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What influences hunting participation of potential new hunters? 
Qualitative insights from Sweden

Katarina Hansson-Forman, Camilla Sandström and Göran Ericsson

K. Hansson-Forman ✉ (katarina.hansson@umu.se) and C. Sandström, Dept of Political Science, Umeå Univ., Biblioteksgränd 6, SE-90187 
Umeå, Sweden. – G. Ericsson, Dept of Wildlife, Fish and Environmental Studies, Swedish Univ. of Agricultural Sciences, Umeå, Sweden.

Hunting, an activity conceptualized as part of wildlife management partnership between the state, landowners and hunt-
ing communities, is increasingly challenged by a decreasing hunter base. This has ecological, economic and socio-cultural 
consequences, and the issue of hunter recruitment deserves more scholarly and political attention. In Sweden, the number 
of individuals taking a hunting proficiency test is high even though the number of hunters has declined during the last 
few decades although with a recovery the last 12 months, indicating an under-utilized source of potential new hunters. 
We explore in an interview study with potential new hunters in Sweden what factors affect and motivate individuals to 
take the hunter proficiency test and to hunt. Our thematic analysis identifies structural, institutional and individual factors 
influencing hunting participation, such as social networks and access to land, rendering two ideal types of new hunters. 
We offer suggestions to help curb the negative trend of declining hunter numbers and we identify research gaps for future 
studies to address.
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The declining number of active hunters (Decker et al. 2012) 
has been identified as a growing problem world-wide (Ryan 
and Shaw 2011, Hansen et al. 2012, Andersen et al. 2014, 
U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service 2016, Eriksson et al. 2018). 
According to the hunter recruitment and retention (HRR) 
literature, a decline in hunters can have major ecological, eco-
nomic and socio-cultural consequences (Larson et al. 2013). 
Management of wildlife in production landscapes require 
regular harvest as wildlife populations may cause problems 
such as disease outbreaks and biodiversity reduction (Mess-
mer 2000), and damage to crops, forests and vehicle col-
lisions incur high costs that may be mitigated by hunting 
(Messmer 2000, Larson et  al. 2013). A decline in hunters 
can lead to less revenue and taxes through the sales of hunt-
ing gear and hunting opportunities (Arnett and Southwick 
2015, Mensah and Elofsson 2017).

Socio-culturally, when hunters provide meat to the larger 
society outside the hunting community, hunting constitutes a 
socio-cultural bridge between urban and rural communities, 
upholding not only the importance of rural activities to urban 
communities but also gaining public acceptance and support 

for hunting and wildlife management activities (Ljung et al. 
2015). It is argued that a decline in hunters also leads to a 
general dissipation of hunting culture (Ryan and Shaw 2011, 
Price Tack et al. 2018), as recruitment require time for social-
ization into a hunting community (Littlefield and Ozanne 
2009). Individuals already within a hunting community are 
more likely to recruit new hunters (Larson et al. 2013), but 
this will be impeded if the hunting culture is breaking down. 
Another challenge is that the role of hunters as ecosystem 
stewards may change (Lindqvist et al. 2014).

An often overlooked effect is the negative impact declin-
ing numbers of hunters can potentially have on wildlife 
management. In many countries, wildlife management is 
carried out by a partnership between landowners, hunting 
communities/organizations and the state. Various forms of 
such partnerships can be found around the world (Brainerd 
and Kaltenborn 2010, Helle et al. 2016), and common to 
these models is the vital role that hunters play. Fewer hunt-
ers can lead to the breakdown of institutional arrangements 
such as lack of funding for wildlife management, decreased 
legitimacy, lower capacity in implementation, and erosion of 
urban–rural relationships (Decker et al. 2012, Larson et al. 
2014, Eriksson  et  al. 2018). There is a lack of in-depth 
knowledge about HRR in the Swedish partnership model 
for wildlife management and, from a Euro–American per-
spective, we suggest that Sweden provides an interesting case 
study for exploring the issues facing HRR.
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To have the right to hunt and to apply for gun license 
for hunting, you need to pass a theoretical and a practical 
test in Sweden. In addition, each individual hunter pays an 
annual mandatory hunting fee to the state, termed state-
owned hunting license (Swedish Environmental Protec-
tion Agency 2019a). Over a ten year period, the number 
of state-owned hunting licenses paid has decreased by about 
7%, or about 20 000 hunting licenses, which translates to 
an annual income loss of SEK 6 million (approx. €600 000) 
(the number of hunters has started to increase again dur-
ing 2019, after an institutional intervention where payment 
information was sent out more frequently, as a measure of 
reactivation, Swedish Environmental Protection Agency 
2019b, Fig. 1). An increase in the number of foreign hunt-
ers may partially fill the gap left by declining numbers of 
Swedish hunters (Fig. 2), for example in terms of revenue 
for the state. However, with a fly-in–fly-out approach, these 
hunters will be focused primarily on the hunting and will 
probably not assume any responsibility for wildlife manage-
ment. During the same period, the number of new potential 
hunters, i.e. people taking the hunting proficiency test, has 
almost doubled (Eriksson et al. 2018). This suggests that an 

aging hunter population cannot solely explain the decreas-
ing number of hunters, and that other factors come in place. 
Hence, we explore what factors that are both enabling and 
hindering individual potential new hunters to understand 
if and how new hunters can be recruited, to maintain the 
partnership model.

Factors determining hunter participation

Structural factors

Structural factors to HRR include issues relating to societal 
economic and political trends, such as demographic changes 
(Heberlein et al. 2002, Ryan and Shaw 2011, Hansen et al. 
2012), urbanization (Heberlein and Ericsson 2005) and 
social networks (Larson  et  al. 2014). The global demo-
graphic transition towards an older and urban population is 
assumed to be a key driver of change in hunter demograph-
ics (Decker  et  al. 1984, Hansen  et  al. 2012). This transi-
tion may create potential structural barriers to new hunters, 
such as distance to hunting land or socio-economic status 
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Figure 1. Number of Swedish hunting licenses sold to Swedish hunters between 2005 and 2019.
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Figure 2. Number of Swedish hunting licenses sold to foreign hunters between 2013 and 2019.
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(Hansen et al. 2012). In response to demographic change, 
many countries have developed tailored programs for 
hunter recruitment and mentorship (Andersen et al. 2010, 
Gude  et  al. 2012, Hansen  et  al. 2012, Pellikka and Fors-
man 2013, Zhang and Miller 2019). Other findings high-
light the need for state agencies and organizations to provide 
sufficient funding to encourage recruitment, such as lower 
license prices (Schorr et al. 2014) and retaining active hunt-
ers (Mehmood et al. 2003, Ryan and Shaw 2011).

Demographic changes are linked to the degree of urban-
ization, which is why area of residence matters. Urbanization 
imply that people have less direct contact with nature, which 
can affect attitudes to wildlife and hunting (Heberlein and 
Ericsson 2005), thus connecting the structural level to an 
individual level. The issue here is that socialization mecha-
nisms are not functioning as they once did because potential 
hunters live to a large extent in urban areas far from the phys-
ical natural resources and hunting culture typical of rural 
communities (Stedman 1993, Littlefield and Ozanne 2009). 
Furthermore, social network is an important determinant of 
whether a person hunt or not. People living or growing up 
in rural areas, who have at least one parent who hunts, hunt 
more often than others (Heberlein et al. 2002). Men hunt 
more frequently and regularly than women (Heberlein et al. 
2008, Pellikka and Forsman 2013). Previous research also 
suggests that more women, compared to men, hunt with 
a partner (Larson et al. 2014, Eriksson et al. 2018). Thus, 
one of the key barriers to new hunters’ actual participation 
is the lack of an appropriate social network (Andersen et al. 
2010, Lindberg 2010, Pellikka and Forsman 2013, Eriksson  
et al. 2018).

Institutional factors

Institutions represent the rules and regulations that indi-
viduals and groups have agreed upon for cooperation, or 
coexistence, within societies. Institutions can be formal, in 
terms of rules and laws, as well as informal, such as social 
norms, steering individuals towards a certain behavior 
(North 1990). If formal and informal rules correspond to 
a high degree, individuals tend to comply. For this reason, 
formal rule changes, such as new hunting legislation, or 
changes in informal systems, such as in hunting culture, can 
affect hunter participation. A number of Swedish studies 
have shown that changes to the Swedish hunting law and 
policy on wildlife management may have affected hunter 
behavior, as a result of increased costs, increased bureau-
cratization and higher demands on performance of wildlife 
management (Wennberg DiGasper 2008, Sandström et al. 
2013, Bjärstig et al. 2014, Lindqvist et al. 2014). We suggest 
that at least three institutions affect hunter recruitment in 
Sweden: those that provide access to hunting land, access to 
hunting firearms and a knowledge-based hunting practice. 
Access to hunting land is regulated by the law of property 
rights (SFS 1987:259), which means that hunting rights 
belong to the landowners, implying that a hunter either 
needs to own land or have the opportunity to lease the hunt-
ing rights. This is probably limiting how many people can 
hunt in Sweden, as the resource is presumed to be constant 
over time (Eriksson et al. 2018). To access firearms in Swe-
den the usual requirement for obtaining a weapon license is 

that an individual practice either hunting or target shoot-
ing – and have passed the hunting proficiency tests (SFS 
1987:905, SFS 1996:67). Access to firearms may limited by 
economic reasons, as it can be expensive to purchase firearms 
(Andersen et al. 2010, Pellikka and Forsman 2013). Lastly, 
knowledge-based hunting practice refers to the institutional 
change that took place in Sweden in 1985, when the knowl-
edge based hunting proficiency test replaced the previously 
needs based license (Protocol 1983/84: 56–58, 161). A norm 
turning the focus toward the need to increase the knowledge 
among the hunters.

Individual factors

Individual factors that may constrain behaviors can be intra-
personal (psychological states and attributes) or interpersonal 
(the interaction between different individual’s characteristics 
and preferences) (Crawford et al. 1991). Some individual fac-
tors frequently discussed in the HRR literature are psycho-
logical factors such as values, attitudes, norms and behavioral 
intentions held by an individual (Heberlein et al. 2002), and 
instrumental factors such as money and time (Pellikka and 
Forsman 2013, Larson et al. 2014). By psychological factors 
we refer to how individuals consider themselves and their 
environment with respect to values, attitudes and behavioral 
intentions (Heberlein 2012). Values are transferred between 
people in processes of socialization, and they can shift due to 
modernization and societal changes (Manfredo et al. 2015). 
Often, practical considerations or norms/social expectations 
circumscribe which attitudes and behavioral intentions are 
translated into practice, meaning that not all behavioral 
intentions actually lead to a behavior, depending on what 
social norms are at play (Heberlein 2012). Therefore, we 
assume that psychological factors such as attitudes, emotions 
and social norms affect hunting participation.

We also assume that instrumental factors such as access 
to time and money are crucial in determining whether a 
person hunt or not. Hunting opportunities in Sweden are 
limited by a lack of leisure time and money (Lindberg 2010, 
Eriksson  et  al. 2018). Historically, more leisure time and 
higher incomes have resulted in more hunting opportunities 
(Mattsson et al. 2007).

Based on previous research, three groups of factors: struc-
tural, institutional and individual, are guiding the analysis 
(Table 1). This frame enables us to formulate three research 
questions: 1) what are the motives for taking the hunting 
proficiency test? 2) Which factors affect intentions to hunt/
not hunt? 3) Are there common factors across the groups?

Methods

We address potential new hunters, defined as those taking 
the hunter proficiency test (reactivation of former hunters 
could be a potential target group to find answers for why the 
number of state-owned hunting licenses are decreasing, but 
they have not been addressed in this study as the paradox 
concerns the hunter proficiency test), from all over Sweden. 
To reach this group we involved the two largest hunter orga-
nizations in Sweden (the Swedish Association for Hunting 
and Wildlife Management and the National Association of 
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Hunters), who provide the examiners for the hunter profi-
ciency tests. The theoretical test is usually performed before 
the practical exam, and in larger groups than the practical 
exam, so in order to reach as many as possible we aimed for 
contact during the theoretical tests. During the course period 
between March and May in 2017, the examiners adminis-
tered a brief questionnaire (Eriksson  et  al. 2018). As part 
of the questionnaire, the course participants were asked to 
do an interview about hunting and wildlife management, if 
willing they signed a consent form. Of the 869 respondents, 
128 consented to be interviewed. From these 128 interested 
participants, we used purposeful sampling (Marshall 1996) 
to derive 40 participants for the semi-structured interviews 
(Ritchie et al. 2014, see Supplementary material Appendix 1 
for interview guide).

We used four criteria to select interviewees and capture 
variation in sex, age, county of residence and access to hunt-
ing land (Table 2). As the interviewees voluntarily decided 
to participate in the interviews the sample is not represen-
tative of the whole population of people taking the hunter 
proficiency test. A qualitative research approach seeks to go 
in-depth in a small amount of cases (Marshall 1996), so 
from our novel results Sweden can begin to understand how 
potential new hunters think about the hunter proficiency 
test and hunting participation, e.g. what motives that drives 
them and so forth. This is valuable for further studies on this 
topic. The results presented here are based on the interview 
material from the 40 interviewees. The interviews were con-
ducted via telephone and lasted 20–45 min.

We performed a thematic analysis on the material 
(Ritchie et al. 2014). Factors from Table 1 guided the analy-
sis, but without excluding any other themes that appeared 
in the data. Coding was conducted using computer software 
NVivo Plus ver. 12, by using key words and sentences, match-
ing them with the thematic framework. For the presentation 
in the result chapter we made a prioritization of the themes/

factors based on the number of interviewees stating the same 
theme/factor. First-order themes were those that >20 people 
mentioned, second order themes were mentioned by >10 
people, and so on. Quotes are translated by first author.

This research project was conducted following Swedish 
and European research practice (ALLEA 2017, Swedish 
Research Council 2017), including principles of honesty, 
respect and accountability. Ethical review and approval was 
not required for this case study in accordance with local leg-
islation and institutional requirements.

Results

Motives to take the hunting proficiency test

We found five motives to be prominent for the willingness 
to take the hunting proficiency test: interest in nature, social 
relationships, knowledge, access to game meat and respon-
sibility for land. First, interest in nature is defined in three 
ways by the interviewees: 1) using nature for its various facil-
ities, such as providing a means of recreation, relaxation and 
possibly meditation. 2) Being interested in nature because 
of previous experience of outdoor activities such as fishing, 
or berry or mushroom picking. 3) Learning, i.e. wanting to 
learn more about topics currently unfamiliar to the respon-
dent, such as how ecosystems function and knowledge of 
various animals and birds.

Secondly, the interviews revealed a connection between 
taking the hunting proficiency test and social relationships 
that could also be defined further in three ways: the inter-
viewee knew someone who was a hunter and had been influ-
enced by that person(s) to hunt, either 1) alone or 2) with 
the known hunter. Alternatively, 3) the interviewee viewed 
hunting as a highly social activity that incorporated meeting 
new people and doing things collectively. More than half of 
the interviewees had never participated in hunting, or only 
participated once such as joining a drive, or similar activity, 
without actively shooting an animal. Therefore, the inter-
viewees cannot be said to have a strong social connection 
with hunting, rather the idea of hunting as a social activity 
seemed attractive to many of them.

Thirdly, the theme of gaining in-depth knowledge of 
the skills associated with hunting contained three different 
aspects: 1) dogs (training hunting dogs), 2) target shooting 

Table 1. Analytical framework.

Factors Theoretical definition Operationalization 

Structural Demography Age, sex The typical newly recruited hunter is male and +30 years old
Urbanization Area of residence Urban/rural divide (an urban resident is defined as an individual 

living in a city with > 10 000 inhabitants)
North/south divide

Social networks Access to hunters Relationships with other individuals that hunt
Institutional Institutions Rules and norms Proficiency test (importance of knowledge)

Landowning/access to hunting land
Access to weapons

Individual Psychological factors Social norms and attitudes The individual shares existing norms, e.g. views on the 
environment, hunting-related activities and management

Instrumental factors Time Leisure time
Money Costs of damage to forest and crops, income
Knowledge Individual capital

Table 2. Descriptive characteristics of the interviewees.

Sex

Access to 
hunting 

land
Year of 
birth

Rural area of 
residence 

(other)
Intention 
to hunt

Female = 12 9 of 12 1955–1985 6 (1 unknown, 
5 urban)

9 of 12

Male = 28 15 of 28 1950–2000 12 (1 unknown, 
15 urban)

18 of 28
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(for fun/leisure activity) and 3) food and nutrition (butch-
ering, how to handle meat and what to cook). Fourthly, 
gaining access to game meat was another reason for taking 
the hunting proficiency test. As defined by the interview-
ees, game meat is desirable because it is organic, locally pro-
duced, ethically produced and has a good flavor.

The final reason for taking the test was exclusive to 
those interviewees who were landowners. These interview-
ees described how being a landowner meant managing not 
only forest and crops but also the wildlife populations on 
their land. They needed the hunting proficiency test to man-
age wildlife such as wild boar and geese. From a production 
perspective, this theme is connected with economic factors, 
i.e. decreasing damage to crops and forest. However, few of 
the interviewees provided economic arguments; rather, they 
highlighted a sense of responsibility.

Motives not to hunt

The motives for hunting differed slightly compared with the 
motives for taking the hunting proficiency test. Urban resi-
dents expressed less intention of hunting than rural residents 
did. The primary structural reason appeared to be urban-
ization: living in an urban environment with lack of access 
to hunting land or socialization mechanisms. However, we 
found that although rural hunters owned or had access to 
land to a greater extent, this did not mean that lack of access 
to hunting land was a prominent theme among the urban 
group. In fact, the majority of interviewees stated that they 
had access to hunting opportunities if they wanted to pri-
marily through their social networks. Urban residence was 
noteworthy because the urbanized potential new hunters 
were not taking the hunting proficiency test to hunt, but 
were driven by other motives. Of the interviewees that had 
no intention of hunting (regardless of sex), we found that 
there were individual factors at play. A desire for knowledge 
was the single most important reason why these interviewees 
had chosen to take the hunting proficiency test, as exempli-
fied by the following quote.

“I am quite interested in many different things really, 
but I have a fairly large environmental commitment 
in general. Trying to live more sustainably, but also 
in that, I think maybe I need a greater understanding 
of how things interconnect in nature, different bio-
topes, what affects what. I have certainly received some 
[knowledge] through my years at school but I have 
never received it from a hunter’s perspective and I am 
quite curious about the culture around it and getting 
to know how hunters position themselves in relation 
to the environment and environmental care and such 
things. I find it exciting to gain insight.”

Also, a not so prominent motive was how to feel about 
killing an animal, which can be considered a psychological 
factor. Those hesitant of the idea of shooting an animal had 
a great interest in animals and nature, so rather this motive 
seemed to be connected to an ethical consideration to not 
take an animal’s life. We also had responses where the per-
son was not interested in the act of hunting, but wanted to 
gain the knowledge provided by the hunting courses. They 
wanted to learn something new or expand their knowledge 

in an area they were already interested in. Finally, interview-
ees also had other interests, such as training dogs or target 
shooting. Having passed the hunter proficiency tests is the 
most straightforward way to firearm access for hunting, as 
other forms of firearms usage and ownership are much more 
strictly regulated.

Motives to hunt

Structural factors: demography, urbanization and social 
networks
Area of residence was important for individuals intending 
to hunt for the first time. It was not described as a motive 
in itself, other than in a few cases where physical closeness 
to the land was expressed as being important like living on 
or close to hunting land. The rural interviewees expressed 
an intention to hunt, in contrast to the urban group. Fur-
thermore, the responses indicated that a social network, i.e. 
a personal relationship with someone who hunted, was the 
single most important factor influencing how and why peo-
ple intended to hunt. Either this person had influenced them 
to hunt or was the person that the interviewees would hunt 
with. The hunter could be a family member, relative, friend, 
colleague or neighbor.

Institutional factors: rules and norms
Institutional studies imply that formal and informal rule 
changes, such as new hunting legislation or a change in 
hunting culture, affect hunting participation (Bjärstig et al. 
2014, Lindqvist et al. 2014). Closely connected with a social 
network, is access to land. In a theoretical sense, access to 
land is governed by the institution of property rights. How-
ever, not all of the interviewees were landowners, which is 
why social networks fed into the institutional factor of access 
to land. Access to land is an important factor, directly affect-
ing their intention to hunt. As stated by a landowner:

“My mother owns land […] and we have our cabin 
there, and we have always been up there a lot, in the 
forest, planting trees, participating in hunting, picking 
berries and all kinds of things. So I see it [hunting] as 
a natural part of owning land and partly I think that 
the day me and my siblings will inherit that forest, it is 
good to know things. I am interested in learning every-
thing possible”.

Another relevant institution revealed by the responses was 
that of knowledge; a desire for knowledge about something 
new, mostly the physical experience of hunting. In the quote 
below, the respondent talks about his thoughts on participat-
ing in hunting for the first time. It is a mix of a desire to pass 
the tests and to learn more about how hunting is actually 
practiced in real life.

“Primarily I do not look forward to shooting an ani-
mal, but I look forward to first passing the test so that I 
can come out [in nature] and then see how everything 
works when it comes to the organization in a hunting 
team and how it is practically to be in the forest and 
maybe go on a drive.”

Course participants probably learned during the 
proficiency course that it is important to have a broad  
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knowledge of hunting. The importance of knowledge can 
be traced back to the institutional change that took place 
regarding the hunting proficiency test in 1985, when hunt-
ers’ knowledge became central to hunting.

The interviewees with a behavioral intent to hunt often 
knew someone who hunted, for example family members, 
relatives or friends. Hunting was considered a family activ-
ity that symbolized links with family associations, hunting 
teams and neighbors – a social norm. One theme that was 
revealed was that of community and tradition, where many 
expressed a desire to maintain community structures and old 
traditions:

“The community. We are a fairly scattered group in our 
hunting team, those who are very old and very young. 
That community, across generations, is very nice. It 
is a big part of living in the countryside, which I do. 
And a part of the neighborhood community. Even if 
we do not harvest anything, it does not matter, it is 
more about being out in nature, looking for animals 
and tracks, and then being happy when you find them 
even if you do not shoot. To talk about it afterwards is 
such a big part of the neighborhood community. You 
would not want to be without it.”

Individual factors: psychological and instrumental factors
Individual factors such as attitudes and resources were prom-
inent. For example, access to meat was often mentioned as a 
motive for hunting. It was described as a product that they 
wanted to consume in preference to any other kind of meat, 
for ethical and environmental reasons – and to be self-suffi-
cient. The aspects of wild game meat that were mentioned 
were flavor (it tastes good), ethics (the animals are killed in a 
respectful manner) and being environmentally friendly.

“It may sound strange to kill an animal when you like 
them, but I have the attitude that I want to eat meat 
that I know where it comes from. Instead of going to 
the grocery store like everyone else and buying meat. I 
think it’s a little more ethical and better for the environ-
ment as well, and I’ve always liked that.”

A second recurring theme was stewardship. Originally 
this was not a part of the analytical framework; however, 
a combination of various psychological factors formed this 
theme. It was only relevant to those who were landowners, 
directly or indirectly. Access to land seemed to determine 
their intention to hunt. Access to land was also connected 
with three other separate but intertwined factors: ecological 
motives, economic motives and self-sufficiency. In general, 
the narrative was that owning land means that you have a 
responsibility for the animals living on your land, and harvest 
becomes part of maintaining a balance between the animals 
and the land (either forest or agricultural crops), identified 
as sustainability. The interviewees preferred to harvest wild-
life populations that caused damage and they had a strong 
determination to a balance wildlife populations and access to 
food on their local hunting land. They thus identified hunt-
ing as the tool to achieve sustainability within the ecosystem. 
They did not want wildlife populations to grow too big, and 
they did not want their land that was used for agriculture 
and forestry to be damaged. Species that were explicitly 

mentioned were roe deer, wild boar, fox and badger. There 
might be reinforcing effects between the institution to own 
land and the responsibilities that come with that, and the 
individual perceptions of being a responsible landowner, but 
it was impossible to separate out those relationships within 
this study. Interviewees living in areas defined as a rural saw 
hunting and wildlife management as being strongly con-
nected with the ownership of hunting land, and, in most 
cases, they lived on or close to their hunting land. It was a 
part of the lifestyle to partake in hunting, and to reduce the 
size of the wildlife populations on their own hunting land, 
which we understood as an ecological motive.

“It feels like it is a responsibility to be involved in taking 
care of the forest. And that it is a privilege, of course. 
As naturally as I am related to half of the people in this 
village and that we have a family association, it feels like 
hunting is a part of that [...] it feels like it is a part of the 
whole package of coming from this place”.

By economic motives, we refer to the economic costs to 
landowners of damage to forest and agriculture, which in a 
few cases were described as a motive to hunt:

“We are doing it [hunting] here, we have agriculture 
as well and it is about to derail completely with all the 
wildlife. I do not really know what to do about the situ-
ation, but we need to decrease the wildlife population 
for sure. When I was younger we could grow all sorts 
of crops here, but now it is hardly possible to grow any-
thing compared with before.”

All these aspects, together constituting stewardship, are 
expressions of psychological factors. It is a view of the envi-
ronment and hunting practices that is very close to utilitari-
anism, that there is an interplay between nature and humans, 
and that humans can and should use natural resources like 
wild game meat. An associated recurring theme was ecosys-
tem services, which to some extent relates to a utilitarian 
view of the environment and animals. Interviewees with an 
intention to hunt stated that they had a larger relationship 
with nature that extended beyond just hunting, and it was an 
integral part of their motivation to hunt. Examples of other 
activities that these interviewees took part in were fishing, 
picking berries, hiking, walking and experiencing the out-
doors. Using nature in these different ways makes hunting 
just another way of using nature for psychological restora-
tion, as often the motives for being out in nature related 
to well-being: feeling calm, meditating, feeling happiness, 
excitement, relaxation, being away from people.

Finally, only a few of the interviewees explained that indi-
vidual resources like time and money affected their hunting 
participation. All of them intended to hunt but they expressed 
negative barriers, such as not having enough time or money 
to participate, as exemplified by the following quote.

“Access to hunting land requires a lot of money, it’s 
expensive. I realize that now. It is a lot of money, both 
for the basic equipment, weapons, ammunition, cloth-
ing and a place to hunt, licenses, membership in the 
hunter association, for example. You want to read and 
be involved, so you need magazines and such, then it is 
a lot of money.”
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Concluding discussion

Our aim was to explore what factors that both enabled and 
hindered new potential hunters’ participation in hunting. 
The results show that important drivers to taking the hunt-
ing proficiency test are an interest in animals and nature, as 
well as having social relationships with hunters. However, 
taking the hunting proficiency test is not a guarantee of 
actual participation in hunting. The motives to hunt/not to 
hunt can be defined roughly as two types of new hunters.

The first type can be defined as people living in an urban 
area with variable intentions concerning hunting participa-
tion. A large majority of the interviewees did not intend 
to hunt, especially those living in urban areas. We may 
partly explained this by the voluntary bias in our sample: 
many of our interviewees were female and/or urban. How-
ever, the finding still highlights some central challenges to 
hunter recruitment. Barriers similar to those identified in 
other countries are also present in Sweden, such as accessing 
hunting opportunities (Larson et al. 2014). Factors such as 
expanding the individual’s knowledge base and connections 
with other forest-related activities drive up the number of 
people taking the hunting proficiency test.

The second type can be defined as the environmental 
steward, people who live and hunt in a rural setting and 
primarily hunt to manage wildlife. Within the rural group, 
a clear majority intended to hunt, largely driven by envi-
ronmental stewardship and/or ecosystem services, connect-
ing with both the institution of landowning as well as a 
utilitarian view on the environment, and demonstrating the 
importance of including institutional aspects in the analysis. 
This is much in line with the current hunter discourse, that 
hunters are managing nature as stewards of the environment 
(Lindqvist et al. 2014). Again, it is difficult to assess to what 
extent this is an effect of participating in the hunters’ profi-
ciency courses, or whether an individual has developed these 
ideas and views on his or her own. For many of the inter-
viewees these were lifestyle choices. Managing land, being 
out in the forest, participating in hunting, using nature and 
its resources, were part of their lifestyle, usually described as 
‘natural’, ‘the meaning/the origin’ or ‘important’.

It is important to acknowledge the limitations of the 
studied sample. It is not possible to generalize our results to 
a broader population, e.g. demographic factors like sex or 
age did not seem to matter. However, the results are interest-
ing to build future research on. For instance, one possibility 
could be to scale up the study by using sampling techniques 
that allow for generalizability of a whole population (Dill-
man et al. 2014). Another suggestion is to connect the find-
ings from this thematic analysis to larger quantitative data 
of the hunter population and to general sociodemographic 
data on the Swedish population, to get a frame of reference.

An important implication of this study is that the Swed-
ish Environmental Protection Agency plays a key role in 
the partnership model, because it has the capacity to affect 
the institutional setting. The current partnership model 
for wildlife management attaches great importance to the 
rural group which often are land owners living close to their 
hunting ground: they must, compared to the urban group, 
bear economic, ecological and social responsibilities for the  
partnerships’ continued existence, which can be perceived as 

unfair (Bjärstig et al. 2014). By initiating a discussion about 
the problems and solutions among the partners, and by 
ensuring that structural and institutional barriers (e.g. access 
to land and social networks) identified in this study are mini-
mized the state can support recruitment. Furthermore, these 
are new hunters that have not experienced this unfairness 
personally, however, considering other research that identi-
fies how governmental institutions may burden relevant actor 
groups (Eliason 2012, von Essen and Allen 2017), there is a 
risk of this group quitting hunting if not supported properly. 
The hunter organizations themselves cannot recruit hunt-
ers to a necessary extent, thus the state could take a larger 
responsibility given the political will and intention to have 
hunters as the basis in the partnership model. Clearly there 
is strong support for hunting among the public in Sweden 
(Kagervall et al. 2012), as well as a large interest in taking 
the hunting proficiency test and participating in hunting, all 
of which are reasons to review how barriers can be lowered.

Specific factors affecting the urban interviewees included 
landownership/leases – you need land to hunt on to prac-
tice the behavior of hunting. There are already small-scale 
recruitment initiatives in place to connect landless hunt-
ers with landowners (Swedish Association for Hunting and 
Wildlife Management 2018) but without wider coordina-
tion or on larger scales. Considering that traditional rural 
socialization mechanisms are not working as before, the part-
nership actors could find ways to connect potential hunters 
already when they start the hunting proficiency course with 
landowners in a more effective way, e.g. by networking and 
information campaigns. Some potential problems are indi-
vidual landowners’ perceptions, where other studies have 
shown that landowners rarely want to lease hunting rights 
to ‘unknown’ people (Burke et al. 2019). A structural prob-
lem is networking in the diversity and fragmentation of the 
landowner group in Sweden (Ezebilo et al. 2012). By map-
ping landowners in a given geographical area, one solution 
is to implement an outreach program to match landowners 
with hunters. Mentorships or cross-generational approaches 
to hunter recruitment (Ryan and Shaw 2011, Larson et al. 
2014) could be implemented advantageously within Swe-
den’s local hunting teams. Recruiting foreign hunters is also 
a marketization solution, e.g. by information, subsidies or 
discounts. Socio-cultural and management-oriented values 
might be lost in the process, but it could serve as a strategy 
to even out imbalances between the surplus of wildlife and 
decreasing numbers of hunters.
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