
 

Animal images used in marketing may skew
public perception about their survival risks
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Illustration of charismatic animals in the city. Credit: Zoo Portraits. All Rights
Reserved. 2018.

Many of the world's most charismatic animal species - those that attract
the largest interest and deepest empathy from the public—are at high
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risk of extinction in part because many people believe their iconic
stature guarantees their survival.

A new international study published today in PLOS Biology suggests that
the popularity of tigers, lions, polar bears and others may actually
contribute to the species' downfall.

The researchers used a combination of online surveys, school
questionnaires, zoo websites and animated films to identify the 10 most
charismatic animals. The top three were tigers, lions and elephants,
followed by giraffes, leopards, pandas, cheetahs, polar bears, gray
wolves and gorillas.

"I was surprised to see that although these 10 animals are the most
charismatic, a major threat faced by nearly all of them is direct killing
by humans, especially from hunting and snaring," said William Ripple, a
distinguished professor of forest ecology at Oregon State University and
a co-author on the study.

"This killing by humans seems sadly ironic to me, as these are some of
our most beloved wild animals."

Many of these animals are so frequently depicted in pop culture and
marketing materials that they may constitute a deceptive "virtual
population" that is doing better in the media than in nature, noted lead
author Franck Courchamp of the University of Paris.

The researchers found, for example, that the average French citizen will
see more virtual lions through photos, cartoons, logos and brands in one
month than there are wild lions left in West Africa.

"Unknowingly, companies using giraffes, cheetahs or polar bears for
marketing purposes may be actively contributing to the false perception
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that these animals are not at risk of extinction, and therefore not in need
of conservation," Courchamp said.

In their paper, the researchers propose that companies using images of
threatened species for marketing purposes provide information to
promote their conservation, and perhaps part of their revenue for
protection of the species.

Endangered species conservation efforts are numerous, though
splintered. The researchers note that 20 million Americans took to the
streets in 1970 to demonstrate on the first Earth Day, but there hasn't
been a similar mobilization for conservation since.

Oregon State's Ripple said the concept of charismatic species is
pervasive in conservation literature and the public may assume that
efforts to ensure their survival are in place and successful.

"Even much of the literature emphasizes the need to go beyond
charismatic species and focus on the lesser known ones," Ripple said.
"The public may be taking for granted that we're doing all we can to save
them, when we don't even know for certain how many elephants,
gorillas, or polar bears exist in the wild."

The status of most of the top charismatic species is cause for alarm,
Ripple pointed out.

The abundance of tigers in the wild is estimated to be less than 7
percent of their historic number, and at least three sub-species -
Bali, Javan and Caspian tigers—are now extinct.
Lions are declining almost everywhere in Africa, with
populations estimated to be at less than 8 percent of historic
levels; only 175 individuals are thought to exist in Eurasia - all of
these are in India.
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The African forest elephant has declined by 62 percent in the last
nine years, while savannah elephants are thought to be at less
than 10 percent of their historic numbers—mostly because of
poaching.
Fewer than 2,000 pandas remain, occupying less than 1 percent
of their historic range and their future is uncertain because of
climate change.

"The top 10 charismatic animals are all mammals and include some of
the largest carnivores and largest herbivores in the terrestrial world,"
Ripple said. "The fact that humans are also large mammals might explain
why the public has a strong affinity for these 10 mammals—it seems like
people also love large animals much more than small ones."

Nearly half (48.6 percent) of all the non-teddy bear stuffed animals sold
in the United States on Amazon were one of the 10 charismatic animals,
while in France some 800,000 "Sophie the giraffe" baby toys were sold
in 2010—more than eight times the numbers of giraffes living in Africa.

"The appearance of these beloved animals in stores, in movies, on
television, and on a variety of products seems to be deluding the public
into believing they are doing okay," Ripple said. "If we don't act in a
concerted effort to save these species, that may soon be the only way
anyone will see them."

  More information: Courchamp F, Jaric I, Albert C, Meinard Y,
Ripple WJ, Chapron G (2018) The paradoxical extinction of the most
charismatic animals. PLoS Biol 16(4): e2003997. 
doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.2003997

Provided by Oregon State University

4/5

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.2003997


 

Citation: Animal images used in marketing may skew public perception about their survival risks
(2018, April 12) retrieved 27 April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2018-04-animal-images-
skew-perception-survival.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

5/5

https://phys.org/news/2018-04-animal-images-skew-perception-survival.html
https://phys.org/news/2018-04-animal-images-skew-perception-survival.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

