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‘Bear are only the Lightning Rod’: Ongoing Acrimony in
Alberta’s Grizzly Bear Recovery

Courtney Hughes and Scott E. Nielsen

Department of Renewable Resources, University of Alberta, Edmonton, Canada

ABSTRACT
Alberta, Canada’s grizzly bears remain a threatened species, with
ongoing controversy limiting achievements. Using a social construc-
tionist approach, together with wildlife value orientations and atti-
tudes descriptions within social process mapping, we explored what
grizzly bears and recovery mean to people. Semi-structured inter-
views revealed unique sub-groups, including Homesteader,
Frontiersmen, Exurbans, and government Biologists and Officers,
whose values are reflective of their identity. While utilitarian or
mutualistic orientations were helpful, uncovering identity in relation
to values, as part of historical socio-cultural conditions and policy
processes, illustrated the importance of power in grizzly bear govern-
ance. Our findings suggest collaborative policy processes should be
established, to build understanding, relations of trust, and identify
common ground to benefit people and bears. Broadly, we suggest
researchers look to utilizing qualitative approaches, as well as social
constructionism and social process mapping, to better understand
and articulate the importance of social-cultural conditions and proc-
esses in conservation policy.
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Introduction

It is widely recognized human relationships with carnivore species are complex, shaped
by cultural, political, economic, and environmental factors (Hintz 2003; Dickman 2010;
Clark, Rutherford, and Mattson 2014; Treves et al. 2017). Commonly, human-wildlife
conflict results with carnivores viewed as threats to human safety or financial interests
and subsequently killed in retaliation or as a preventative measure (Treves and Karanth
2003; Richie, Oppenheimer, and Clark 2012; Madden and McQuinn 2014). Human-
wildlife conflicts are especially pervasive in contexts where people depend on natural
resource production for human well-being (Scarce 1998; Hill 2015; Young et al. 2015;
Rust and Taylor 2016). Typically, rural people are expected to live with carnivores and
adopt policy outcomes, yet conservation policy may be viewed as an imposition on live-
lihoods and as a result, people may oppose conservation (Neumann 2005; Hill 2015;
Pohja-Mykra 2016; Kreye, Pienaar, and Adams 2017). We suggest understanding the
human side of carnivore conservation and policy processes is therefore necessary to
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achieve desired outcomes (Mascia et al. 2003; Hill 2015). Who is involved in conserva-
tion policy decision-making? What do people want, and what do species require for
conservation action? Do these values and needs intersect or conflict? Ultimately, who
gets to decide? These are just some of the necessary questions to ask in conservation
policy processes (Lasswell 1971).
As part of a broader study we qualitatively explore the ongoing acrimony in Alberta,

Canada’s grizzly bear (Ursus arctos) recovery, despite nearly a decade of conservation
action (Walton 2006; McFarlane, Watson, and Stumpf-Allen 2007; Rutherford et al.
2009; Gibeau 2012; Richie, Oppenheimer, and Clark 2012; Oppenheimer and Richie
2014; Alberta Environment and Parks 2016). We also integrate social process mapping and
conceptual descriptions from wildlife value orientations (WVO) and wildlife attitudes lit-
erature into a social constructionism framework to help explain what grizzly bears and
recovery mean to the people expected to live alongside these bears (Lasswell 1971; Kellert
1994 ; Scarce 1998; Clark 2002; Mandfredo and Dayer 2004; Gergen 2015; Chase et al. 2016).

Study Context

Alberta’s grizzly bears once numbered in the thousands, but increasing human popula-
tions, habitat loss and fragmentation, and direct (e.g. conflict) and indirect (e.g. vehicle
collision) human-caused mortality have resulted in bear population decline and range
contraction (Nielsen 1975; 2005; Kansas 2002; McLellan et al. 2017). In 2002, a govern-
ment committee identified a path forward for conserving Alberta’s bears, with a hunting
moratorium established in 2005, and grizzly bears listed as threatened in 2010 (Kansas
2002; COSEWIC 2012). A recovery policy was subsequently developed, prioritizing linear
footprint and attractant (e.g. garbage) management, applied research, educational outreach,
and inter-jurisdictional cooperation (Alberta Grizzly Bear Recovery Plan 2008).
Currently, an estimated 691 grizzly bears range across seven demographically separate

Bear Management Areas (BMA) spanning approximately 170,000 km2 (Figure 1; Alberta
Environment and Parks 2016). This encompasses over 70 different human communities
including Indigenous settlements, as well as forestry, petroleum and agricultural opera-
tions, and recreational areas (Alberta Environment and Parks 2016; Festa-Bianchet
2010). Despite achievements in recovery, such as population estimates, conflict mitiga-
tion, and educational programming, grizzly bear recovery remains contested and strug-
gles to gain widespread public support (Gailus 2005; Walton 2006; N. Webb, personal
communication, January 20, 2012; Alberta Environment and Parks 2016). However,
additional biological or ecological science seems unlikely to resolve this conflict (Gibeau
2012). Instead, we propose understanding the people expected to live alongside grizzly
bears is necessary to inform relevant conservation solutions for people and bears (Wallace,
Clark, and Reading 2002; Mascia et al. 2003; Nielsen, Cranston, and Stenhouse 2009;
Dickman 2010; Clark, Rutherford, andMattson 2014; Madden andMcQuinn 2014).

Theoretic Framing

Grizzly bears hold different meanings to different people, constructed over space and
time through individual and social interactions and discourse (McFarlane, Watson, and
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Stumpf-Allen 2007; Peterson et al. 2010; Gibeau 2012; Richie, Oppenheimer, and Clark
2012; Mattson 2014; Gergen 2015). Grizzly bears can represent pristine wilderness, eco-
logical importance, and be valued for their aesthetic qualities or tourism potential
(McFarlane, Watson, and Stumpf-Allen 2007; Gailus 2010). However, bears can also sig-
nify safety risks and incite fear, or be loathed for their potential to inflict negative eco-
nomic impacts on livelihoods (Kaczensky, Blazic, and Gossow 2004; McFarlane,
Watson, and Stumpf-Allen 2007). Grizzly bears can also symbolize the tensions between
wildlife conservation and human values, including issues associated with costs and bene-
fits, equity and governance (Hintz 2003; Neumann 2005; Reed, Henderson, and
Mendis-Millard 2013; Clark, Rutherford, and Mattson 2014; Hill 2015).
A social constructionist perspective can help reveal why bears might be loved or

reviled, protected, or persecuted (Scarce 1998; Knight 2000; Goedeke, 2005; Peterson
et al. 2010; Gergen 2015; Hill 2015; Fraser-Celin, Hovorka, and Silver 2018 ). For
example, Scarce (1998) found that gray wolves (Canis lupis) and their management rep-
resented a healthy ecosystem to some, and a surrogate of government control to others
across the western United States. Fraser-Celin, Hovorka, and Silver (2018) identified

Figure 1. Alberta’s Bear Management Areas (Alberta Environment and Parks 2016).

36 C. HUGHES AND S. E. NIELSEN



that socio-cultural and political factors influence constructions of human-wild dog
(Lycaon pictus) relationships in Botswana, where conflict actually represents antagonism
between social groups rather than with these animals. Certainly, social constructionism
can elucidate how and why values are constructed for wildlife and their management,
but also how these constructions relate to points of contention or consensus (Fraser-
Celin, Hovorka, and Silver 2018; Goedeke, 2005).
We applied this theory as an overarching lens to our study, whereas the policy scien-

ces social process mapping offered a systematic framework for interpreting interview
data relative to the recovery policy context (Clark, 2002; Lasswell 1971). The first step
in social process mapping is to characterize participants and clarify their perspectives,
including constructions of identity, values, and practices relative to conservation policy
(Geertz 1973; Clark et al. 2009; Oppenheimer and Richie 2014). As Clark (2002) sug-
gests, “identity lies at the heart of perspectives” (p. 36) and in turn, influences values,
which are the enduring, deeply-rooted beliefs or moral qualities people cherish, demand,
or expect, ordered by relative importance that guides behavior (Rokeach 1973; Hitlin
2003; Clark, Rutherford, and Mattson 2014; Manfredo et al. 2017). These values include
power (autonomy, decision-making), enlightenment (information, knowledge), wealth
(production, distribution), skill (competency, expertise), well-being (safety, health),
respect (recognition, appreciation), affection (friendship, trustworthiness), and rectitude
(integrity, responsibility) (Lasswell 1971; Vernon and Clark 2016 ). Power can be par-
ticularly important, used to fulfill other values and achieve goals for self or for a social
group (Clark 2002).
To address the multiplicity of human values, we also borrowed descriptions from

wildlife value orientations (WVO) and wildlife attitudes as standardized terminology
to help explain the meanings people ascribe to grizzly bears and recovery policy
(Rokeach 1973; Kellert, 1994; Manfredo and Dayer 2004; Chase et al. 2016).
Following Mattson (2014), we condensed WVO descriptions into utilitarian or
dominion orientation (use or control over wildlife), mutualistic orientation (egalitar-
ianism or bio-centrism), and distanced or apathetic orientation, with Kellert’s (1994)
attitude typology reflecting utilitarianism/dominionism, ecological/scientific, aesthetic,
moralistic, and negativistic.
Following this, social process mapping articulates the situations or conditions in

which people interact or, in this case experience grizzly bears, the strategies people use
to achieve their goals, and then explicate their value demands and expectations for pol-
icy processes (Clark 2002). Lastly, the outcomes and effects of the social process are
described (Clark et al. 2009; Richie, Oppenheimer, and Clark 2012; Clark, Rutherford,
and Mattson 2014).
It is also important to clarify researcher standpoints in social process mapping (Clark

2002; Clark, Rutherford, and Mattson 2014). As primary investigator (PI), CH wanted
to understand why recovery continues to be acrimonious, and what people ultimately
want for grizzly bears and recovery. CH’s interests stemmed from previous work on
cheetah conservation in Namibia, Africa, and employment experience in the
Government of Alberta’s educational outreach and policy analysis sections. As a bear
researcher, SN was interested in the contributions a human dimensions approach could
add to grizzly bear recovery.
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Methods

First-hand narratives about grizzly bears and recovery were elicited using semi-struc-
tured interviews (Deruiter and Donnelly 2002; DiCicco-Bloom and Crabtree 2006;
Drury, Homewood, and Randall, 2011 ). Participants of interest were those within BMA
boundaries rather than major urban centers or tourists, as these people directly shared
the landscape with grizzly bears (Kvale 1996; Fikret 2004; Bixler 2013; Gergen 2015).
Purposeful snowball sampling recruited diversity across participants, with an initial list
including government staff and other interest groups and individuals generated by the
province’s former carnivore specialist (Noy 2008). This technique helped ensure an
acceptable sample size reflecting data saturation (themes, patterns), and was appropriate
given the divisive nature of recovery and reported reluctance of rural peoples’ involve-
ment in research (Biernacki and Waldorf 1981; N. Webb, personal communications,
January 2012). Participants were contacted using email or telephone and sent study
information, and upon agreement to participate, an interview location, date, and time
was established (University of Alberta 2016). Face-to-face interviews were preferred,
with telephone sessions available if scheduling constraints arose (Novick 2008). At the
culmination of each session, participants made recommendations for additional study
subjects (Noy 2008).
An interview guide informed by other similar studies and expert input elicited first-

hand narratives on perspectives, knowledge, experiences, and strategies towards grizzly
bears and recovery policy, including interactions with government personnel (DiCicco-
Bloom and Crabtree 2006; Chamberlain, Rutherford, and Gibeau 2012; Richie,
Oppenheimer, and Clark 2012). Interviews were audio-recorded where permissions are
given, with written notes taken during each session and extensive post-hoc memoing.
Data were continually reviewed throughout the collection to determine saturation, and
interviews ceased when no new information emerged (Golafshani 2003; Fusch and Ness
2015). Alphanumeric codes were assigned during transcription to protect anonymity.
Coding was completed in three phases with an overarching social constructionist per-

spective informed by social process mapping, and reflective of WVO and attitude
descriptions (Lasswell 1971; Kellert 1994; Clark 2002; Manfredo and Dayer 2004). Initial
codes were generated by reading and listening to interviews and noting patterns,
themes, and dissimilarities (Saldana 2009). Codes were then reviewed, reduced and
refined, and entered into Nvivo 10, followed by importing transcripts for final coding
(Namey et al. 2006; QSR International Pty Ltd. 2012). Key quotes were extracted to sup-
port analysis.
Limitations include possible sampling bias, despite attempts to ensure participant

diversity, and difficulty specifically recruiting indigenous participation, despite repeated
attempts. Of those indigenous people that did participate, they asked the PI not to iden-
tify their perspectives as indigenous, given concerns of biasing a broader cultural way of
knowing. This presents a data gap and warrants future exploration (Clark and
Slocombe 2009 ). We also acknowledge lack of participation from BMA7 (N¼ 1) for
reasons unknown and despite repeated attempts, and absence of environmental non-
profit perspectives from northwest Alberta, likely due to no known groups operating in
the area at the time.
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Results

Sixty seven (of 82) in-person (N¼ 43) and telephone (N¼ 24) interviews averaging
80minutes were completed between end-2012 and early-2014 across BMAs, with no less
than four years in a BMA for each, 58 males, 9 women, and an average age of 51
(26–72 years). Given the rural context, study demographics may reflect a personal
preference for employment by sector (ranchers, foresters) or enculturated norms of
gendered roles in rural society.
A single category reflecting employment type was first used to characterize partici-

pants, however, further examination of the data revealed shared descriptions from par-
ticipants in a geographically-bounded way (northwest, southwest), according to BMA
(Kreye, Pienaar, and Adams 2017). Participants used certain terms to characterize their
identities, influenced by family history and land use, employment type, educational
background, and knowledge and experience with grizzly bears and government person-
nel. Using participants’ own words for naming conventions, “Homesteader”,
“Frontiersman”, “Biologist” and “Fish and Wildlife Officer” (hereafter “Officer”)
emerged (Table 1). “Exurbans” also emerged, however, this characterization was drawn
from literature and reflective of the semi-rural residential areas across some BMAs
where participants lived and worked (Schwartz et al. 2012; Rodgers and Pienaar 2017).
We do acknowledge, however, these characterizations represent a generalized composite
picture of interview data and may not account for other possible identities present but
did not emerge in this study.

The Social Process

Interview data reflected participants’ culturally-situated beliefs about self and disposi-
tions towards grizzly bears, and how this related to value demands and expectations for
recovery policy (Table 2). Homesteader (south-BMA5, 6) and Frontiersmen (BMA1, 2,
north-3) identity reflected a history of land settlement, family and community socializa-
tion, and direct experiences with bears and government agencies. Homesteaders identi-
fied as southwest Alberta’s cattle ranchers, shaping an agricultural history and today’s
beef-producing economy. Historical influences for the construction of this identity
might originate with Alberta’s 1872 Dominion Lands Act, which stimulated rapid
homesteading and encouraged widespread cultivation of the land for economic prosper-
ity (Martin 1938; Hamley 1992; Bennett and Kohl 1995; Clare 1998; Francis 2011;
Government of Canada 2015; Gagnon 2016). Immigrants came from Europe, Britain,
and the United States, bringing with their beliefs and traditions influenced by early
Christianity’s views of dominion over wild nature or Anglo-Texas ranching culture
(Friesen 1987; Myers and Russell 2003; MacLachlan 2006). In the literature, early south-
west Homesteaders are described as proud, hard-working people, enduring hardships

Table 1. Participant characterization.

Homesteaders (ranchers) 9
Frontiersmen (forestry, petroleum, trapper, farmer) 16
Biologists, officers (government) 31
Exurbans (environmental organizations, residents) 11
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from social isolation and wildlife threats, and this is reflected in study participants’ nar-
ratives today (Bennett and Kohl 1995). Grizzly bears (and other wildlife) were historic-
ally viewed insofar as they benefitted or burdened people, and were subsequently killed
for subsistence, revenue, or as problem animals (Donihee 2000; Burns et al. 2005).
These “relations of rivalry” (Knight 2000, 3) are still present to some extent, with grizzly
bears described relative to where they belong (foothills, forests) or not (ranch lands)
and how they affect human wealth and well-being (Nielsen 1975; Herrmann
et al. 2013).

In contrast, though with some similarities, Frontiersmen of the northwest identified
as pioneers of the boreal, with a history of trapping and hunting, forestry or petroleum
production, and mixed farming backgrounds. Indeed, the Northwest experienced a simi-
lar pattern of historical land settlement and wildlife management, with people seeking a
life of prosperity in the bounties of natural resource production (Nash 1963; de Mille
1970). Descriptions of the “frontier” conjured images of distant borderlands separating
civilization from a vast wilderness, and today proud Frontiersmen view themselves as
cultivating the harsh and isolated boreal for human use (Hamley 1992; McCormack and
Ironside 1993; Clare 1998). Managing wildlife meant killing them to fulfill subsistence
needs, generate income, or ensure human or livestock safety (Alberta Fish and Wildlife
Division 1990; Provincial Archives of Alberta 2006). Today, people of the northwest
link their identity and values to a northern birthright, with boom-bust cycles of forestry,
mining, and petroleum production, and expanding agricultural development
(McCormack and Ironside 1993; Clare 1998; Katerberg 2003). This has given rise to
conceptions of a multi-use, working landscape, with related utilitarian values for bears
and other wildlife (Friesen 1987; McCormack and Ironside 1993; Northern Alberta
Development Council 1996; Clare 1998).
Specific to values for grizzly bears, Homesteader and Frontiersmen interviews

revealed that grizzly bears are still viewed as problem animals requiring management,
with perspectives qualified by experiences including livestock depredation, property
damage, and safety risks. More specifically, Homesteader sentiments reflect feelings of
disproportionately bearing the financial and safety costs of living with grizzly bears in a
cattle ranching context, whereas Frontiersmen see grizzly bears are impeding industrial
development. A potent example of the frustrations felt over grizzly bear protections
included the philosophy or practice of “shoot, shovel, shut up”, to manage problem
bears or denote policy opposition. That said, contrasting these views were shared posi-
tive appraisals for grizzly bears between both groups, reflecting the strength or beauty
of bears, particularly sows and cubs, and ecological or existence value. Moreover,
Homesteaders and Frontiersmen shared their view of their role as environmental stew-
ards or forest managers, with narratives reflecting their land use practices as provision-
ing habitat for grizzly bears and helping to increase bear populations.
Exurbans included participants from residential areas and semi-rural communities

across BMA2, BMA3, and BMA4 who had diverse cultural and educational back-
grounds, employment types, and knowledge and experience with grizzly bears and
recovery policy. Exurban identity appeared to be influenced by their beliefs and experi-
ences as migrants or newcomers (“from away”) to BMAs, as well as their personal moti-
vations to live or work in BMAs, and broader societal changes in human demographics
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and land use change (Camino et al. 2016; Manfredo et al. 2017; McIntosh and Wright
2017). For example, changes in the Bow Valley area have shifted historically from
ranching to a focus on the recreational use and wildlife tourism, and protected areas
management (Hildebrandt 1995). Regarding human-bear coexistence, the area has
become an iconic example (and as reported by the biologists in this study, a bit of a
fortuitous anomaly), where people who sought “a life in nature” generally accept the
risks of living with grizzly bears (WildSmart 2012; Bow Valley Human-Wildlife
Coexistence Technical Group 2018).
Across Exurbans, values for grizzly bear ranged from fear based on lack of know-

ledge, to kinship or affection, of which were influenced by different experiences such as
hiking encounters, a bear roaming through a person’s backyard, or educational or
enforcement-related interactions with government personnel. However, even if fearful of
bears, Exurban interviews indicated a greater willingness to adopt proactive conflict
mitigation measures (e.g. bear-proof garbage bins, carrying bear spray) to reduce nega-
tive human-bear interactions, and called upon government personnel to provide add-
itional information and opportunities to learn to safely coexist (Table 3).
Identities of Biologists and Officers reflected professional affiliation and influences

from childhood experiences, personal motivations, or preference for educational and
career pursuits. Biologists’ bear perspectives reflected ecological, existence, and aesthetic
descriptions, whereas Officers reflected public safety followed by the ecological or utili-
tarian importance of bears. The type of work conducted by Biologists (research, policy)
and Officers (investigations, enforcement) also appeared to influence their bear perspec-
tives, mediated by their experiences with bears (fieldwork vs. problem complaint).
As suggested, the situations which Homesteaders, Frontiersmen, or Exurbans inter-

acted with government personnel and vice versa, and strategies used to achieve desired
outcomes, differed according to the type of grizzly bear interaction. For example,
Homesteaders might call upon an Officer to investigate livestock depredation,
Frontiersmen might meet with Biologists to plan access management strategies, and
Exurbans interact with government in educational settings. However, a common value
demand in these interactions is acquisition or assertion of power, and in doing so, seek-
ing fulfillment or recognition of other values. Depending on how these situations and
strategies play out influences whether or not conditions of conflict between people arise.
For example, Homesteaders and Frontiersmen valued power insofar as it could gain
them respect, demonstrate their knowledge and skill, and pursue wealth and wellbeing
(Table 4). In terms of grizzly bear recovery, these value demands reflect the importance
of personal autonomy and discretion to manage bears free from what Homesteaders
perceive as government imposition or unfair persecution. Other value demands and
expectations reflect desires for collaborative decision-making processes between govern-
ment and Homesteaders and Frontiersmen, to ensure peoples’ voices are heard and
stewardship contributions recognized. Exurbans similarly call for direct participation in
recovery policy processes, as well as improvements in government communications and
delivery of educational outreach to equip people with the knowledge and skill to live
safely with bears. Strategies used by Biologists or Officers, likewise, reflect the acknow-
ledgment that participatory policy processes are necessary to advance grizzly bear recov-
ery, however, they too make value demands for power and respect as it relates to
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legitimacy and credibility to deliver on recovery objectives. These value dynamics are
evident between both government personnel and other groups in this study, as well as
between Biologists and Officers in relation to who is determined to be the appropriate
decision-making authority in what situations (e.g. bear relocation vs. euthanasia). As a
result, tension exists between government-public relations as well as within agency, con-
tributing to poor communication and trust issues (Clark 2002; Richie, Oppenheimer,
and Clark 2012).
At the time of this study, the government undertook efforts to engage different inter-

est groups in renewing the 2008–2013 recovery plan, as well as the variable but ongoing
implementation of educational outreach and applied research.

Discussion and Conclusions

Blending social constructionism with social process mapping and conceptual descrip-
tions from WVO and wildlife attitudes literature, this study highlights the role of iden-
tity and the multiplicity of human values for grizzly bears in a contested policy context
(Rokeach 1973; Kellert 1994; Clayton and Opotow 2003; Hitlin, 2003; Manfredo and
Dayer, 2004). Ongoing acrimony in Alberta’s grizzly bear recovery appears to be rooted
in the relationship between identity and values, which are co-constructed through social
interactions, historical, and current land settlement processes, and direct experiences
with bears and government agency (Knight, 2000; Jussim, Ashmore, and Wilder 2001;
Clayton and Opotow 2003 ; Hall et al. 2012; Manfredo et al. 2017). In clarifying partic-
ipants’ unique identities, we illuminate why certain values are so salient and as a result,
why conflict persists, despite shared sentiments towards grizzly bears.

Table 3. Strategies.

Homesteader Carnivores can have a place on the land-
scape. Problems can be solved through
cooperative projects (P31)

If I found a grizzly bear, which would be the
rural attitude, [I would] shoot, shovel
and shut up. I have neighbors that are
second-generation on their ranch and that
grizzly is not allowed on their ranch (P18)

Frontiersmen What happens is they kind of end up buried
in a manure pile or somewhere when
they hit a farm. Don’t ask questions [… ]
just shoot and bury them (P61)

People are in favor to preserve the grizzly
and habitat as much as we can. I just
think we have to be aware of [people’s]
needs (P34)

Exurban I am pretty impressed with the garbage
management in Canmore and Banff.
Everyone has bear proof bins and the
residents seem to be very well
educated (P54)

We encountered a grizzly and watched it
for over an hour [… ] He knew we were
there, we knew he was there, and there
were absolutely no problems. Just kind
of cool (P22)

Biologist Distribution of BearSmart materials, getting
them in information centers and to
county offices […Make] safety in bear
country videos, meet separately with each
individual sub-division, have more pres-
ence at community events (P9)

What we are talking about is a threatened
species relative to the need for profit.
I guess I would side with the endangered
species (P4)

Officer Everybody iss gonna have their own feelings
about how you catch a bear, when you
catch a bear, or how you process a bear
and why, but [… ] we are actually the
people in charge and you need to help
us manage properly (P23)

We can make progress. It takes a focused
effort [… ] it takes that one-on-one (P49)
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As suggested by Hitlin (2003, 121) identity formation involves emotional and cogni-
tive processes that draw upon “culturally significant symbolic material”, linking narra-
tives of self with broader group belonging, and the development of values important to

Table 4. Social process values.

Power Officers from 30–50 years ago say they
relied on ranchers to take care of
over-populated bears. Now we can-
not do that because we are threat-
ened to be persecuted (P40,
Homesteader)

A problem grizzly bear, I am a little
leery of what I say, a bear that’s
done something should be put
down in my eyes. I think putting
down certain bears, and not every
bear is a good bear, I think if you do
actually do the right thing by put-
ting some bears down [… ] you are
gonna save more bears in the end
because the public is gonna see that
you guys are acting professional,
making right decisions (P6, Officer)

Respect I think anybody who has lived here,
particularly in the farming commu-
nity, they know bears [… ] have a
healthy respect for them, and there
might be some of that fear [… ]
they do not want them killing their
livestock (P3, Biologist)

The respect I have for grizzly bears
more than anything [… ]I compare
them to people all the time [… ] As
I tell people in talks, give them the
respect they deserve and they will
give it back (P60, Exurban)

Rectitude [Is it] morally wrong or legally wrong
to kill a grizzly bear? People say ‘you
can’t shoot a grizzly bear. Doesn’t
matter what he’s doing’ I say give
your head a shake [… ]you wouldn’t
shoot a grizzly bear that’s attacking
your kid? (P25, Frontiersmen)

In this community, you have a very
high tolerance for grizzly bear popu-
lations. People are not into euthani-
zation. [The message is] you can
help be part of the solution [… ]
that it’s our responsibility to man-
age, to change our behaviors to the
save the wildlife (P22, Exurban)

Wellbeing We do not have these terrible ranchers
down here that want to shoot every
grizzly bear [… ] That is certainly
not the case at all. All they want to
do is be safe in their area, and not
have their cattle all eaten up (P33,
Homesteader)

When [people] have a problem, support
them so they do not suffer economic
losses. If he suffers economically,
almost anybody is going to be
aggressive towards the animal
(P12, Biologist)

Wealth We would have no problems if there
were not bears out here. People do
not think about whose gonna foot
the bill for habitat and mitigation
(P38, Homesteader)

It would be more efficient if they lobby
the government to subsidize my
fencing [… ] I am just like anybody
else, like just trying to feed myself
(P48, Frontiersmen)

Enlightenment It is a matter of getting this cross
department, cross government dia-
log going [… ] once you pin point
those government agencies, get
them all together, I think it can
work. You just gotta make sure
you’re partnering with the right peo-
ple (P9, Biologist)

The BearSmart approach is extremely
important [to] long-term recovery. It
helps gain public acceptance of
bears [and] acknowledge and under-
stand bears and their behaviors, and
the human component
(P63, Exurban)

Skill I credit my officers in this because we
have rode those guys so hard and
made them clean up their act. The
number of bear complaints in the oil
and gas sites, you could show it on
a graph that it is going down
(P25, Officer)

These species are on my place and I
am proud of that. I hope I should
get credit for that. I do not want the
general population saying ranching
is bad and beef is bad (P31,
Homesteader)

Affection People love to see great big grizzly
bears roaming around, and I can
understand that. Absolutely gor-
geous animal (P33, Homesteader)

They’re just so squishy. I just wanna
grab them and hug them. I have a
chowchow dog and she looks like a
bear (P14, Exurban)
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human life (Jussim Ashmore, and Wilder 2001; Kreye, Pienaar, and Adams 2017). Our
interview data suggest identity and values are co-constructed in relation to lived experi-
ences with grizzly bears and government agency, and broader historical and current
narratives shared between family and community (Knight 2000; Myles and Russell
2003). Depending on group identity and experiences, utilitarian and mutualistic asser-
tions about bears and their management emerge (Clark 2002; Wallace, Clark, and
Reading 2002; Kaczensky, Blazic, and Gossow 2004; Mattson 2014). However, in terms
of values, Homesteaders, Frontiersmen, Exurbans, Biologists, or Officers all indicate
power and respect are of utmost importance and ultimately reflect the significance of
self-expression and determination of one’s own fate in policy processes (Mattson 2014;
Kreye, Pienaar, and Adams 2017; Manfredo et al. 2017). Disputes in grizzly bear recov-
ery are, therefore, less about utilitarian or mutualistic perspectives and rather reflect the
conditions of conflict between people vying to fulfill their values and affirm their iden-
tity (Hitlin 2003; Kreye, Pienaar, and Adams 2017).
Whether conscious or not, each sub-group is trying to actualize the same values in

recovery policy processes. Rural land users want respect and autonomy to make deci-
sions relevant to their lives, and so do Exurbans, Biologists, or Officers. All actors desire
appreciation as legitimate decision-makers in policy processes, and seek to assert the
power to achieve other values like wealth and well-being, knowledge, and skill (Scarce
1998; Clark 2002; Young et al. 2015). Having power determines how value transactions
play out, including if they are equitable and who benefits or who bears the costs (Clark
2002; Lukes 2005 ). If value transactions are perceived to be inequitable, this can create
in-group and out-group conditions and result in feelings of disadvantage, loss of self-
expression and lack of power (Clark2002; Hitlin 2003; Kreye, Pienaar, and
Adams 2017).
For example, Homesteaders and Frontiersmen reported feelings of fair persecution by

government personnel, portrayals as villains in grizzly bear recovery, and exclusion
from decision-making tables (Opotow and Brook 2003; Neumann 2005). From their
perspective, rural landowners who once had discretion and encouragement from their
government to manage bears must now abide by regulations and restrictions they feel
do not secure their well-being and wealth (Alberta Fish and Wildlife Division 1990;
Donihee 2000; Kansas 2002; Burns 2005 [AQ32]; Kreye, Pienaar, and Adams 2017).
Top-down control over wildlife goes against Homesteader and Frontiersmen values for
autonomy, and despite government efforts to reduce negative impacts of grizzly bears,
rural landowners feel they continue to disproportionally bear the financial and safety
costs of recovering grizzly bears (Neumann 2005; Kreye, Pienaar, and Adams 2017).
Government is perceived to place bears’ needs above people, with Exurbans shouldering
unfair expectations on landowners to coexist with bears. In turn, some Homesteaders
and Frontiersmen espouse “shoot, shovel and shut up” to oppose policy (Pohja-
Mykra 2016).

However, Exurbans also feel excluded from policy decision-making, with frustrations
reflecting demands for improved outward government communication and delivery of
educational outreach to address human safety risks and reduce the possibility for bear
relocation or euthanasia. Exurbans’ positive inclinations may reflect a post-materialistic
movement across urbanizing society, as human subsistence needs and traditional
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lifestyles change, and people reimagine what human-wildlife coexistence means (Walker
and Fortmann 2003; Schwartz et al. 2012; Manfredo et al. 2017; Bow Valley Human-
Wildlife Coexistence Technical Group 2018). While these demands contrast
Homesteaders and Frontiersmen, who seek recognition of their stewardship contribu-
tions and compensation for living with grizzly bears, similarities between groups lie in
demanding recognition for who people are and the power to determine one’s future.
With government participants, the importance of identity and values reflect power

and respect in relation to their credibility and legitimacy as decision-makers in recovery
processes. Both Biologists and Officers view top-down management necessary to deliver
on long-term bear conservation needs and ensure public safety. However, disputes
between these two groups reflect human-human conflict in asserting who is more legit-
imate, and who has the appropriate knowledge or skill to make bear management deci-
sions (Clark 2002; Hitlin 2003; Mattson 2014). The conflict here is not about bears, it’s
about people. Despite shared value orientations of mutualism (Biologists, Exurbans) or
utilitarianism (Homesteader, Frontiersmen, Officers), or attitudes about bears (from fear
and loathing to beauty and affection), conflict is situated around identity-value dynam-
ics, and peoples’ involvement in decision-making over policy that affects their lives
(Clayton and Opotow, 2003; Clark, Rutherford, and Mattson 2014; Mattson 2014).
People want to be respected for who they are, acknowledged for what is important to
them, and have a hand in what outcomes will come from public policy (Chase, Siemer,
and Decker 2002; Gibeau 2012; Manfredo et al. 2017). Given this insight, we suggest
contextually specific collaborative approaches that seek to listen and understand people
are necessary to address the ongoing acrimony in Alberta’s grizzly bear recovery (Reed,
Henderson, and Mendis-Millard 2013; Mattson 2014; Chase et al. 2016).
Practically, we recommend establishing multi-stakeholder groups reflective of each

BMA, to engage people in decision-making on future grizzly bear governance (Chase,
Siemer, and Decker 2002; Fikret 2004; Lafon et al. 2004; Reed, Henderson, and Mendis-
Millard 2013; Vucetich et al. 2018). This would help recognize and reflect the socio-cul-
tural and environmental differences across the Alberta landscape, and work to build
relations of trust, foster constructive dialog, provide opportunities for co-learning, and
identify common ground (Fikret 2004; Gibeau 2012; Hall et al. 2012; Lafon et al. 2004).
Current examples include grassroots action, such as Waterton Biosphere Reserve’s
Carnivores and Communities Program, Bow Valley Human-Wildlife Coexistence work,
and Peace Region’s Northwest Grizzly Bear Team. Related to this, we suggest evaluating
these collaborative approaches as part of a policy sciences approach.
We also suggest collaboratively developing interactive learning opportunities targeted

to the specific needs and values of people across BMAs (Blekesaune and R�nningen
2010; van Dalum 2013; Hughes et al. 2017). This can include hands-on educational
opportunities that address human safety concerns (e.g., bear spray training) rather than
messaging focusing on saving bears, which may not resonate with all audiences
(Johansson et al. 2016; MacDonald 2016). The grassroots groups previously mentioned
have demonstrated that tailoring educational messaging and experiences is a useful
approach (WildSmart 2012).
Theoretically, our approach was useful to describe the complexity of human identity

and values relative to grizzly bears and their conservation, including using standard
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descriptions from WVOs and wildlife attitudes (Deruiter and Donnelly 2002; Drury,
Homewood, and Randall 2011; Mattson 2014). We suggest future research consider
these approaches to help uncover complex social phenomenon and inform relevant con-
servation solutions (Mascia et al. 2003; Rust et al. 2017). We also suggest future research
specifically explore Indigenous identity, values, and relationships with grizzly bears, and
experiences with policy processes, as this was a gap in our study (Clark and
Slocombe, 2009).
Ultimately, involving the people who are affected by policy in decision-making can

enable opportunities to assert what is important to them and why, and can work to
build better human-human relationships, which we suggest are necessary to improve
proclivity to support conservation action (Mattson 2014; Kreye, Pienaar, and Adams
2017). Grizzly bear recovery processes must ensure the diversity of people who live with
these bears are not alienated from policy participation and instead given opportunities
to clarify their perspectives, values, demands, and expectations (Clark, Rutherford, and
Mattson 2014). While a contextually specific and collaborative policy approach will
undoubtedly be challenging to implement, enabling the conditions to fulfill human dig-
nity desires across a socially diverse landscape is necessary for people and bears (Fikret,
2004; Lasswell 1971). Doing so is more likely to enable constructive dialog and out-
comes for human-bear coexistence.
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