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Coexisting with cougars: public perceptions, 
attitudes, and awareness of cougars on the 
urban-rural fringe of Calgary, Alberta, Canada
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MICHAEL S. QUINN, Faculty of Environmental Design, University of Calgary, 2500 University 
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Abstract: Interactions between humans and cougars ( ) have been steadily 
increasing over the past 20 years largely due to human encroachment into cougar habitat 
and an increase in the human population. We determined the attitudes, knowledge, and 
perceptions toward cougars by residents in the urban-rural fringe of Calgary, Alberta, Canada, 

for differences among 7 variables: livestock ownership, gender, age, education, community 
of residence, years at residence, and experience with cougars. We found an overall positive 
attitude toward the presence of cougars in the area. However, residents indicated a low level of 
knowledge concerning regional wildlife management and wished to be more directly involved 
in planning and decision making. Recommendations developed from this study included: 
increasing the awareness of cougars through targeted education, facilitating of stakeholder 
involvement, developing of proactive cougar management strategies, and exploring adaptive 
management. 
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�
     between
�
    

)
�
    have
�
    been
�
    

been
�
    reported
�
    within
�
    recent
�
    decades
�
    than
�
    over
�
    

than
�
    wolves
�
     
�
    ( )
�
    and
�
    occupy
�
    a
�
    larger
�
    

extant
�
     range
�
     than
�
     grizzlies
�
     ( ),
�
    

generally
�
     been
�
     overshadowed
�
     by
�
     other
�
     large
�
    

cities
�
     and
�
     into
�
     rural
�
     landscapes.
�
     Managing
�
    

approaches
�
     based
�
     on
�
     understanding
�
     cougar
�
    

and
�
    perceptions
�
    toward
�
    cougars
�
     in
�
    the
�
    urban-­‐‑

regulated
�
     harvesting,
�
     and
�
     an
�
     increasing
�
     prey
�
    

2000,
�
    Riley
�
    et
�
    al.
�
    2004).
�
    Though
�
    cougars
�
    avoid
�
    

Many
�
    ranchers
�
    perceive
�
    cougars
�
    as
�
    threatening
�
    

Teel
�
    et
�
    al.
�
    2002).
�
    
�
    Suburban
�
    and
�
    rural
�
    residents
�
    

also
�
     are
�
     increasingly
�
     experiencing
�
     threats
�
     and
�
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al.
�
    2002).
�
    
�
    

that
�
     their
�
     voices
�
     and
�
     concerns
�
     are
�
     not
�
     being
�
    

Methods

Study area

The
�
     study
�
     area
�
     was
�
     within
�
     the
�
     Municipal
�
    

o o o
�
    

o

2

.
�
    

growing
�
    districts
�
    in
�
    Alberta
�
    (AlbertaFirst
�
    2007).
�
    

land.
�
     However,
�
     it
�
     was
�
     the
�
     rapidly-­‐‑increasing
�
    

landscape
�
     change.
�
     This
�
     trend
�
     was
�
     consistent
�
    

productive
�
     cougar
�
     habitat
�
     in
�
     Alberta,
�
     with
�
    

2

population
�
     is
�
     believed
�
     to
�
     be
�
     either
�
     increasing
�
    

or
�
     holding
�
     steady
�
     and
�
     expanding
�
     eastwards
�
    

area
�
     boundaries
�
     (P.
�
     Young,
�
     ASRD,
�
     personal
�
    

its
�
     highest
�
     in
�
     1997,
�
     when
�
     22
�
     depredations
�
    

were
�
     reported.
�
     Subsequently,
�
     the
�
     cougar
�
    

harvest
�
     quota
�
     was
�
     increased
�
     to
�
     17
�
     cougars
�
    

period.
�
    The
�
    quota
�
    has
�
    since
�
    been
�
    reduced
�
    to
�
    12
�
    

Figure 1. Study area map and boundaries, Municipal 
District (MD) of Foothills and Bragg Creek.
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Survey design and distribution

also
�
    created
�
    a
�
    web
�
    site
�
    as
�
    an
�
    electronic
�
    option
�
    

Data analysis

and
�
     separate-­‐‑variance
�
    

5-­‐‑
�
    or
�
    7-­‐‑point
�
     scale
�
    with
�
    a
�
    neutral
�
     center
�
    point
�
    

Assumptions

to
�
     the
�
     target
�
     population,
�
     and
�
     nonresponse
�
    

Results

The
�
     overall
�
     survey
�
     response
�
     rate
�
     was
�
     29%,
�
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secondary
�
     school,
�
     undergraduate
�
     or
�
     graduate
�
    

stated
�
     that
�
     they
�
     were
�
     willing
�
     to
�
     change
�
     their
�
    

predation.

with
�
    both
�
    positive
�
    and
�
    negative
�
    perspectives
�
    on
�
    

the
�
    occurrence.

Overall attitudes and beliefs

population
�
     in
�
     the
�
     Foothills,
�
     i.e.,
�
     whether
�
     the
�
    

population
�
     was
�
     increasing,
�
     decreasing,
�
     or
�
    

owners.
�
     Respondents
�
     also
�
     disagreed
�
    with
�
     the
�
    

Residents
�
     were
�
     divided
�
     on
�
     the
�
     acceptance
�
    

did
�
     not
�
     believe
�
     that
�
     cougars
�
     reduce
�
     hunting
�
    

and
�
    41%,
�
    respectively)
�
    that
�
    though
�
    living
�
    with
�
    

Differences among subgroups

and
�
    had
�
    less
�
    experience
�
    with
�
    cougars
�
    than
�
    did
�
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Figure 2
size of the bubble shows the PCI and indicates the degree of dispersion. The PCI ranges from 0 to 1, with 

The center of the bubble, which is plotted on the y-axis, represents the mean score [central tendency] on 
the variable. The neutral point on the rating scale is the x-axis, and the position of the bubble shows if, on 
average, respondents’ beliefs lie above or below the neutral point [i.e., whether, on average, the statement 
is acceptable or unacceptable] on a scale from -3 [strongly disagree] to 3 [strongly agree]).

Figure 3. PCI results for risk factors and perceived risk statements.
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enter
�
    the
�
    wilderness
�
    where
�
    cougar
�
    populations
�
     The
�
     youngest
�
     age
�
     group
�
    


�
    Selected
�
    gender
�
     -­‐‑test
�
    results.
�
    

Male


�
    value df valueMean SD Mean SD

the
�
    outdoors
�
    and
�
    appreciate
�
     0.92 
�
    7.51 <0.001

There
�
    is
�
    nothing
�
    wrong
�
    with
�
    

harvesting
�
    cougars
�
    as
�
    long
�
    as
�
    

it
�
    is
�
    properly
�
    regulated.

0.50 -­‐‑0.94 <0.001

was
�
    a
�
    cougar
�
    living
�
    in
�
    the
�
    

area.

250 421 <0.001

174 250 
�
    0.54 422 <0.001

174 249 
�
    0.45

Cougars
�
    deserve
�
    protection 172 249 419 <0.001

Years
�
    at
�
    residence Mean SD F
�
    value

�
    

value

<1
�
    year -­‐‑0.17 0.019

-­‐‑0.19

207

deals
�
    with
�
    nuisance
�
    cougars
�
    

on
�
    their
�
    own
�
    land.

<1
�
    year 0.011


�
    
�
    94

-­‐‑0.02

-­‐‑

that
�
    is
�
    caused
�
    by
�
    cougars.

<1
�
    year 
�
    0.22 0.005


�
    
�
    94 -­‐‑0.20

-­‐‑0.22


�
    0.45

<1
�
    year 10.12 <0.001


�
    
�
    94


�
    
�
    99 
�
    0.51

207 
�
    1.12



288 3(2)

(F

age
�
    increased
�
    (F

their
�
     own
�
     land
�
     (
429
�
    

loss
�
     caused
�
    by
�
     cougars
�
     (
427


�
     <
�
     0.001).
�
    

429


�
    <
�
    0.001).

Residents
�
     who
�
     lived
�
     in
�
    

2

with
�
     nuisance
�
     cougars
�
     on
�
     their
�
     own
�
     land
�
    

as
�
    the
�
    years
�
    living
�
    at
�
    their
�
    residence
�
    increased
�
    

(Table
�
    2).

Respondents
�
    

Mean SD
F
�
    

value
value


�
    0.57 
�
    
�
    0.024

High 
�
    
�
    92 
�
    0.50

Moderate 171 
�
    0.51

100

None 
�
    0.15

There
�
    is
�
    nothing
�
    wrong
�
    with
�
    

harvesting
�
    cougars
�
    as
�
    long
�
    as
�
    it
�
    is
�
    

properly
�
    regulated.


�
    1.52 <0.001

High 
�
    
�
    92 
�
    0.05

Moderate 172 -­‐‑0.42


�
    
�
    99

None -­‐‑0.92


�
    
�
    22 -­‐‑0.41 
�
    0.001

High

Moderate 172 -­‐‑1.21


�
    
�
    99 -­‐‑1.52

None -­‐‑1.15

cougar
�
    living
�
    in
�
    the
�
    area.

-­‐‑0.91 <0.001

High

Moderate 172

100

None 
�
    0.59
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with
�
    cougars
�
    increased
�
    (F
5,
�
    427


�
    
�
    <
�
    0.001).
�
    

agreed
�
     that
�
     though
�
     living
�
    with
�
     cougars
�
    poses
�
    

co-­‐‑exist
�
    with
�
     cougars
�
     in
�
     the
�
     Foothills
�
     (F

4.21,
�
    

Cougar management scenarios

provided
�
     in
�
     the
�
     survey
�
     was
�
     to
�
     relocate
�
     the
�
    

-­‐‑

Preferred management actions (%)

Scenarios Do 
nothing Monitor

Exercise 
preventative 

neasures
Relocate Kill Other No 

response

A cougar is seen feeding on 
a deer carcass on a trail. 47.7* 30.9 10.0   2.3   0.2   7.4 1.4

A cougar is repeatedly seen 
on a popular trail. 4.7 40.7 27.9 16.0   0.9   8.4 1.4

A cougar stalks a cross-
country skier on a trail. 0.2   8.8 32.6 41.2 10.2   5.8 1.2

a trail. 0.2   2.8 11.2 47.4 29.8   6.0 2.6

A cougar is repeatedly seen 
entering and wandering 
around the neighborhood.

1.6 12.1 24.0 54.0   3.0   4.2 1.2

a
�
    pet
�
    in
�
    the
�
    neighborhood
11.2 
�
    
�
    4.4 1.9

in
�
    the
�
    neighborhood.
20.5 
�
    
�
    4.4 1.9

a
�
    person
�
    in
�
    the
�
    neighbor-­‐‑

hood.

0.2 
�
    
�
    0.2 1.2 17.7 
�
    
�
    4.4 1.2

A
�
    cougar
�
    charges
�
    and
�
    

a
�
    trail,
�
    then
�
    leaves.

1.9 14.4 22.1 1.4

a
�
    trail,
�
    but
�
    the
�
    cougar
�
    is
�
    a
�
     2.1

a
�
    trail
�
    and
�
    the
�
    cougar
�
    has
�
     0.2 
�
    
�
    
�
    0.2
�
     
�
    
�
    0.5 1.2

a
�
    trail
�
    (no
�
    other
�
    details).
0.5 21.2 10.7
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Discussion

was
�
     highly
�
     valued
�
     by
�
     respondents,
�
     and
�
     this
�
    

industrial
�
    and
�
    agricultural
�
    uses,
�
    and
�
    planning
�
    

new
�
    subdivision
�
    in
�
    the
�
    Foothills.

needed
�
    to
�
    develop
�
    any
�
    solid
�
    conclusions
�
    about
�
    

al.
�
     2001,
�
     Teel
�
     et
�
     al.
�
     2002,
�
     Clendenning
�
     et
�
     al.
�
    

Rural
�
     residents
�
     tend
�
     to
�
     be
�
     particularly
�
    

because
�
     they
�
     bear
�
     a
�
     disproportionate
�
     share
�
    

depredation
�
     by
�
     snow
�
     leopards
�
     ( )
�
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Level of experience with cougars and 

risk factors

individuals
�
     had
�
     with
�
     cougars.
�
     Those
�
     having
�
    

harvesting.
�
     However,
�
     while
�
     this
�
     group
�
     also
�
    

cougars
�
     pose,
�
     they
�
     still
�
     highly
�
     valued
�
     cougar
�
    

presence.

encounter
�
    is
�
    neither
�
    controllable
�
    nor
�
    voluntary,
�
    

those
�
    who
�
    believed
�
    the
�
    cougar
�
    population
�
    was
�
    

the
�
    species
�
    (Kleiven
�
    et
�
    al.
�
    2004).
�
    Under
�
    current
�
    

population
�
     in
�
     the
�
    Foothills
�
     continues
�
     to
�
    grow,
�
    

however,
�
     the
�
     current
�
     conditions
�
     and
�
     cougar
�
    

Colorado,
�
     where
�
     cougars
�
     are
�
     increasingly
�
    

being
�
    encountered
�
    during
�
    daylight
�
    hours
�
    and
�
    

steps
�
    to
�
    avoid
�
    it
�
    actively.

Cougar management scenarios

Figure 4. A cougar image captured by a remote cam-
era deployed in the study area.
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cougar
�
    survey
�
    studies
�
    (Casey
�
    et
�
    al.
�
    2005)
�
    where
�
    

turn,
�
    suggest
�
    that
�
    residents
�
    are
�
    actually
�
    not
�
    as
�
    

to
�
     be.
�
     Moreover,
�
     relocation
�
     is
�
     not
�
     always
�
     the
�
    

high
�
    costs
�
    and
�
    the
�
    need
�
    to
�
    relocate
�
    the
�
    cougar
�
    

long
�
     distances
�
     to
�
     ensure
�
     it
�
     does
�
     not
�
     return.
�
    

and
�
    even
�
    carnivore
�
    deaths
�
    (Treves
�
    and
�
    Karanth
�
    

and
�
     research
�
     about
�
     relocations
�
     should
�
     be
�
     an
�
    

cougar.
�
     The
�
     only
�
     exception
�
     to
�
     this
�
     was
�
    when
�
    

and
�
     new
�
     subdivisions
�
     represents
�
     not
�
     only
�
     a
�
    

the
�
    overall
�
    acceptance
�
    capacity
�
    toward
�
    cougars
�
    

new
�
    value
�
    orientations
�
    and
�
    land
�
    uses
�
    with
�
    the
�
    

Management implications

policies
�
     are
�
     present,
�
     carnivore
�
     populations
�
    

or
�
    avoided
�
    altogether.

perceptions
�
     towards
�
     large
�
     carnivores
�
     such
�
    

sustain
�
    ecological
�
    integrity.
�
    Finding
�
    solutions
�
    to
�
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coexisting
�
    with
�
    cougars.
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