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Abstract 

 

In 2004, the recovering Wisconsin timber wolf (Canis lupus) population reached the 

state management goal, set by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, of 350 

wolves. Since then, the state’s wolf population has nearly doubled to the current population 

of 690 wolves (97 percent increase). This recent surge has caused alarm among a vocal 

component of citizens from northern Wisconsin; citizens who have the most frequent 

contact with wolves. Meanwhile, in Madison, residents’ attitudes are largely unchanged, as 

the residents seem unaffected by the burgeoning wolf population, due to the nearly 

complete absence of personal interaction with wolves. 
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Introduction 

 
Wolf conservation in the state of Wisconsin is engulfed in controversy due to 

diverse interests within the state, propagated by people who perceive and experience 

wolves differently. Farmers, hunters, and pet owners are the subset of the population that 

is most frequently upset by the predatory nature of wolves. This group is inclined to 

believe that an unfair amount of domestic and game animals are being sacrificed to sate the 

appetite of Wisconsin’s burgeoning wolf population. Other Wisconsinites, who frequently 

have less direct experiences with wolves, support protecting wild wolves. In the past five 

years, the wolf population in Wisconsin has reached nearly double the management goal 

set by the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, but gray wolves remain protected 

under the Endangered Species Act (Department of Natural Resources, 2010).   

In 2006, the United States Forest and Wildlife Service would not delist wolves 

because they believed human threats still carried the potential to significantly impact wolf 

populations (Goble 2009, 36). The service also stated that they needed regulatory 

assurances that states would manage mortality levels before they would remove them from 

protection, and found that Wyoming lacked these. After Wyoming made some minor 

changes to its wolf management plan, wolves were delisted in February 2008. However, 

they were relisted in July because of a decision in the Federal District Court of Montana, 

which claimed they had not recovered biologically. Although the species had achieved the 

recovery plan’s numerical goal in 2000 and had a high probability of long-term persistence, 

the court claimed there was no evidence of genetic exchange between the subpopulations, 

the second element of risk management (Goble 2009, 36-37). Because of intense hostility 

towards wolves, Dale Goble, Professor of Law at the University of Idaho, asserts that 
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attempts to delist the species are problematic (Goble 2009, 39). Goble observed that both 

biological and legal components affect decisions about a species’ status on the ESL, and 

these components are influenced by the social attitudes people have towards wolves. 

Understanding how these attitudes manifest is important for building management plans 

that address these attitudes and assure regulation of mortality levels.  

Past research shows that public opinion of wolves depends largely on geography: 

populations with a high exposure to wolves have more negative opinions of wolves than 

populations with low exposure (Treves, et al 2009, 1). Our research examines temporal and 

geographic trends in public opinion based on a comparison of surveys from Madison in 

2004 and 2010 and a survey from northern Wisconsin in 2009. Furthermore, it explores 

whether public opinion of wolves has changed in Madison in correspondence with the 

recent surge in wolf population, and the degree to which the temporal trend in public 

opinion found in high wolf exposure areas of the state corresponds to those in low 

exposure areas (Treves, et al 2009, 1). We found that the public opinion of wolves in 

Madison has no obvious correlation to the recent surge in wolf population. While the wolf 

population is noticeably increasing in areas already populated by wolves, areas with 

minimal or zero exposure are still too far removed from wolves for attitudes to be 

significantly affected. This supports the conclusion that attitudes are based primarily on 

geographical proximity to wolves. 

 

Past Research 

 
        Past research indicates that perceptions of wolves, held by members of the public, 

are dependent upon a complex set of interactions between humans, wolves, and the 
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environments that they share.  In order to articulate the complexity of this dynamic, the 

following discussion of previous research is divided into two main sections, an exploration 

of theoretical baselines that influence human perceptions of wolves and an overview of the 

literature as it relates to such theories.  The first portion of this study focuses on the two 

permeating strands of thought which researchers have suggested dictate human 

perceptions of wolves: psychological/historical theories and geographical explanations. 

 Each of these arguments is identified as a sub-heading, under which they are briefly 

explained and typified. 

        The first sub-heading is devoted to the discussion of psychological/historical 

factors, and the theoretical basis for their impact on public perspectives of wolves.  More 

specifically, this section articulates the nine attitudes toward nature that Kellert asserts 

shape our most fundamental views of the environment. Additionally, this section explains 

how such views of nature have been expressed through the passage of time, and have 

shaped the environmental history of the United States. 

        The second critical explanation of how perceptions of wolves are shaped, examines 

the geographic dynamics that can alter opinions.  Defined by direct conflicts between men 

and wolves, the geographic analysis of public opinion relates to attitudes of humans toward 

wolves to their proximity to one another.  

        The second portion of the article examines studies conducted in the past decade, 

specifically focusing on the work of Lisa Naughton-Treves and Adrian Treves because of its 

ability to narrate the broad-spectrum changes in attitudes towards wolves that have 

occurred during this time period.  By implementing a two-fold analysis of previous 

research, our study benefits from an enhanced ability to articulate the prevalent strands of 
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thought regarding human attitudes toward wolves and highlight the ability of Lisa 

Naughton-Treves and Adrian Treves’s work to consolidate disparaging arguments through 

their longitudinal and multidisciplinary approach.  

 

Psychological/Historical Theorization 

While the focus of our research is to discern the differing attitudes Wisconsinites 

hold toward wolves, the aim of our study is to also understand why such discrepancies 

occur. Stephen Kellert explains that individual valuations of nature are “rooted in human 

biology,” and “shaped by the formative influence of experience, learning, and culture” 

(1997, 9). The author goes on to articulate that there are nine distinct values of nature that 

span the spectrum of human perceptions of the natural world: utilitarian, naturalistic, 

ecologistic/scientific, aesthetic, symbolic, dominionistic, humanistic, moralistic, and 

negativistic (Kellert 1997, 10). These distinct perspectives are present in the discourse 

surrounding wolves throughout Wisconsin’s history, making Kellert’s research invaluable 

to our efforts to understand the idiosyncrasies of different attitudes towards wolves. 

The significance of basic natural perspectives in wolf conservation can be identified 

through an examination of Wisconsin’s policies toward wolves spanning from pre-

settlement days to the modern age. In the nineteenth century, utilitarian and dominionistic 

perspectives toward nature were most salient with the early Wisconsin pioneers, to whom 

wolves represented a negative threat to the abundance of resources that the virgin land 

offered. As a result, Wisconsin established a Wolf Bounty in 1865, which was not retracted 

until 1957, at which time the threat wolves posed to Wisconsin’s natural abundance was a 

distant memory. The 1960s were an era that ushered in more humanistic perceptions of 
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nature, which contributed to moralistic regret over the extermination of symbolic 

megafauna, such as wolves, and a longing for the aesthetic beauty of an undisturbed 

ecosystem. Ecological and scientific perspectives were also on the rise in the 1960s, and 

were a contributing factor to the enactment of the Endangered Species Act in 1973. This 

legislation helped create the conditions that enabled the rebound of the wolf population in 

Wisconsin, but its significance to the wolf population is beginning to change. Randy 

Jurewicz, Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources, emphasizes:  

 
Right now [given the resurgence of the wolf population], the federal 
Endangered Species Act is actually the biggest hindrance to continued wolf 
recovery in the state.  Residents in upstate Wisconsin are beginning to take 
the law into their own hands despite and in spite of federal law. (10 
December 2010, personal interview) 

 

Contemporary studies that highlight various changes in Kellert’s perspectives 

towards wolves are central in debates regarding Wisconsin’s current policies of wolf 

management. Some voices, like those of farmers and hunters, still have a primarily 

utilitarian approach to the natural world, and perceive wolves as a threat to their practical 

harvest. Conversely, biologists hold an ecological perspective and aim to maintain healthy, 

functional ecosystems throughout Wisconsin – ecosystems whose health depends on large 

predators. And yet, there remains a vocal population who advocate for the aesthetic, 

symbolic, and moralistic importance of maintaining a wolf population. Pet owners 

represent an interesting juxtaposition, Kellert observed, because “these people might ‘love’ 

pets, but they may harbor sentiments of apathy, even hostility toward the broader realm of 

life,” especially animals, like wolves, which pose a threat to their domestic animals (Kellert 

1997, 42). 
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We have utilized the geospatial stratification of opinions that was observed by 

Naughton and Treves during their research by sampling only from the 53705 postal code 

(Treves, Naughton-Treves, and Shelley 2009). Furthermore, we also asked whether or not 

our survey participants are hunters at the end of the survey (Q.14, Q.15), in order to 

observe trends among responses based on naturalistic and utilitarian experiences. Politics, 

which are presented as the defining factor for human perceptions of nature by John Barry, 

are conspicuously absent from Kellert’s assessments of naturalistic values and the 

Naughton-Treves research of 2005 (Barry 1999, 119 - 154). Since we aim to replicate the 

Naughton-Treves survey to the greatest extent possible, we will also be leaving political 

considerations out of our own survey. However, it is important to consider that politics 

play an important role in the management of the wolf population. Placement of wolves on 

the Endangered Species List is not just determined by biological factors but is also social 

and political factors.  

Therefore, attitudes people hold about wolves have important implications for 

future management plans. Jurewicz explains that state management of the wolf population 

in Wisconsin is difficult while they remain on the Endangered Species List (ESL) because 

they are placed under federal regulation. While wolves are federally protected under the 

Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) they are beyond state jurisdiction and, therefore, 

cannot be governed by state regulations. In our interview with Jurewicz, we asked for his 

opinions regarding the status of wolves on the ESL. He responded:  

 
Wolves needed the Endangered Species Act; they deserved that from 1973 
through 2003. It was justifiable and very beneficial. Funding and law 
enforcement was very important to the recovery of wolves. However, ever 
since 2003, having them listed has really been detrimental to their recovery 
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in the state…"We've outgrown the ESA's usefulness. It's become a hindrance. 
(WDNR, 10 December 2010) 
 
 

Over the past decade, wolves have been delisted and relisted on the ESL multiple 

times and relisting continues to occur although wolf populations have exceeded biological 

recovery levels (Mech 2010, 1421). This means there are other factors, such as social and 

political factors influencing the status of wolves on the ESL. 

 

Geographical Explanations 

        Through their synthesis of quantifiable data, collected between 1972 and 2000, the 

research team of Christopher Williams, Göran Ericsson, and Thomas Heberlein 

demonstrated a geographic explanation of human perspectives toward wolves by 

predicting conflict in terms spatial relationships.  Specifically, in this 2002 study, the 

research team forecasts a potential for the overwhelmingly positive sentiment, present at 

the time, to fade and become more negative.  Williams, Ericsson, and Heberlein based this 

prediction on the greater level of interaction that would inevitably result from the recovery 

of wolf populations in the United States (582).  Explicitly referencing the case of Sweden, 

where the restoration of wolves has resulted in a decline of positive sentiment, the 

researchers theorize that there is a direct link between shared spaces and decreased 

tolerance.  Such conflict is generally a result of a rejuvenated wolf population, often in the 

form of depredation or increased hunting pressure (Williams, Ericsson, and Heberlein 

2002, 582). 

 



 
 

 8 

Current Trends in Human-Wolf Interaction 

        In the early 21st Century, as the wolf population in the United States began to 

recover significantly, several surveys indicated negative views of wolves (Naughton-

Treves, Grossberg, and Treves 2003; Charez, Gese, and Krannich 2005; Treves et al. 2009). 

 In Minnesota the recovery of the wolf population resulted in a 48 percent expansion of 

wolf territory in less than ten years (Harper, Paul, and Mech 2005) and brought the 

population closer to humans, especially in agricultural environments (Charez, Gese, and 

Krannich 2005; Treves et al. 2004; Harper, Paul, and Mech 2005). Jurewicz discussed wolf 

recovery in relation to public acceptance of recovery: 

 
Long-term recovery is always based on public acceptance. If we, and I fear we 
are rapidly approaching this point, if we are stretching their patience so thin, 
they will say 'okay, we don't want any wolves.' The public accepted the 
former goals and targets. But now the wolf population is at least two times 
that. Now the public feels betrayed. Our credibility with the public, therefore 
the long-term survival of wolves in Wisconsin, is really in question...It really 
scares me. (Randy Jurewicz, WDNR, 10 December 2010, personal interview) 
 
 

Randy went on to explain that his job has shifted focus from the biological conservation of 

wolves to the preservation of positive public relations between wolves and humans, 

claiming, "Our tools to limit the population were taken away from us by the federal 

Endangered Species Act." (Randy Jurewicz, WDNR, 10 December 2010, personal interview) 

 

 

  In October 2001 Lisa Naughton-Treves, Rebecca Grossberg, and Adrian Treves 

initiated a study on public perceptions of wolves in Wisconsin, noting the rising number of 

depredations that had taken place (2003).  Specifically, the researchers analyzed the effect 
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that losing a domestic animal to wolves had on opinion and whether or not compensation 

for such a loss had improved tolerance.  Furthermore, the researchers articulated 

demographic trends related to individuals’ tolerance or intolerance of wolves.  The 

researchers based levels of tolerance on proxy measures reported in their survey; such as 

the individual’s reported ideal size of the wolf population in Wisconsin and the likelihood 

that he or she would ever shoot a wolf (Naughton-Treves, Grossberg, and Treves 2003, 

1500). 

         To achieve their research goals, the team of researchers distributed a mail-in 

questionnaire to 658 individuals based on their membership in one of four groups: (1) 

individuals who had registered complaints with state authorities of wolf depredation (n = 

88), (2) randomly selected individuals living in counties where depredations had occurred 

(n = 399), (3) bear hunters who had registered complaints of depredation while hunting on 

public land (n = 50), and (4) registered members of Wisconsin Bear Hunters Association (n 

= 124) (Naughton-Treves, Grossberg, and Treves 2003, 1502).  The population chosen for 

research specifically targets those who have been harmed by the recovery of wolves or 

those who are most likely to be harmed in the future. According to Williams, Ericsson, and 

Heberlein, random samples across countries or states had more positive views of wolves 

than ranchers and farmers (Williams, Ericsson, and Heberlein 2002; Karlsson and Sjöström 

2007, 579), thus an over-sampling such as this results in a serious effect on the data. 

Through an analysis of their survey results, Naughton-Treves, Grossberg, and 

Treves revealed several trends regarding Wisconsin’s wolf population and the states rural 

residents.  First, they confirmed that individuals who had lost an animal to depredation 

were less tolerant of wolves than their neighbors who had not.  Individuals reporting a loss 



 
 

 10 

were more likely to support reducing Wisconsin’s wolf population and favor lethal control 

of wolves as means to do so.  Accordingly, members of this sample were also more likely to 

admit that they might shoot a wolf if it threatened their pet (Naughton-Treves, Grossberg, 

and Treves 2003, 1507). 

The second pattern identified by Naughton-Treves, Grossberg, and Treves was that 

despite the increased levels of intolerance that correlated with depredations, livestock 

producers and bear hunters who received compensation for a loss were no more tolerant 

than those who alleged depredations, but received no compensation.  Regardless of their 

ineffectiveness in curbing intolerance most respondents were in favor of compensation 

payments for victims of depredations. This is especially true amongst bear hunters and 

livestock producers (Naughton-Treves, Grossberg, and Treves 2003, 1506).  

The final pattern articulated in the study demonstrated that cohort membership 

was the strongest predictors of intolerance.  Being a bear hunter or a livestock producer 

was shown to have a greater negative correlation than individual experience and a history 

of depredations (Naughton-Treves, Grossberg, and Treves 2003, 1507).  The researchers 

concluded that a perceived risk of losing valuable cattle and hunting dogs, among members 

of the cohorts was just as influential in shaping their attitudes about predation as actual 

experience (Naughton-Treves, Grossberg, and Treves 2003, 1508).  Similar to Karlsson and 

Sjöström’s sociological analysis of proximity, both these studies demonstrate the 

percolation of perceived risks and attitudes that are transferred through social groups 

(Williams, Ericsson, and Heberlein 2002; Karlsson and Sjöström 2007, 614). 

In October 2003, Adrian Treves, Randy Jurewicz, Lisa Naughton-Treves, and David 

Wilcove designed a second body of research, which took a very different approach to 
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articulate the attitudes of Wisconsin residents statewide.  This study observed the attitudes 

respondents held regarding the state’s growing wolf population. Respondents were 

stratified in their respective postal codes’ exposure to wolves and degree of urban/rural 

settlement. They were also stratified by the percentage of residents in the given counties 

that contributed to Wisconsin’s Endangered Resources Fund through means such as: 

voluntary check offs on state income tax forms, purchasing specialty license plate depicting 

a wolf, or matching state funds from state general-purpose revenues (Treves et al. 2003, 4-

5).  The level of contribution through these diverse means was deemed significant by the 

researchers, as it is through such revenues that the Endangered Research Fund finances 

compensation for wolf depredations (Treves et al. 2003, 5).  1,364 residents of six postal 

codes were eventually studied; the characteristics of each sample, reported by Treves et al., 

are displayed in Table A. 

Through analysis of their survey data the researchers revealed several trends 

regarding the approval of wolves among contributors and non-contributors, and the 

approval of members of both groups toward various management strategies for wolves. 

 Notably, contributors were more tolerant of wolves than non-contributors, and were 

generally more educated, had higher income, and were less likely to be livestock producers 

than non-contributors (Treves et al. 2003, 8). Regarding wolf management, Treves et al. 

reported, “contributors favored non-lethal methods of wolf-control whereas non-

contributors found every lethal method more desirable (Treves et al. 2003, 13).” 

 Furthermore, non-contributors were more inclined to approve a wolf hunting and trapping 

season as soon as it was deemed sustainable by biologists, whereas contributors favored 
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such management techniques when depredations became unmanageable (Treves et al. 

2003, 14). 

        Adrian Treves, Lisa Naughton-Treves, and Victoria Shelly authored a forthcoming 

study on the public opinions toward wolves gathered in 2009.  Specifically, revisiting the 

respondents of the 2001 Naughton-Treves, Grossberg, and Treves piece, they analyzed how 

attitudes had shifted over the period since conducting the original survey.  In order to 

contextualize the results of this piece, note that since the initial study:  

 
Wolf numbers almost tripled and exceed the state’s population target two-
fold; wolf attacks on pets rose to the third most frequent conflict after attacks 
on beef calves and bear-hunting hounds; deer hunting policy was viewed as 
unsatisfactory by many hunters; authority for wolf management was 
repeatedly given to state governments and revoked after federal court 
charges. (Shelly, et al 2009, 1) 

 

In addition to comparing the results of this sample, hereinafter referred to as the High 

Exposure Sample, and its changes from 2001 to 2009, the researchers also compared the 

results to the data collected in 2003, hereinafter referred to as the Stratified Random 

Sample (Adrian Treves, Lisa Naughton-Treves, and Victoria Shelly 2009, 1). 

The previous quotation reveals how complicated wolf management is for states, as 

management power is constantly shifting from state to federal governments and back as 

wolves are delisted and relisted on the ESL. David Mech wrote an article that discussed 

important considerations for developing wolf-harvesting regulations as part of a 

management plan, which may help to curb negative attitudes held by hunters. He 

summarized the history of gray wolves in the Great Lakes Region and the Rocky Mountains 

with regards to the EPA (Mech, 2010). Mech discussed the plan envisioned in Wisconsin, 
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and other states, to regulate a wolf harvest once the species is delisted. When wolves were 

delisted in 2008, Idaho and Montana held wolf-harvesting seasons, and some of the public 

found it extremely distasteful (Mech 2010, 1421). However, many people including 

ranchers and hunters saw it as a positive thing. The negative attitude toward wolf 

harvesting could help explain why there was a push to relist them, which was successful. 

This shows a link between attitudes towards wolves, their status on the ESL, and 

management. However, an important point that Mech failed to include in his article is that 

wolves are often shot illegally, even while they are protected under the EPA, which hinders 

management practices because it is undocumented and unmanageable. Jurewicz told us 

that Wisconsin is handling about 100 dead wolves per year, either shot illegally, hit by cars, 

or killed because they pose a danger to humans. We asked Jurewicz if there should be a 

wolf-hunting season in Wisconsin. He responded: 

 
At this point, yes I do. In 2003, I didn't think we needed a hunting season. We 
could have managed the population through depredation management 
practices, but now the population has is so high that both biologically and 
politically we need a hunting and trapping season. Biologically, we just need 
to reduce the number of wolves. Almost more important is the geographic 
distribution of wolves. We need to get wolves out of central Wisconsin, and 
keep them out of southern Wisconsin. We need to remove wolves invading 
farm country. Politically, we need to empower people to be part of the 
solution, to be part of keeping population down and to vent out some of the 
frustration. (WDNR, 10 December 2010, personal interview) 
 

        Through a broad and comparative analysis of their research over 8 years, Treves, 

Naughton-Treves, and Shelly documented dramatic increases in anti-wolf sentiment, 

operationalized by inclination to kill illegally, opposition to conservation, fear, or strong 

competition, and measured through various survey questions (Adrian Treves, Lisa 
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Naughton-Treves, and Victoria Shelly 2009, 1).  Specifically, agreement with the following 

three statements was deemed a measure of a positive opinion toward wolves: 

 

Seeing a wolf in the wild would be one of the greatest outdoor experiences of my life. 

I think wolves are essential to maintaining the balance of nature. 

Wolves keep deer herds healthy by killing sick or weak individuals. (5) 

 

These statements correspond with Kellert’s humanistic, ecologistic/scientific, 

symbolic, and utilitarian basic values of nature. Conversely, agreement with following two 

statements was designed to correlate with negative opinions of wolves: 

 

I think Wisconsin’s wolf population threatens deer hunting opportunities. 

I would be afraid if wolves lived near my home. (5) 

 

These two questions gauge negative reactions representing Kellert’s negativistic 

and dominionistic valuations of nature. Based on responses to such questions, the research 

demonstrated a dramatic change in the opinions people hold toward wolves. Since the 

initial study in 2001, positive attitudes declined 919 percent and consequently, negative 

attitudes increased 931 percent (Adrian Treves, Lisa Naughton-Treves, and Victoria Shelly 

2009, 1). 
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Methodology 

 
Our primary data collection was conducted mainly through the administration of in-

person surveys, supplemented by an interview with a DNR representative. We used 

questionnaires designed to determine respondents’ attitudes toward wolves and wolf 

conservation programs, and factors that may affect stated attitudes. Questions that assess 

attitudes are those such as “Do you believe there should be a public hunting or trapping 

season on wolves?” and “If I were out hunting and saw a wolf, I might shoot it.” Questions 

designed to determine factors that may affect attitudes include “Have you regularly hunted 

at any time in your life?” and “Have you ever seen or heard a wolf in the wild?” By using a 

standardized set of questions, we aimed to avoid discrepancies that might arise from 

interviews. For our purposes, the results that we find from surveys will be more 

statistically valid and accurate than data obtained from interviews because they will not 

rely on the researchers’ interpretation of phrases and statements made by the respondents. 

Instead the survey consists of an ordered, clear set of questions with standardized 

responses that can be easily compared among many respondents (Secor 2010: 201-202).  

However, if the questionnaire is poorly designed, tendencies that reflect biases of 

the researcher may still exist. Answers are often shaped by context, so if a bias occurs in the 

cover letter or in a question itself, that bias is likely to show up in the respondent’s answer 

(Secor 2010: 198). To overcome this tendency toward agreement, our survey includes 

neutral questions whenever possible and both positively and negatively oriented questions 

when neutrality is impossible. An example of positive versus negative questioning is 

“Seeing a wolf in the wild would be one of the greatest outdoor experiences of my life,” as 

opposed to “If I were out hunting and saw a wolf in the wild, I might shoot it.” 
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Our study relies equally on both original primary data that we will obtain through 

surveys of our target population and data previously collected by Adrian Treves and Lisa 

Naughton-Treves. Our population, or the group of individuals to be examined, consists of 

residents of the 53705 postal code in Madison, WI. The research respondents will be 

determined by taking a stratified random sample, which is a random selection of subjects 

within a specified subgroup or geographical area (Secor 2010: 197), of the 53705 postal 

code. Because the 53705 postal code is in the city of Madison, we will be referring to our 

sample area as Madison. This sampling is not necessarily representative of Wisconsin 

residents, but is a convenient sampling for assessing urban attitudes, and due to time 

limitations, a broader sample would not be possible. While most of the prior research 

performed in this field of study was conducted using mail-in surveys, we have conducted 

in-person surveys, which we have administered to an adult from each of forty unique 

residences in our sample area. We aimed for forty respondents because the Central Limit 

theorem states that as sample size increases, it becomes more representative of the 

population as a whole, placing a sample size of forty at the threshold at which the sample 

can be assumed to be normatively distributed. Because of the broad scope of this research, 

mail-in surveys are advantageous; they can reach a vast number of recipients in a short 

time. However, they require resources and funds that are unavailable for our current 

research. Also, the response rate and time is uncertain whereas we will have the results of 

the surveys immediately upon completion.  

Much of the research conducted by Treves and Naughton-Treves was published in 

2009 in a paper titled “The price of tolerance: wolf damage payouts after recovery” and is 

included in an unpublished paper titled “Sinking public tolerance for gray wolf recovery in 
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Wisconsin exposes a global challenge for predator conservation.” The data for both of these 

studies were collected using mail-in surveys sent to stratified random samples of residents 

from six different postal codes around Wisconsin from 2003 to 2004. Each intended 

recipient received two separate mailings of the survey with self-addressed and prepaid 

return envelopes, a 2 United States dollars cash incentive, and two reminder post-cards 

(Treves, Naughton-Treves, Jurewicz, Wilcove 2009: 3). The redundancy and cash incentive 

served to eliminate bias by encouraging those recipients to respond who were not 

passionate about the subject and would normally disregard the survey. We overcame that 

bias by conducting in-person surveys, which traditionally have much higher response rates 

than mail-in surveys (Secor 2010: 197). Of the six postal codes chosen, three of them were 

located within the wolf population range and three were located outside the wolf 

population range, three were urban postal codes and three were rural, and they spanned 

low, medium, and high support for the Endangered Resources Fund (Treves, Naughton-

Treves, Jurewicz, Wilcove 2009: 3).  

Treves and Naughton-Treves determined the level of support for the Endangered 

Resources Fund by calculating the percentage of residents that checked the box to donate 

to the Endangered Resources Fund on their state income tax form and the percentage of 

Wisconsin Endangered Resources wolf license plates sold in 2003 with respect to standard 

license plates. As previously stated, our research is interested specifically in Madison, 

which was found to harbor the most support for the Endangered Resources Fund (Treves, 

Naughton-Treves, Jurewicz, Wilcove 2009: 6). Jurewicz describes Madison as "a stronghold 

for people who have been accepting of wolves' return to Wisconsin." (WDNR, 10 December 

2010, personal interview) 



 
 

 18 

After completing the surveys, we analyzed the results from our research along side 

data collected in 2004 and 2009. We conducted a bivariate analysis of our data, compared 

our findings with those offered by previous research by Naughton and Treves, and 

formulated visual representations of our findings. The first step in our analysis was to fully 

investigate our own data, initiated by assembling a spreadsheet tabulating our results and 

compiling frequency tables for the data. This allowed us to identify the precise rate at 

which variables occurred.  

The next step in our analysis was to compare our results to those gathered by 

Naughton and Treves in 2004 and 2009.  By taking our data one step further and 

comparing it to the findings of past studies we can demonstrate temporal and geospatial 

variation in public opinion toward wolves.  Specifically, our cross-study analysis is geared 

at identifying differences between the mean, and distribution of particular variables in the 

two samples.  By assessing the similarities/differences of a variable’s descriptive statistics 

across time and place we can draw conclusions about general trends that have unfolded 

across Wisconsin over the past decade. 

 In addition to evaluating changes in public opinion presented over time and space, 

the analytical strategy of comparing our results to the research of Naughton and Treves 

highlights the particular idiosyncrasies of our findings through the direct comparison to 

other data sets.  In effect, by comparing our data to the data of other studies, we have 

gained perspective as to how each is representative of the specific time and place where it 

was collected.  Such insights aid in the interpretation of comparisons between populations, 

and contextualize the greater social and ecological forces motivating the data.  
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The final step in analyzing our data was to create a visual representation of our 

findings. However came to the conclusion that our data is better suited for representation 

through a chart or graph, as opposed to a map, and we have identified several possible 

relationships to consider.  Our data is unsuited for mapping because of the limited amount 

of geographical area we covered, which leaves the majority of the state void of data in a 

geospatial representation.  Also, we are not able to identify the addresses we surveyed for 

confidentiality reasons. In light the constraints our data poses to mapping, we feel that 

graphs allow for a more clear illustration of our findings. These are contained in the end of 

this article.  

 

Limitations 

 
We have acknowledged some limitations in our research thus far. One limitation is 

our sampling size. We reached our goal of forty surveys, but because we are comparing 

these to a previous study where data is comprised of hundreds of surveys, we will only be 

able to compare percentages.  After speaking with respondents, we noticed that some 

people might have been trying to answer questions on behalf of the whole state of 

Wisconsin rather than their own personal opinion, which could skew results.  Some 

residents seemed more concerned about saying the "right" answer rather than what they 

actually think. This is probably a result of speaking to someone in person rather than 

responding to a mail-in survey. It also seems that some questions may have been 

interpreted differently among residents. For example, question twelve of our survey asks, 

"If wolf hunting were introduced in Wisconsin, (if wolves were removed from the 

endangered species list,) would you be more or less likely to purchase the Endangered 
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Resources Fund license plate?" Responses to this question led us to believe that some 

people were under the impression that purchasing the license plate would put wolves back 

on the endangered species list. We also found that people declined to answer some of the 

questions because they were not informed enough about the subject. While this means we 

have fewer responses for some of the questions, it is useful in determining how 

knowledgeable people are about the current status of wolves in Wisconsin. Another 

limitation we will encounter in analysis is that we changed the responses to one of the 

questions used in the previous study. The question is, "In your opinion, the wolf population 

should be kept below…" Responses in The Naughton-Treves study were specific numbers: 

250 individuals, 350 individuals, 500 individuals, 1000 individuals, or no cap on wolves. 

We changed these to estimates: removed, significantly reduced, reduced, kept at current 

level, or no cap. Therefore, we cannot directly compare responses to this particular 

question. 

 

Results 

 
There were only minor disparities between the results from the 2004 Madison 

survey and the 2010 Madison survey. This and the stark differences between the 2010 

Madison data and Naughton and Treves’s 2009 northern Wisconsin data support the 

conclusion that attitudes are based primarily on geographical proximity to wolves. 

 

Psychological/Historical 

Although the differences between the data collected in Madison in 2010 and that 

collected in Madison in 2004 were minor, those that were discernible exhibited a trend 
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toward increasing sympathy toward wolves. To explain why this shift occurred, we looked 

to Stephen Kellert’s “nine basic values of nature” and found an answer in his explanation 

that “[values] are shaped by the formative influence of experience, learning, and culture” 

(1997, 9-10). The breadth of our survey was too limited to assess each of Kellert’s nine 

basic values of nature, but when comparing the 2004 and 2010 results, we did notice an 

increase of positive responses to questions that highlighted an interplay of the following 

values: aesthetic, symbolic, moralistic, and ecologistic. We have grouped these values 

together and will refer to them henceforth as sentimental values. The questions that 

spotlight sentimental values indicated that the residents questioned in 2010 were more 

merciful toward wolves that have committed depredations and tended to romanticize 

wolves’ roles in nature more than those questioned in 2004. 

Supporting the claim of a more sentimental valuation of wolves among Madison 

residents in 2010 is an observable increase in reluctance to kill wolves. The question “Do 

you believe there should be a public hunting or trapping season on wolves?” showed a 6 

percent increase among people who believed there should never be a public wolf harvest, 

regardless of the wolf population and the difficulty of adequately managing depredations 

(Figure D). Similarly, there was a 3 percent increase from 2004 to 2010 in people who 

believed that there should not be a cap put on the Wisconsin’s wolf population. 

Our 2010 survey also showed that among this sentimental population, only 5 

percent of the people surveyed had ever regularly hunted at any time in their lives. This 

shows a marked decrease in hunting experience from the results in 2004 when nearly 26 

percent of those surveyed had hunted regularly at some point in their lives (Figure F). The 

population with less exposure to hunting is more likely to exhibit more idealistic and 
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moralistic values of nature. At one point, while expressing opposition toward lethal control, 

one woman added, “I just don’t like to see any animal killed.” 

Although our data indicates that Madison residents were more sympathetic toward 

wolves in 2010 than in 2004, the increase in sentimentality is not homogeneous across the 

entire surveyed population. This is shown by the responses to the question asking what 

action should be taken if a wolf killed a family pet (Figure G). A larger portion of the sample 

population was reluctant to exterminate rogue wolves in 2010 than in 2004, as indicated 

by the 11 percent increase in the number of respondents who preferred to “take no 

immediate action, but monitor the situation.” However, a conflicting portion of respondents 

was less willing to excuse depredations, as shown by the 8.3 percent increase from 2004 to 

2010 in respondents who supported lethal control if a wolf killed a family pet. 

Perhaps most influential to our results was the decrease in people who have had 

any sort of experience with wild wolves. The percentage of people who had any experience 

decreased 27 percent from 2004 to 2010 (Figure H). Increased exposure to wolves results 

in a loss of idealism toward them. Thus, fewer people having encounters with wild wolves 

explain the increase in sentimental values among the population that we have found in our 

2010 survey. (Ericsson Heberlein Williams 2002, 575) 

 

Geographical 

By comparing the results from the 2010 survey of Madison residents to those 

gathered by Treves et al. in their 2009 survey of northern Wisconsin, we conclude that 

proximity is the greatest determining factor shaping residents’ attitudes towards wolves. 

As noted by Jurewicz: 
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The situation requires that you remove certain individuals from the population to 
ensure that people feel comfortable living with wolves. You see, that's the difference 
between Madison and up north: Madison likes the idea of wolves, but it's the rest of 
the state that has to live with that idea. There is a lot of anxiety out there that 
upstate residents are living with that Madison residents don't. (Randy Jurewicz, 
WDNR, 10 December 2010, personal interview) 
 

The effect of proximity on attitudes that Jurewicz describes is evident across the two 

studies.  Explicitly, 47.4 percent of the people surveyed in northern Wisconsin believed that 

a public hunting or trapping season on wolves should be established immediately; this 

shows a stark difference from the paltry 2.5 percent of Madison residents who wanted an 

immediate hunting season (Figure I). In addition, 60 percent of the sample in northern 

Wisconsin believed that wolves committing depredations should be killed, which is 49 

percent greater support for lethal management strategies at than was observed in Madison 

(Figure J). 

 

Conclusion 

 

People with positive attitudes toward wolves are likely to argue for wolf 

conservation while people with negative attitudes, often concerned with depredations, are 

intent on seeking protections for their private property. With wolves currently on the ESL, 

losses of private property, such as hunting dogs and livestock, are paid for by the DNR. 

Officials from Idaho, Montana, and Wyoming all acknowledged that the biggest challenge in 

managing wolves is the human dimension and clashing values (Wilson 2006, 867). 

Assessing the human dimension of management depends on gaining a clear understanding 

of people’s attitudes toward wolves, what causes these attitudes and how they change over 
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time. One official from Montana stated, “The social factors that shape public interest in or 

tolerance for wolf presence and how conflicts are resolved are equally important 

components of any wolf management program.” (Wilson 2006, 867)  

While the difference in current attitudes toward wolves between Madison and 

northern Wisconsin show clear disparity, the attitudes in Madison alone have remained 

consistently positive from 2004 to 2010. Although the overall wolf population in the state 

of Wisconsin has grown 97 percent in that time period, the wolves are still too far removed 

from Madison to affect perceptions of wolves the same way it has in northern Wisconsin. 

Therefore, the attitudes that Madison residents have toward wolves are unlikely to 

noticeably change unless they experience an increase in the number of interactions they 

have with wolves. This phenomenon is unlikely unless they travel to wolf habitat in 

northern Wisconsin or wolves migrate south and begin directly affecting the lives of 

Madison residents. 

 

Further Research 

 
Although attitudes in Madison remain relatively positive despite the recent surge in 

wolf population, this sample may not be representative of the entire state of Wisconsin, 

including other urban areas. We found that geographical proximity is the main factor in 

shaping peoples’ attitudes towards wolves. However, further research involving larger 

sample sizes across multiple areas of the state would be useful in determining if there are 

equally significant factors shaping attitudes. 
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 As the wolf population continues to rise, people experiencing depredations from 

wolves are growing more intolerant. Meanwhile, state management policies are forced to 

remain stagnant as long as wolves remain on the Endangered Species List. Randy Jurewicz, 

Wisconsin DNR, stated, “The Department feels powerless.” (10 December 2010, personal 

interview) 

 Understanding public attitudes is important for creating political policies. In the 

case of wolves in Wisconsin, it is clear that people in close proximity to wolves would like 

to see changes in management, but there are significant obstacles to making those changes. 

We asked Jurewicz what he thinks the future for management look like. He replied: 

 
The next radical step of states living with an overabundance of wolves is 
lobbying federal legislatures to create a bill that will circumvent the 
Endangered Species Act just for gray wolves in those states. This would be a 
terrible precedent, however, desperate times call for desperate measures... 
(WDNR, 10 December 2010, personal interview) 
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Figures 
Figure A.  Wisconsin postal codes in survey sampled by Treves et al. 2009 and characteristics of 

respondents 

Postal Code 

Characteristics 

   

Respondent 

Characteristics 

   

Name Donors 

% a, b 

Rural/ 

Urban 

c 

Wolves? 

d 

N = Donated 

% e 

Income 

% f 

Education 

% g 

Butternut 

54514 

1.24 

(<0.01) 

Rural Yes 240 10 17 29 

Owen 

54460 

2.11 

(0.02) 

Rural Yes 194 8 9 16 

Wausau 

54401 

2.91 

(0.61) 

Urban Yes 188 15 28 35 

Fond du Lac 

54935 

2.91 

(<0.01) 

Urban No 175 23 27 33 

Sister Bay 

54234 

1.46 

(<0.01) 

Rural No 177 20 32 59 

Madison 

53705 

3.64 

(2.89) 

Urban No 199 43 40 79 

 

(Treves et al. 2009, 6) 

Figure B: 2010 Survey Questions and How They Address Kellert’s Nine Basic Values of Nature 

Value Question(s) Addressing that Value 

Utilitarian 2, 3 

Naturalistic 1 

Ecologistic/Scientific 2, 5 

Aesthetic 4 

Symbolic 4 

Humanistic 7 

Moralistic 6, 8, 9 

Dominionistic 3, 9 

Negativistic 8, 9 
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Figure C: 2010 Wisconsin Wolf Survey 
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Figure D: Do you believe there should be a public hunting or trapping season on wolves? (2004   

                 v. 2010) 

 

 

Figure E: Have you hunted at any other time in your life? (2004 v. 2010) 
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Figure F: What should authorities do if a wolf kills a family pet (e.g. dog or cat)? (2004 v.  

     2010) 

 

Figure G: Have you had any experiences with wild wolves? (2004 v. 2010) 
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Figure H: Do you believe there should be a public hunting or trapping season on wolves? (2009  

    v. 2010) 

 

Figure I: What should authorities do if a wolf kills livestock? (2009 v. 2010) 
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Figure J: What should authorities do if a wolf kills a family pet (e.g. dog or cat)? (2009 v.  

      2010) 
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