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‘Although I use science, it’s an emotional thing’: conservation practitioners’ use of 

positive affect to frame messages about threatened birds 

 

Birds are of significant scientific and public interest yet although human interactions with birds are 

widespread and diverse in nature, relatively few people participate in conservation initiatives. 

Understanding how conservation practitioners describe conservation issues and whether this resonates 

with recipients’ attitudes could help create more appealing conservation strategies. This study applied 

a new typology of 12 avifaunal attitudes during 74 qualitative interviews with Australian conservation 

practitioners from the government, non-government, private, public and scientific sectors to investigate 

how they frame threatened bird issues. Messages about threatened bird conservation were typically 

positive and framed according to four major themes: morality, intrinsic value, empathy and loss. A 

strong link between empathy for wildlife and moral justification for preventing extinctions emerged. 

We recommend that public messages advocating for threatened bird conservation could be framed in 

positive ways that arouse emotions. Expressing a broad range of attitudes could appeal at both public 

interest and policy-maker levels and assist with developing more effective frames to capture some of 

the complex social landscape within which threatened species conservation operates. These findings 

could apply to wildlife conservation in Australia and elsewhere. Finally, the typology can assist with 

developing appropriately framed and targeted conservation engagement strategies. 

 

Keywords: attitude, empathy, moral, public, typology, value  
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Introduction 

The conservation community has typically relied on scientific values, as evidenced by a long 

dependence on the biological sciences to inform policy and practice (Mascia et al. 2003; 

Manfredo et al. 2020). This paradigm can be problematic. When scientists are deemed a more 

relevant source of knowledge regarding wildlife than landholders, for example, it signifies 

that experts are principally responsible for conservation not members of the public. This is 

problematic because presenting wildlife issues as principally biological or ecological issues, 

rather than social,  implies that these are the accepted ways of understanding and that 

specialisation in the biological sciences is required to contribute towards conservation 

decision-making processes.   

To illustrate, around three quarters of Australians spend time in natural areas and 

engage in activities relating to nature and the landscape, however few (<10%) voluntarily 

participate in conservation activities and participation rates differ according to 

sociodemographic characteristics (Zuo, Wheeler, and Edwards 2016). Although many of 

these people may attach great value to nature conservation, there is clearly potential for 

greater participation in conservation initiatives.  

Successful implementation of conservation policy interventions and campaigns can 

critically depend upon the effectiveness of messages that seek to influence public attitudes 

and behaviours (Kusmanoff et al. 2020). Conservation practitioners are often directly 

involved in communicating to the public about their conservation activities but may not be 

skilled in designing or implementing communication strategies. Understanding how such 

practitioners describe conservation issues and whether this resonates with recipients’ attitudes 

could help with creating more appealing, accessible and inclusive conservation strategies.  
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People hold rich mental constructs about wildlife involving normative dimensions 

reflecting their perceptions about the right or wrong states of species (Fischer and Young 

2007). Cognitive and emotional biases influence behaviour, and message frames may trigger 

positive or negative reactions in people (Kusmanoff et al. 2020). For example, moral 

framings have been found to encourage pro-environmental attitudes among political 

conservatives and religious participants (Wolsko, Ariceaga, and Seiden et al. 2016; Shin and 

Preston 2019).  

Framing is a key aspect of the social construction of wildlife and can lead to human 

behaviour that is detrimental to a species’ management. To illustrate, the behaviour of 

dingoes on Fraser Island in Queensland has been constructed as problematic with population 

management based on the ‘essentially benign’ act of destroying ‘problem animals’ (Hytten 

and Burns 2007, 52). Similarly, environmental media framing of rhinoceros poaching by 

news reporters in South Africa may have inadvertently contributed to publicising and 

increasing poaching (Glenn, Ferreira, and Pienaar 2019). 

Nearly 30 years ago, Kellert and Clark (1991) identified that a challenge facing the 

wildlife profession is developing the means for effectively framing wildlife management and 

conservation issues by expressing the full range of values held by people and society about 

wildlife. This challenge still exists today.  

Environmental issues can be framed more effectively by communicating at the level 

of values and by constructing issues in terms of morals (Lakoff 2010): socially agreed values 

relating to conduct and the products of social interaction as embodied in culture (Kluckhohn 

1962).  Values can be understood by examining a person’s attitudes, and since attitudes are 

less stable in nature than values they may be more easily influenced by communication 

strategies and other interventions (Teel and Manfredo 2009) if these interventions remain 

consistent with underlying values. Conservation practitioners admit to being driven by a deep 
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passion for wild places and for biodiversity conservation (Toussaint 2005; Ainsworth et al. 

2016a,b), and intrinsically valuing wildlife can influence morally relevant emotions, 

cognitions and behaviour in ways that benefit wildlife conservation (Lute et al. 2016; Burns 

2017). Emotional responses to other entities provide affective clues as to the perceived moral 

status of those entities (Brandt and Reyna 2011) and may be at the heart of human attraction 

to and conflict over wildlife (Manfredo 2008). Thus, the empathy gained by conservation 

practitioners for nature during field research is deemed an essential component of 

conservation biology (Noss 1996).  

Within wildlife groups, birds arguably attract the highest levels of social and 

biological interest because they are typically more visible and accessible than other kinds of 

animals. Birds therefore provide a valuable medium through which to study people’s values 

and attitudes towards wildlife in general. In Australia, birds are of significant scientific and 

public interest, partly because diverse bird species occur in urban areas and often in large 

numbers. It is therefore relatively easy for the average person to encounter and observe birds 

(BirdLife Australia 2019).  

Many Australians engage actively with birds on a regular basis, in various ways, 

These include birdwatching (e.g. BirdLife Australia 2018), birdkeeping (e.g. Franklin 

2007a,b; RSPCA 2020), bird feeding (e.g. Jones 2018), game hunting (e.g. Field and Game 

Australia 2019) and consuming birds (e.g. Altman 1982; Walsh 2009), through social conflict 

with birds (e.g. West 2011), and through Aboriginal culture (e.g. Tidemann and Whiteside 

2010) (see Ainsworth 2014, 4-9 for an overview).  

One in five Australian bird taxa is classified as threatened, often due to human 

activities (Garnett, Szabo, and Dutson et al. 2011). Many Australians support funding of 

threatened bird conservation (Zander et al. 2014) and participation in threatened bird 

conservation programs is increasing (BirdLife Australia 2018). Nevertheless, Australian 
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threatened bird populations are thought to have decreased by 52 per cent since 1985 

(Threatened Species Recovery Hub 2018). To prevent further species loss, it is essential to 

understand how birds are valued by society and what this means in terms of creating more 

inclusive conservation strategies through the effective framing of threatened bird 

conservation messages.  

This research uses novel methods to understand framing of bird conservation issues in 

Australia. It describes: 1) the ways Australian conservation practitioners value non-threatened 

and threatened birds; 2) how practitioners would frame public messages about the importance 

of conserving threatened birds; and 3) the link between empathy for birdlife and moral 

justification for preventing extinctions. The research identifies important potential messaging 

strategies and new examples of message frames that could be used to appeal at public interest 

and policy-maker levels about wildlife conservation in Australia and elsewhere. 

Methods 

Case study design 

Drawing predominantly from social psychology, this research employed a novel multiple, 

exploratory case study approach with replicable methodological elements (Yin 2003; Stake 

2006). Overall, the study explored how the values held by conservation practitioners for birds 

may influence conservation efforts for threatened bird species emphasising practitioners’ 

attitudes towards non-threatened and threatened birds. ‘Maximum variation’ sampling was 

applied whereby three very different case studies were selected that could deliver the 

broadest insights into the issues being studied (Schreier 2017).  

Three main criteria were applied to select appropriate case study taxa. First, taxa 

should be able to be analysed in pairs, thus maximising the opportunity to gain insights from 

people with common institutional or social interest in both of the taxa within the pair, and 
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examine the ways in which their language and actions differ with respect to the different taxa. 

Second, the taxa should have contrasting societal investment (e.g. funding, recovery plans, 

recovery actions, voluntary actions). Third, taxa should have broadly similar 

biology/appearance, thus reducing the influence of visual responses to a taxon, for example, 

that may influence other social responses. 

Expert advice was sought to select six from a possible 284 Australian threatened bird 

taxa (Garnett, Szabo, and Dutson et al. 2011) for examination. The three matched pairs 

chosen were: two yellow chat sub-species (Alligator Rivers yellow chat Epthianura crocea 

tunneyi and Capricorn yellow chat E.c. macgregori); two migratory parrot species (orange-

bellied parrot Neophema chrysogaster and swift parrot Lathamus discolor); and two black-

cockatoo species (Baudin’s black-cockatoo Calyptorhynchus baudinii and Carnaby’s black-

cockatoo C. latirostris) (Supplementary Material [SM] Table 1). et al. 

Participants  

Qualitative studies of environmental values may offer a more articulated and profound 

interpretation of human relationships with, and values held for, nature than similar 

quantitative studies (Campbell and Smith 2006). Therefore, data was collected using semi-

structured interviews (one hour each), in person or by telephone.  

Major stakeholders and their institutions were identified during a thorough 

stakeholder analysis which drew on sources including advice from experts, published 

literature, institutional websites and personal knowledge. This process identified stakeholders 

who were invited to participate because they were considered experts in relation to 

conserving the case study taxa and anticipated to hold a diverse range of values for them 

(Ainsworth et al. 2016a,b). These stakeholders were also selected because they regularly 

communicated information about the case study taxa to the public (e.g. through scientific 
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publications, species management plans, organisational websites, newsletters and 

conservation activities).  

The 74 stakeholders interviewed represented all seven Australian states and territories 

and were recruited from five societal sectors: government (27 participants); scientific (14); 

private (13); non-government (11); and public (9) (SM Table 3). Most participants were 

biological scientists, reflecting their overall importance to the threatened bird conservation 

process, but the sample also included volunteers, landowners, media personnel and 

birdwatchers (Ainsworth et al. 2016a,b). The views of this purposefully recruited sample are 

indicative of those working to conserve the case study taxa, but do not necessarily represent 

the full range of possible stakeholders working to conserve threatened birds.  

Data collection and analysis 

The semi-structured interview questions allowed participants to discuss diverse topics 

reflecting the variety of personal and institutional interests they represented. Participants were 

encouraged to use everyday language and emotions to discuss their beliefs, experiences and 

values in a natural and familiar way (Satterfield 2001). Data were gathered from interview 

questions that focused on participants’ values and attitudes towards one (sometimes two) case 

study taxa with which they were most familiar. For example, participants were asked a series 

of questions about: attitudes and beliefs about conservation of the case study taxon in 

particular and of threatened birds in general; rarity and the role of flagships; and sense of 

place / identity (see SM Table 3). A pilot interview conducted with a scientific stakeholder 

did not identify any major changes needed to the interview questions.  

For analytical purposes, a unique typology of attitudes towards birds was developed 

to describe the different ways Australians value birds (Ainsworth et al. 2016b). This typology 

is based on two existing typologies of attitudes towards animals: one developed over many 
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quantitative studies of the American population which relates to wildlife in general (Kellert 

1976, 1985; Kellert and Clark 1991) and another developed to categorise attitudes held by 

conservation volunteers specifically towards sea turtles in Costa Rica (Campbell and Smith 

2006). A four-step process (see Ainsworth 2014, 109) confirmed that 12 categories from 

these two typologies most appropriately described human attitudes towards the 1,239 

recognised bird taxa in Australia. These categories and their definitions are shown in Table 1 

(Results). 

Interview transcripts were coded manually according to the 12 categories by one 

researcher, in NVivo (v10, QSR). The results emerging from this analysis were reviewed by 

three research colleagues and text deemed to be coded inappropriately was discussed and re-

coded accordingly. To sort the data according to topics, themes and issues important to the 

study (Stake 2010), text was coded under one or more NVivo nodes depending on the 

attitude(s) expressed. For example, this comment was coded under the ecological node: 

‘…they actually fill a niche that no other bird fills, which is interesting… there's no other bird 

living in that particular exact habitat in the region’.  

This coding process revealed that participants tended to frame conversations within 

contexts that were most meaningful to them (Fischer and Marshall 2010). An examination of 

the attitudes they expressed, based on the coding patterns identified within specific 

comments, confirmed which held values1 were most relevant to them and could be linked to 

their framing preferences.  

To further understand the phenomena being studied, findings from the three case 

studies were analysed to explore both the similarities and differences within and between the 

three cases and to identify the most important findings from each. For these purposes, the 

 
1 Held values include values dealing with modes of conduct, end states or desirable qualities (Brown 1984; 
Leiserowitz 2006). They define goals, frame attitudes and provide standards against which the behaviour of 
individuals and societies can be judged (Leiserowitz 2006; Manfredo 2008). 
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method ‘Merging Case Findings’ described by Stake (2006) was applied to sort, merge and 

rank the importance of findings.  

Because individuals’ responses had been coded in NVivo according to the attitude(s) 

expressed, it was possible to calculate the percentage of individual interviews coded under 

each attitude, and so identify which attitudes were commonly expressed by individual 

participants.  

To rank the overall expression of attitudes by all participants combined, the average 

occurrence of individual attitude percentages was calculated then sorted in order of highest to 

lowest frequency of expression. Participant attitudes were then re-grouped by the three case 

studies to allow for comparisons between matched pairs of taxa (yellow chats, migratory 

parrots, black-cockatoos) (Figure 1).  

This treatment was re-applied to the interviews but this time similar types of 

participant were grouped into the five societal sectors they represented (government, non-

government, scientific, public and private). In this way, the overall expression of individual 

attitudes could be compared across the different stakeholder groups (Figure 2). 

Results are presented regarding attitudes that participants expressed towards non-

threatened birds, then towards threatened birds; perceived importance to the public of 

conserving threatened birds; how participants would publicly communicate the importance of 

conserving threatened birds; and stakeholder attitudes by case study and stakeholder group. 

Results 

Participants expressed diverse attitudes about birds, and attitudes differed regarding non-

threatened and threatened birds (Table 1; see examples of statements in Table 2). Often, they 

framed concepts by expressing multiple kinds of attitudes and these are shown in brackets in 

alphabetical order at the end of relevant paragraphs below. 

[insert Table 1 about here] 
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Attitudes towards non-threatened birds 

Non-threatened birds were particularly referred to in terms of experiential (40 statements), 

humanistic (26) and biophysical (16) avifaunal attitudes. Attitudes were typically framed in 

positive terms and had associations such as: pleasure, affection and positive nature 

experiences; engaging behaviour, passion and a connection to childhood or a significant 

other; and an appreciation for the variety of species and their physical characteristics. 

Experiential attitudes 

Participants said that non-threatened birds offer them a ready way to enjoy the natural world, 

whether in the city, out bushwalking or when conducting scientific fieldwork. Taking part in 

birdwatching or bird surveys in spare time were activities considered more difficult to do 

with other kinds of wildlife. Birds were described as an ‘obvious’ and ‘vital’ part of the 

landscape that anyone can see:  

You can see them every day… wherever you are (Media representative #1) 

(experiential attitude).  

Although several participants said they started out with a passion for another wildlife 

group (e.g. mammals), direct experience with birds resulted in an appreciation for their 

unique place in the natural world and an understanding of why humans relate to them so well 

(experiential). 

Humanistic attitudes 

Many participants described birds in emotional terms, explaining birdwatching as a relaxing 

and pleasurable experience that for some provided a ‘sense of place’: 

What initially started off as a hobby and morphed into an obsession, has become… 

my way to get a sense of balance, they're also my timeout in a sense… they’re my 

sanity saver on top of that (Media representative #2) (humanistic).  



11 
 

Biophysical attitudes 

The variety of species, their ubiquitousness, diurnal habits and fascinating behaviour (e.g. 

migration) were all mentioned as contributing to the popularity among participants of 

studying birds, both as a hobby and for research purposes:  

The variety. People don’t probably see that but in Australia we’ve got tiny little 

sunbirds… right through to cassowaries and storks…, and the colour variation and 

they inhabit all ecosystems in Australia, from the coast to the desert (State 

government representative #1) (biophysical).  

Ecological and utilitarian attitudes 

Non-threatened birds were described as performing numerous ecological roles including 

helping researchers understand the ecology of a system, acting as indicators of ecosystem 

health, pollinating and regulating other species, and acting as ‘good ambassadors’ for other 

kinds of wildlife (ecological). Some participants found there were more opportunities to work 

on bird-related projects than on projects relating to any other wildlife group (utilitarian). 

Attitudes towards threatened birds 

Threatened birds were generally referred to in terms of moral (20 statements), conservation 

(17) and humanistic (11) avifaunal attitudes. Participants often combined these types of 

attitudes in statements about threatened birds. 

Moral and conservation attitudes 

Threatened birds tended to be described in positive terms but their threatened status also 

implied commitment, being associated with personal responsibility, societal accountability 

and a moral obligation to prevent extinctions:  

Just a recognition that [birds] should be part of our landscape in perpetuity and if 

we don’t do anything about the threats and challenges they face… if I don’t, I can’t 



12 
 

expect anyone else to and therefore nothing will get done and we’ll lose another 

incredibly important species (Environmental non-government organisation 

[ENGO] representative #1) (conservation; moral). 

 

Other moral reasons included that birds have an intrinsic right to exist, that humans do 

not have the right to impinge on them and that current and future generations have a right to 

experience them:  

That’s why I'm here [with an ENGO], because I believe that life has the right to 

exist whether it’s useful to us or not… and we have no right to destroy it (Volunteer 

#1) (moral).  

 

Conflicting interests across government departments could sometimes give rise to 

moral arguments about impacts of actions on conservation outcomes, according to one state 

government respondent (conservation, moral).  

The process of listing threatened species was described as invaluable by one 

participant because it can be a useful tool for communicating conservation to the public:  

Because it is a report card. It is a process whereby people and governments and 

countries can be held accountable. Societies can be held accountable and that’s 

invaluable… that’s important to me because it’s a tool for engaging the community 

and it’s a mechanism for engaging action (State government representative #3 

(conservation, moral). 

 

Threatened bird species were also seen as useful tools for engaging people in 

conservation action which can help preserve other species too:  

I hadn’t really taken specific notice of Carnaby's cockatoos until about 1987 when 

we had a wildflower study group. We invited [a scientist] to come and speak to us 

on cockatoos…. he started up a project where he had people keeping a little record 

book… to this day I tick off each week the species of birds that I see (Landholder 

#1) (conservation).  
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Threatened birds were also described as useful for representing threatening processes 

that require better control to avoid loss of many species but also in terms of frustrations 

associated with conserving them, such as lack of resources (conservation).  

Conservation and humanistic attitudes 

Given their strong connection to nature through birds, many participants described feeling 

emotional about the loss of bird species or said they would make it a personal duty to avoid 

extinction of a species because of the perceived loss to society:  

I’ve always been a birdwatcher, I like birds and having them around, and I feel the 

planet’s a poorer place for every species that’s lost. So, although I try and use 

science to prevent extinctions, my reasons for doing that are not really scientific, 

it’s an emotional thing (State government representative #2) (conservation, 

humanistic; moral). 

 

Threatened birds (particularly the more easily identifiable or charismatic species) 

were viewed as useful for engaging diverse kinds of stakeholders in conservation activities, 

including volunteers or landholders. They partly attributed this to people being generally very 

aware of, interested in and fond of birds already and partly because birds are still visible 

within landscapes where other types of wildlife may be difficult to find or no longer exist 

(conservation, experiential, humanistic).  

Biophysical, ecological and experiential attitudes 

Some threatened birds were also considered interesting purely because they have evolved to 

live within a restricted range or to have particular habitat requirements (i.e. they are 

specialists) (biophysical). Several participants described being motivated to conserve 

threatened birds because of their important ecological role. A handful of participants 
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expressed experiential attitudes, being grateful for the unique experiences that working with 

threatened birds provided (e.g. handling very rare birds). 

Importance of conserving threatened birds to the Australian public 

Overall, participants thought the public is becoming more interested in nature and does not 

necessarily want threatened birds to become extinct. Key examples included the relative 

abundance of bird-related interest groups and recent proliferation of nature-based 

documentaries, magazines and news stories in the Australian media indicating society’s 

growing interest in the natural world. However, conservation was largely seen as a special 

interest, partly due to lack of awareness about conservation issues, the media’s influence on 

people’s perceptions, perceived poor public profile of the conservation movement, and 

emphasis of legislation on listing species rather than preventing threatening processes. A 

couple of participants recognised the challenge for conservation practitioners of 

communicating relevant information to the public as contributing to this dilemma and some 

groups were perceived as more difficult to engage than others. 

Conservation messages 

When asked what their message would be if they could talk directly to the general public 

about the importance of conserving threatened birds, participants offered 110 messages, the 

majority of which were framed positively. Two thirds of these messages expressed 

conservation, moral or ecological attitudes (Table 3).  

Just over half of the conservation messages were motivational, that is they 

recommended individual or group action. Most of the remainder were issue related:  

If it was a landowner having an issue around the loss of their viability, I would be 

looking for solutions that were driven by them, legal ones and that are helpful. If it 

was children, it would be quite easy because mostly they have a wonder and 
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fascination that’s easily co-opted into appreciation and then action. Otherwise I 

think it’s really about finding the thing that’s fascinating (Commonwealth 

government representative #1) (conservation; humanistic; moral). 

 

Moral messages were mostly framed in terms of ‘responsibility’, ‘duty’ and 

‘obligation’ at a personal or government level to care for or preserve other species:  

You’d try to think how to make people relate to it and how would they feel if on 

their watch with… all the resources that people as a community have, as one 

species and… yet we’re denying another species of its critical habitat (Catchment 

management agency representative #1) (conservation; moral). 

 

Five messages highlighted the intrinsic value of birds.  

Everything’s important. All life is important. We all have a role to play (Habitat 

restoration agency #1) (intrinsic).  

 

Some messages emphasised the benefit to future generations; three stressed weighty 

considerations such as failure to act resulting in loss of species. Most ecological messages 

stressed the instrumental value of birds to the natural environment. Only one message 

suggested how the public could contribute to habitat protection. Most other messages 

expressed experiential, biophysical and utilitarian attitudes and underlined the instrumental 

value of birds and threatened birds to humans. Just one emphasised the consequences of 

biodiversity loss.  

[Insert Table 3 about here] 

Attitudes by case study and stakeholder group 

Fairly consistent patterns were revealed when attitudes most commonly expressed by 

individual participants about non-threatened and threatened birds were combined then 

grouped by case study taxa (Figure 1). Unsurprisingly, given the topic of the interviews and 
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the overall framing of the study, conservation attitudes were most strongly expressed by 

participants. Of more interest is that experiential, moral, ecological, biophysical and 

humanistic attitudes appeared to contribute to participants’ perceptions about conservation. 

Some differences can be seen between case studies reflecting the particular social contexts 

within which the participants were operating. Ecological and mastery attitudes were 

expressed most frequently by participants in the yellow chat case study, humanistic attitudes 

were expressed most frequently by participants in the migratory parrot case study, and moral 

attitudes were expressed most frequently by participants in the black-cockatoo case study.  

 When this analysis was applied to compare attitudes expressed by the different 

stakeholder groups, participants from some groups expressed particular attitudes more 

strongly than other groups, reflecting the shared motivations, experiences and interests of 

individual stakeholders within the group (Figure 2). Importantly, there was most consistency 

across groups with regard to moral attitudes. Government and scientific stakeholders 

expressed experiential attitudes more than others. Scientific stakeholders expressed 

biophysical attitudes much more than others. Non-government stakeholders expressed 

humanistic attitudes slightly more strongly than others. Finally, public stakeholders expressed 

mastery and negative attitudes most strongly.  

 

Discussion 

In this study, use of the avifaunal attitudes typology to interpret participant attitudes 

contributes to our understanding of how Australian threatened bird conservation practitioners 

value birds and how this relates to the frames they claimed they would use to convey public 

messages about them. This research demonstrates that native bird species are important to 

these practitioners for diverse environmental and social-psychological reasons. The findings 

indicate that both non-threatened and threatened bird species are a source of interest, wonder 



17 
 

and joy, and that their potential loss is a cause for concern, evoking strong and widespread 

feelings of regret, sadness and despair.  

The significance of biophysical, ecological, experiential, humanistic and moral 

attitudes among the conservation practitioners in this study is consistent with studies on 

Australian public attitudes towards other kinds of wildlife (e.g. Aslin 1996; Franklin and 

White 2001; Miller 2000, 2003; Fitzgibbon and Jones 2006; Chapman 2015), suggesting 

these may be widely held attitudes for non-threatened and threatened wildlife. That 

Australians hold these kinds of attitudes towards wildlife is likely due to social and cultural 

assumptions about what the world is like.  

Four major themes emerged regarding the ways participants framed their comments 

about threatened birds; these are discussed below in the section ‘Threatened bird frames’. 

Ways in which the framing of threatened bird conservation could more effectively 

incorporate attitudes that may appeal at both policy-maker and public interest levels also 

emerged and are discussed in the section ‘Effective and affective framing of threatened 

conservation’. This is followed by a discussion on how the findings inform the development 

of messages that appeal to different audiences. Finally, recommendations about the practical 

application of the avifaunal attitudes typology are presented.  

Threatened bird frames 

Morality 

Participants expressed moral attitudes much more commonly towards threatened birds (19 

comments) than non-threatened birds (3 comments). Moral attitudes were expressed more 

often overall than any other kind of attitude towards threatened birds. Most comments 

conveyed implicit assumptions about responsibility for conserving threatened species, either 
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because of the rights of the species to live or the rights of future generations to experience 

them.  

Many participants stressed the need for individuals to take responsibility for 

conserving threatened birds. This suggests participants are uncertain about whether 

Australians recognise a direct link between their own behaviour and the processes that 

threaten bird species, or whether they perceive such a link in ethical terms. However, many 

members of the Australian public see the connection between human behaviour and 

threatening processes, agree there is a moral obligation to protect threatened birds and claim 

they would put the needs of threatened birds before their own (Zander et al. 2014et al.). 

Similarly, citizens of the UK and Australia expressed motives of atonement and support for 

the wild birds they feed (Chapman 2015). 

Participants also alluded to feelings of guilt about threatened bird extinctions in 

comments like ‘the idea of things being extinct is abhorrent to me if it’s our fault’, 

‘Australia’s poor track record for extinctions’ and ‘I want to fight the good fight’. Thus, 

perhaps participants believe conserving threatened birds is a socially and morally appropriate 

goal.  

Giving species moral rights can lead to social expectations and norms about them; 

transgressing these expectations and norms may bring feelings of guilt and shame to the 

transgressors (Brandt and Reyna 2011). Hence, moral attitudes regarding responsibility to 

conserve threatened birds reflect beliefs about appropriate modes of individual and societal 

behaviour. They may be a natural and appropriate response to pangs of conscience and 

feelings of guilt for wrongdoing since they can be related to broader moral values which are 

the product of social life (Rokeach 1973). ‘There seems to be little point in one person’s 

behaving morally unless others also behave morally’ (Rokeach 1973, 9). Some 
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conservationists strongly believe that nature conservation should be framed as a moral issue 

and argued as such to policy-makers (McCauley 2006).  

These findings contribute to understanding how feelings like guilt and shame could be 

operationalised when making emotional appeals about biodiversity conservation (Kidd, 

Bekessy, and Garrard 2019). They also support the idea that message framings emphasising 

combinations of descriptive (appropriate behaviour), injunctive (social approval) and dynamic 

(changes over time) social norms can be effective in promoting pro-environmental behaviour 

(Kusmanoff et al. 2020).  

Intrinsic value 

Several participants expressed their belief in the rights of threatened birds to exist which 

equates to belief in their intrinsic value. Hence, a belief in the intrinsic value of biological 

entities appears highly significant in motivating some participants to conserve threatened 

birds. However, stressing a species’ intrinsic value does not tend to muster the attention 

needed to translate concern into conservation action because of various trade-offs required in 

contemporary conservation decision-making, competing social demands (Kellert 1985; 

Maguire and Justus 2008), and the difficulties associated with assessing a species’ intrinsic 

value (Dietz, Fitzgerald, and Shwom 2005; Maguire and Justus 2008; Justus et al. 2009; 

Burns 2017).  

Chan (2008) warns that scientists should be explicit about intrinsic value, especially 

when asking others to accept costs for the sake of biodiversity and the public good. The 

important point here is to distinguish between where science ends and where personal and 

institutional values begin, so it is clear when individuals are acting as scientists or as 

advocates, otherwise public goodwill towards science may be detrimentally affected (Chan 

2008). 
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The debate is ongoing about whether arguing for the intrinsic value of non-human 

species is the best ethical basis for conserving nature (e.g. Kellert 1985; Dietz, Fitzgerald, and 

Shwom 2005; Maguire and Justus 2008; Justus et al. 2009). However, many members of the 

Australian public perceive birds as having intrinsic value (Zander et al. 2014), and such value 

could be operationalised and incorporated into democratic decision-making (O’Connor and 

Kenter 2019). Hence, arguing for intrinsic value could be used by conservation practitioners 

as moral leverage to persuade policy-makers and funding bodies to more highly prioritise 

threatened bird conservation and motivate individuals to act to conserve biodiversity.  

Empathy 

Several participants expressed humanistic attitudes towards threatened birds, such as feelings 

of empathy, sadness and concern, and wanted to help them because they are ‘in trouble’. Yet, 

when it came to considering how they would communicate the importance of conserving 

threatened birds to the Australian public, rational arguments reflecting conservation, moral 

and ecological attitudes abounded; affective arguments were largely absent. Scientific 

participants felt they must provide rational evidence for conservation actions when deep 

down they have emotional reasons for wanting to preserve a species or ecosystem. This 

reflects a tension between participants’ feelings of empathy for threatened birds and the need 

to rationalise conservation efforts. This is may be associated with the high moral standing 

they afford threatened bird species, as well as a professional need to remain scientifically 

objective.  

It is likely that many Australians already have some level of emotional affinity with 

birds due to the various ways in which they actively engage with birds on a regular basis. 

Indeed, members of the public in Victoria, Australia expressed a strong emotional attachment 

to, and love for, animals (Miller 2003), many Australians feel love, care and connection for 
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the wild birds they feed (Chapman 2015), and support threatened bird conservation strategies 

(Zander et al. 2014). 

Loss 

A consequence of being emotionally attached to nature is the feeling of loss when it is gone 

or degraded. Participants who anticipated that conservation efforts for their taxon may fail 

described their feelings about this in highly emotive and personal terms such as ‘sadness’, 

‘grief’, ‘anger’, ‘disappointment’, ‘tragedy’, ‘upset’, ‘frustration’ and ‘moral outrage’. Anger 

is thought to be the typical response to violations of justice and fairness (Brandt and Reyna 

2011). It is likely that expressions of negative emotions reveal the strength of feeling 

participants develop for the threatened bird taxa they work to conserve and the high moral 

status they may place on those taxa as a result (Brandt and Reyna 2011).  

In a way, this sense of loss was intensified for participants who thought that the public 

would not know or care if a threatened bird became extinct. As Fraser and colleagues (2013, 

2) observed: ‘Perceptions that their in-group status as environmentalists separates them from 

larger society or the communities where they work can also engender feelings of isolation or 

the sense that their work is unwanted.’  

Yet, many Australian public survey respondents claimed they would feel excited, 

curious, privileged or spiritually uplifted if they saw a threatened bird and might become 

upset if one became extinct (Zander et al. 2014). Similarly, the success of recent 

crowdfunding strategies to protect a threatened bird species in Tasmania, Australia (e.g. 

Carlyon 2017) indicates public concern for species loss.  

Clearly there is a misconception by the participants about the strength of feeling the 

general public may hold towards threatened birds. This finding also raises the question about 

whose role it is to bear the costs of their loss, or equally, to bear the costs of their 
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conservation. Rather than being due to lack of empathy, any disparity between public 

attitudes towards the loss of species and their involvement in conservation action may, among 

other things, be due to scant awareness about threatened birds and what members of the 

public might do to help conserve them (Wilson and Tisdell 2005; Garnett et al. 2018). Social 

norms and structural barriers that deter conservationists and the public from collaborating 

more on creative solutions may also play a role. 

Effective and affective framing of threatened bird conservation 

 

This study identified concerns among conservation practitioners about the challenge of 

communicating relevant information to the public and perceptions that some groups are more 

difficult to engage than others. Since the way a new topic is introduced into public, policy or 

scientific discourse is thought to influence the conclusions drawn (Selge and Fischer 2011), it 

would be useful for conservation practitioners to consider new ways of framing threatened 

birds and associated issues and new ways of communicating beyond their sphere of expert 

knowledge. It is important that conservation practitioners do not assume they know which 

attitudes people hold towards threatened birds; they should base their communication 

strategies on evidence rather than assumptions (Miller 2003).  

To be more persuasive, framing should be based on an understanding of the ways that 

attitudes influence conservation strategies, so that messages can more holistically convey the 

social processes involved and consider the different conceptions of threatened bird species. 

Successful precedents exist for appealing to policy-makers and influencing policy by 

reframing bird conservation evidence as a narrative within salient political contexts (Rose 

2015). One approach highlighted by participants could emphasise the significant and 

widespread role birds play regarding human health and well-being. This is particularly salient 

for addressing the detrimental impacts on human wellbeing of climate change (Galway et al. 
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2019) and zoonotic pandemics (Samuelsson et al. 2020) or for developing a sustainable post 

COVID-19 economy (Palahi et al. 2020). 

Conservation practitioners discussed birds in positive terms and provided numerous 

examples of positive message frames that could be operationalised to communicate about the 

importance of conserving threatened birds to the public. Knight (2013) posited that the 

conservation science research community could show leadership in translating research into 

action by promoting self-empowered hope over fortuitous hope and positively framing user-

friendly solutions rather than continuing to catalogue an ongoing crisis. Findings from this 

research suggest the broader conservation community could adopt this tactic when 

communicating with the general public about threatened species conservation.  

This study spotlights, among those involved in bird conservation, that empathy for 

wildlife and moral justification for preventing extinctions are strongly linked. Most 

participants believed that conserving threatened birds is a socially and morally appropriate 

goal and that both the public and government were responsible for this conservation. Similar 

attitudes were found among people feeding wild birds in the UK and Australia and this was 

linked to pro-environmental behaviour (Chapman 2015). This suggests that people in 

Western cultures may respond to messages highlighting these kinds of attitudes. Conservation 

messages could therefore be framed in broadly moral terms, including references to intrinsic 

value, and tailored to known attitudes within target audiences. For example, Burns and 

colleagues (2011) posit that recognising the intrinsic value of wildlife and developing a sense 

of moral obligation and moral reasoning toward wildlife tourism experiences can have 

positive outcomes for both people and wildlife.  

Participants were likely to emphasise rational arguments expressing conservation, 

moral and ecological attitudes to convey the importance of conserving threatened birds to the 

public. Although participants expressed humanistic attitudes when talking about why 
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threatened birds are important (Table 2), affective arguments for conservation were largely 

absent in the messages they stated they would communicate to the public (Table 3). This may 

in part be symptomatic of the belief that emotion is the antithesis of reason and therefore has 

no place in rational decision-making, although arguments to the contrary counter that 

emotion can improve decision-making (Nelson et al. 2016).  

Milton (2002) suggests that the motivating force of an argument lies in its emotional 

impact, and that we need to recognize this, as well as its logic, if we are to understand how it 

moves people to action. Despite assumptions that negative emotions should be avoided, 

emotional messages conveying sadness or anger about climate change can be persuasive 

especially when they reflect the feelings of message recipients (Bloodhart, Swim, and 

Dicicco 2019). Elsewhere, positive emotional messages about the environment can be more 

effective than informational messages in arousing effects at a personal level, suggesting that 

socially desirable public policies should be promoted in ways that feature emotional appeals 

(Hoewe and Ahern 2017).    

Many emotions expressed by participants regarding loss of bird species can also be 

related to acute stress experiences and possibly to the irreconcilable melancholia dubbed 

‘solastalgia’ (Fraser et al. 2013; Albrecht 2020) since practices of birdwatching are thought to 

facilitate sense of place and identity (Wilkinson, Waitt, and Gibbs 2014). Here, participants 

often described birds as contributing to a ‘sense of place’ and many spoke of having 

developed a special relationship with the threatened taxon they were working on and its 

habitat. The term solastalgia may explain the melancholia participants associated with the 

loss of bird species from both imposed place transition (place pathology) and powerlessness 

(environmental injustice). This finding contributes to our understanding of ‘sense of place’ 

and of mediating factors that affect the presence or degree of solastalgia among communities 

(Galway 2019).  
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If conservation practitioners do not convey empathy for what they wish to conserve, 

they may be missing a vital opportunity to inspire the public to participate in conservation 

action. Public messages advocating for threatened bird conservation could be framed in 

positive ways that arouse emotions, since arguments motivate best when they induce feelings 

like hope, satisfaction, pleasure, excitement, interest, anger, sadness or distress (Milton 2002; 

Knight 2013; Bloodhart, Swim, and Dicicco 2019). Such framing strategies need to 

emphasise human agency (e.g. the relationship between personal or government 

responsibility and habitat loss/protection) to be effective in the context of environmental 

advocacy (Campbell 2014).  

Additionally, with appropriate affective framing other attitudes important to 

participants could be expressed including experiential and humanistic attitudes. 

Incorporating a broader range of attitudes directly into threatened bird management 

strategies could foster an ecocentric management ethic among conservation 

practitioners, potentially resulting in strategies that are more fair to bird species 

(Burns, Macbeth, and Moore 2011). Appealing to different audiences 

People within different political, demographic, cultural or special interest groups are likely to 

hold distinct attitudes towards biodiversity management based on different perceptions about 

and relationships with nature (Buijs et al. 2008; Kusmanoff et al. 2020). In this study, 

participants valued non-threatened and threatened birds in different ways, according to how 

they were socially constructed, and attitudes differed by both case study taxa and stakeholder 

group. This suggests that the specific threatened species, the messengers and the target 

audiences in question are very important considerations when framing conservation 

messages. 

Decision-makers across society may have very different interests to those of 

conservation practitioners communicating about threatened birds, and framing biases or 

negative ‘messenger effects’ could deter them from supporting threatened bird conservation 
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strategies (Kusmanoff et al. 2020). Hence, there is a need to develop effective frames for 

conveying the full range of attitudes towards threatened birds so that practitioners can 

communicate effectively with different audiences and with those whose attitudes towards 

birds may differ from their own.  

Practitioners could be more explicit about their own attitudes, while the attitudes of 

others could also be included in conservation framing so that those who do not share an 

appreciation for biodiversity may begin to value it for themselves (Chan 2008). To be more 

persuasive, this framing should be based on an understanding of the ways that attitudes 

influence conservation strategies, so that messages can more holistically convey the social 

processes involved and consider the different conceptions of threatened birds existing in 

Australian society.  

A good example is observing and feeding wildlife, including wild birds. These are 

common activities among members of the public (Franklin 2007a; Howard and Jones 2004; 

Jones 2011; Chapman 2015) and are commercially lucrative to the Australian economy 

(Orams 2002). However, bird feeding is a contentious issue in Australia (Jones 2018). 

Broadly speaking, those who feed birds express similar attitudes towards birds as the 

conservation practitioners in this study: pleasure associated with a connection to nature and 

wildlife, especially for urban dwellers; a way of attracting wildlife to one’s house; a way of 

counteracting negative human impacts such as habitat destruction; an educative activity; a 

perceived benefit and assistance to wildlife or insight into the welfare of urban birds; and 

passionate engagement with and care for the welfare of birds (Howard and Jones 2004; Jones 

2011; Chapman 2015). This similarity implies there is commonality between these two major 

stakeholder groups which wildlife managers could leverage effectively according to identity 

and attitudes to refine public communication strategies about bird feeding.  
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Informational and emotional messaging may appeal differently to those with different 

political persuasions (Hoewe and Ahern 2017); socio-demographic characteristics (Zuo, 

Wheeler, and Edwards 2016; Garnett et al. 2018); rural versus city-residency (Kellert 1985; 

Aslin 1996; Muth and Jamison 2000; Franklin and White 2001; Miller 2003; Mazur et al. 

2006) or class cultures (Franklin 2007b). et al. 

Finally, aesthetic, experiential, mastery, spiritual and symbolic attitudes were held by 

some participants to varying degrees, but were infrequently communicated in the context of 

conserving birds in general. Nevertheless, these attitudes and others are often expressed about 

iconic, flagship and rare birds (Ainsworth et al. 2018) as well as specific threatened bird 

species (et al.Figure 1, 2; Ainsworth et al. 2016a,b) and may be effectively applied in 

conservation messaging to appeal to different audiences, for example artists, nature-based 

tourists, birdwatchers, or those seeking spiritual fulfilment.  

Applying the avifaunal attitudes typology 

Wildlife managers across the world may be uncertain about applying human dimensions 

information to problems such as climate change, biodiversity loss, zoonotic spillover etc. 

(Manfredo et al. 2020). The avifaunal attitudes typology could be employed as a practical, 

collaborative, multifunctional tool in the conservation decision-making process. Potential 

uses by people designing and implementing conservation strategies include: a research 

planning tool to help decipher the social landscape in question; a stakeholder analysis tool to 

identify relevant interest groups; and a guide to framing research questions, strategy 

objectives and conservation messages. These approaches could facilitate earlier and more 

frequent participation by social scientists in the strategy development process. Outcomes 

could contribute to developing appropriately framed and targeted communications or 
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engagement strategies for recovery efforts focusing on specific taxa and audiences or to 

generate conservation support for threatened species more generally.  

Study limitations 

Despite efforts to include participants from different sectors of society, the majority were 

biological scientists, which is a consequence of the current privilege afforded to this expertise 

in conservation practice.  

Future research 

In the time since this study was conducted support for wildlife conservation may have 

increased in Australia along with growing concerns about the impacts of climate change and 

bushfires on loss of biodiversity (The Australia Institute 2020; Biddle et al. 2020). This 

presents an opportunity to review Australian conservation stakeholder and public attitudes 

towards the conservation of threatened birds to track any changes in attitudes over time as 

well as to identify salient issues and potential new framings of communication messages.  

Parallels found in attitudes among stakeholders in Australia and the UK about 

different wildlife groups suggests insights from this study could inform threatened species 

conservation planning and communication processes in Australia and among Western 

cultures in other countries.  

Finally, the findings contribute to the debate about the efficacy of optimistic 

approaches for communicating biodiversity conservation (Knight 2013; Kidd, Bekessy, and 

Garrard 2019). Therefore, it would be useful to test positive message frames identified in this 

research among diverse target audiences representing different socio-demographic 

characteristics and political persuasions in Australia and elsewhere, with special attention to 

non-Western cultures which are typically under-studied in this context.  
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Conclusions 

This research demonstrates that native bird species are important to Australian threatened 

bird conservation practitioners for diverse environmental and social-psychological reasons. 

Their attitudes toward these species incorporate elements of morality, recognition of intrinsic 

value, empathy, and concern about loss. Yet these attitudes are rarely conveyed in messages 

about the importance of these species. The established framing of threatened bird 

conservation efforts, that tend toward scientific information focused on species loss, may 

only resonate with conservation practitioners and could trigger framing biases among other 

stakeholder groups. 

To achieve effective and affective framing of threatened bird conservation the 

interests of decision-makers across society need to be taken into account; hence, the need to 

develop messages that convey the full range of values towards threatened birds. We suggest 

that conservation practitioners do not shy away from conveying empathy for what they wish 

to conserve. Rather than emphasising negative aspects, public messages advocating for 

threatened bird conservation should be framed in positive ways that arouse emotions and 

emphasise human agency. 

 

Note 

1. Held values include values dealing with modes of conduct, end states or desirable qualities (Brown 

1984; Leiserowitz 2006). They define goals, frame attitudes and provide standards against which the 

behaviour of individuals and societies can be judged (Leiserowitz 2006; Manfredo 2008). They 

contrast with assigned values, where people ‘assign’ value to natural places or species. 
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Tables 

Table 1: Summary and comparison of participant attitudes expressed about non-threatened and threatened birds, showing number of statements 

made classified according to the avifaunal attitudes typology (as modified from Campbell and Smith 2006; Kellert 1976, 1985; Kellert and Clark 

1991) (n=74). 

Attitude Definition Non-threatened birds Threatened birds 

Aesthetic  Appreciation of physical characteristics of birds, including appearance and 

song; appreciation of birds as objects of beauty (e.g. as represented in artworks) 
13 - 

Biophysical Physical attributes and biological functioning of birds (e.g. taxonomy, bird 

migrations, use of habitat, life history, conducting science) 
16 6 

Conservation Birds as threatened species; increase or decrease in bird populations; loss of 

habitat or nesting ground; contributing to conservation; financial costs 

associated with conserving threatened species 

6 17 

Ecological Interrelationships between bird species and natural habitats; contribution to 

well-being and continuity of interrelated flora, fauna and biochemical processes 
9 2 
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Experiential Direct contact with, or specific exciting or moving experiences with, birds in 

their natural habitat; opportunities to encounter rare birds in their natural 

surroundings 

40 6 

Humanistic Strong affection for or concern for the well-being of individual birds such as 

pets or wild iconic or rare birds; birds have a strong personal and symbolic 

meaning, such as association with place, time of day or year 

26 11 

Mastery Mastery and control of birds either literally or metaphorically, typically in 

sporting situations such as ‘twitching’ and hunting; may also refer to a sense of 

getting to know birds well or better; being a good naturalist 

6 4 

Moral Concern for right and wrong treatment of birds, with strong ethical opposition 

to presumed over-exploitation or cruelty towards birds; belief that birds have 

inherent rights; responsibility for conserving bird taxa (e.g. via legislation)  

5 20 

Negative Active avoidance of birds due to disinterest, dislike or fear; conflict between 

birds and humans possibly through competition for resources 
0 0 
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Spiritual Birds possessing spiritual significance (e.g. links to Indigenous creation stories 

or other religious philosophy, such as Buddhism) 
0 0 

Symbolic Symbolic characteristics of birds; transference of bird qualities to human 

artifacts such as emblems or mascots; expressions of group identity or social 

experiences and objects of specialised attachments; birds as flagship species 

5 1 

Utilitarian Material benefit of birds and bird products to human society (e.g. food, 

clothing); material benefit of bird habitat to human society (e.g. development); 

material benefit of bird characteristics to human society (e.g. professional 

opportunities) 

2 6 
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Table 2: Comparison of participant statements about non-threatened and threatened birds (n=74). 

Attitude No. of 

comments 

Statements about non-threatened birds No. of 

comments 

Statements about threatened birds 

Aesthetic 13 Appreciate their beauty (9); being colourful is 

an advantage (4); some are powerful; 

aesthetic interest beyond scientific interest 

0 N/A 

Biophysical 16 Appreciate variety of species/physical 

characteristics (5); interesting life histories, 

e.g. migration (4); being diurnal is an 

advantage (2), so easier to work on than other 

wildlife; good research animals (2); very 

abundant; am interested/knowledgeable 

about birds 

6 Interested in breeding threatened species; biophysical 

similarity between species may help me identify how 

to improve status; working life devoted to studying 

birds; interested in science and gaining knowledge on 

birds; really interested in rare birds with tiny 

populations or geographically isolated; interesting 

behaviour 

Conservation 6 Popular group to communicate conservation 

messages/effect change (2);  

17 Threatened birds are useful for engaging people in 

conservation/ challenging people about whether they 

want species to go extinct (2); birds are useful for 
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community involvement in bird censuses 

useful to other species living in same sorts of 

habitats; common birds become uncommon 

very quickly; we should be studying and 

investing in common declining species 

because once they’re threatened they become 

very expensive and time-consuming; 

interested in processes that lead to birds 

becoming threatened 

landscape conservation especially where other 

wildlife has disappeared; you can showcase species 

and present issues to the community; threatened bird 

programs make it very easy to engage with people 

outside the department; there’s a lot of interest so we 

get some good research done; if I knew more about 

them I could raise awareness about them with my tour 

groups;  

protecting bird habitat can protect habitat for many 

other species; really interested in how we can mitigate 

disturbance effects; important because they represent 

threatening processes that we need to better control; 

interested in why some species are threatened in some 

places but not others; it’s frustrating that we don’t 

have the resources to conserve species; we must try 

but the rational part of me says that the probability of 
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conserving species is very low; there are a lot of 

special species on the threatened species list;  

wouldn’t like to work on non-threatened species; the 

most important thing I can do with my life is work 

towards protecting the natural world; birds initially got 

me interested in conservation 

Ecological 9 Interested in ecological role (3); common 

species can help to understand the ecology of 

a place (2); good research animals; keen 

naturalist; useful to learn about disturbance 

ecology; important part of ecosystem 

2 Loss of any element from an ecosystem weakens the 

whole ecosystem; if birds are threatened there’s some 

sort of decline in ecosystem health 

Experiential 40 Very visible (10); enjoy seeing/watching 

birds (6); obvious/vital part of the 

landscape/bush/ecosystem (5); easier to 

detect than other wildlife (3); very accessible 

(3); have been around birds all my life (2); 

6 Enjoy seeing a variety of species; privilege and reward 

to see threatened birds in the wild; my role means I can 

experience nature in ways that other people can’t; I’m 

very lucky to have an exciting and fun job where I 

work with such amazing things; meet people from all 
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easy way to interact with environment (2); 

working with birds has been a great 

experience/increased my interest (2); audible; 

always surprising and engaging to see what 

turns up;  

plenty of other people to get excited about 

birds with; important part of people’s 

experience of the world; would like to see as 

many species as I can; large numbers and 

abundance of species got me interested; 

exciting to find little known, rare bird 

over the world; the planet’s a poorer place for every 

species lost 

 

Humanistic 26 Engaging behaviours (5); people are very 

passionate about/interested in birds (6); fond 

childhood memories of birds (3); 

girlfriend/parents/naturalist mentor 

encouraged interest (3); awe 

11 I get upset about loss of species, declines, extinctions 

(2); feel empathy towards them, because they are in 

trouble and you want to help them (2); threatened birds 

are a huge concern, same as any threatened species; I 

try to use science to prevent extinctions, but it’s an 
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inspiring/charismatic (3); connection with 

nature/sense of place (2); public relates to 

birds more easily than other groups, e.g. 

nocturnal (2);  passion for the environment, 

nature; interested in familiar birds from home 

emotional thing; childhood memory of watching 

environmental declines; my reasons vary depending 

on my mood from self-interest at a genetic level to a 

selfish superficial perspective; some people think 

birds are more important than anything else; we want 

to protect all threatened species if we can; birds are a 

good way of engaging with landholders because they 

like having them around and notice when species 

aren’t there 

Mastery 6 Like to see new birds and add them to my list 

(2); best known group of wildlife in 

Australia; field guides available; contributed 

to educational collections; try to see new 

birds if in a new country 

4 Threatened birds attract your attention more; looking 

for rarity, most scarce; exciting trying to find them; my 

tour groups want to see threatened birds and I’m 

interested in seeing them; a lot of people know about 

Gouldian Finch and have it in their aviaries because 

it’s a magnificent bird 



 

48 
 

Moral 5 There’s a place for all of it; everything has a 

right to exist in the wild (2); humans should 

learn to share; don’t like the idea that 

anything is threatened; hate that humans have 

imposed on anything in the natural 

environment 

20 Don’t want species to go extinct on my watch (2); if I 

don’t do anything I can’t expect anyone else to; I have 

a statutory responsibility to protect threatened bird 

species; people will look back and say ‘I’m never 

going to get to see that thing’ so that drives me to work 

in conservation; I should probably know more about 

the threatened birds in the region because of my work; 

the idea of things being extinct is abhorrent to me if 

it’s our fault; I want to ‘fight the good fight’ and keep 

them here for future generations; Australia has a poor 

track record for extinctions; we have a responsibility 

to look after the biodiversity of the planet; listing 

threatened species is a valuable report card for 

societies, governments and countries to be held 

accountable; we need to be controlling threatening 

processes better or we will continue to lose lots of 
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species; because they’re threatened we need to do 

something about them; once it’s gone every generation 

has lost something; it’s a shame when we lose 

something if we haven’t put enough effort into saving 

it; they should be part of the landscape in perpetuity; 

nothing should go extinct; it seems wrong to give up 

on species just because they are genetically extinct; 

important to conserve all threatened species; I want to 

keep them here for future generations because of their 

intrinsic value 

Negative 0 N/A 0 N/A 

Spiritual 0 N/A 0 N/A 

Symbolic 5 Majestic; free; emblematic; iconic to humans 

for spiritual and natural reasons; flagship, 

iconic birds essential from marketing 

perspective 

1 Good icons for conservation 
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Utilitarian 2 More research opportunities for birds than 

other wildlife; benefitted from working with 

explorer naturalists 

6 Need to act now to avoid pouring money into terminal 

projects; makes us think about whether to give up on 

species because they’re not a good investment 

anymore; need to invest in species where we can make 

a difference; I’d hate to see a lot of money thrown at a 

species just because it’s noisy; don’t think we can ever 

get away from self-interest in nature and what we 

choose to conserve; I can use threatened birds to sell 

my bird tours 
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Table 3: Summary of messages communicated by participants about the importance of conserving threatened birds, presented in decreasing 

frequency of occurrence (n=74).  

Attitude  Total no. of 

statements 

Examples of statements 

Conservation 30 Importance of individual action (7); importance of protecting habitat (7); actions individuals can take (4); need 

for financial support (3); threats to focal species and birds in general (3); conservation is possible (2); importance 

of saving species (2); promote awareness of status, consequences of losing biodiversity; role of town planners in 

maintaining urban habitat 

Moral 25 Responsibility to care for other species (5); everything is important and has a role to play (4); personal 

responsibility through own actions (4); duty to preserve species for future generations (3); local ownership of 

species (e.g. endemic to area) (3); failure to act may result in loss of species (3); federal government responsibility 

through legislation; obligation to share key resources with other species; species’ have a right to exist 

Ecological 24 Importance of the species’ role in an ecosystem (16); birds are indicators of environmental health (6); importance 

of protecting the species’ habitat or life support system; provide as much habitat as possible (gardens, new 

developments) 

Experiential 11 World would be poorer to humans without diversity (6); wonder and enjoyment of the natural world (5) 
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Utilitarian 9 Benefit to human life (6); human dependence on biodiversity for health, well-being (2); benefits (e.g. tourism) 

Biophysical 6 Uniqueness of the species (to an area) (5); all species are fascinating in their own right 

Aesthetic  2 Some species have attractive physical characteristics (e.g. appearance or song) (2) 

Humanistic 1 Contribution of birds to ‘sense of place’ 

Mastery 1 Tempting birdwatchers by exploiting rarity value 

Spiritual 1 Highlighting cultural significance to Traditional Owners 

Note: the number of statements is shown in brackets where more than one similar statement was made. 


	Introduction
	Methods
	Case study design
	Participants
	Data collection and analysis
	Attitudes towards non-threatened birds
	Experiential attitudes
	Humanistic attitudes
	Biophysical attitudes
	Ecological and utilitarian attitudes

	Attitudes towards threatened birds
	Moral and conservation attitudes
	Conservation and humanistic attitudes
	Biophysical, ecological and experiential attitudes

	Importance of conserving threatened birds to the Australian public
	Conservation messages
	Attitudes by case study and stakeholder group

	Discussion
	Threatened bird frames
	Morality
	Intrinsic value
	Empathy
	Loss

	Effective and affective framing of threatened bird conservation
	Additionally, with appropriate affective framing other attitudes important to participants could be expressed including experiential and humanistic attitudes. Incorporating a broader range of attitudes directly into threatened bird management strategi...
	Applying the avifaunal attitudes typology
	Study limitations
	Future research

	Acknowledgements
	References
	Tables
	Table 1: Summary and comparison of participant attitudes expressed about non-threatened and threatened birds, showing number of statements made classified according to the avifaunal attitudes typology (as modified from Campbell and Smith 2006; Kellert...
	Table 2: Comparison of participant statements about non-threatened and threatened birds (n=74).
	Table 3: Summary of messages communicated by participants about the importance of conserving threatened birds, presented in decreasing frequency of occurrence (n=74).


