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Wild animals are disappearing from the earth, or going extinct, far
faster than normal. People working to save wildlife from extinction
are called conservation biologists, and sometimes they must pick
which wildlife species to save. Many conservation biologists are
trying to protect wildlife so kids can live in a world where those
animals still exist. So, knowing which animals kids care about is
important. Our work revealed that kids care most about beautiful
animals like flamingos and wolves, but kids from different places
care about different kinds of animals. Kids from areas further from
the ocean cared most about animals that were naturally in that
environment, like black bears and white-tailed deer. Kids from a small
island cared more about animals in the ocean and animals that were
originally turned loose by people, like wild pigs and cats. Our work
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shows how conservation biologists can work to help the animals that
kids value.

WHY DOES IT MATTER WHICH ANIMALS KIDS CARE
ABOUT?

Conservation biologists are scientists who work to save wildlife from
extinction. They often need to choose which kinds of wild animals,
or wildlife, to protect. This choice must happen because there is not
enough money, time, or conservation biologists to save all the different
types of wildlife that are going extinct. Species are going extinct up to
1,000 times faster than is natural. In the past, major extinction events
were caused by natural disasters, like giant asteroids hitting the earth,
but now extinction is caused by things people do, mainly damaging
natural landscapes when building new houses and farms, causing rapid
climate change, directly killing wildlife for food or to sell, and releasing
invasive species [1]. Invasive species are species that did not naturally
live in an area but spread rapidly and cause damage after people
release them.

As conservation biologists cannot save every species, they must
choose reasons to focus on saving a few species. Common reasons for
using limited resources to save a species include whether the number
of animals of that species is declining, whether the total number is
low, and whether that species only lives in one small place, and could
easily become extinct. Recently, conservation biologists have decided
to also consider how much species matter to people. This is a good
idea, because efforts to save species only succeed when people help
[2]. People must choose to pay for protecting places where wildlife
live and they must also be willing to stop doing the things that hurt
wildlife, like letting pet cats live outside where they eat birds and other
small animals, or building houses in places where wild animals need
to live.

Scientists found that adults tend to care most about beautiful animals,
like colorful birds, and exciting animals, like lions and tigers [3].
Similarly, adults like birds and mammals more than they like snakes,
lizards, and insects. Recently, scientists have started studying which
species kids care about most. Even though kids do not vote, pay for
wildlife conservation, or make decisions about where to build houses,
their opinions matter for multiple reasons. First, one of the main
reasons people work to stop extinction is to ensure that many species
are still around for today’s kids, and future kids, to enjoy. Second, kids
are great at helping their parents decide to do things that are good for
nature, including recycling, stopping littering, working to slow down
climate change, and saving wildlife from extinction [4]. Parents tend
to trust their kids' opinions. So, the types of wildlife kids care about
are important, because conservation biologists are working to save

kids.frontiersin.org February 2020 | Volume 08 | Article 14 | 2


https://kids.frontiersin.org/
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2020.00014
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2020.00014
https://kids.frontiersin.org/article/10.3389/frym.2020.00014

Peterson et al. What Animals Do Kids Care About Most

species for kids, and kids can help their parents to help conservation
biologists succeed!

Kids" wildlife preferences are similar to adults’ preferences in some
ways. Both kids and adults care about mammals and birds more
than reptiles and insects, and they both like fascinating megafauna.
Megafauna are large, wild animals, typically larger than humans, such
as bears, whales, crocodiles, ostriches, great white sharks, and giant
squids. But kids' preferences also differ from those of adults in some
ways. Kids care more about turtles, snails, and butterflies than adults
do [5]. Not all kids are the same though. For instance, some boys
like scary animals, like spiders, more than girls do, and some girls
like cute animals, like hedgehogs, more than boys do [5]. Both kids
and conservation biologists often care most about species that are
important in nature [6]. Prior to this study, we did not know anything
about how living in different places influenced which species kids
cared about. This is important because different places have different
species, and often also have different threats to their species. For
example, invasive species are the main cause of extinction on islands.
Feral cats, feral pigs, and snakes have caused many extinctions in these
locations. Feral refers to animals living in the wild after escaping from
a home, farm, or other form of captivity.

The goal of our research was to compare species preferences among
children in North Carolina (USA) and children in Andros Island (The
Bahamas). North Carolina and Andros Island were interesting study
sites, because the causes of extinction there match what occurs
on continents (big land areas) and island locations everywhere. We
tested the hypothesis that children on Andros Island would prefer
invasive species more than children in North Carolina. This hypothesis
was based on previous science suggesting that adults living on
islands opposed removing invasive species [7]. We also explored
whether boys preferred animals that were stereotypically scary or
gross more than girls did, since that relationship was found in previous
research [5].

MEASURING KIDS’' PREFERENCES FOR DIFFERENT
ANIMALS

To test our hypothesis, we asked the opinions of kids from North
Carolina, USA and Andros Island, The Bahamas. We worked with 433
kids in North Carolina who were between 8 and 11 years old. On
Andros Island, we worked with 197 kids who were between 5 and
12 years old. In both cases, we traveled to the students’ classrooms
and asked them the questions in person. The most important question
we asked all the kids was: What are your five favorite kinds of wild
animals that live in North Carolina (or in The Bahamas)? We included
a species in the study if at least 10% of the kids in either place
mentioned it as among their favorites. Species that were mentioned
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Figure 1

Comparison of kids in
North Carolina (NC)
and Andros Island
(Andros) in terms of
which types of wild
animals were their
favorites. You can see
that where the kids
were from affected
which animals they
preferred.
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Figure 1

less often were grouped together with other similar species into
a bigger category, like birds, instead of the species category, like
robin. We calculated the percent of times kids mentioned various
animals, including invertebrates (animals without a backbone like
insects and squid), species that live in the water, and invasive species.
To evaluate whether location or being a girl or boy mattered, we used
mathematical techniques known as statistics to analyse our data [8].
We used these mathematical methods to see if two things about kids,
their gender and where they lived, predicted which groups of species
they cared about most.

WHICH ANIMALS DID KIDS CARE ABOUT MOST?

We discovered that whether kids were from an island or continent
was the most important factor for predicting the groups of species
they cared about most. Being from an island or a continent predicted
26% of the species kids listed. Being a girl or boy also mattered, but
was much less important and only predicted 3% of the species kids
cared about. As you might guess, kids cared a lot about big, exciting
animals, including sharks, birds, and mammals (Figure 1). Differences
between the island and continental kids were huge. Kids from Andros
Island cared about fish, crabs, insects, flamingos, cats, dogs, and pigs
more than kids from North Carolina did. On the other hand, kids
from North Carolina cared more about deer, bears, foxes, wolves, and
rabbits than kids from Andros Island did. Some of these differences
make sense, because fish and crabs are more important on an island
than on a continent, and Andros has wild flamingos, but North Carolina
does not.

Some of the biggest differences seen between the kids in the two
locations were for invasive species that were common in both places,
including feral cats, dogs, and pigs. Kids mentioned invertebrates
and aquatic species more often if they were from Andros (Figures
1, 2). Most (65%) children surveyed on Andros Island mentioned
at least one of the feral invasive dog, cat, or pig species. Boys in
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Figure 2

Percentages of kids in
North Carolina (NC)
and Andros Island
(Andros) that chose
invertebrates, aquatic
species, and invasive
species as among their
favorites. You can see
that kids from Andros
chose all three types of
species more than kids
in NC did.
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both regions had greater preferences for lizards and fish, and girls
had stronger preferences for various mammals, including rabbits and
horses. Although these differences between boys and girls suggest
that gender matters, the results did not fit with previous research
suggesting boys liked insects, spiders, snakes, and sharks more than
girls do [5].

HOW CAN THESE RESULTS BE EXPLAINED?

Perhaps kids from Andros preferred invasive species because feral cats,
dogs, and pigs are more common, more visible, and more important
there than in North Carolina. Scientists studying these issues on other
islands discovered that invasive species like feral pigs can be important
for providing local people with food and recreation [7]. Kids on Andros
Island may have liked feral pigs for similar reasons, since hunting
them for recreation and food was common on the island. Feral dogs
and cats are often viewed positively because they remind people
of beloved pets. In North Carolina, kids loved wolves, a naturally
occurring and wild animal that is closely related in both appearance
and evolutionarily to dogs. The only wild animals similar to pets on
Andros were feral invasive species. Crabs and fish seem to be more
important in the lives of people living on islands than in the lives of
people living on a large continental land mass, and that may explain
why kids in Andros cared more about those species. We are not sure
why qgirls liked rabbits and horses more than boys. Boys might like
fish more than girls because boys are more likely to go fishing than
girls are. This is true in many locations, including Andros Island and
North Carolina.

HOW CAN THESE RESULTS BE USED FOR PROTECTING
SPECIES?

These discoveries suggest that conservation biologists on islands face
challenges from both nature and the people living there. Wildlife on
islands is most easily driven to extinction by invasive species, and the
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most effective way to address that issue is by removing invasive species
from islands. Removing an animal species is difficult even when local
people support it, but the discoveries presented here indicate that
kids on islands really care about invasive species and might not want
them removed. Conservation biologists need to explain the negative
effects of invasive species and introduce kids who live on islands to
their own unique, native species. Native species are species living in
the place where they developed. Once kids learn about local native
species they typically care more about them [6]. We often get advice
to pay attention to the little things, and that is especially important
for kids on islands, where the exciting native wildlife species are often
little things like insects and lizards. People only work to protect things
they care about, and people will only care about native species after
they know the species exist. Educating people about local wildlife
can be a first step toward protecting the natural landscapes wildlife
needs to survive. Kids can play an important role in this process by
learning about biodiversity, and sharing what they know with their
parents [4].
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YOUNG REVIEWER

EVERETT, AGE: 12
| am an energetic open minded 12 years old. | have always liked science to some
extent, but | find it very interesting this year in particular.
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