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Abstract 

 

Trophy hunting is a highly debated issue globally, with opinions on the ethical, environmental 

and biological consequences being highly polarised. Whilst many studies focus on attitudes 

towards animals, only a limited number solely research hunting attitudes, with a significant 

lack of research on attitudes towards canned hunting and knowledge of the link between 

hunting and conservation. Human attitudes towards animals frequently influence animal 

welfare laws and policies, therefore it is important to establish public knowledge and whether 

it affects opinions of these issues. An online survey assessing knowledge and opinion of 

hunting, attitudes towards animals and demographics, such as sex and pet ownership was 

completed by 154 respondents. There was a significant linear relationship between both 

knowledge and opinion and attitudes towards animals and opinion. No significant difference 

was found in opinion between pet and non- pet owners. Average knowledge levels were low, 

indicating a lack of awareness of these issues. As bans of trophy hunting are becoming 

more frequently considered, more research into knowledge and the relationship between 

knowledge and opinion is needed. Results found provide a solid foundation for future 

research exploring factors influencing knowledge and opinion, such as media influence and 

country of residence.  
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1. Introduction 
 

Trophy hunting is the practice of recreational hunting of wild animals with the objective of 

collecting ‘trophies’ such as horns, tusks, teeth or skins, for display (Sheikh and Bermejo, 

2019). Trophy hunting in South Africa is a multimillion-dollar industry, with an annual 

revenue of $200 million (Vucetich, et al., 2019; Sheikh and Bermejo, 2019). There are 

approximately 9000 private game ranches in South Africa, covering 16.8% of the land 

(Cousins, Sadler and Evans, 2008), with an estimated 86% of these ranches offering trophy 

hunting (Pienaar, et al., 2017). One branch of the hunting industry that is rapidly growing is 

canned hunting (Lindsey, et al., 2012). Whilst similar in end result, the processes of trophy 

hunting and canned hunting are quite different. Canned hunting primarily involves lions 

(Panthera leo), with 90% of all lions hunted in South Africa originating from canned hunting 

operations (Lindsey, Roulet and Romañach, 2007). Canned lions are bred on farms for the 

sole purpose of hunting, hunted in small enclosed areas and the hunter is usually assured a 

guaranteed kill (Lindsey, et al., 2012).  

 

1.1 Debates Surrounding Trophy Hunting 

 

Trophy hunting is a highly debated issue globally, with opinions on the ethical, environmental 

and biological consequences being highly polarised (Lindsey, et al., 2006). Proponents of 

trophy hunting state that it is beneficial to conservation as it incentivises land owners to 

maintain their land (Di Minin, Leader-Williams and Bradshaw, 2016), leading to greater 

protection for the species living there. Trophy hunting can generate revenues in locations 

that may be unsuitable for other forms of tourism, due to factors such as political instability 

(Lindsey, Romañach and Davies‐Mostert, 2009). When carefully controlled, hunting 

revenues have also been found to support the recovery of endangered populations such as 

the white rhinoceros (Ceratotherium simum) in South Africa (Lindsey, et al., 2007), due to 

the low offtakes and high prices for these species, which can then be reinvested into 
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protecting and breeding them (Lindsey, Romañach and Davies‐Mostert, 2009; Grimm, 

2008). 

However, critics of trophy hunting state it can lead to population declines (Child and 

Darimont, 2015) and is unethical on animal welfare grounds, as being hunted can cause 

extreme physical and mental stress to animals (Bateson and Bradshaw, 1997; Lindsey, et 

al., 2010). There are also biological issues with the selective hunting and breeding of 

animals with certain characteristics (Child and Darimont, 2015). This has led to a phenotypic 

change in a number of species globally, such as a significant decrease in horn size and 

body weight in bighorn trophy rams (Ovis canadensis) in North America (Coltman, et al., 

2003). Declines in top-level predators, such as lions, have been found to negatively affect all 

trophic levels throughout an ecosystem (Child and Darimont, 2015). Documentation of how 

much money gets reinvested into conservation is also regarded as unreliable as there are 

indications of corruption and mismanagement (Sheikh and Bermejo, 2019). Hart (2015) 

estimates that 10- 15 % of profits are reinvested into conservation, whereas Pienaar, et al. 

(2017) found that South African game ranch owners reported between 2- 40% of their 

budgets were being reinvested.  

Despite this debate, most sources concur that canned hunting has no conservation benefit, 

as the animals are not part of the wild population (Di Minin, Leader-Williams and Bradshaw, 

2016). Genetic manipulation of canned lions to produce greater trophies or colour variants 

such as ‘white lions’, has the potential to negatively impact genetics of wild populations if 

they were ever introduced (Lindsey, et al., 2012). Some hunting organisations have publicly 

condemned canned hunting and refuse to admit canned lion trophies into their record books.  
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1.2 Attitudes Towards Animals 

 

Attitudes towards animals can be influenced by many factors including: age, gender, 

education and experience of animals (Serpell, 2004). Men generally show less empathy 

towards animals and are more approving of animal use (Taylor and Signal, 2005); childhood 

pet keeping has been found to increase concern about animal welfare in adulthood (Paul 

and Serpell, 1993). Kellert (1984) found that the public generally had very limited animal 

knowledge within the United States. Animal activity groups had greater knowledge than the 

general public, with conservation-related organisation members scoring higher than both 

anti-hunters and hunters. Ljung, et al. (2012) found that, in the United States, men were 

more supportive of hunting than women. Previous research of hunting perceptions (Byrd, 

Lee and Olynk Widmar, 2017) found that pet ownership was also significantly correlated with 

disapproval of trophy hunting.  

 

 1.3 Aims of the current study 

 

Human attitudes towards animals frequently influence animal welfare legislations (Borgi and 

Cirulli, 2016); following public outcry from the highly publicised shooting of “Cecil” the lion, 

40 airlines announced bans on the transportation of trophies on their flights, and the import 

of canned lion trophies was banned within the United States (Carpenter and Konisky, 2019). 

With the United Kingdom government currently evaluating a potential ban on the import of 

trophies (DEFRA, 2019), it is important to establish public knowledge and opinion of these 

issues. Limited European research into hunting attitudes has been conducted (Ljung, et al., 

2012), most research originates from the United States, where hunting is more frequently 

perceived as culturally significant and the highest number of trophies are imported (Byrd, 

Lee and Olynk Widmar, 2017).  
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Whilst many studies focus on attitudes towards animals, only a limited number solely 

research hunting attitudes, with a significant lack of research on attitudes towards canned 

hunting and knowledge of the link between hunting and conservation. This research will 

focus on the gap in the literature of public knowledge on trophy hunting and canned hunting, 

the impact they have on conservation in South Africa and whether knowledge levels affect 

opinion. It was expected that greater knowledge levels would result in stronger opinions both 

for and against trophy and canned hunting.  

2. Materials and Methods 
 

2.1 Participants 

A 25-question online survey (see Appendix A) was distributed to the following social media 

groups: Facebook (Cat Lovers Club, The Conservation Imperative, Tourists Against Trophy 

Hunting, Survey Sharing 2019, Dissertation Survey Exchange) and Reddit 

(https://www.reddit.com/r/SampleSize/). Respondents were required to be at least 18 years 

of age. The social media pages were chosen to provide a representative population sample 

but also to include certain demographics, such as pet owners, and those aligned with 

conservation and hunting groups to provide comparisons with studies, such as Byrd, Lee 

and Olynk Widmar (2017) and Fischer, et al. (2013). A total sample of 154 respondents was 

obtained.  

2.2 Procedure 

 

Respondents were asked about demographics, including age, sex and country of residence, 

general attitudes towards animals, and their knowledge and perceptions of hunting, 

conservation and animal welfare. Respondents were asked their level of agreement on a 5-

point Likert scale to a variety of statements relating to hunting, conservation and animal 

welfare; some of these statements having been previously tested in Byrd, Lee and Olynk 

Widmar (2007) and Stedman and Decker (1996). Statements were worded to include a 
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mixture of positively and negatively scored, ensuring participants were answering attentively. 

A brief version of the Animal Attitude Scale (AAS-5) (Herzog, Grayson and McCord, 2015) 

will be included, as it is one of the most commonly used measures of general attitudes 

towards animals.  

 

2.3 Data Analysis 

An overall knowledge score was established per respondent, by totalling their responses 

across the six knowledge-based questions. A maximum score of 15 was possible, with 15 

representing high knowledge. Opinion score was calculated from totalling responses from 

the 10 Likert scale opinion questions, a maximum score of 50 was possible; where 50 

represented strongly positive opinions of hunting and its impact on conservation. Definitions 

of trophy and canned hunting were provided for the opinion score questions but were absent 

during the knowledge questions. AAS-5 score was calculated by totalling responses to the 

five AAS-5 questions, with 25 being the maximum score and representing a more negative 

attitude towards animals.  

Statistical analysis was performed using Genstat 19th edition. Simple linear regression was 

used to examine relationships between knowledge and opinion scores. Simple linear 

regression was also used to examine relationships between AAS-5 and opinion scores and 

a Mann- Whitney U test used to determine whether pet ownership significantly affected 

opinion score.  

3. Results 
 

 

 

3.1 Summary Statistics of Demographics 

 

The mean age of respondents (n = 154) was 36 years, with the sample containing 67% (n = 

103) female and 31% (n = 47) male respondents. Respondents were from 25 countries, with 

38% (n = 59) residing within the United Kingdom, 29% (n = 45) from the United States of 
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America, 6% (n = 9) from South Africa, 6% (n = 9) from Canada, and 21% (n= 32) from the 

remaining 21 countries, with 6 or less respondents per country. Pet owners accounted for 

88% (n = 135) of the sample, whilst only 12% (n = 19) were not pet owners. Only 17% (n = 

28) had participated in hunting, whilst 50% (n = 77) had friends or family that had 

participated in hunting.  

 

3.2 Summary Statistics of Knowledge and Opinion 

 

Overall knowledge levels were fairly low with a mean score of 3.73 (± 2.96). Men had a 

mean score of 4.98 (± 3.37), whilst women had a lower mean score of 3.18 (± 

2.63). Residents of South Africa had the highest knowledge of any country, with a mean 

score of 7.68 (± 2.83), residents of the United Kingdom scored the lowest with a mean score 

of 2.76 (± 2.30). Only 25% (n = 38) respondents were able to provide a correct definition of 

either trophy or canned hunting. 75% (n = 116) of respondents stated that they had seen 

examples of trophy or canned hunting in the media. Lions were the most frequently selected 

animal as one of the top 5 trophy hunting exports from South Africa to the USA, with 80% (n 

= 123) of respondents selecting lion.  

 

The mean opinion score was 21.62 (± 3.37), men had a mean score of 27.83 (± 10.05), 

whilst women had a mean score of 19.11 (± 7.39). Table 1 provides a summary of the 

responses to these opinion questions. Residents of Canada had the lowest mean score of 

17.11 (± 10.58), resident of South Africa had the highest mean score of 31 (± 11.79), and 

residents of the United Kingdom had a mean score of 18.19 (± 5.24).  
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Table 1. Percentage of overall agreement to the opinion statements provided in the 
survey. *Responses of strongly agree and somewhat agree were conflated, as were 
responses of ‘strongly disagree’ and ‘disagree’. Responses of ‘neither agree nor 
disagree’ were not included in the summary. 

 Agree* Disagree* 

It is acceptable to hunt for food. 

 

 

73% 

(n = 112) 

20% 

(n = 36) 

It is acceptable to hunt for wildlife population control. 

 

 

56% 

(n = 87) 

34% 

(n = 52) 

It is acceptable to hunt for sport. 18% 

(n = 28) 

64% 

(n = 99) 

It is acceptable to trophy hunt. 

 

 

14% 

(n = 22) 

80% 

(n = 123) 

It is acceptable to participate in canned hunting. 

 

 

4% 

(n = 6) 

86% 

(n = 132) 

Trophy hunting has a positive influence on wildlife 

conservation. 

 

16% 

(n = 25) 

69% 

(n = 107) 

Canned hunting has a positive influence on wildlife 

conservation. 

 

5% 

(n = 8) 

74% 

(n = 114) 

It is acceptable to hunt endangered species 

 

 

7% 

(n =11) 

89% 

(n = 137) 

Hunting reduces animal welfare. 

 

 

57% 

(n = 88) 

29% 

(n = 45) 

Canned and trophy hunting should be stopped, even if it 

means people will lose their livelihoods. 

74% 

(n = 114) 

19% 

(n = 29) 

 

3.3 The relationship Between Knowledge and Opinion 

There is evidence of a statistically significant linear relationship between knowledge scores 

and opinion (F(1,152)=27.39, p<0.001), as seen in Figure 1. A permutation test was 

conducted to confirm the accuracy of this, which produced a consistent result.  

Opinion score increases by 1.217 per 1 unit increase in knowledge score [95% CI 0.76 to 

1.68].  
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This linear relationship can be summarised by the following model;  

Opinion score = 17.08 +1.217 * knowledge score 

This model explains 14.7% of the variation in opinions score, indicating that knowledge is 

only a poor predictor of opinions on trophy hunting, canned hunting and their impact on 

conservation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.  Fitted model showing the linear relationship knowledge and opinion scores. 95% 
CI also shown. 

 

3.4 The Relationship Between Attitudes Towards Animals Scale (AAS-5) and Opinion 

There is evidence of a statistically significant linear relationship between attitudes towards 

animals and opinion (F(1,152)=183.27, p<0.001), as seen in Figure 2. A permutation test 

was conducted to confirm the accuracy of this, which produced a consistent result.  

Opinion score increases by 1.627 per 1 unit increase in knowledge score [95% CI 1.39 to 

1.87].  
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This linear relationship can be summarised by the following model;  

Opinion score = 4.42 +1.627 * attitudes towards animals (AAS-5) score 

This model explains 54.4% of the variation in opinion score, indicating that attitudes towards 

animals score (AAS-5) is good predictor of opinions on trophy hunting, canned hunting and 

their impact on conservation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.  Fitted model showing the linear relationship knowledge and attitudes towards 
animals (AAS-5) score. 95% CI also shown. 

 

3.5 The Effect of Pet Ownership  

 

Although non pet owners had an average higher opinion score (median = 21 IQR = 12.5) 

than pet owners (median = 18, IQR = 12.75), there was no significant difference in opinion 

score between the two groups (U = 1126.5, p= 0.391).  
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4. Discussion  
 
 

It was anticipated that knowledge levels would affect opinions of trophy hunting, canned 

hunting and the impact they have on conservation. There was evidence of a statistically 

significant linear relationship between knowledge and opinion; however, it was found that 

knowledge is only a poor predictor of opinion. As the sample size was fairly limited in 

comparison to similar research (Byrd, Lee and Olynk Widmar, 2017; Ljung, et al., 2012; 

Kellert, 1984), future research with a larger sample would be beneficial in exploring this 

relationship. Furthermore, whilst it was anticipated that those with higher knowledge levels 

would have stronger opinions both for and against, it was found that higher knowledge only 

led to more supportive views. Research has found that those with hunting experience or 

within social groups containing hunters are both more supportive of hunting and more 

knowledgeable about wildlife conservation benefits (Van de Pitte, 2003; Ljung, et al., 2012). 

This could be a possible explanation for the increase in knowledge equalling an increase in 

supportive opinions, as half of respondents reported having friends or family who have 

hunted, however further analysis would be needed to confirm this.   

 

4.1 The Influence of Attitudes Towards Animals (AAS-5) on Opinions of Hunting 

The AAS-5 was found to be a good predictor of opinions; with those who had higher scores, 

and therefore less favourable attitudes towards animals, being more supportive of hunting. 

Mkono (2019) states that the love and protection of animals is a key motivation often 

expressed by trophy hunting supporters; this is not concurrent with the results of the current 

study, as the higher AAS-5 scores represent less concern for the welfare of animals 

(Herzog, Betchart and Pittman, 1991).  
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4.2 Overall knowledge level of respondents  

 

Although 75% of respondents stated that they had seen examples of trophy or canned 

hunting in the media, the average knowledge level across all respondents was low. This 

could indicate ineffectiveness of awareness campaigns, as a successful campaign should 

result in positive changes to not only attitude but also knowledge and awareness (Meng, 

Cooper and Sun, 2019). However, as knowledge is only a poor predictor of opinion, 

awareness campaigns alone may not have the capabilities to dramatically change opinion. 

This finding has the potential to benefit many organisations such as conservation charities, 

hunting groups and anti-hunting groups, as it is imperative that these organisations 

understand the effectiveness of their campaign in order to effectively allocate their often-

limited funding (Duthie, et al., 2017).  

 

The majority of respondents incorrectly identified lions as one of the top 5 species of 

‘trophies’ imported into the United States of America (Sheikh and Bermejo, 2019), this could 

be due to their charismatic appeal (Ducarme, Luque and Courchamp, 2013). Kellert (1984) 

found that the public are frequently more aware and interested in issues involving 

charismatic species. For this reason, media reports and awareness campaigns frequently 

focus on charismatic species (Meng, Cooper and Sun, 2019). When provided with 

definitions, respondents were less supportive of canned hunting, however media reports 

frequently conflate canned and trophy hunting (Lindsey, et al., 2007; Byrd and Olynk 

Widmar, 2017), and rarely feature the conservation implications of either (Larson, et al., 

2014) potentially influencing biased and confused opinions in the general public. Further 

research into the representation of canned and trophy hunting in the media is needed to fully 

analyse the extent of people’s knowledge on the differences between trophy and canned 

hunting and the effect of this. 
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4.3 Possible Influences on Knowledge and Opinion 

 

Amongst demographic groups, men had higher average knowledge and opinion scores than 

women. Previous research has found men are generally more supportive of hunting and 

animal use in general (Byrd, Lee and Olynk Widmar, 2017; Herzog, 2007). Men also 

typically make up a large percentage of hunters (Larson, et al., 2014). The sample in the 

current study was unbalanced with only 31% of respondents being male; it is plausible that 

the male respondents had a higher level of familiarity with hunting practices, possibly 

explaining higher knowledge and opinion levels, as similarly theorised in Byrd, Lee and 

Olynk Widmar, 2017.  

 

Whilst previous research found that pet owners were less supportive of hunting (Byrd, Lee 

and Olynk Widmar, 2017; Daly and Morton, 2006), there was no significant difference in 

opinion between those with or without pets. However, as only 12% of the sample were not 

pet owners, the unbalanced group sizes may have affected the validity of this result.  

 

Average knowledge scores varied across residents of different countries, with South African 

respondents having the highest score and respondents from the United Kingdom the lowest. 

With the United Kingdom currently considering banning the importation of hunting trophies 

(DEFRA, 2019), and a recent poll finding 86% of people would support this ban (Survation, 

2019), it is important to establish whether these opinions reflect true knowledge on the 

potential negative consequences a ban could generate (Di Minin, Williams and Bradshaw, 

2016). Hunting is also viewed very differently in terms of cultural significance around the 

world (Gunn, 2001), which could explain these differences, and makes it difficult to 

generalise the findings of the current study to any one population. Mkono (2019b) found that 

African views of trophy hunting were very different to western views, with western views 

more concerned about animal welfare than the economic and conservation advantages that 

trophy hunting may bring. The present study found that 74% of respondents agreed that 
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canned and trophy hunting should be stopped, even if it means people lose their livelihoods. 

Further research into knowledge and opinion differences between countries would provide 

interesting comparisons.  

 

5. Conclusion  
 
This study demonstrates a linear relationship between knowledge and opinions of trophy 

hunting, canned hunting and the impact they have on conservation, with higher knowledge 

appearing to increase support for hunting practices. However, as the sample size was small 

(n = 154) and contained respondents from 25 countries, the findings should not be 

generalised to any one country’s population. Based on the results, future research of interest 

could include identifying potential influences on knowledge and opinion, such as country or 

media representation of canned and trophy hunting.   
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Appendix B – Genstat Outputs  

 

B1 –Simple linear regression of relationship between knowledge and opinion  
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B2 – simple linear regression of relationship between AAS-5 and opinion  
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B3  - Mann-Whitney U test for difference in opinion in pet owners and non-pet owners  
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