
Because of the range and intensity of
cognitions about wildlife extant in the
American public (Bright, Manfredo, and
Fulton 2000; Kellert 1996), wildlife man-
agement actions may become the focus of
public controversy when any subset of
stakeholders2 perceives a negative impact3

from a management intervention. This pos-
sibility has led many agencies to involve
stakeholders more openly in wildlife man-
agement4 decision-making. Greater public
involvement in controversial issues requires
managers to apply their understanding of
the social and political contexts for manage-
ment in addition to their knowledge of
wildlife biology and ecology. Understand-
ing the sociopolitical factors that fuel the

progression of wildlife issues from vague
concerns about human–wildlife interac-
tions into full-blown public issues therefore
is of practical value to the wildlife manager.

Policy analysts, public issues educa-
tors, and political scientists have long been
interested in articulating the process where-
by the spark of a concern becomes a fully
engulfed public issue. Models have been
developed to describe the evolution of pub-
lic issues and help guide practitioners in
issue resolution (Dale and Hahn 1994).
Using the model promoted by Hahn
(1988), we describe four stages in the evolu-
tion of public issues with respect to wildlife,
adapted to address wildlife management in
national parks (Figure 1).
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Introduction
THE OFTEN-QUOTED PURPOSE OF THE NATIONAL PARK SERVICE (NPS) is “to promote and
regulate the use of ... national parks ... which purpose is to conserve the scenery and the nat-
ural and historic objects and the wild life therein and to provide for the enjoyment of the
same in such manner and by such means as will leave them unimpaired for the enjoyment of
future generations” (National Park Service Act, 1916). Within the legally defined boundaries
of a particular park, NPS resource managers face the challenge of simultaneously attending
to both the conservation and public enjoyment of resources. Adding to this challenge, parks
encounter many natural resource management issues,1 such as those related to wildlife, that
are not limited by park boundaries. Among these, human–wildlife interactions can elicit
strong positive and negative emotions in people. Park actions affecting wildlife can evoke
equally strong and often disparate public reactions. These commonly evolve into public
issues as managers deal with the practical aspects of responding to wildlife concerns that
extend beyond park boundaries or involve controversial management practices that attract
larger regional or national dialogue.

 



• Identifying potential issues. Con-
cerns are voiced and activity from con-
cerned individuals increases, although
issues are not yet fully formed.

• Focusing issues. Issues are formally
defined, goals and objectives set, and
data collected (laying the groundwork
for program evaluation).

• Planning action. Potential actions to
address issues are identified based on
data collected. These are evaluated
with respect to variables such as effica-
cy, social acceptability, and cost.

• Taking action. Chosen management
alternatives are implemented, evaluat-
ed, and adjusted. Activities may be
refined as a result of evaluation through
monitoring, as an adaptive manage-
ment strategy.

This model reflects our understanding
of emerging ideals of practice with respect
to issues education. These ideals include
early and frequent dialogue with the public
(NPS 2000, 2003a; Wilsdon and Willis
2004), which may be adopted in practice to

varying degrees. In our treatment of the
model, we separate NPS and the public to
identify potential tension points between
natural resource managers and stakehold-
ers, as well as among stakeholders them-
selves. The four stages are not a prescrip-
tive, step-by-step formula for decision-mak-
ing, but rather serve as a general guide to
help managers reflect on questions such as:
Where are we in the public or political
“life” of an issue? What steps are needed to
reach good decisions about objectives or
management actions? Is the outcome likely?
How do we know whether we are making
progress toward resolving the issue?

Stages of wildlife issue evolution in
national parks

Identifying potential issues. This
stage is characterized by the emergence of
voiced concerns and increased activity from
stakeholders (Table 1).

Focusing issues. When issues develop
to this stage, the nature of the issue typical-
ly is formally defined, goals and objectives
are set for wildlife management, and data
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Figure 1. Issue evolution
model in wildlife manage-
ment (adapted from Hahn,
1988).

 



are collected, laying groundwork for effec-
tive program evaluation. Ideally, park man-
agers and stakeholders work together to dis-
cover areas of commonality and differences;
input from non-vocal stakeholders is active-
ly sought (Table 2).

Planning action. If research does not
show negative impacts of wildlife on park
management objectives, interpretive pro-
grams that explain the situation may be im-
plemented to improve correlation between
public perception and scientific analysis.
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Table 1. The “identifying potential issues” stage of the model.
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Table 2. The “focusing issues” stage of the model.

 



If research reveals that wildlife is pre-
venting the park from fulfilling management
objectives, park managers likely begin inter-
nal dialogue and discuss potential alterna-
tives with respect to applicable NPS policy.
Initial, informal analysis of alternatives (as
in developing resource stewardship plans)
may reveal the need to consider more con-
troversial alternatives that legally require
formal stakeholder involvement processes
in compliance with the National Environ-
mental Policy Act (NEPA, 1969). Regard-
less of compliance requirements, at this
stage managers and stakeholders typically
discuss alternative actions and analyze con-
sequences, with respect to both short- and
long-term management goals and objec-
tives. Park managers consider stakeholder
input when selecting the preferred alterna-
tive for implementation. New alternatives
may become apparent through discussion
of consequences or evaluation of the differ-
ent choices. Emphasis is placed on effective
communication, public participation, and
creative thinking (Table 3).

Taking action. This stage involves
implementation, evaluation, and adaptation
of the chosen management alternative(s).
Evaluation is aided by clear goals and objec-
tives. Activities may be refined as a result of
progress evaluation, informed by data
acquired through monitoring. Modifica-
tions or fine-tuning of management activi-
ties may occur as part of an adaptive man-
agement strategy (Table 4).

Extending the model
The stage-to-stage progression of pub-

lic issues depicted in the model is an
approximation of how many public issues
evolve, but issue evolution often is not a lin-
ear process. In fact, recent application of the
Hahn model to ten cases of suburban deer

management revealed that issues often pro-
gressed in a start-and-stop fashion, advanc-
ing but then reverting back to earlier stages
of the cycle (Raik, Siemer, and Decker
2004). This phenomenon often is related to
the disparity in knowledge and understand-
ing of various stakeholders, a situation that
may be overcome using strategic communi-
cation. For example, when natural resource
managers and/or various stakeholder
groups are not at the same phase of the
cycle, communication between groups can
improve alignment to assure that all parties
understand the issue in the same way before
progressing to the next phase. Improving
stakeholder understanding, attitudes, and
input at all phases of the cycle is a key activ-
ity in this approach. Yet, because the NPS
ultimately is responsible for its natural
resource management decisions, dialogue
between managers and stakeholders techni-
cally is not required at all phases of issue
evolution. Varying degrees of stakeholder
involvement, perhaps especially in early
stages, may partially explain why public
wildlife issues do not always evolve in a lin-
ear fashion.

Under NEPA, NPS managers are re-
quired by law to include public input only
when a park proposes or approves an action
whose impacts on the human environment
are significant enough to warrant an envi-
ronmental impact statement (EIS); i.e.,
when the issues have reached the phase of
“planning actions” (Figure 2). Reaching
consensus or formal agreement with the
public during action planning is not legally
mandated, and courts have upheld NEPA as
imposing only procedural requirements,
preventing uninformed, rather than socially
unacceptable, agency action (Robertson v.
Methow Valley Citizens Council 1989).
Operating strictly under this approach, the
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Table 3. The “planning action” stage of the model.
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Table 4. The “taking action” stage of the model.

public is asked for input on alternative solu-
tions to NPS-defined issues, goals, and
data. Although managers may have
addressed each of the earlier phases in
depth through internal NPS scoping, there
is no guarantee that members of the public
have reached the same level of understand-
ing of the issue, or share NPS perspectives
about reasonable solutions. The Depart-
ment of the Interior recently addressed this
discrepancy by issuing requirements that
interested community members be offered
training in both community-based planning

and the NEPA process (U.S. Office of
Environmental Policy 2003). Nevertheless,
public input processes that meet NEPA’s
procedural requirements frequently have
resulted in court challenges to EISs.
Lawsuits may result in a return to early
phases of the issue evolution cycle, requir-
ing parks to reassess the nature of the prob-
lem and appropriate solutions, as in the
case of deer management at Cuyahoga
Valley National Park (NPS 2003b).

The federal government is placing
greater emphasis on including stakeholders

 



in policy-making from the beginning of, and
continuing throughout, the issue evolution
cycle (Figure 2), a practice known as “up-
stream” public engagement (Wilsdon and
Willis 2004). Recent NPS policies explicit-
ly call for active, on-going public participa-
tion in the planning process (NPS 2000),
re-emphasized in a Director’s Order:

The purpose of this Director’s Order
(DO) is to articulate our commitment
to civic engagement, and to have all
National Park Service (NPS) units
and offices embrace civic engagement
as the essential foundation and frame-
work for creating plans and develop-
ing programs.... This philosophy
means that we do more than meet the
minimum legal requirements for pub-
lic involvement in our decisions and

activities. It means a regular, natural
and sustained level of interaction with
people, both from within and outside
the NPS. This, in turn, will enhance
our ability to achieve our mission,
which is conserving park resources
unimpaired for the enjoyment of pres-
ent and future generations (NPS
2003a:1–2).

Engaging the public early on may help
managers establish a common foundation
for constructive discussion of alternatives
when the planning phase is reached.
Utilizing a model such as the one outlined
above may assist thinking about complex
wildlife issues by encouraging attention to
each element in the issue evolution progres-
sion. Park managers who incorporate such
thinking into their practice are likely to be
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Figure 2. Policy implications for communication with respect to the issue evolution Model. “New policy” includes Management
Policies 2001 (NPS 2000) and Director’s Order #75A (NPS 2003a).



well poised to engage stakeholders in learn-
ing, deliberation, and, eventually, decision-
making. Managers may find that educating
stakeholders about wildlife issues and
engaging them as part of the analysis of the

management situation, as well as during
development of solutions, enhances public
acceptance and effectiveness of wildlife
management practices in NPS units.
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Endnotes
1. An “issue” is a statement that can be acted upon (Kent and Preister 1999).
2. “Stakeholders” are individuals who will be affected by, or will affect, wildlife management
(Decker et al. 1996; Decker, Brown, and Siemer 2001). NPS sometimes refers to people who
meet this definition as “interested parties”; however, we use the term “stakeholder” as it is
more widely applied in the natural resource management profession. The term “stakehold-
er” should not be confused with “special-interest group” or with only those people cog-
nizant of their stake (especially in planning activities), as it is possible for someone who may
be affected by wildlife management decisions and actions to be unaware of the conse-
quences, or for someone who will not be directly affected by management decisions to show
a genuine interest.
3. “Impacts” are the socially determined important effects of events or interactions involving
wildlife, humans and wildlife, and wildlife management interventions, and are defined broad-
ly in terms of human values with respect to wildlife (Riley et al. 2002). Perceptions of impacts
also are affected by the context in which they occur, with social norms relevant to that con-
text influencing the interpretation of events and interactions (Zinn et al. 1998; Decker,
Jacobson, and Brown, in review).
4. We use the term “wildlife management” broadly to include planning, decision-making,
and actions where wildlife is the primary focus of the management goal, and management of
wildlife enables achievement of objectives for other resources. Management actions also may
include interventions solely directed towards people to affect human–wildlife interactions.
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