
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abandoned after a one-time workshop experience and left to pursue the activity without 

additional social support (Byrne & Dunfee, 2018). The importance of the social component in 

the adoption of hunting has been described at multiple levels of social structure, from the 

individualôs family and friends to the broader hunting community and culture in a particular area 

to the social representation of hunting in society as a whole (Brown et al., 1995; Larson et al., 

2014; Winkler & Warnke, 2013). The critical role of social support in hunting is highlighted in 

the Outdoor Recreation Adoption Model (ORAM), which emphasizes the social and educational 

factors critical to advancing through each phase of activity adoption (Byrne & Dunfee, 2018). 

The ORAM involves a progression through distinct phases: awareness, interest, trial, a critical 

decision to continue, continuation with support, and finally, continuation without support. 

ORAMôs focus on social support and staged progression provides a framework for addressing 

the nuanced needs of NTPHs, such as college students, at different stages of the hunting adoption 

process. Yet, few studies have attempted to explore how varying levels of social support can 

impact the success of R3 efforts and learn-to-hunt programs (von Furstenberg et al., 2023). 

In this case study, we examine the efficacy of the Academics Afield (AA) program, 

founded in Georgia in 2019, which aims to introduce college students from nontraditional 

backgrounds to hunting and shooting (Bashford et al., 2024). A distinguishing element of the AA 

program is an emphasis on social support through peer mentorship as well multiple touchpoints 

with instructors (3-4 workshops per year in addition to mentored hunts). Recognizing the 

importance of social support in the hunting adoption process, we compare AA outcomes to those 

of a similar collegiate learn-to-hunt program called Getting Started Outdoors (GSO). The GSO 

program, for the most part, implemented a one-time workshop to develop hunting skills and 

knowledge among college student participants (von Furstenberg et al., 2023). Our research 
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examined the effects of different types of R3 program participation on a variety of outcome 

variables. Specifically, our aims were: (1) to determine whether longer-form programs with 

enhanced social support (e.g., AA) can attract a more diverse population of college students 

compared to one-day programs, measured by demographics, motivations, previous hunting 

experience, and social support among students that sign up; and (2) to evaluate differences in 

outcomes through comparison of behavioral intentions related to hunting, confidence in hunting 

skills and knowledge, and beliefs about hunters and hunting.   

Methods 

Study context and participant recruitment 

Working with state wildlife agencies, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), and 

university collaborators, our team implemented the Academics Afield (AA) program designed 

specifically for college students with limited previous hunting experience. The workshop's 

purpose was to teach students basics of hunting, to highlight broader benefits of hunting, and to 

inspire students to adopt positive hunting-related beliefs, attitudes and behaviors. AA provided 

social support through multiple points of contact. Workshop content and format were modeled 

after existing R3 programs around the country, with particular emphasis on programs with 

demonstrated success attracting NTPHs in general (e.g., Getting Started Outdoors, Hunt for Food 

in Wisconsin, Field to Fork in Kentucky and Georgia) and college students specifically (e.g., 

(Conservation Leaders for Tomorrow, n.d.; Ringelman et al., 2020; von Furstenberg et al., 2023). 

Social support in AA takes many forms. The program employs a student coordinator and 

peer student coaches to recruit and engage students from non-traditional backgrounds into 

hunting and shooting activities. Participants are accepted into the program through an application 
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process that assessed their experience levels, ensuring a tailored and effective learning 

experience. The program comprises 3-4 annual workshops, each focusing on a different species 

and including a corresponding mentored hunt. Students begin by completing hunter education, 

including firearm training at a shooting range. Each subsequent workshop is species-focused, 

learning about game animal habitat and behavior, hunting strategy and preparation, and 

culminates in a mentored hunt, allowing practical application of the skills learned. Throughout 

the program, participants receive ongoing support from peer mentors and local professionals and 

volunteers affiliated with conservation organizations. Individual students engage with a 

consistent coach for multiple meetings, promoting continuity and personalized guidance. After 

the program there is the wild game culinary social and recap of the program experience allowing 

for reflection.  

Elements of the AA program varied based on resources, community partners, season, 

game species, and other variables. All AA programs utilized extended social support through 

one-on-one mentoring and continued interactions with supporting organizations. However, a 

different structure was implemented in North Carolina, where 10-15 students were recruited as a 

cohort and progressed through the program together over approximately four months (referred to 

as the ñcohort modelò). In contrast, in the other states, student attendance was open at each event 

(labeled the ñrolling admissions modelò), allowing students to attend all programming or select 

events as they wished. This variability is expected in multistate evaluation research (Newcomer 

et al., 2015). To ensure comparability across sites, we worked with our collaborators to follow 

best practices for data collection (Newcomer et al., 2015; Powell et al., 2023) which involved the 

use of consistent protocols and shared assessment criteria. Bi-weekly meetings were held 
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throughout the program implementation and evaluation process to ensure integrity and 

consistency.  

Collaborators at participating universities coordinated recruitment of a self-selected 

sample of students to participate in R3 workshops, specifically targeting individuals without 

previous hunting experience. Recruitment efforts varied by university but, in addition to the zero 

or limited previous hunting experience criterion, aimed to attract diverse participants based on 

gender, race/ethnicity, and academic major. The events were publicized by posting flyers around 

campus, talking with large lecture classes, meeting with student organizations, and distributing 

information via college and departmental email lists. From spring 2020 through fall 2024, we 

implemented AA programs with participants from 13 public universities in 7 Southeastern U.S. 

states (Table 4.1.A).  

We compared evaluation data from these AA programs with existing data from single-

day GSO programming restricted to 6 universities across 6 states in the same Southeastern U.S. 

region (von Furstenberg et al., 2023) (Table 4.1.B).  GSO programs contained similar content 

and utilized a very similar approach recruiting, but they were one-day workshops with limited 

opportunities for follow-up interactions and lower levels of social support.  

We used a pre-post survey approach to collect data from workshop participants and 

evaluate the efficacy of R3 programs across all states. Both surveys contained similar items and 

structures. Similar approaches have been used in other education program evaluation studies 

(Ozogul et al., 2019), though rarely with R3 programming. Program leaders sent a web-based 

questionnaire via Qualtrics to registered participants about one week before the event. 

Participants were sent a second web-based questionnaire via Qualtrics the week following the 
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workshop. If participants did not respond to a particular round of surveys (i.e., the pretest or 

posttest), they were sent an additional email reminder. 

 

Table 4.1.A. Overview of Academics Afield R3 workshops for college students held across 14 

universities and 7 US states from spring 2021 to fall 2024. 

Academics Afield 

State University Pre Post Pre & Post 

AL 

Alabama A&M University 1 6 0 

Tuskegee University 27 21 18 

GA 

Abraham Baldwin Agricultural College 7 1 1 

Albany State University 20 0 0 

Fort Valley State University 10 4 3 

Georgia Southern University 19 2 2 

Ogeechee Technical College 3 0 0 

University of Georgia 32 14 13 

LA  Louisiana State University 6 0 0 

TN University of Tennessee, Knoxville 40 18 17 

MS Jackson State University 2 0 0 

NC North Carolina State University 41 19 19 

SC Clemson University 7 3 3 

 Totals 215 88 76 
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Table 4.1.B. Overview of Getting Started Outdoors R3 workshops for college students held 

across 6 universities and US states from fall 2018 through spring 2020. 

Getting Started Outdoors 

State University Pre Post Pre & Post 

SC Clemson University 61 70 61 

NC North Carolina State University 62 45 44 

TX Texas A&M University 21 12 12 

FL University of Florida 30 28 28 

GA University of Georgia 8 10 7 

VA Virginia Tech 24 8 8 

 Totals 206 173 160 

 

Survey instrument design and administration 

Project leaders at North Carolina State University developed survey instruments with 

input from project collaborators (pre- post-survey are Appendix D & E respectively). Both 

instruments were designed to assess the influence of R3 workshops with respect to discrete 

themes. Following best practices in evaluation research (Newcomer et al., 2015), we 

intentionally selected output and outcome variables that were meaningful and relevant, goal-

oriented (with respect to R3 program objectives), comprehensive (with respect to the range of 

outputs and outcomes assessed, not limited to future hunting behavior), and both reliable and 
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valid. AA surveys were designed to match those used for the GSO program, for details on 

construct development and validation see (von Furstenberg et al., 2023) 

Participant Backgrounds 

During workshop registration, we collected participantsô demographic information 

including gender identity, race/ethnicity (using U.S. census designations), college major, and 

self-reported population size of the area where a participant grew up (e.g., urban vs. rural). To 

assess motivations for hunting prior to workshops, we used constructs established in (von 

Furstenberg et al., 2023). We asked participants to rate the importance of each potential reason 

for hunting using a 4-point unipolar rating scale, ranging from (1) not at all important to (4) very 

important. We used 4 categories of motivations that aligned with the hunting motivation 

structure identified by Vayer et al. (2021) and (von Furstenberg et al., 2023): food-related 

motivations focused on obtaining meat (2 items), altruistic reasons focused on community 

benefits such as contributing to conservation or controlling wildlife that damages ecosystems (3 

items), egoistic motivations focused on personal reasons such as spending time with friends and 

family and connecting with nature (6 items), and hunting to obtain a trophy (1 item).  Social 

support was categorized into immediate support (family members who hunt, such as father, 

mother, partner, or siblings) and extended support (the extended social network of the 

participants that hunts, including grandparents, friends, and other relatives) where students could 

select all that apply. 

Hunting participation 

We assessed participantsô previous hunting experience (before the workshop) and future 

intent to hunt (immediately following workshops). On the pre-survey instrument, we asked ñhave 
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you ever hunted before?ò Response options included (1) yes, (2) I have accompanied someone 

hunting but did not personally hunt, or (3) no. Pre-survey items also evaluated participants' social 

support for hunting. For example, we asked participants to indicate if any of the following people 

in their lives hunt: father, mother, brother/sister, grandparent, other family member, friends, or 

other (specify). 

To gauge participantsô future intent to hunt on the post-workshop survey, we asked ñhow 

likely are you to hunt in the future?ò with response options of (1) I will definitely not hunt to (5), 

I will definitely hunt. If a participant answered (3), (4), or (5). To explore intent to participate in 

other hunting-related behaviors, we asked participants how likely they were to engage in various 

actions such as purchasing a hunting license, hunt with another program participant, or eat game 

meat on a scale from (1) very unlikely to (5) very likely, mirroring the questions provided in the 

post-survey of the previous GSO based study (von Furstenberg et al., 2023). 

Confidence in hunting-related skills and knowledge 

 Before and after the workshops, we measured confidence in various specific skills, but 

for this study, we chose to focus only on the general confidence variable. This was measured as 

overall confidence in hunting skills on a unipolar rating scale from (1) not at all confident to (5) 

extremely confident.  

Beliefs and attitudes about hunters and hunting 

Before and after workshops, we asked participants to rank their level of agreement with 9 

items measuring attitudes and beliefs about hunters and hunting on a scale from (1) strongly 

disagree to (5) strongly agree, with higher scores indicating more positive beliefs about hunters 
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and hunting. In this study we focus on 3 relevant beliefs. These items followed previous studies 

(Responsive Management & National Shooting Sports Foundation, 2017; Vayer et al., 2021; von 

Furstenberg et al., 2023) and included belief statements such as hunting is a safe activity, hunters 

behave responsibly, and hunters care about conservation. 

Post-program support questions (Academics Afield Only) 

 

To better understand AA participantsô experiences of support, and use them to inform 

future iterations of the program, we asked several questions on the AA post-survey. These 

included, ñDo you have the resources you need to find and connect with potential hunting 

mentors and mentorship opportunities after this program ends?ò Responses included (1) yes, (2) 

not sure, and (3) no. Building on this, open-ended questions asked participants, ñWhat are some 

of the resources (people, places, organizations, etc.) where you plan to seek out mentors and 

mentorship opportunities?ò, and ñWhat would help you feel more comfortable seeking and 

finding mentors and mentorship opportunities in the future?ò  

Data analysis 

To better understand the participants drawn to each program, we used descriptive 

statistics to explore the demographic characteristics, background information (e.g., past hunting 

experience and social support), and motivations of those registered based on pre-survey data. 

Chi-Squared Tests and Cramerôs V were applied (Agresti, 2012) to assess and compare 

participant attributes across programs. Effect sizes were reported using Cohen's D for mean 

differences (Cohen, 1988). 

For analyzing correlates of hunting-related behavioral intentions and program effects, we 

utilized descriptive statistics and logistic regression models. Post-survey data was used to predict 
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the future intent to engage in hunting-related behaviors, such as the likelihood of hunting, 

purchasing a hunting license, hunting with another participant, and befriending another hunter. 

Predictor variables included gender (male/female), immediate social support (yes/no), extended 

social support (yes/no), and program format (AA/GSO). Odds ratios (OR) were interpreted to 

identify significant relationships. 

To evaluate other hunting-related outcomes, such as change in overall confidence and 

beliefs about hunters and hunting, we used logistic regression models with the same predictors as 

above. Dependent variables were coded into binary responses from post-survey data, with higher 

scores indicating ñconfidentò or ñagreeò grouped together and lower scores as another category.  

We included the continuous pre-survey scores for the respective binary dependent variables to 

control for baseline differences, ensuring that the effects observed were attributable to the 

intervention (AA or GSO program format). The variance in the dependent variables explained by 

these logistic regression models were assessed using pseudo-R2 and Nagelkerke R2 calculations 

to provide a comprehensive evaluation of the program effects on hunting-related behaviors and 

beliefs.  

The data were analyzed using R, a program for statistical computing (R Core Team, 

2021). Data manipulation was performed using the ñtidyverseò package (Wickham, 2016). 

Results presented in this paper are based on data pooled from R3 workshops across all 

participating states. To understand to what extent students felt they had the resources needed 

following the program we also coded and analyzed open-ended responses. A single researcher 

conducted inductive coding based on response content, adhering to conventional content analysis 

guidelines (Elo & Kyngas, 2008; Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). After coding the responses, the codes 
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and themes pertaining to social support were reviewed by an additional researcher with expertise 

in the subject matter. 

Results 

Description of program participants 

Demographics 

The mean age of participants in the AA program was 22.7 years (SD = 6.89), with a 

median age of 21 years. In contrast, the GSO program had a significantly older cohort with a 

mean age of 24.4 years (SD = 5.92) and a median age of 23 years (p <  0.01, Cohenôs d = 0.27). 

More women participated in the AA program (59% female) compared to the GSO program (40% 

female), (ʔό = 15.281, p < 0.001, Cramerôs V = 0.19). The AA program had a higher proportion 

of participants from non-White racial categories (38%) compared to the GSO program (28%), 

making it more racially diverse (ʔό = 4.066, p < 0.05, Cramerôs V = 0.10), but AA had an 

identical number (28%) of non-White participants if HBCUs were excluded from the analysis. 

The racial composition of the AA program was predominantly White (62%), followed by Black 

(30%), Latinx (3%), Asian (1.4%), and Middle Eastern (0.5%). The GSO program was similar in 

the predominance of White participants (72%), followed by Asian (14%), Latinx (6%), Black 

(5%), and the remainder (3%) identified as Middle Eastern, Pacific Islander and ñotherò. 

The majority of participants in the AA program were from a large city or urban area 

(81%), with smaller proportions from a medium-sized city (18%). There were no AA 

participants from small cities or small towns/rural areas, and a small number (3%) reported 

ñotherò for childhood location. In comparison to AA, the GSO participants included a much 
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smaller proportion from large cities and urban areas (34%, ʔό = 102.84, p < 0.001, Cramerôs V = 

0.50), followed by medium-sized cities (21%), small cities (29%), small towns or rural areas 

(15%), and 2% choosing ñotherò. 

Students pursuing degrees in agriculture and natural resources were the predominant 

participants in both programs, but significantly greater in AA (67%) as compared to GSO (42%, 

ʔό = 24.641, p < 0.001, Cramerôs V = 0.25). Other majors for AA included biological, 

mathematical, and physical sciences (15%) and engineering (9%). There were a few participants 

from humanities and social sciences (6%). The GSO program also had a variety of non-

agricultural and natural resource majors, including engineering (26%), biological, mathematical, 

and physical sciences (13%). As with AA, there were fewer participants from social sciences and 

humanities (6%). 

Past experience 

Participantsô past hunting experience showed slight variations between AA and GSO 

programs, though these differences were not statistically significant. In the AA program the 

majority (71%) of participants reported no prior experience, similar to GSO (76%). A smaller 

proportion of participants in AA had hunted themselves (18%) or accompanied someone hunting 

(11%). The GSO participants mirrored this pattern with 17% having hunted already and 7% 

having accompanied someone.  

Motivations 

Students in AA reported stronger altruistic motivations (M = 3.34, SD = 0.83) compared 

to those in GSO (M = 2.99, SD = 0.95, p < 0.001, Cohen's d = 0.40).  Pooled mean scores for 
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food reasons (M = 3.13, SD = 0.92) and egoistic reasons (M = 3.03, SD = 0.66) were similarly 

high, while the mean score for harvesting a trophy was the lowest (M = 1.68, SD = 0.91). 

Pre-existing social support for hunting 

Incoming participants had comparable levels of social support between programs. 

Collectively, across programs, one quarter (25%) of students reported having immediate support 

and almost half (49%) of participants reported support for hunting within their extended social 

network. Approximately a quarter (27%) of both programs lacked any social support for hunting. 

Comparison of Programmatic Outcomes 

 Hunting-related behavioral intentions 

Participants in the Academics Afield group had a lower average score on the continuous 

measure of future hunting (M = 3.90, SD = 0.30) as compared to those in the GSO program (M = 

4.41, SD = 0.73). However, AA participants showed greater license purchase intentions (M = 

4.53, SD = 0.71) than those in the GSO program (M = 4.33, SD = 0.87). Logistic regression 

analysis revealed that participants in the Academics Afield program were significantly more 

likely (88% likely or very likely) to report a high likelihood of purchasing a hunting license (OR 

= 2.37, p < 0.1) compared to those in GSO (84% likely or very likely), (Table 4.2). Though not 

statistically significant, a greater proportion of AA participants were also more likely (88% likely 

or very likely) in terms of their intention to hunt following the program as compared to 84% for 

GSO (OR = 2.19, p = 0.114), (Table 4.2).  Men had a higher odds of future hunting (OR = 4.57, 

p < 0.01) and future license purchase (OR = 4.73, p < 0.01) compared to women. Similarly, those 
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with immediate social support were also more likely to purchase a license (OR = 8.53, p < 0.01) 

compared to those without (Table 4.2). 

Table 4.2. Parameter estimation (Beta) and odds ratios (OR) from generalized logistic regression 

models predicting (a) likelihood to hunt in the future and (b) likelihood to purchase hunting 

license in the future based on workshop format and participant attributes. Sample of university 

students participating in AA (9 universities, 6 states, n = 88) and GSO (6 universities, 6 states, n 

= 173) programs in the Southeastern United States (n = 261). 

 

Variables in 

modelsc 

Proportion 

in 

category 

(a) Future Hunt a (b) Future License Purchaseb 

Beta SE OR Beta SE OR 

(Intercept)  1.408 0.455  0.424 0.368  

Format (Academics 

Afield) 0.32 0.783 0.495 2.188 0.863 0.450 2.371* 

Gender (Male) 0.48 1.519 0.508 4.567*** 1.555 0.454 4.735*** 

Immediate Social 

Support (yes) 0.24 0.747 0.729 2.111 2.143 0.792 8.525*** 

Extended Social 

Support (yes) 0.46 -0.503 0.497 0.604 0.346 0.411 1.413 

aModel Pseudo R2  = 0.089 and Nagelkerke R2 =  0.120 

bModel Pseudo R2  =  0.128 and Nagelkerke R2 =  0.179.  

c Reference categories for the workshop attribute variables were GSO single day, female gender, 

no immediate social support for hunting, and no extended social support for hunting.  

*, **, *** denote statistically significant odds ratios at Ŭ = 0.1, 0.05, 0.01, respectively, with 

liberal significance thresholds designed to minimize false negatives. 

  

In addition to intentions related to future hunting and license purchases, other intended 

hunting behaviors also varied significantly between the programs. Participants in the AA 
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program reported higher likelihood (M = 4.03, SD = 0.99) of hunting with another program 

participant in the future compared to those in the GSO program (M = 3.69, SD = 1.09, OR = 

1.74, p < 0.1), (Table 4.3). The likelihood of future consumption of game meat was similar 

between the two programs in this model, with the AA participants having a mean rating of 4.70 

(SD = 0.59) similar to that of GSO participants (M = 4.71, SD = 0.70).     
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Table 4.3. Parameter estimation (Beta) and odds ratios (OR) from generalized logistic regression 

models predicting (a) likelihood to hunt with another program participant in the future and (b) 

likelihood to befriend another hunter in the future based on participant attributes and workshop 

format. Sample of university students participating in AA (9 universities, 6 states, n = 77) and 

GSO (6 universities, 6 states, n = 160) programs in the Southeastern United States (n = 237). 

 

Variables in 

modelc 

Proportion 

in category 

(a) Future Hunt with 

Another Participant a 

(b) Future Eat Game 

Meatb 

Beta SE OR Beta SE OR 

(Intercept)  0.505 0.317  3.103 0.729  

Format 

(Academics 

Afield) 0.32 0.551 0.312 1.735* -0.316 0.641 0.729 

Gender (Male) 0.48 -0.035 0.283 0.965 0.226 0.637 1.25 

Immediate Social 

Support (yes) 0.24 -0.432 0.376 0.649 0.869 1.172 2.385 

Extended Social 

Support (yes) 0.46 -0.500 0.324 0.606 -0.575 0.697 0.563 

aModel Pseudo R2  = 0.021 and Nagelkerke R2 =  0.037.  

bModel Pseudo R2  =  0.035 and Nagelkerke R2 =  0.042.  

c Reference categories for the workshop attribute variables were GSO single day, female gender, 

no immediate social support for hunting, and no extended social support for hunting.  

*, **, *** denote statistically significant odds ratios at Ŭ = 0.1, 0.05, 0.01, respectively, with 

liberal significance thresholds designed to minimize false negatives. 
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Confidence 

 Confidence and self-efficacy around hunting, a key outcome of R3 programs, was greater 

for AA participants (M = 3.56, SD = 0.82) compared to those enrolled in GSO (M = 3.34, SD = 

0.81) on post-surveys. After controlling for pre-program confidence in hunting scores, 

participants in the AA program were twice as likely (OR = 2.11, p < 0.01) to feel confident or 

very confident (55%) compared to those completing GSO (41%), (Table 4.4). Additionally, 

immediate support was a significant predictor of confidence (OR = 2.73 p < 0.01). In space for 

reflection at the end of the AA survey, a student remarked, "I made a lot of connections and 

friends and I now feel confident to go out and hunt on my own.ò Another AA participant 

acknowledged the entry-level nature of the program, but felt confident nonetheless, ñI feel like I 

have learned so much, and while I know I still have a lot to learn I am confident in the 

foundation that this program has given me.ò   
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Table 4.4. Parameter estimation (Beta) and odds ratios (OR) from a generalized logistic 

regression predicting post-program confidence in overall hunting skills and knowledge. Sample 

of university students participating in AA (9 universities, 6 states, n = 77) and GSO (6 

universities, 6 states, n = 160) programs in the Southeastern United States (n = 237). 

 

Variables in 

modela 

Proportion in 

category 

Overall Confidence 

Beta SE OR 

(Intercept)  -2.109 0.428  

Format 

(Academics 

Afield) 0.32 0.747 0.331 2.111** 

Gender (Male) 0.48 -0.045 0.322 0.956 

Immediate Social 

Support (yes) 0.24 1.002 0.428 2.725** 

Extended Social 

Support (yes) 0.46 0.019 0.344 1.019 

Pre-survey 

Overall 

Confidence  0.859 0.194 2.362*** 

Model Pseudo R2  = 0.146 and Nagelkerke R2 =  0.244.  

a Reference categories for the workshop attribute variables were GSO single day, female gender, 

no immediate social support for hunting, no extended social support for hunting, and pre-survey 

overall confidence as a control.  

*, **, *** denote statistically significant odds ratios at Ŭ = 0.1, 0.05, 0.01, respectively, with 

liberal significance thresholds designed to minimize false negatives 
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Beliefs 

The belief that hunters behave responsibly was greater among AA participants (M = 4.42, 

SD = 0.67) compared to those who completed the GSO program (M = 4.16, SD = 0.80). 

Although a logistic regression analysis did not show a statistically significant effect of the AA 

program format on the belief that hunters behave responsibly (OR = 2.07, p = 0.240), when 

controlling for other variables, including pre-program scores, the direction and magnitude of the 

odds ratio suggest a potential trend towards a positive association. The belief that hunters care 

about conservation was not significantly different between programs. Other beliefs also had 

higher mean ratings for AA participants, specifically the belief that hunting is safe (M = 4.43, SD 

= 0.67) compared to GSO participants (M = 4.16, SD = 0.80), and for the belief that hunters care 

about conservation (M = 4.52, SD = 0.56 for AA vs. M = 4.44, SD = 0.65 for GSO). However, 

these beliefs were not significantly predicted by program format, or other variables, in our 

logistic regression model. 

Exploring Support Structure variations in Academics Afield 

When comparing participant attributes and outcomes for the two types of AA programs - 

the cohort model (from NCSU) and the rolling admission model (employed at other institutions) 

- results were comparable with a few key exceptions. The demographic characteristics of 

program participants in the cohort and rolling program formats were largely similar, but notable 

differences in gender and race composition were observed. Both formats had participants with a 

mean age of approximately 21 to 23 years, and similar distributions in their college majors, with 

the majority of students in agriculture and natural resources. In terms of hometown size the 

groups were very similar in distribution, almost completely coming from large and medium sized 
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cities. However, gender composition varied between the two formats. The cohort program had a 

higher percentage of female participants (68%) compared to the rolling program (53%), though 

this difference was not statistically significant. Racial composition significantly differed between 

the formats in terms of non-White participants (2 = 4.066, p < 0.05, Cramerôs V = 0.10). The 

cohort program was predominantly White (88%), with smaller percentages of Black (5%), Latinx 

(2.5%), and Asian (2.5%) participants. In contrast, the rolling admissions program was more 

racially diverse, with 57% White and 36% Black participants. 

While statistical comparisons of outcomes (intentions, confidence, or beliefs) revealed no 

significant differences between rolling admissions and cohort variations, partially due to the 

small sample sizes, the rolling admissions group had higher means across most measures. For 

example, participants in the rolling admissions group rated higher means for future hunting 

intentions (M = 3.93, SD = 0.26) compared to the cohort group (M = 3.84, SD = 0.37), and for 

future license purchase intentions (M = 4.58, SD = 0.66) compared to the cohort group (M = 

4.37, SD = 0.83). Participantsô likelihood of hunting with another workshop participant was 

higher in the rolling admissions group (M = 4.17, SD = 0.89) than in the cohort group, nearing a 

significant difference (M = 3.58, SD = 1.12, p = 0.041). The only instance where the cohort 

participants rated a higher mean was the intention to eat game meat, with the cohort group 

having a mean of 4.79 (SD = 0.42) compared to the rolling admissions groupôs mean of 4.66 (SD 

= 0.65).  

Other measures reflected this pattern of rolling admissions yielding greater mean ratings. 

The rolling admissions group had a mean post-program overall confidence of 3.60 (SD = 0.86) 

compared to the cohort groupôs mean of 3.42 (SD = 0.69). The rolling admissions group rated 
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higher for beliefs that hunting is safe (M = 4.42 SD = 0.70 vs. cohort M = 4.28, SD = 0.57) and 

that hunters behave responsibly (M = 4.48, SD = 0.61 vs. cohort M = 4.29, SD = 0.59).  

Similarly, the feeling of being socially supported post-program was higher in the rolling 

admissions group (M = 3.57, SD = 0.63) compared to the cohort group (M = 3.77, SD = 0.60).  

Importantly, the majority of students in both the rolling admissions (67%) and cohort 

(58%) groups responded ñyesò when asked if they had resources to find and connect with 

hunting mentors, or help mentor, following the program. The same proportion of both groups 

(31%) reported they were not sure. More of the cohort group (10%) compared to the rolling 

admissions group (2%) indicated they did not know how to connect with mentors following the 

program. A student from the cohort model suggested formalizing this aspect, ñIt would be 

helpful if there were a database of mentorship resources for beginner hunters.ò 

 Even with the social support provided through Academics Afield (both variations), a 

suggestion from a cohort member pointed towards a desire for more, or perhaps more 

intentionality: "Having more chances to interact with potential mentors socially so I become 

more comfortable reaching out to them." A number of participants from both groups suggested 

maintaining social connections through social media, one saying "Maybe a Facebook group?" 

Other suggestions reflected the desire for the program to foster more diverse participation by 

"Connecting with other people of color" and recruiting "More black people", were reported by 

participants in the rolling admissions group.  A student from the cohort group remarked they 

would like ñéhaving more connections to younger female mentorsò. The frequency of contact 

or messaging regarding the program, and a larger group size, also seemed to play a role in 

making a cohort group member feel more comfortable, ñI think that having emails/ seeing 
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posters for social gatherings with a lot of people makes me more comfortable. Knowing that 

there are many people willing to help and already attending a wildlife/hunting focused event.ò 

Discussion 

The AA and GSO programs both aim to introduce college students to hunting, yet they 

differ in their approaches and outcomes. Both programs successfully attracted participants from 

diverse backgrounds, but AA had a broader more inclusive reach that appealed to more women 

and racial/ethnic minorities. Motivations to hunt were largely similar across programs with food, 

altruistic, and egoistic reasons ranked highly compared to trophy reasons, consistent with 

previous studies of college students (Stayton et al., 2017; Vayer et al., 2021). The AA program 

drew a much larger portion of participants from large cities and urban areas as compared to 

GSO, suggesting greater appeal of the longer-form AA program to non-traditional path hunters. 

AA had more participants from agricultural and natural resources degree programs, possibly due 

to AA collaborators' departmental affiliations and heavier recruitment efforts within these 

departments. Additionally, this may reflect a higher interest among agricultural and natural 

resources students in extended programming compared to a one-day format, or perhaps the result 

of recruiting bias. Social support was similarly lacking among applicants across both programs, 

reflecting the advertised recruiting goal of aiding students new to hunting, or with limited 

hunting experience.  

The AA program notably attracted more female applicants compared to the GSO 

program. This difference may be attributed to the enhanced social support provided by the AA 

program, which includes peer mentorship and multiple touchpoints with instructors. Women, 

who often face unique challenges in traditionally male-dominated activities such as hunting, 
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might be more likely to participate when they perceive a strong support network (Martin & 

Miller, 2008; Metcalf et al., 2015). Women might also benefit from greater self-efficacy when 

social support is provided (Smith et al., 2022). While logistic regression analysis showed that 

men were more likely to hunt following both programs, women were equally likely to engage in 

hunting-related behaviors such as purchasing a hunting license or hunting with another program 

participant. This indicates that women can play a significant role in the broader impacts and 

ripple effects of R3 efforts (Larson et al., 2014; Stedman et al., 2017). However, a study of new-

hunter mentorship in the southeast revealed that men are more likely to mentor in R3 initiatives 

(Bakner et al., 2022). The critical role of social support for women, specifically, highlights the 

need for continuous engagement, representation, and mentorship following workshops to ensure 

their sustained participation and confidence in hunting activities. 

 The racial composition of the AA program was more diverse than the GSO program, 

largely due to the targeted recruitment emphasis on Historically Black Colleges and Universities 

(HBCUs). This focus on HBCUs might have skewed the results; however, there is substantial 

reason to believe that the extra social support provided by the AA program is particularly 

beneficial for non-traditional path hunters (Larson et al., 2014; Quartuch et al., 2017) including 

those from minoritized racial backgrounds, based on findings related to hunting (Adesawe, 2024) 

and broader outdoor recreation contexts (Dorwart et al., 2022). The structured, ongoing support 

from peers and mentors in AA likely plays an important role in encouraging participation and 

retention among these groups, who might otherwise feel isolated or unsupported in this pursuit 

(Adesawe, 2024; Byrne & Dunfee, 2018; Dorwart et al., 2022).  



   

139 

 

 

 The AA programôs approach, which includes multiple workshops and consistent 

mentorship in line with ORAM, produced higher levels of overall confidence related to hunting. 

The opportunity for multiple points of interaction and contacts might be particularly important 

for diverse populations like college students who come from non-traditional hunting 

backgrounds, (Quartuch et al., 2017; Vayer et al., 2021). Notably, the AA program rated higher 

in measures that intuitively benefit from greater direct experience in a social context, such as the 

belief that hunters behave responsibly and hunting is safe (even if not significant) and the 

likelihood of hunting with another program participant which was significantly increased over 

GSO. With declining approval of hunting in the U.S. (Responsive Management, 2024), exposure 

to hunting through socially-rich R3 programming may translate into increased approval and 

advocacy.   

 In contrast, measures such as intention to eat game meat are less influenced by social 

experience and were not significantly different between AA and GSO. This pattern was also 

apparent in the measurement of hunting-related constraint items carried over to the AA survey 

from the GSO study (von Furstenberg et al., 2023) which we measured but chose not to report 

because their reduction was nearly identical across the two programs. Additionally, most of these 

barriers focused on structural constraints (e.g., cost of hunting equipment, access to hunting 

areas), and few had a strong social component (Miller & Vaske, 2003; Shrestha & Burns, 2016). 

This highlights the efficacy of both programs in reducing the constraints measured, but also 

suggests the need to consider an increased focus on measurement of social barriers, perhaps 

building on previous work that directly addressed social aspects of hunting constraints (Barro & 

Manfredo, 1996). Assessment of social barriers could potentially enhance implementation of the 

ORAM framework in future work by incorporating measures of cultural attitudes that discourage 
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participation or anxiety about identity conflict and not fitting in with an existing participant 

group, for example (Armstrong & Greene, 2022; Martin et al., 2023).  

 The comparison of rolling and cohort groups with AA revealed that the cohort model, 

in spite of the increased time investment and sustained interaction between participants within 

the same group, did not yield any additional significant benefit. In fact, on most measures, scores 

for the rolling admissions cohort were a bit higher. College students have numerous obligations 

such as studying, participating in clubs, and attending sporting events on weekends, and lack of 

free time is often cited as a prominent barrier to hunting among college students (Vayer et al., 

2021). This means that even with the cohort model, due to time constraints and schedule 

conflicts, the same participants may not be present at every event. The rolling admissions model 

offered greater flexibility, with the roster open to new or returning participants with each new 

event. These options might have been appealing to college students. However, tracking and 

managing individual participants' progress becomes more challenging in the rolling admission 

program. Ultimately, a larger sample is needed to reach definitive conclusions relating to the 

optimal amount of support, how that support is delivered, and how different groups (e.g. women 

and minoritized individuals) are impacted by these variations in R3 programming. 

Conclusions and Implications for Practice 

 The findings of this study highlight several implications for practice, particularly for R3 

programs aiming to increase hunting participation among diverse young-adult populations.  The 

enhanced social support provided by the AA program, through its multi-touchpoint approach and 

consistent mentorship, significantly boosted likelihood to purchase a hunting license, overall 

confidence, and positive beliefs about hunting among participants. This suggests that similar 
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programs should incorporate mentorship initiatives with increased social contact (e.g., 

workshops, mentored hunts, wild game meals) and ongoing supportðideally from peer 

mentorsðto help non-traditional path hunters feel more confident and supported, provided this 

aligns with the target audience and programmatic goals. However, maintaining high levels of 

mentorship and recurrent programming is time and resource intensive, so one-day, GSO-style 

workshops may be a more appropriate choice for certain audiences who have limited time or 

may require less guidance because they are already closer to hunting (e.g., white males, or those 

in rural areas). Therefore, it is important to consider the needs of an audience when determining 

the level of social support a program needs to offer (e.g., more support needed for women and 

minorities). Having mentors that reflect diverse participants (e.g., women and minoritized 

individuals) will increase comfort and sense of belonging (Adesawe, 2024; Dorwart et al., 2022). 

Building capacity for cultural competency among mentors and program facilitators can better 

support participants from diverse backgrounds, reducing anxiety and feelings of isolation (Martin 

et al., 2024). Additionally, AA participants voiced the desire for continued mechanisms of 

support (database of mentors, email lists, etc.) to follow after the program is complete. This 

would not only benefit the participants, but it also has the potential to provide R3 practitioners 

and researchers with insights into the value of this type of social support integration. 

Limitations and Future Research 

 This study has several limitations that should be considered. Long-term evaluation of AA 

programs is difficult given turnover rates of participants and the challenge of follow-ups (e.g., 

deactivation of college email address upon graduation). A key limitation is the inability to 

measure continued hunting participation or actual license purchases after the AA program, with 
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less than 4% responding to our one-year follow-up survey in this case-study. Similar challenges 

have been described in previous studies, such as the one focused on GSO outcomes (von 

Furstenberg et al., 2023). An additional challenge with the AA format is a higher attrition rate 

(40%) because up to four months or more elapsed between pre- and post-surveys, compared to 

one or two days for GSO programs (16%). While participantsô intentions to hunt and purchase 

licenses were measured as proxy indicators, these do not capture actual behavior. Future research 

should include longitudinal studies to track whether participants follow through with their 

intentions. Another limitation was the lack of a non-response analysis, which could provide 

insights into potential biases due to attrition between pre- and post-surveys and improve the 

accuracy of program evaluations. While barriers to hunting were omitted from this study due to 

similarities across programs, future research should focus specifically on social barriers to 

provide a deeper understanding of the challenges faced by new hunters. Finally, this study 

compared only two program formats (AA and GSO). Future research should explore a wider 

range of R3 program formats, including various durations, participant numbers, and diverse 

goals (not restricted to successful harvest, license purchase, etc.). These more comprehensive 

investigations would offer a more thorough understanding of factors contributing to successful 

hunter recruitment, retention, and hunting advocacy.  
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CHAPTER 5: 

Implicat ions for Policy and Practice 

The previous chapters have provided an in-depth analysis of our research findings and 

suggested potential avenues for future investigation. The length and depth of information 

included in each chapter can make application in practice challenging - particularly for 

overburdened wildlife practitioners. Therefore we have condensed key findings from each 

chapter into three corresponding infographics to highlight the major implications of our findings. 

These visual summaries are designed to facilitate easy dissemination and understanding among 

wildlife managers. The first figure (Figure 5.1) is a breakdown of important environmental 

identities among college students, their characteristics, and their potential implications for 

managers. Next, Figure 5.2 describes the key takeaways from the comparison of Black HBCU 

students and White PWI studentsô hunting behaviors and perceptions - with additional findings 

and implication from the Black HBCU focus groups. Finally, the last figure (Figure 5.3) 

describes the case study of a learn-to-hunt program with a high level of social support 

(Academics Afield) vs. a program with minimal social support (GSO), graphically conveying 

key comparisons in terms of demographics, confidence, and behavioral intentions.  
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Figure 5.1. Breakdown of important environmental identities among college students across 22 

states in the U.S. Highlighted are the identitiesô characteristics, relevant beliefs, demographics, 

and key issues. 
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Figure 5.2. A graphical depiction of the study and findings from a comparative analysis of Black 

HBCU students and White PWI students in the Southeastern U.S. regarding hunting-related 

perceptions and beliefs. Additionally, key themes from focus groups with Black HBCU students 

provide contextual insight. 
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Figure 5.3. Side-by-side comparison of a high-social support learn-to-hunt program (Academics 

Afield) and a program with minimal support, Getting Started Outdoors (GSO). This graphic 

describes the format, key findings, and recommendations for application depending on the 

audience and other factor. 
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Appendix A: 

Survey instrument for college studentsô perceptions and beliefs relating to hunting and the 

outdoors 
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Appendix B: 

Survey instrument for HBCU studentsô perceptions and beliefs relating to hunting and the 

outdoors 
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Appendix C: 

HBCU focus group guide  

 

 

DIVERSITY IN HUNTING & THE OUTDOORS:  

COLLEGE STUDENT FOCUS GROUP GUIDE 

 

Consent Script (participants to be contacted via email or telephone): 

 

Thanks for volunteering to talk with us today about your views on hunting and diversity in the 

outdoors. Weôd like to invite you to tell us a little more about your past experience (positive and 

negative) with hunting and the outdoors and how it has shaped your current perspectives. We 

will do this using a 45-60 minute focus group-style interview format with a few of your 

peers, consisting of a few open-ended questions. I would like to record the interview, with your 

permission, so that instead of taking notes I can fully participate in the conversation and 

transcribe your responses accurately later. 

 

Participation in this focus group is voluntary, and you may elect to discontinue at any time. Your 

identity will be kept confidential. Your name and identifying information will not be linked with 

any of the information you provide. We do not anticipate any risks related to participation in this 

research. Although research participants may not experience direct or immediate benefits, results 

of the study may help to increase diversity, equity, and inclusion in hunting and broader outdoor 

recreation. If you would like a copy of the results of our study, we would be pleased to send 

them to you upon request.  

 

If you have any questions about the study, please contact Dr. Lincoln Larson at NC State 

University (919-XXX -XXXX ; LRLarson@ncsu.edu). If you have any questions or concerns 

about your rights in this research study, please contact the North Carolina State University 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) for Human Participants Administrator at 919-515-8754 or 

access the website at https://research.ncsu.edu/sparcs/compliance/irb/. 

Consent Questions: 

ǒ Do you agree to be interviewed as part of this focus group? 

ǒ Do you agree to have the interview recorded? 

ǒ Do you have any other questions before we begin? 

 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS:  

 

1. Tell us about your participation in hunting.  

ǒ      How did it start? 

ǒ Describe your favorite or most comfortable context for hunting (type of hunting, location, 

people youôre with, etc.). 

ǒ What factors have helped you participate in hunting? What factors or barriers have held 

you back from participating? 

https://research.ncsu.edu/sparcs/compliance/irb/
https://research.ncsu.edu/sparcs/compliance/irb/
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2. What do other people you are close to, such as your family and friends, think about 

hunting?  

ǒ Why do you think they feel this way? 

 

3. Hunting ï and outdoor recreation more broadly ï have been historically dominated by 

White men. How does this affect your perception of or participation in hunting and 

outdoor recreation?  

 

4. Given the large number of White hunters, to what extent do you feel welcome or 

included in the hunting community?  

ǒ Tell us about times or places where you wouldnôt feel comfortable hunting 

ǒ When you are around White hunters, do you feel comfortable? Do you feel like you 

belong? 

 

5. What kinds of changes would you like to see to encourage and increase racial/ethnic 

diversity in hunting and outdoor recreation more broadly?  

ǒ What have you done (or what could be done) to help you overcome some of the barriers 

to hunting that you have faced? 

 

6. Please share any other thoughts about your relationship to hunting and the outdoors or 

other things that youôd like us to know.  
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Appendix D: 

Academics Afield Pre-Survey 
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Appendix E: 

Academics Afield Post-Survey 
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