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Abstract: Throughout history and across their geographic distribution, bear species (Ursidae) have
been portrayed and valued for their beauty, physical power, or ecological significance, while concur-
rently disliked and feared for their ferocity, negative economic impacts, and safety risks they can pose
to people. How bear species are depicted in stories—including myths, legends, fables, or tales—can
influence how people come to value bears and act toward them. It is our belief that reviewing the stories
people tell about bears can be useful in understanding people’s proclivity to conservation action, given
that stories told about bears can be a powerful demonstration of how local culture influences human
relations with wildlife. We conducted a review of English-language literature for stories about bears
across their global range, to better understand how these stories reflect human thought and imagina-
tion, experiences, and behaviors concerning bears. We identify 4 themes about bears as told through
different narratives—including kinship, utilitarianism, threat, and political bears—and illustrate how
understanding stories told about the wild animals that share our lives can provide important insights
into developing conservation policy and action.
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It is widely understood that human–large carnivore re-
lationships are complex, ranging from reverence to vilifi-
cation, conflict to coexistence (Madden 2004, Hill 2015,
Redpath et al. 2015, Ives et al. 2017, Frank et al. 2019,
Hughes et al. 2020, Morehouse et al. 2020). Increasingly,
human dimensions research is moving beyond attitudi-
nal assessments to examine the role that broader cultural
beliefs, values, and practices play in conservation gov-
ernance and achieving desired outcomes (Knight 2001,
Dickman 2010, Riley 2010, Mukul et al. 2012, Walsh and
Goldman 2012, Young et al. 2015, Camino et al. 2016,
Ives et al. 2017, Fraser-Celin et al. 2018, Infield et al.
2018, Hughes and Nielsen 2019). This includes under-
standing the cultural and emotional connections people
have to different wild animals, which can invoke affective
and behavioral responses (Hall et al. 2012, Frank et al.
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2017, Ives et al. 2017). Given this, we suggest explor-
ing how different animal species, and specifically bear
(Ursidae) species, feature in the hearts and minds of peo-
ple, which can offer insights into conservation policy and
practice (Gottschall 2012, Infield et al. 2018, Sousa et al.
2018). We consider, then, that the different stories people
tell about bears may hold more importance for local cul-
tural beliefs and practices than do objective truths (Fritts
et al. 2003, Gottschall 2012, Hall et al. 2012, McLellan
et al. 2017, Fernández-Llamazares and Cabeza 2018).

We use ‘stories’ to represent myths and legends
(often sacred explanation of beliefs and ritual practices),
folklore (rules and social practices governing a group),
tales (verbal history and accounts), taboos (instruction
on morality and conduct), and even modern fiction
(Bascom 1954, Majasan 1969, Jalais 2008, Gottschall
2012, Zemmelman 2012, Glikman et al. 2019). Stories
have been told throughout history to help people make
sense of their world, to organize knowledge, share beliefs,
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transmit values, teach lessons or skills, offer amusement,
and set forth socially acceptable behaviors (Jones 1994,
Bronner 2007, Hill and Webber 2010, Gottschall 2012,
Zemmelman 2012, Good et al. 2017, Sousa et al. 2018).
Examining the stories people tell about bears can illumi-
nate what these animals mean to people, which may assist
in efforts to design conservation activities that resonate
with local belief systems, or if appropriate, dispel myths
and encourage change (Bowen-Jones and Entwistle 2002,
Fraser et al. 2006, Dunham 2007, Harel 2009, Riley 2010,
Gottschall 2012, Infield et al. 2018, Schneider 2018, Brit-
tain et al. 2020). We take stories to be reflective of cultural
beliefs and norms and, through their telling, can influence
the attitudes and behaviors of people (Gottschall 2012,
Glikman et al. 2019).

Examining the stories people tell about wild animals
has indeed been part of a growing body of literature. For
example, examining different African narratives about
lions (Panthera leo) has provided insight into honor-
ing these felines for their power and rationalizing ritual
killing as a passage into manhood (Dickman et al. 2015).
Across parts of Central and South America, stories about
jaguars (P. onca) yield insights into the worshiping of cats
as ancestors, condemning them as savage man-eaters, or,
at present, their symbolic representation of land-use con-
flicts between ranchers and conservationists (Roe 1998,
Zimmermann et al. 2005, Carvalho and Pezzuti 2010, Fort
et al. 2018). Figari and Skogen (2011:13) suggest that
the representations of large carnivores to people, as man-
ifested through different forms of story, are “framed by
consensual cultural beliefs,” which in turn act to influence
individual and social practices (Bascom 1954, Descola
1996, Gottschall 2012, Dhee et al. 2019). In this case,
we suggest that exploring the meanings that stories about
bears convey to people can help conservationists develop
policy action that supports positive, desired outcomes and
avoid unintended consequences through cultural insensi-
tivity (Hill and Webber 2010, Tegel 2011, Baynes-Rock
2015, Good et al. 2017, Brittain et al. 2020).

Without a doubt, bears are a charismatic megafauna
capable of invoking a range of emotional and behavioral
responses from people across the world; and indeed, effi-
gies, cave paintings, clothing, and other artifacts point to
the importance of human–bear relations (Gibbon 1964,
Elms 1977, Kaczensky et al. 2004, Blomberg 2007, Pas-
tourneau 2011, Frank and Silva 2012, Grayson 2012).
In reviewing stories about bears, whether Ursa Major to
Callisto, or Paddington Bear to Golidlocks, we believe
conservationists can use this information to develop con-
servation actions that appeal to human culture and values
(Yoon 1979, Knight 2000, Bowen-Jones and Entwistle

2002, Dunham 2007, Harel 2009, Riley 2010, Infield et al.
2018, Dhee et al. 2019). Although we understand that lo-
cal culture may undermine conservation efforts by per-
petuating negative discourse and behavioral norms that
are contrary to conservation objectives, we also posit
that when thoughtfully considered and respected, local
cultural values, attitudes, and practices, as transmitted
through story, provide an opportunity to generate conser-
vation support (Mattson et al. 2006, de Pinho et al. 2014,
Matejova 2015).

Methods
Some of the more common representations of nonhu-

man animals in literature are found in story, whether fa-
bles, legends, myths, or tales (Tatar 2002, Harel 2009,
Varga 2009, Gottschall 2012). People use both their
imagination and cultural stereotypes when writing about
nonhuman animals, and often anthropomorphize species
(Foltz 2010, Baynes-Rock 2015). In particular, bears are
described in metaphor relative to their human-like traits
and behaviors, and can be honored through ceremony or
totems, or feared for the risks they can pose (Brunner
2007, Lescureux and Linnell 2010). We determined that
to better understand the meanings ascribed to bears, or
meanings inherent in the stories people tell about them,
a qualitative exploratory approach to reviewing bear sto-
ries would be most appropriate (Fraser et al. 2006, Gergen
2015, Haddaway et al. 2015, Frank et al. 2017, Fraser-
Celin et al. 2018, Lute and Carter 2020). This approach
was appropriate given that it provides researchers the flex-
ibility to describe the data rather than constrain data to
defined categories (Lute and Carter 2020). To qualita-
tively explore bear stories, and enable the emergence of
meaning through our review, we focused on stories avail-
able online in the English language that portrayed bears
over space and time, including human beliefs about bears
(e.g., spirituality, ecological processes), values ascribed
to bears (e.g., power, food), and practices related to bears
(e.g., ceremony, taboos; Descola 1996, Frank 2016, Dhee
et al. 2019, Lute and Carter 2020). We acknowledge the
limitations that an online English-language search im-
poses, including the potential for loss of nuances with
translation, and loss of temporal significance when told
in a specific cultural context. However, we felt it im-
portant for the search to be geographically and tempo-
rally expansive in order to explore the diversity of stories
available.

We used a keyword search (bear, story, folklore,
myth, legend, ceremony, taboo, use, spiritual, children)
with Boolean operators ‘AND,’ ‘OR,’ and ‘NOT’ (café,
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sports, mascot, clothing, jewelry) with an open date
range in Google Scholar (https://scholar.google.com/),
JSTOR (https://www.jstor.org/), and the Web of Science
(https://clarivate.com/webofsciencegroup/solutions/web-
of-science/ [Haddaway et al. 2015, Bhatia et al. 2019,
Lute and Carter 2020]). To screen documents for suit-
ability, we read the titles of the first 250 documents,
followed by reading the abstracts or introduction to
confirm relevance to our review (Fraser et al. 2006, Lute
and Carter 2020). It is important to note that we largely
excluded research papers that reported only on attitudinal
studies toward bears because we considered these to
be out of scope in understanding the broader cultural
representations of bears as told through forms of story.
We also excluded articles, books, and gray literature
(e.g., reports, theses), or news stories that represented
bears as art or mascots. We also largely excluded the
dearth of popularized books on bear attacks, because
we considered these sensational and potentially biased
in their reporting. Further, we recognize the importance
of bear symbolism or bear effigies as part of cultural
storytelling about the significance of bears to people.

We reviewed 80 documents that aligned with the out-
lined objectives (Supplemental material A). During the
first read-through, we made preliminary notes on the be-
liefs, values, knowledge, and practices associated with
bears described in the documents (Fraser et al. 2006). We
compared these descriptions and condensed them into
categorical themes, using naming conventions from the
literature (Fraser et al. 2006). We reread each document
and where possible assigned it to a single theme based on
the prevailing meaning that best captured how bears were
portrayed and what bears represented (Table 1; Fraser
et al. 2006, Haddaway et al. 2015, Bhatia et al. 2019,
Dhee et al. 2019). That said, some pieces of literature
crossed thematic boundaries and, as such, were captured
in one or more themes.

With our review, we acknowledge that the meanings
and intent of a story can change each time it is told, de-
pending on the narrator’s or interpreter’s lens (Gottschall
2012), and we recognize these changes can affect conser-
vation efforts (e.g., reintroduction of bears to a landscape
where they were otherwise extirpated). Our review thus
reflects our interpretation of the stories people tell about
bears as we reviewed literature presented here. We do,
however, acknowledge that other readers may have dif-
ferent interpretations of these stories that are worthy of
discussion (Fraser et al. 2006, Haddaway et al. 2015), as
well as acknowledge the limitations of a western scien-
tific interpretation of culturally rich stories (Infield et al.
2018).

Results
Our qualitative exploratory review revealed 4 main

themes that describe the meanings inherent to the stories
people tell about bears (Table 1). Below we describe each
theme and discuss each discretely (Fraser et al. 2006). We
note that our constructed boundaries between themes are
artificial, with shared concepts, such as respect or fear,
spanning different themes. We recognize the plurality of
human beliefs and values for bears as told through forms
of story, and that these can be difficult to assign to one
thematic category.

Bears as kin
Stories that fit within this theme frame bears as ances-

tors, referencing the morphological, temperament, and
other characteristic similarities of bears to humans, in-
cluding a plantigrade gait, gestation period, maternal care,
intelligence, and individualism. These stories also include
lessons to equip people to live alongside their bear-kin,
including direction on avoiding conflict situations but si-
multaneously revering these animals for their power and
prowess. These stories also reflect origins, referencing
human–bear pairings that resulted in semi-ursine off-
spring that were believed to establish royal bloodlines
or become formidable warriors. Frank (2015:24) writes
about early hunter-gatherer communities that venerated
the bear:

“Bears and native people lived together on the continent of
Europe for thousands of years. Both walked the same trails,
fished the same salmon streams, dug roots from the same
fields, and year after year, harvested the same berries, seeds
and nuts.”

Invoking the name of the bear was often believed to sig-
nal virtuous qualities or spiritual authority in the bearer,
as seen with stories about Saint Ursula or King Arthur.
Similarly, Indigenous clans around the world honored
the bear through ceremonies and taboos against killing,
which can be interpreted to both revere and respect the
bear. Transformation and healing appear to be a central
tenet of bear spiritualism, associated with effigies and
cults across North America, Europe, and Asia. Whereas
reverence and ceremony often honor the life of a bear,
this is not to say bears were not killed—tales from the
Japanese Ainu, North American Pueblo, or Yavapi tribes
speak of ritualistically killing bears as part of festivities,
while respecting the animal’s sacrifice.

Bears as utilitarian
Bear stories within this theme narrate the utilitar-

ian value of bears to people. Utilitarian value of bears
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Table 1. Themes and related concepts found in stories about bears across their global range, with source
literature (available in Supplemental material A). Note the boundary-spanning themes that some literature
occupied.

Theme Reference Theme Reference Theme Reference Theme Reference

Bears
as kin

Hastings 1895 Bears as
utilitarian

Frazer 1922 Bears as
threat

Lumsden 1998 Bears as
political

Milne 1926
Hagar 1900 Hallowell 1926 Knight 2000 Elms 1977
Newell 1900 Milne 1926 Preece and Fraser

2000
Shepard and Sanders

1985
Frazer 1922 Matheson 1942 Brunner 2007 Mills and Servheen 1991
Hallowell 1926 Ewers 1955 Knight 2008 Mighetto 1991
Dyrenkova 1930 Kitagowa 1961 Mueller and Reiss

2005
Ramsey 1997

Matheson 1942 Munro 1963 Janoušková 2007 Knight 2000
Curtis 1952 Shepard and Sanders

1985
Clark and Slocombe

2008
Hintz 2003

Ewers 1955 Petrov 1989 Knight 2008 Smith 2006
Edsman 1956 Newham 1997 Pastoureau 2011 Adler 2008
Kitagowa 1961 Pavlik 1997 King 2012 Clark and Slocombe 2008
Munro 1963 Black 1998 Platoff 2012 Foote and Wenzel 2009
Gibbon 1964 Lumsden 1998 Hodgson 2013 Montgomery 2009
Loucks 1985 Preece and Fraser

2000
Kubo and Shoji

2016
Ran et al. 2009

Shepard and
Sanders 1985

Cataldi 2002 Van Tighem 2013 Riabov and de Lazari 2009

Goldman 1989 Berres et al. 2004 Harding 2014 Manzo 2010
Petrov 1989 Brunner 2007 Herrero 2018 Pastoureau 2011
Hughes 1990 Janoušková 2007 Grayson 2012
Balzer 2003 Heller 2008 Platoff 2012
Newham 1997 Foote and Wenzel

2009
Buckingham et al. 2013

Pavlik 1997 Clark and Slocombe
2009

Hartig 2013

Black 1998 Montgomery 2009 Hodgson 2013
Lumsden 1998 Paisley and Saunders

2010
Van Tighem 2013

Rockwell 2003 Pastoureau 2011 Harding 2014
Berres et al. 2004 Hodgson 2013 Swim and Bloodhart 2015
Guenon 2004 Nevin et al. 2014 Frank 2016
Liberman 2005 Child and Darimont

2015
Nijman et al. 2017

Blomberg 2007 Davis et al. 2016 Born 2018
Brunner 2007 Gade 2016 Minor and Boyce 2018
Germonpre and

Hämäläinen 2007
Kubo and Shoji 2016

Janoušková 2007 Nijman et al. 2017
Marler and

Haarmann 2007
Minor and Boyce

2018
Knight 2008
Antonello 2009
Clark and Slocombe

2009
Montgomery 2009
Crummy 2010
Paisley and

Saunders 2010
Pastoureau 2011
King 2012
Benson 2014
Nevin et al. 2014
Frank 2015
Frank 2016
Gade 2016
Bender 2017
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included the material form, with stories that describe the
reverence of bears and their sacrifice to fulfill human
needs for food, fur, or certain body parts in traditional
medicine. These stories also reflect the intangible value
of bears—such as when hunted during a rite of passage or
quest—or serve as a means to address ‘problem animals’
reflective of the traditions and toils of human livelihoods
in bear country, with stories expressing the subjugation
and domination of bears as representative of man con-
quering wild nature. These stories also reflect utilitarian-
ism, presenting bears as a source of entertainment when
describing captive and starved bears used in ‘sporting’
arenas or circuses. Further, early Christian doctrine po-
sitioned bears as slovenly beasts, barbaric kidnappers, or
immoral animals. This framing apparently used the bear
to teach morality, but still positioned humankind as hav-
ing dominion over the bear. Lastly, bears have been used
in children’s tales, also to instruct or act as a companion
(e.g., The Jungle Book, Winnie the Pooh).

Bears as threat
Stories that describe bears in terms of a threat reflect

the human safety risks, negative economic impacts, and
pests or problems that bears can symbolize. This promi-
nently includes fear of bears, used to invoke caution and
in some instances respect for the animal. However, stories
about fearing bears can also contribute to indiscriminate
or retaliatory killing. As Platoff (2012:101) suggests,

“very rarely does the bear get the better end of encounters,
no matter if they are with other wildlife, domestic animals or
humans. Usually, the bear suffers indignity, exploitation, or
even death at the hands of other characters in the stories.”

That said, the threat theme also includes narratives of
the role people play in preventing bear attacks, and sug-
gests the benevolence of bears in their tolerance of human
interaction. Certainly, we found indication that a nonag-
gressive encounter with a bear can have a profound effect
on a person’s perception and values.

Bears as political
These stories feature bears as a politicized actor, with

narratives using bears in war propaganda, national pride,
or to symbolize the debate over the burden or opportu-
nity of bear conservation actions. This ranges from using
bears as symbols for aggression and rapacious power to
invoking national pride and softening international per-
spectives, or inciting fear and anxiety or paranoia. Some
children’s tales can be viewed with a political lens, ex-
pressing resilience against alien invaders (i.e., Goldilocks

and the Three Bears) or narrating tensions related to im-
migration and identity (i.e., A Bear Called Paddington).

Within other themes, there was minimal perceivable
distinction between a specific bear species and associ-
ated cultural beliefs and values. In contrast, in stories
fitting within the political theme, very apparent narra-
tives specific to the bear species emerged. This included
brown (grizzly) bears (Ursus arctos) in North America
and across parts of Europe, with a narrative represent-
ing them as antagonistic symbols in human conflict and
conservation governance disputes. Specific narratives are
also associated with 2 of the most recognizable global
icons—the giant panda (Ailuropoda melanoleuca) and
polar bear (U. maritimus)—used to symbolize the perils
facing humanity, calls to conservation action, the possi-
bility of positive achievements, and diplomacy between
nations (e.g., panda diplomacy).

Practical considerations
Without question, bears occupy a special place in hu-

man imagination and experience, as demonstrated by our
qualitative exploratory review (Ingold 1994, Richie et al.
2012, Can et al. 2014, Harding 2014, Wilson et al. 2014).
The stories we reviewed about bears weave between the
subjective and objective, speaking of origins, ceremony
and taboos, lessons and significant life events, consump-
tions, entertainment, and threats or risks, all of which
appear to help people make sense of their relationship to
these animals (Ingold 1994, Hobson 2007, Zemmelman
2012, Dhee et al. 2019, Hughes and Nielsen 2019). This
includes bears’ anthropomorphized qualities, which can
be thought of as a grounding force between nature and
humankind, as well as a spiritual bridge between people
and divinity (Shepard and Sanders 1985, Black 1998). For
example, different Indigenous cultures around the world
viewed bears as direct ancestors, espousing kinship val-
ues or anthropomorphized women and bears, as reflected
in the story “Bear Mother” (Barbeau 1946). Bears were
also seen as spiritual guides, bridges between life and
death, or symbols of gallant bravery and protectors of
people as told in the Indigenous Finnish story “Kalevala”
(Shepard and Sanders 1985, Clark and Slocombe 2009).
In Northern European and Himalayan cultures, legends
tell of half-bear, half-human pairings, giving rise to myths
like the Yeti and stories referencing respect for these crea-
tures’ strength and power (Werness 2004, Brunner 2007).
And a Norwegian legend references the fearsome war-
rior berserkers (ber, bear and serkr, coat or shirt), calling
forth the symbolic potency of the bear in battle (Bieder
2007, Brunner 2007). Classical Greek literature also de-
picts the importance of bears, reflected in myths and tales
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like Artemis or Callisto, or Aesop’s Fables where bears are
represented as benevolent characters that illustrate social
injustices in the 6th Century B.C. (Barbeau 1946, Shep-
ard and Sanders 1985). Indeed, in the late 19th and early
20th Centuries, bears became protagonists of children’s
tales, with Goldilocks and the Three Bears interpreted
as a cautionary lesson or to illustrate a cohesive family
unit demonstrating resilience against an alien invader, to
Winnie the Pooh depicting the bear as an endearing and
compassionate friend to a child otherwise alone (Elms
1977, Shepard and Sanders 1985, Tatar 2002, Grayson
2012). Even the classic children’s teddy bear is suggested
to have been born from U.S. President Theodore Roo-
sevelt’s hunting trip, becoming a symbol of the sublime
that reverses the ethos of hunters and conquering wilder-
ness to providing a comfort to children (Varga 2009, King
2012). On the other hand, hunting bears has been argued
to vary between representing a manifestation of human
ego, vanity, or pride to reflecting culturally important
practices or subsistence lifestyles (Knight 2000, Child
and Darimont 2015).

Indeed, bears appear to have historically occupied
an array of symbolic meaning, from magnificent to en-
dearing, amusing to gullible, divine to evil, fearsome to
detestable, across human culture (Mattson et al. 2006,
Janoušková 2007). These meanings are rooted in partic-
ular socio-cultural contexts and passed between genera-
tions, which in turn manifest in popular beliefs and influ-
ence people—who they are, what they believe, and what
actions they take relative to bears (Kellert 1994, Mattson
et al. 2006, Chamberlain et al. 2012, Hughes and Nielsen
2019). Understanding the cultural context and range of
psychological dispositions in present-day bear manage-
ment will undoubtedly influence the success of conserva-
tion policy, in particular the values, demands, and expec-
tations people have as they negotiate their relationship
with bears (Head et al. 2005, Clark and Rutherford 2014,
Hughes and Nielsen 2019). Certainly, when considering
the complexity of designing and implementing conserva-
tion policy for bears, one cannot ignore the influence that
culturally shared stories can have on people’s attitudes
and behaviors (Yoon 1979, Head et al. 2005, Mattson
et al. 2006, Schneider 2018).

For example, kinship or spirituality connections, or
the aesthetic attractiveness of bears, may serve to fos-
ter a conservation ethic (de Pinho et al. 2014, Dickman
et al. 2015, Good et al. 2017). Even concepts like ‘per-
sonhood,’ ascribed to bears given anthropomorphic at-
tributes, may further conservation efforts (Staker 2017).
Although mainstream western science appears reluctant
to employ bear anthropomorphism in conservation, our

review indicates this conceptualization has been a funda-
mental part of valuing wild animals across cultures and
over time within stories of kinship, spirituality, and rela-
tional reciprocity, and may thus serve conservation pur-
poses (Fernández-Llamazares and Cabeza 2018, Young
et al. 2018). Certainly, we can see anthropomorphism at
play when considering the narratives and symbolism of
political bears, whether signaling national pride or rep-
resenting personal identity (Ramsey 1997, Mullin 1999).
For example, brown (grizzly) bear narratives have been
shown to symbolize politicized debate over the burden
or opportunity that bear conservation can impart on peo-
ple’s livelihoods and wellbeing in North America and
Europe (Glikman et al. 2019, Hughes and Nielsen 2019,
Hughes et al. 2020). In a case study from Alberta, Canada,
the narratives largely shared by different people about
their relationship with grizzly bears reflected the poten-
tial impact bears had on human livelihoods and wellbeing,
specifically under the situation of an imposed conserva-
tion recovery policy (Hughes and Nielsen 2019, Hughes
et al. 2020). In this policy context, although the majority
of people expressed they generally ‘liked’ bears, conser-
vation policy was criticized for its lack of attention to
supporting people above the needs of bears. The giant
panda is another example of politicizing bears, used as
both a symbol for conservation efforts and arguably suc-
cess, as well as a representation of political diplomacy
through China–global relations (Ran et al. 2009, Buck-
ingham et al. 2013, Hartig 2013).

Mattson et al. (2006) highlight that contradictions
between policy direction and public expectations can
lead to contentious management contexts. Local people
require some level of involvement in policy decision-
making, with open communication about conservation
requirements and human wellbeing (Clark 2002). One
mechanism to help achieve this can be implementing col-
laborative policy and governance arrangements to foster
positive dialogue, co-learning, and pro-bear attitudes
and behaviors (Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000). Moreover,
policy considerations should include providing financial
support, materials, and supplies to implement conser-
vation actions, timely, fair, and culturally acceptable
compensation for livelihood impacts suffered from
bear damages, and hands-on assistance to implement
mitigations where necessary. We also want to point to the
continued importance of educational programing in con-
servation policy. Indeed, managing agencies would bene-
fit by distributing culturally relevant information on bear
biology, legislation, and management direction, as well as
by designing and delivering programs that engage people
within a participatory role, such as contributing to pop-
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ulation monitoring or habitat securement. Face-to-face
delivery in particular can help facilitate positive human
relationships built on trust, reciprocity, and exchange
(Pretty and Smith 2004). Overall, addressing issues of
transparency between government and public, increasing
peoples’ accurate understanding about bears, and shift-
ing negative attitudes and behaviors to those in favor of
supporting conservation action is the ultimate goal—and
cultural beliefs and shared stories about bears can help
reveal how to achieve this (Clark and Slocombe 2009).

The emotional appeal of bears, as shared through news
media and other narratives, can also be a deeper represen-
tation of conservation issues such as habitat loss, species
survival, and climate change, which may be useful in
fostering empathy toward bears and encouraging desired
behavior change (Swim and Bloodhart 2015, Young et al.
2015). The use of polar bears provides such an example,
linking representations of climate change and the per-
ils facing humanity with Arctic Indigenous culture and
connection to the land (Swim and Bloodhart 2015, Born
2018). As suggested by Born (2018:10), the “icon of the
polar bear localizes the global phenomenon of climate
change […] and further connects it to individual fate
and suffering.” Polar bear stories also share narrative ele-
ments with the utilitarianism theme, reflective of the role
bears play in trophy hunting and eco-tourism in support
of Arctic Indigenous culture and livelihoods (Foote and
Wenzel 2009).

Utilitarian bear stories also have the potential to
support conservation efforts by demonstrating respect
through the use of taboos that designate normative be-
haviors and ethical conduct and an understanding of sus-
tainability. Caution is advised, however, because some
utilitarian narratives, such as those about the modern bear
bile industry, might edge into unethical and exploitative
territory (Hobson 2007). On the other hand, although
hunters are typically depicted as utilitarian, a case study
from Italy on brown bears found that hunters instead pro-
moted the establishment of a park to protect bears (and
Alpine chamois [Rupicapra rupicapra]; Glikman et al.
2019). Although local peoples’ narratives of brown bears
demonstrated limited knowledge about the species’ biol-
ogy and ecology, this does present an educational oppor-
tunity that conservation managers could develop to better
promote brown bear conservation. Similarly, in examin-
ing stories about bears that express fear of these animals,
conservationists could use this as an educational oppor-
tunity to dispel myths, avoid perpetuation of negative re-
actions toward bears, and instead “safely train us for the
big challenges” (Gottschall 2012:58) in coexisting with
bears.

For many, bear stories offer a way for humans to pon-
der the epistemological or philosophical questions about
one’s self or our place in the world, where contact with
wild nature (including through story) is a necessary and
important part of human development (Frank 2016). It
is our hope then, that this review offers a starting point
for bear conservationists to recognize and consider the
important role that cultural narratives play in human–
bear relations, and in turn, conservation efforts (Dhee
et al. 2019, Lute and Carter 2020). Certainly, the en-
culturated stories people tell about bears, whether old
tales or new, can affect our dispositions and actions to-
ward these animals (Kellert 1994, Mattson et al. 2006,
Frank et al. 2019). With this in mind, we offer prac-
tical suggestions for including bear stories to help de-
velop locally appropriate and culturally sensitive conser-
vation policy. We hope these suggestions not only have
the potential to help achieve desired bear-conservation
outcomes, but also build common interest, respect, trust,
and legitimacy between groups of people working toward
this end (Ingold 1994, Peterson et al. 2010, Infield et al.
2018, Dhee et al. 2019). These suggestions include the
following:
• Participatory engagement of people and their val-

ues, whereby listening to and learning from people can
help in developing policy language and content, and
promote institutional buy-in across various governance
levels;
• Following the above, learning about people’s bear

values through story has the benefit of helping to facili-
tate dialogue and develop understanding between differ-
ent groups (e.g., researchers, conservationist, local com-
munities), which in turn can help develop appreciation of
each other and promote acceptance and implementation
of conservation action;
• Continued use of bear symbolism or metaphor

in designing policy interventions to share lessons
(e.g., morality, empathy, safety, respect) through edu-
cational messaging that is relevant to local culture and
context;
• Build understanding of concepts such as land shar-

ing between people and bears, or ecological function and
habitat management;
•Use stories to motivate people toward ethical choices

and stewardship action; and,
•Develop policy that avoids unintended consequences,

such as devaluing local culture, and instead recognizes its
importance.

Certainly, explicit consideration of culturally signifi-
cant stories about bears in conservation policy can help
facilitate a constructive approach to achieving desired
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outcomes (Fernández-Llamazares and Cabeza 2018,
Infield et al. 2018).

We also suggest that policy practitioners and main-
stream conservationists become better versed in so-
cial science theories and methods, and engage experts
in these fields to help design and implement effec-
tive and meaningful conservation interventions (Drury
et al. 2011, Rust et al. 2017, Cinner 2018). Cultural an-
thropology, conservation psychology, ecocriticism, cul-
tural theories, and political ecology are some examples
of potentially useful disciplinary perspectives that may
help articulate the complex relationships between hu-
mans and nature, and how this can translate to stories
as well as to conservation policy (Clayton and Mey-
ers 2009, Garrard 2012, Robbins 2012, Blicharska and
Mikusinski 2014).

Closing remarks
As demonstrated by our qualitative exploratory review,

bears are more than mere carnivores in human imagi-
nation, representative of iconic but contested symbols
that have the potential to affect the trajectory of con-
servation policy (Black 1998). We believe the themes
we present offer a starting point to acknowledge and in-
corporate the significance that the stories we tell about
bears hold for conservation action (Ingold 1986, Wondol-
leck and Yaffee 2000, Knight 2001, Clayton and Meyers
2009, Waylen et al. 2009, Lescureux and Linnell 2010,
Blicharska and Mikusinski 2014, Camino et al. 2016,
Dhee et al. 2019). Certainly, if local cultural meanings,
such as those transmitted through forms of story, are
not better understood, contradictions between policy and
public values and expectations can result in contentious
management contexts (Mattson et al. 2006, Ciucci and
Boitani 2008, Campbell and Lancaster 2010). Accord-
ingly, the symbolic potency that different wild animals,
such as bears, hold for people has the power to shape
beliefs, values, and behaviors, including participation in
and acceptance of conservation activities. Indeed, con-
servation policy needs to be developed to the scale and
scope in which it is applied, which means soliciting and
engaging people and their cultural beliefs in this work
(Wondolleck and Yaffee 2000). In turn, the information
and understandings gained can be utilized in collabora-
tive approaches to help conservation practitioners iden-
tify and illuminate locally dominant discourses, deep-
rooted beliefs, and values, and ultimately craft effective
policy that resonates with the needs of both bears and
people.
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