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The fear (perceived predation risk) large carnivores inspire in mesocarnivores can affect ecosystem structure and function, and loss
of the “landscape of fear” large carnivores create adds to concerns regarding the worldwide loss of large carnivores. Fear of humans
has been proposed to act as a substitute, but new research identifies humans as a “super predator” globally far more lethal to mesocarnivores, and thus presumably far more frightening. Although much of the world now consists of human-dominated landscapes,
there remains relatively little research regarding how behavioral responses to humans affect trophic networks, to the extent that no
study has yet experimentally tested the relative fearfulness mesocarnivores demonstrate in reaction to humans versus nonhuman
predators. Badgers (Meles meles) in Britain are a model mesocarnivore insofar as they no longer need fear native large carnivores
(bears, Ursus arctos; wolves, Canis lupus) and now perhaps fear humans more. We tested the fearfulness badgers demonstrated to
audio playbacks of extant (dog) and extinct (bear and wolf) large carnivores, and humans, by assaying the suppression of foraging
behavior. Hearing humans affected latency to feed, vigilance, foraging time, number of feeding visits, and number of badgers feeding. Hearing dogs and bears had far lesser effects on latency to feed, and hearing wolves had no effects. Our results indicate fear of
humans evidently cannot substitute for the fear large carnivores inspire in mesocarnivores because humans are perceived as far more
frightening, which we discuss in light of the recovery of large carnivores in human-dominated landscapes.
Key words: antipredator behavior, ecology of fear, human disturbance, large carnivore loss, perceived predation risk, predator–
prey naiveté.

INTRODUCTION
Large carnivores are fearsome predators and the fear (perceived
predation risk) they inspire, particularly in large herbivores and
mesocarnivores, has been proposed to play a critical role in ecosystem structure and function (Laundré et al. 2001; Prugh et al.
2009; Ritchie and Johnson 2009; Ripple et al. 2014; Suraci et al.
2016). Recent experimental results confirm that the fear large
carnivores inspire in mesocarnivores can indeed have powerful
cascading effects down food webs reversing the impacts of mesocarnivores on their prey (Suraci et al. 2016). This recent evidence
of community-level effects complements the growing experimental
evidence that fear itself can have population-level effects on fecundity and survival in free-living wildlife (Eggers et al. 2006; Zanette
Address correspondence to M. Clinchy. E-mail: mclinchy@uwo.ca.

© The Author 2016. Published by Oxford University Press on behalf of
the International Society for Behavioral Ecology. All rights reserved. For
permissions, please e-mail: journals.permissions@oup.com

et al. 2011; Hua et al. 2014; LaManna and Martin 2016). Loss of
the “landscape of fear” (Laundré et al. 2001) the presence of large
carnivores creates has accordingly added to conservation concerns
regarding the ongoing loss of large carnivores in many parts of
the world (Prugh et al. 2009; Estes et al. 2011; Ripple et al. 2014).
Where large carnivores are in peril, it is often claimed that human
hunting could act as a substitute for the role played by nonhuman
predators, substituting fear of humans for the fear of large carnivores, but opponents counter that it remains doubtful whether
such substitution could actually lead to the same functional consequences for communities and ecosystems (Prugh et al. 2009;
Ripple et al. 2014). New research indeed suggests that in much of
the world there is no longer any question of fear of humans “substituting” for the effects the fear of large carnivores has on mesocarnivore behavior, because most mesocarnivores probably already
perceive humans as far more frightening, given that humans are
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sending dogs into setts (burrows) to corner the badger, then digging
it out and killing it (Cassidy 2012). Farmers hunt badgers because
they reportedly dig-up and trample crops, kill poultry and lambs,
and interfere with fox hunting (Cassidy 2012). Badger “baiting” was
made illegal in 1835, “digging” was also in 1973, and badgers and
their setts were accorded full legal protection in 1992, but since the
1970s, the UK government has sanctioned extensive culling of badgers in aid of controlling bovine TB (Tuyttens et al. 2001; Carter
et al. 2007; Cassidy 2012; Macdonald et al. 2015). Quantifying illegal hunting is intrinsically challenging, but a recent study reported
that 1 in 8 farmers who stocked cattle and other livestock admitted
to killing badgers in the 12 months prior to the study (Cross et al.
2013). Badgers thus represent a model mesocarnivore in the sense
that they no longer need fear native large carnivores and now presumably have even more to fear from humans.
We experimentally tested the relative fearfulness badgers demonstrated in reaction to playbacks of both extinct (bear and wolf) and
extant (dog) large carnivores, and humans. We discuss the implications our results have concerning the role of mesocarnivores in
mediating trophic cascades (Prugh et al. 2009; Ritchie and Johnson
2009; Ripple et al. 2014; Suraci et al. 2016), particularly in light of
the recovery of large carnivores in Europe (Chapron et al. 2014)
and proposals to reintroduce large carnivores to human-dominated
landscapes such as those that predominate in Britain (Manning
et al. 2009; Svenning et al. 2016).

METHODS
Overview of experimental design
Numerous experiments on the “ecology of fear” have titrated fear
by measuring facets of foraging at a food patch (Brown et al. 1999;
Brown and Kotler 2004; Bedoya-Perez et al. 2013), and this was the
approach we adopted. Badgers live in communal burrows termed
“setts,” spending the day underground and emerging at night to feed
(Butler and Roper 1995). We provided badgers with food patches in
the form of plastic pails submerged to the rim in their setts that were
filled with 150 peanuts (Macdonald et al. 2002) mixed in 14 L of
sand. We used a repeated-measures design, broadcasting a different
playback treatment at each sett on 5 consecutive nights. To control
for potential order effects, each sett received the treatments in a different order. The 5 treatments were as follows: sheep, dogs, wolves,
bears, and humans. Sheep were selected as a nonthreatening (negative) control, whereas dogs were selected as a positive control that
badgers were almost certain to fear (Butler and Roper 1995; Cassidy
2012). Playbacks were programmed to begin broadcasting at sunset,
before badgers emerge from their setts, and continued broadcasting
until 2 h after sunset. Sounds were intermixed with silence in a ratio
of 1:1.5 (sound to silence) following an established protocol (Zanette
et al. 2011; Suraci et al. 2016). Behavior was recorded using motionactivated video cameras that also recorded sound. The behavioral
measures of fear that we assayed were as follows: the time of night
when badgers first began foraging at the food patch (latency to feed),
the time spent vigilant or foraging when they first began feeding at
the food patch, and the number of visits to the food patch and number of badgers visiting, over the course of the night (Brown et al.
1999; Brown and Kotler 2004; Bedoya-Perez et al. 2013).

Study site and field procedures
The experiment was conducted in the context of a long-term
research project on the ecology of badgers in Wytham Woods

Downloaded from http://beheco.oxfordjournals.org/ at University of California, San Diego on July 20, 2016

in effect a far more lethal “super predator” (Darimont et al. 2015)
with a unique ecology that entails disproportionately killing carnivores. This is illustrated by the fact that averaged across the globe
human hunters kill mesocarnivores at 4.3 times the rate they are
killed by nonhuman predators (Darimont et al. 2015).
Although much of the world of course now consists of humandominated landscapes, there remains comparatively little research
concerning the effects humans have on trophic networks in modified ecosystems (Dorresteijn et al. 2015; Oriol-Cotterill et al. 2015;
Smith et al. 2015). The new research revealing humans to be a
“super predator,” particularly as concerns carnivores, highlights the
central role that human “hunting” (direct killing) may play in these
trophic networks, whereas the focus to date has been on human
disturbance caused, for example, by anthropogenic noise (Frid and
Dill 2002). Various studies have considered the behavioral reactions
of mesocarnivores to human disturbance, including a handful concerning the effects of humans as predators (i.e., hunters; Kitchen
et al. 2000; Tuyttens et al. 2001; Carter et al. 2007; Monteverde
and Piudo 2011; Erb et al. 2012), but none has yet compared the
effects of humans versus nonhuman predators. If humans are far
more frightening to mesocarnivores than nonhuman predators, then
the fear of humans may be expected to have even greater effects on
ecosystem function. The necessary first step in exploring this is to
test the relative fearfulness humans and large carnivores inspire in
mesocarnivores in a human-dominated landscape (Dorresteijn et al.
2015; Oriol-Cotterill et al. 2015; Smith et al. 2015).
The “ecology of fear” has been the subject of ever more
research since this phrase was coined in the late 1990s (Brown
et al. 1999), and numerous experiments have tested the reactions
of prey to predator cues of every kind: auditory, visual, and olfactory. Audio playbacks provide the most reliable and readily interpretable means of testing the reactions of free-living wildlife to
predator cues (Durant 2000; Eggers et al. 2006; Clinchy et al. 2011;
Zanette et al. 2011; Hua et al. 2014; LaManna and Martin 2016;
Suraci et al. 2016), and a 2014 review identified 180 such experiments on everything from toads to elephants (Hettena et al. 2014).
Several playback experiments have tested mesocarnivore responses
to large carnivores (Durant 2000; Watts et al. 2010; Webster et al.
2012; Suraci et al. 2016), but none has tested the reactions of
mesocarnivores to humans. Indeed, only two playback experiments
to date have tested the reactions of free-living wildlife to humans
as predators: both African elephants (Loxodonta africana, McComb
et al. 2014) and pig-tailed langurs (Simias concolor, Yorzinski and
Ziegler 2007) fled upon simply hearing human voices. These two
studies indicate that prey hunted by the human “predator” react to
human vocalizations just as prey react to the vocalizations of any
other predator (Hettena et al. 2014) and that a common cue, that
is, vocalizations, can thus be used to directly compare the prey’s
perception of nonhuman predators versus humans as predators,
rather than humans as simply a source of noise and disturbance
(sensu Frid and Dill 2002).
The fate of carnivores in Britain reflects a common progression;
the loss of large carnivores (brown bear, U. arctos, extinct since circa
900 AD; wolf, C. lupus, extinct since c. 1700 AD; Yalden 1999) was
followed by increased human hunting of mesocarnivores (badger,
M. meles; fox, Vulpes vulpes), both as vermin (bounties offered in Tudor
Vermin Act of 1532) and for sport (c. late 1600s, Cassidy 2012).
Bears and wolves, where extant, hunt and kill badgers (Seryodkin
2011, Sidorovich et al. 2011) and would have historically done so
in Britain. Sport hunting of badgers includes badger “baiting,” live
trapping a badger and pitting it in fights with dogs, and “digging,”
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Playbacks and behavioral measures
Sound files were acquired from online audio and video databases,
and library archives, and then edited and normalized to match
peak amplitudes and average duration among treatments (following
methods described in Zanette et al. 2011; Suraci et al. 2016), using
Audacity 2.0.3 (http://audacity.sourceforge.net). We used multiple
exemplars of each playback type (8 sheep, 11 dog, 10 wolf, 6 bear,
and 8 human) to compose 2-h playlists of each treatment. The
use of multiple exemplars is standard practice in playback experiments (Kroodsma et al. 2001), enabling robust conclusions concerning responses to the “class” of sounds (e.g., humans speaking)
as opposed to the specifics of a particular sound. Each treatment
playlist (e.g., the sheep playlist) contained all exemplars of that type
(e.g., all 8 sheep exemplars). We selected exemplars that included
representative sounds made by the species: bleats and “bahs”
(sheep); barks, growls, and howls (dog); howls, growls, and barks
(wolf); and growls, “huffs,” and “grunts” (bear). The human exemplars all consisted of people speaking, in conversation, or reading
passages from books. Exemplars varied in duration (from 10 to 80 s,

median = 28 s), each was followed by silence 1.5 times the exemplar’s duration (e.g., 10-s exemplar followed by 15-s silence; following Zanette et al. 2011; Suraci et al. 2016), and all were played in
stratified random order (i.e., 1 block with each of the exemplars
played once, followed by another block with each of the exemplars played once, but in a different random order). Playbacks were
broadcast at a volume of 80 dB at 1 m, using mp3 players (RCA
TH1814WM, VOXX Accessories Corp, Orlando, FL) plugged into
the speakers described above.
To unambiguously titrate the effects of fear, we only measured
behaviors recorded at the first food patch visited each night.
Delaying feeding at the first patch, for example, is readily attributable to fear, whereas when feeding begins at the second is potentially
an ambiguous mix of fear and satiation, the badger having already
probably eaten all 150 peanuts in the first patch. To quantify the
effects of fear on vigilance and foraging, once feeding began, we
scored these behaviors in the first 5 videos (150 s) recorded, in
which there was just 1 badger on camera. This excluded any videos
(2 of 247) in which badgers might be interfering with one another’s
foraging. We operationally defined vigilance as being when the badger had its head up with the long axis of its face not being perpendicular to the ground, whereas foraging was defined as when
the badger’s nose was touching the ground or the long axis of its
face was perpendicular to the ground. Badgers engaged in other
behaviors, like scent-marking and grooming, but only infrequently,
and these occupied only a small proportion of the time during this
initial feeding period. Badgers took about 15–20 min to find and
eat all the peanuts in a patch. If a badger ate all the peanuts in the
first patch and then the second and then returned to the first patch
(within about 15–20 min), this would constitute a single foraging
bout, the second visit to the first patch thus not being truly independent. To ensure that we were quantifying independent visits,
we consequently operationally defined independent visits as those
separated by ≥30 min. At a subset of setts (3), the badgers were all
fur-clipped (Macdonald et al. 2015) permitting us to quantify the
number of individually identifiable badgers visiting the food patch
in a night. Two observers (D.R. and J.P.S.) reviewed all the videos
to derive the operational definitions of the behaviors and a single
observer (D.R.) scored all the behaviors.

Statistical analyses
We used repeated-measures ANOVAs to test the effects of the
playbacks on our 5 behavioral measures of fear: time of night
when feeding began, time spent vigilant, time spent foraging, visits per night, and number of badgers visiting. To verify that our
control sound (sheep) was nonthreatening, we conducted preliminary analyses comparing nights with silence (2 prebaiting) versus
nights with sheep playbacks. Hearing a sound (sheep) caused badgers to attend to it (time spent vigilant: silence, 6.3 ± 1.6 s; sheep,
17.4 ± 1.6 s; mean ± SE; F1,6 = 10.4, P = 0.018) but otherwise had
no significant effect on any of the 4 measures of foraging (all P >
0.17). We thus deemed that our control was nonthreatening and
conducted all further analyses comparing among our 5 playbacks,
followed by Dunnett’s tests (Dunnett 1964) of the significance of
each treatment compared with the control (sheep). Prior to analysis, all data were Box–Cox transformed (Krebs 1999) and tested
for normality and homogeneity of variances. All descriptive results
reported (means ± SE) were back transformed to the original units
to aid meaningful interpretation. The descriptive results reported
are strictly illustrative reflecting effects among setts rather than
within setts.
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(51°46′26″N, 1°19′19″W), Oxfordshire, UK (for details see
Macdonald et al. 2015), between 6 and 28 September 2014, fortuitously during a period of consistently warm, dry weather. Wytham
Woods is a 424 ha woodland surrounded in all directions by sheep
and cattle pasture and sheep graze in meadows within the Woods.
Dogs are not allowed in the Woods, but all the surrounding properties have farm dogs and dogs are also abundant in the adjacent
villages. Earthworms are the badgers’ favored, primary food source,
which they obtain by venturing into the surrounding pastures at
night where they are certain to encounter sheep and dogs. Because
the killing of badgers is illegal, obtaining information about the
number killed by human “hunters” is inherently problematic, but
it is estimated that up to 10 000 per year may be killed for “sport”
(badger “baiting” and “digging,” Macdonald et al. 2015) and, as
noted in the Introduction, 1 in 8 farmers surveyed admitted to annually killing badgers in a recent study (Cross et al. 2013).
Following our repeated-measures design, badger behavior was
filmed for 7 consecutive nights (2 nights prebaiting plus 5 treatment
nights) at each of 7 setts. We were constrained in the number of
setts we could experiment on by the needs of other researchers and
the necessity to select setts that were out of hearing of visitors to
the Woods, to avoid reports by visitors of hearing bears and wolves
in the Woods.
We positioned two food patches at each sett. The purpose of
providing two food patches was to help ensure the badgers attended
to the playbacks, by reducing the possibility of their competing for
food and thus attending to each other. Food patches were an average of 1.9 m from a burrow entrance (range 1.3–2.3 m) and 9.0
m apart (range 6.5–11.0 m). A speaker (Ecoextreme, Grace Digital
Inc, San Diego, CA) was positioned adjacent to each patch with
the result that each patch was exposed to sound from 2 speakers: the adjacent speaker (5.7 m, range 4.0–9.0 m) and a further
speaker (11.8 m, range 6.5–15.8 m) adjacent to the other patch.
A motion-activated camera (Moultrie M-990i, Moultrie Products,
LLC, Birmingham, AL) was also positioned adjacent to each patch
(2.5 m, range 2.2–2.8 m). The camera recorded a 30-s video each
time it was triggered. Prior to each night’s filming, each food patch
was filled with 150 peanuts (shells removed) mixed in 14 L of dry,
sifted (1-cm2 mesh) sand collected from that sett. After each night,
we searched each patch and never found any remaining peanuts,
the badgers having eaten every last one.
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Figure 1
Effects of playbacks on the time of night when badgers began foraging
at the first food patch, measured in minutes after sunset, comparing
extant predators (dog, human) with extinct predators (wolf, bear) and the
nonpredator control (sheep). The horizontal dashed line indicates 2 h after
sunset, when the playbacks turned off. Asterisks signify significant differences
(*P < 0.05; ***P < 0.001) in Dunnett’s tests comparing treatments and the
control (sheep). Values are means ± SE
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Figure 2
Effects of control (sheep) and human playbacks on (a) the time spent
vigilant (s) and (b) the time spent foraging (s) in the first 150 s of filming,
once feeding began at the first food patch. Values are means ± SE.
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The power of our results derives from the repeated-measures
design of our experiment, which generated a large amount of data.
We recorded 2640 videos over the 49 sett-nights that the experiment continued.
Playback treatment significantly affected the time of night
when badgers first began foraging at the food patch (Figure 1;
F4,24 = 7.7, P < 0.001). Hearing human voices caused the greatest delay in the initiation of foraging. There was a highly significant difference between when badgers began foraging on nights
with human playbacks compared with nights with control (sheep)
playbacks (Dunnett’s test, P = 0.001). Badgers at 4 of the 7 setts
actually waited until the human playbacks were entirely off before
beginning foraging (i.e., >120 min after sunset), and the badgers
at the remaining 3 setts waited until just before the human playbacks ended (113.3 ± 2.3 min after sunset) prior to beginning foraging. Badgers first began foraging well prior to the end of every
other playback treatment, while sounds were still being broadcast.
As anticipated, hearing the sounds of dogs, an extant large carnivore predator, significantly delayed foraging (compared with
sheep; Dunnett’s test, P = 0.041), but surprisingly, so too did hearing the sounds of bears (compared with sheep; Dunnett’s test,
P = 0.016), a long extinct large carnivore. Also somewhat surprising, given that dogs are domesticated wolves (Yalden 1999) and
dog and wolf vocalizations are consequently similar, hearing the
sounds of wolves did not significantly delay the initiation of foraging (compared with sheep; Dunnett’s test, P = 0.88), consistent
with badgers having lost their fear of this long extinct large carnivore predator.
The pattern of treatment effects on when badgers first began foraging (Figure 1) did not differ significantly between the 3 setts where
they began foraging while the human playbacks were still playing
and the 4 setts where they began foraging after the human playbacks were off, whether considering all 5 treatments (Treatment ×

Foraged during human playbacks [Yes or No], P = 0.21), or just the
human and control (sheep) treatments (P = 0.23). Whether badgers
began foraging, while the human playbacks were still playing, or
after they were off, did have a bearing on the time spent vigilant
and time spent foraging, as evaluated in relation to the first 150 s of
filming following the initiation of foraging. Considering just those
setts where badgers initiated foraging while the human playbacks
were still broadcasting, hearing human voices significantly increased
the time badgers spent vigilant (Figure 2a; F1,2 = 24.5, P = 0.038)
and correspondingly significantly decreased the total time badgers
spent foraging (Figure 2b; F1,2 = 21.2, P = 0.044), compared with
when hearing control (sheep) playbacks. At the 4 setts where the
badgers began foraging after the human playbacks were off, they
fed in silence, and they did not spend more time vigilant or less time
foraging than when hearing control (sheep) playbacks. There was
consequently a significant interaction between whether the badgers
were actually hearing human voices while they foraged, and both
the time spent vigilant (Human vs. Sheep × Hearing humans [Yes
or No], F1,5 = 13.8, P = 0.014) and time spent foraging (F1,5 = 22.6,
P = 0.005).
The badgers at every sett initiated foraging while the dog, bear,
and wolf playbacks were still being broadcast (Figure 1), and the
time they subsequently spent vigilant or foraging during the first
150 s of filming following the initiation of foraging was unaffected
by the fact that they were still hearing dog, bear, or wolf sounds.
Considering just the nonhuman playback treatments (dog, bear,

Vigilance (s)
in first 150 s of filming

RESULTS
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DISCUSSION

Badger individuals
Visits per night to patch
visiting patch per night separated by ≥ 30 min.

Hearing the sound of humans speaking significantly affected every
measure of fear in badgers. Hearing humans delayed the initiation of foraging (Figure 1), increased vigilance and decreased the
time spent foraging (Figure 2), and reduced the number of visits
and number of badgers visiting the food patches (Figure 3). The
badgers’ response to hearing human voices was quantitatively and
qualitatively different from that to hearing dogs and bears. Whereas
hearing dogs and bears delayed foraging (Figure 1), the delay
caused by hearing human voices was respectively 228% and 189%
greater. Moreover, whereas the badgers at every sett began foraging
while the dog and bear sounds were still being broadcast, at most
6
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Figure 3
Effects of control (sheep) and human playbacks on (a) the number of visits
to the food patch (separated by ≥ 30 min) and (b) the number of individually
identifiable badgers visiting, per night. Values are means ± SE.

setts (4 of 7), the badgers were deterred from initiating foraging
until after the human playbacks were off. In addition, hearing dogs
or bears had no significant effect on vigilance or time spent foraging, or the number of visits or number of badgers visiting the food
patches, in contrast to the significant effects hearing human voices
had on all of these behaviors (Figures 2 and 3). Taken together,
our results demonstrate that badgers were substantially more fearful
of humans than their extant or extinct large carnivore predators,
consistent with the human “super predator” being far more lethal
(Darimont et al. 2015).
Experiments on diverse species, including free-living wildlife (Eggers et al. 2006; Zanette et al. 2011; Hua et al. 2014;
LaManna and Martin 2016), have demonstrated that the effects
of fear on prey demography may be as great, or greater, than
the effects of direct killing by predators (Preisser et al. 2005;
Creel and Christianson 2008). The demographic effects of fear
need not increase in direct proportion to direct killing (Creel and
Christianson 2008; Creel 2011), but recent theory suggests this is
likely, if fear affects foraging (MacLeod et al. 2014). Our results
point to a positive association between the relative fear of humans
and their relative lethality, and the fact that what we demonstrated
were effects on foraging thus suggests the fear of humans likely
has demographic effects proportional to direct killing by humans
(MacLeod et al. 2014). The total impact humans have on the
demography of mesocarnivores could thus be twice that indicated
by the level of direct killing. That the fear of humans affected
foraging also means that this definitely may be expected to mediate the role of mesocarnivores in causing trophic cascades (Prugh
et al. 2009; Ritchie and Johnson 2009; Ripple et al. 2014; Suraci
et al. 2016). The new research identifying humans as a “super
predator” reveals that the numerical suppression of mesocarnivores by humans far exceeds that of large carnivores (Darimont
et al. 2015), and our results indicate that the concomitant fear
of humans likely also has effects on mesocarnivore demography and behavior that correspondingly far exceed those caused
by the fear of large carnivores. The fear large carnivores inspire
in mesocarnivores can have powerful cascading effects affecting
ecosystem structure and function (Prugh et al. 2009; Ritchie and
Johnson 2009; Ripple et al. 2014), as has recently been experimentally verified (Suraci et al. 2016). Our research documenting how
much more fearful mesocarnivores may be of humans provides
the necessary first piece of the puzzle in determining if the fear
of humans has even more powerful effects on trophic networks in
modified ecosystems (Dorresteijn et al. 2015; Oriol-Cotterill et al.
2015; Smith et al. 2015).
The costs and benefits of fear govern predator recognition
(Blumstein and Daniel 2005; Blumstein 2006). Escaping predation is the obvious benefit of accurate predator recognition. At the
same time, reacting to predator cues can entail significant fitness
costs, as demonstrated by the recent predator playback experiments
on free-living wildlife documenting reductions in fecundity and
survival (Eggers et al. 2006; Zanette et al. 2011; Hua et al. 2014;
LaManna and Martin 2016). Because these experiments involved
no actual predation risk, unresponsive individuals would be selectively favored and one would expect predator recognition to be
lost if these manipulations were continued over one or more generations. Loss of recognition of wolf vocalizations has been demonstrated to occur in large herbivores (bison, Bison bison; caribou,
Rangifer tarandus; elk, Cervus elaphus; moose, Alces alces) in as little as
50 years (Berger et al. 2001; Berger 2007), and our results indicate
that the same may occur in mesocarnivores.
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wolf, and sheep), there was no overall treatment effect on the time
spent vigilant (F3,18 = 0.3, P = 0.84) nor any significant differences in vigilance between the treatments and control (sheep; all
P > 0.80), and neither was there any overall treatment effect on
the time spent foraging (F3,18 = 0.3, P = 0.79) or any significant differences in foraging between the treatments and control (sheep; all
P > 0.69).
Playback treatment significantly affected the number of visits
per night to the food patch (separated by ≥ 30 min; F4,24 = 2.9,
P = 0.044) and the number of individually identifiable badgers
visiting per night (F4,8 = 6.5, P = 0.012). Both these overall treatment effects resulted largely from the response to hearing humans.
On nights when human voices were broadcast, there were significantly fewer visits to the food patch (Figure 3a; Dunnett’s test,
P = 0.016) and significantly fewer individually identifiable badgers
visited (Figure 3b; Dunnett’s test, P = 0.008), compared with control (sheep) playback nights, whereas no other treatment differed
significantly from the control (sheep; all P > 0.10).
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“released” from behavioral suppression (Prugh et al. 2009; Ritchie
and Johnson 2009), but will instead add to the elevated fear mesocarnivores are evidently experiencing—living in fear of the human
“super predator” in a human-dominated landscape. Large carnivores themselves may similarly be expected to be living in fear of
the human “super predator” in such landscapes, given that human
hunters kill large carnivores at 9.2 times the rate they are killed by
nonhuman predators, even higher than the rate human hunters kill
mesocarnivores (4.3 times > nonhuman predators; Darimont et al.
2015). In such circumstances, a fully-effective conservation policy
should include integrated actions ameliorating the persecution of
large carnivores and mesocarnivores alike (Darimont et al. 2015;
Dorresteijn et al. 2015; Oriol-Cotterill et al. 2015; Smith et al.
2015).

FUNDING
This work was supported by Natural Sciences and Engineering
Research Council of Canada Discovery Grants to M.C. and
L.Y.Z. and a UK People’s Trust for Endangered Species Grant to
D.W.M.
Thanks to D. Burnham, M. Noonan, N. Fisher, C. Astaras, L. Larkman, and
J. Lynch for assistance; C. Packer and the Panthers for making M.C. and
L.Y.Z.’s stay at Tubney so enjoyable; and B. Wong and two anonymous
reviewers for help improving the paper. This research was subject to ethical review by the University of Oxford Department of Zoology’s Animal
Welfare and Ethical Review Board and performed under Badger Act (1992)
licence (20104655) from Natural England and UK Animals (Scientific
Procedures) Act, 1986 licence from the Home Office (PPL30/2835).
Funding was provided by the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research
Council of Canada and the UK People’s Trust for Endangered Species.
Data accessibility: Analyses reported in this article can be reproduced using
the data provided by Clinchy et al. (2016).
Handling editor: Bob Wong

REFERENCES
Bedoya-Perez MA, Carthey AJR, Mella VSA, McArthur C, Banks PB.
2013. A practical guide to giving up on giving-up densities. Behav Ecol
Sociobiol. 67:1541–1553.
Berger J. 2007. Carnivore repatriation and holarctic prey: narrowing the
deficit in ecological effectiveness. Conserv Biol. 21:1105–1116.
Berger J, Swenson JE, Persson IL. 2001. Recolonizing carnivores and
naïve prey: conservation lessons from Pleistocene extinctions. Science.
291:1036–1039.
Blumstein DT. 2006. The multipredator hypothesis and the evolutionary
persistence of antipredator behavior. Ethology. 112:209–217.
Blumstein DT, Daniel JC. 2005. The loss of anti-predator behaviour following isolation on islands. Proc Biol Sci. 272:1663–1668.
Brown JS, Laundré JW, Gurung M. 1999. The ecology of fear: optimal
foraging, game theory, and trophic interactions. J Mammal. 80:385–399.
Brown JS, Kotler BP. 2004. Hazardous duty pay and the foraging cost of
predation. Ecol Lett. 7:999–1004.
Butler JM, Roper TJ. 1995. Escape tactics and alarm responses in badgers
Meles meles: a field experiment. Ethology. 99:313–322.
Carter SP, Delahay RJ, Smith GC, Macdonald DW, Riordan P, Etherington
TR, Pimley ER, Walker NJ, Cheeseman CL. 2007. Culling-induced
social perturbation in Eurasian badgers Meles meles and the management
of TB in cattle: an analysis of a critical problem in applied ecology. Proc
Biol Sci. 274:2769–2777.
Carthey AJR, Banks PB. 2014. Naïveté in novel ecological interactions: lessons from theory and experimental evidence. Biol Rev. 89:932–949.
Cassidy A. 2012. Vermin, victims and disease: UK framings of badgers in and beyond the bovine TB controversy. Sociologia Ruralis.
52:192–214.

Downloaded from http://beheco.oxfordjournals.org/ at University of California, San Diego on July 20, 2016

In contrast to their lack of reaction to wolf vocalizations, our
results suggest that badgers may have retained the ability to recognize bears as a threat even though bears have been extinct in Britain
for at least 1000 years (Yalden 1999). Retention of threat recognition over millennia is intriguing but not unprecedented (Blumstein
2006). As already stated, predator recognition is governed by the
costs and benefits of fear. Assuming the cost is the same, retaining fear of bears and losing the fear of wolves suggests the former
conveys a greater benefit, possibly because bears are more dangerous (Seryodkin 2011; Sidorovich et al. 2011), or because responding to something that sounds like a bear helps the hearer escape
from danger. Auditory predator cues are arguably the most species
specific (Blumstein 2006), suggesting that badgers specifically recognized bear vocalizations, though they may have reacted to some
more general characteristic of the sound, such as its novelty. The
fact badgers did not react to wolves demonstrates they did not simply react to novel sounds and were able to discriminate between
what are arguably members of the same species, that is, wolves and
dogs (Yalden 1999), indicating they were reacting to specific characteristics. Badgers responded to dogs (Figure 1), and as a growling dog signals an imminent threat, their response to the sound of
growling bears could reflect their reacting to a specific cue (growls)
rather than a specific species. Raccoons (Procyon lotor) discriminated
between these same dog and bear playbacks in a similar experiment (Roberts 2014), responding to dogs but not bears, indicating
that at least some mesocarnivores can differentiate these cues, suggesting badgers may as well and may have specifically reacted to
bears as bears.
The retention or loss of predator recognition has received considerable attention in the conservation literature (Blumstein and
Daniel 2005; Blumstein 2006; Carthey and Banks 2014; Hollings
et al. 2015) and has been demonstrated to be directly pertinent to
the restoration of large carnivores (Berger et al. 2001; Berger 2007).
Recolonizing bears in Sweden and recolonizing bears and wolves in
the United States killed more moose along colonizing fronts than
where bears, wolves, and moose had long cohabited, because where
moose had been isolated from their large carnivore predators they
had evidently lost their recognition of the danger these predators
posed (Berger et al. 2001). In moose, recognition was restored in
a single generation (Berger et al. 2001), and the same pattern was
evident in other large herbivores (Berger 2007). Our results suggest
that having evidently lost their recognition of wolves, badgers may
similarly suffer increased predation where wolves are recolonizing
(Chapron et al. 2014) or are reintroduced (Manning et al. 2009;
Svenning et al. 2016), but may not suffer increased mortality from
bears, because they have evidently retained their recognition of the
danger bears pose.
Behavioral suppression of mesocarnivores by larger carnivores
can have powerful cascading effects down food webs capable of
shaping ecosystem structure and function (Prugh et al. 2009; Ritchie
and Johnson 2009; Ripple et al. 2014), as recently experimentally
demonstrated (Suraci et al. 2016). Our results support those who
contend fear of humans is unlikely to serve as a substitute leading
to the same functional consequences for communities and ecosystems (Prugh et al. 2009; Ripple et al. 2014), because the behavioral
suppression the fear of humans induces is substantially greater, in
accord with the human “super predator’s” disproportionate lethality (Darimont et al. 2015). In human-dominated landscapes, such
as in Europe, our data indicate that the recovery (Chapron et al.
2014) or reintroduction (Manning et al. 2009; Svenning et al. 2016)
of large carnivores is not likely to “restore” fear to mesocarnivores

Clinchy et al. • Fear of the human “super predator”

conservation on farmland. Vol. 2: Conflict in the countryside. Oxford:
Oxford University Press. p. 65–95.
Macdonald DW, Stewart PD, Johnson PJ, Porkert J, Buesching C. 2002.
No evidence of social hierarchy amongst feeding badgers, Meles meles.
Ethology. 108:613–628.
MacLeod CD, MacLeod R, Learmonth JA, Cresswell W, Pierce GJ. 2014.
Predicting population-level risk effects of predation from the responses of
individuals. Ecology. 95:2006–2015.
Manning AD, Gordon IJ, Ripple WJ. 2009. Restoring landscapes of fear
with wolves in the Scottish highlands. Biol Conserv. 142:2314–2321.
McComb K, Shannon G, Sayialel KN, Moss C. 2014. Elephants can determine ethnicity, gender, and age from acoustic cues in human voices. Proc
Natl Acad Sci USA. 111:5433–5438.
Monteverde MJ, Piudo L. 2011. Activity patterns of the culpeo fox (Lycalopex
culpaeus magellanica) in a non-hunting area of northwestern Patagonia,
Argentina. Mammal Study. 36:119–125.
Oriol-Cotterill A, Valeix M, Frank LG, Riginos C, Macdonald DW. 2015.
Landscapes of coexistence for terrestrial carnivores: the ecological consequences of being downgraded from ultimate to penultimate predator by
humans. Oikos. 124:1263–1273.
Preisser EL, Bolnick DI, Benard MF. 2005. Scared to death? The effects
of intimidation and consumption in predator–prey interactions. Ecology.
86:501–509.
Prugh LR, Stoner CJ, Epps CW, Bean WT, Ripple WJ, Laliberte AS,
Brashares JS. 2009. The rise of the mesopredator. BioScience. 59:779–791.
Ripple WJ, Estes JA, Beschta RL, Wilmers CC, Ritchie EG, Hebblewhite
M, Berger J, Elmhagen B, Letnic M, Nelson MP, et al. 2014. Status and
ecological effects of the world’s largest carnivores. Science. 343:151.
Ritchie EG, Johnson CN. 2009. Predator interactions, mesopredator release
and biodiversity conservation. Ecol Lett. 12:982–998.
Roberts DJ. 2014. Naïveté in an island mesopredator. A thesis presented to
the Department of Biology of the University of Victoria in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Bachelor of Science (Hons).
Victoria (Canada): University of Victoria. p. 32.
Seryodkin IV. 2011. The feeding behavior and diet of the brown bear in the
Sikhote-Alin. Achiev Life Sci. 3:102–120.
Sidorovich VE, Rotenko II, Krasko DA. 2011. Badger Meles meles spatial
structure and diet in an area of low earthworm biomass and high predation risk. Ann Zool Fenn. 48:1–16.
Smith JA, Wang Y, Wilmers CC. 2015. Top carnivores increase their
kill rates on prey as a response to human-induced fear. Proc Biol Sci.
282:20142711.
Suraci JP, Clinchy M, Dill LM, Roberts D, Zanette LY. 2016. Fear of large
carnivores causes a trophic cascade. Nat Commun. 7:10698.
Svenning J-C, Pedersena PBM, Donlan CJ, Ejrnæsd R, Faurbya S,
Galettie M, Hansenf DM, Sandela B, Sandomg CJ, Terborgh JW,
et al. 2016. Science for a wilder Anthropocene: synthesis and future
directions for trophic rewilding research. Proc Natl Acad Sci USA.
113:898–906.
Tuyttens FAM, Stapley N, Stewart PD, Macdonald DW. 2001. Vigilance
in badgers Meles meles: the effects of group size and human persecution.
Acta Theriol. 46:79–86.
Watts HE, Blankenship LM, Dawes SE, Holekamp KE. 2010. Responses of
spotted hyenas to lions reflect individual differences in behavior. Ethology.
116:1199–1209.
Webster H, McNutt JW, McComb K. 2012. African wild dogs as a fugitive
species: playback experiments investigate how wild dogs respond to their
major competitors. Ethology. 118:147–156.
Yalden D. 1999. The history of British mammals. London, UK: T & A D
Poyser Ltd.
Yorzinski JL, Ziegler T. 2007. Do naïve primates recognize the vocalizations
of felid predators? Ethology. 113:1219–1227.
Zanette LY, White AF, Allen MC, Clinchy M. 2011. Perceived predation
risk reduces the number of offspring songbirds produce per year. Science.
334:1398–1401.

Downloaded from http://beheco.oxfordjournals.org/ at University of California, San Diego on July 20, 2016

Chapron G, Kaczensky P, Linnell JDC, von Arx M, Huber D, Andrén H,
López-Bao JV, Adamec M, Álvares F, Anders O, et al. 2014. Recovery
of large carnivores in Europe’s modern human-dominated landscapes.
Science. 346:1517–1519.
Clinchy M, Schulkin J, Zanette LY, Sheriff MJ, McGowan PO, Boonstra
R. 2011. The neurological ecology of fear: insights neuroscientists and
ecologists have to offer one another. Front Behav Neurosci. 4:21.
Clinchy M, Zanette LY, Roberts D, Suraci JP, Buesching CD, Newman
C, Macdonald DW. 2016. Data from: fear of the human “super predator” far exceeds the fear of large carnivores in a model mesocarnivore. Behavioral Ecology. Dryad Digital Repository. http://dx.doi.
org/10.5061/dryad.4g0m4.
Creel S. 2011. Toward a predictive theory of risk effects: hypotheses for
prey attributes and compensatory mortality. Ecology. 92:2190–2195.
Creel S, Christianson D. 2008. Relationships between direct predation and
risk effects. Trends Ecol Evol. 23:194–201.
Cross P, St John FA, Khan S, Petroczi A. 2013. Innovative techniques for
estimating illegal activities in a human-wildlife-management conflict.
PLoS One. 8:e53681.
Darimont CT, Fox CH, Bryan HM, Reimchen TE. 2015. The unique ecology of human predators. Science. 349:858–860.
Dorresteijn I, Schultner J, Nimmo DG, Fischer J, Hanspach J, Kuemmerle
T, Kehoe L, Ritchie EG. 2015. Incorporating anthropogenic effects into
trophic ecology: predator-prey interactions in a human-dominated landscape. Proc Biol Sci. 282:20151602.
Dunnett CW. 1964. New tables for multiple comparisons with a control.
Biometrics. 20:482–491.
Durant SM. 2000. Living with the enemy: avoidance of hyenas and lions by
cheetahs in the Serengeti. Behav Ecol. 11:624–632.
Eggers S, Griesser M, Nystrand M, Ekman J. 2006. Predation risk induces
changes in nest-site selection and clutch size in the Siberian jay. Proc Biol
Sci. 273:701–706.
Erb PL, McShea WJ, Guralnick RP. 2012. Anthropogenic influences on
macro-level mammal occupancy in the Appalachian Trail corridor. PLoS
One. 7:e42574.
Estes JA, Terborgh J, Brashares JS, Power ME, Berger J, Bond WJ,
Carpenter SR, Essington TE, Holt RD, Jackson JBC, et al. 2011. Trophic
downgrading of Planet Earth. Science. 333:301–306.
Frid A, Dill L. 2002. Human-caused disturbance stimuli as a form of predation risk. Conserv Ecol. 6:11.
Hettena AM, Munoz N, Blumstein DT. 2014. Prey responses to predator’s
sounds: a review and empirical study. Ethology. 120:427–452.
Hollings T, McCallum H, Kreger K, Mooney N, Jones M. 2015. Relaxation
of risk-sensitive behaviour of prey following disease-induced decline of
an apex predator, the Tasmanian devil. Proc Biol Sci. 282:20150124.
Hua F, Sieving KE, Fletcher RJ Jr, Wright CA. 2014. Increased perception
of predation risk to adults and offspring alters avian reproductive strategy
and performance. Behav Ecol. 25:509–519.
Kitchen AM, Gese EM, Schauster ER. 2000. Changes in coyote activity
patterns due to reduced exposure to human persecution. Can J Zool.
78:853–857.
Krebs CJ. 1999. Ecological methodology. 2nd edn. Menlo Park (CA):
Benjamin Cummings.
Kroodsma DE, Byers BE, Goodale E, Johnson S, Liu W-C. 2001.
Pseudoreplication in playback experiments, revisited a decade later. Anim
Behav. 61:1029–1033.
LaManna JA, Martin TE. 2016. Costs of fear: behavioural and life-history
responses to risk and their demographic consequences vary across species. Ecol Lett. 19:403–413.
Laundré JW, Hernández L, Altendorf KB. 2001. Wolves, elk, and bison:
reestablishing the “landscape of fear” in Yellowstone National Park,
U.S.A. Can J Zool. 79:1401–1409.
Macdonald DW, Newman C, Buesching CD. 2015. Badgers in the rural
landscape – conservation paragon or farmland pariah? Lessons from the
Wytham badger project. In: Macdonald DW, Feber RE, editors. Wildlife

Page 7 of 7

