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Introduction: As the Endangered Species Act (ESA) marks its 50th anniversary, it
remains one of the most influential wildlife conservation laws globally. Designed to
protect endangered species and their habitats, the ESA sets recovery benchmarks,
with the ultimate goal of delisting species once these criteria are met. However,
delisting has become a politically charged issue in recent decades, offering a critical
case study for the long-term efficacy of the ESA. Our manuscript examines this
dynamic through the lens of a high-profile case: the grizzly bear (Ursus arctos
horribilis) in the Intermountain West region of the United States. We explore the
complex process of species delisting, with research questions focusing on the
political actors involved in grizzly bear delisting and their perspectives on the process.

Materials and methods: To address these questions, we analyzed 752 policy
documents, news articles, and court rulings, extracting 2,832 quotes from key
political stakeholders. Using a structural topic model and inductive thematic coding.

Results: We identified five key threads of political discourse surrounding grizzly bear
delisting: scientific uncertainty, the role of regulated hunting, human-wildlife
conflict, increased state-level management, and the surpassing of recovery goals.
Our analysis also highlights which political actors most commonly advance these
arguments and how their roles have shifted over time. Notably, elected legislators,
legal advocates, and non-governmental organizations are increasingly influential in
wildlife policy, overshadowing the traditional authority of executive branch officials
and agency scientists.
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Conclusions and recommendations: These findings underscore the importance
of understanding political discourse and actor dynamics in addressing ESA policy
disputes, offering insights into how the law may continue to evolve and how
future conflicts might be resolved.

KEYWORDS

endangered species, Endangered Species Act (ESA), public policy & governance, Grizzly
bear (Ursus arctos), carnivore management and policy

1 Introduction

The most important law for protecting United States (U.S.)
wildlife is the Endangered Species Act (ESA) [Endangered Species
Act of 1973, 16 U.S.C. § 1531 et seq. (1973)]. With nearly
unanimous bipartisan support, the ESA was passed about 50
years ago by Senators and Representatives in the United States
legislature, known as Congress, and signed by President Richard
Nixon. The ESA provides a program for the conservation of
threatened and endangered plants, animals, and habitats with the
powers to implement the law delegated to two federal agencies: the
U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service (FWS) for terrestrial and freshwater
species and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA) Fisheries Service (hereafter NOAA Fisheries) for marine
species (US EPA, 2013). As of 2024, the ESA protects 1,662 U.S.
species and 638 foreign species, though this number frequently
changes (U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service. (n.d.)). The ESA works in
addition to other important species protection laws such as the
Lacey Act and the Migratory Bird Treaty Act to protect threatened
and endangered wildlife. Given the recent 50-year anniversary and
the law’s domestic and global importance, it is critical to examine
key case studies of how the ESA functions to learn from, and
subsequently lessen uncertainty for the next 50 years.

Before the ESA was passed, subnational jurisdictions, or state
governments in the United States context, were primarily responsible
for wildlife conservation and management. The implementation of
legislation that put wildlife species management in the hands of
federal agencies was groundbreaking in part because of tension in
states in the western region of the United States over contrasting
federal and state wildlife decision-making and management
authority. Some western U.S. political leaders have continued to
contest the federal control granted to the FWS under the ESA,
arguing it infringes on local control of wildlife Nagle, 2017. One of
the most contested issues that highlights the tension between federal
and state-level wildlife management is the process known as delisting.

1 Endangered species are in danger of extinction throughout their range

§

while threatened species are likely to become endangered (16 U.S.C.

(6) & (20).
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Under Section 4 of the ESA, species can be added to the Federal
List of Endangered and Threatened' Wildlife and Plants due to
impairment of habitat, overutilization, disease or predation,
inadequate regulatory mechanisms, or other factors imperiling its
existence 16 U.S.C. § 1533 (a)(1), 2011. This addition is known as
listing. As of March 2023, FWS lists 495 endangered and 249
threatened species of animals U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, 2023.
Once a species is listed, the FWS designates critical habitat and
develops a recovery plan providing the public an opportunity to
review and comment on draft plans. Once passed, recovery plans
are published in the Federal Register and outline potential threats,
strategies to mitigate them, and benchmarks for species recovery.

When the FWS removes species from the list, they initiate a
comprehensive regulatory process known as delisting. Delisting
requires extensive agency review, public participation through
notice-and-comment procedures, and a determination by agency
staff that threats to the species have been eliminated or sufficiently
reduced. Delisting decisions require rigorous scientific assessments,
focusing primarily on population dynamics, long-term
demographic trends, habitat quality and availability, and the
species’ ability to persist in the wild without continued
protections. Ultimately, recovery and delisting of species is the
goal of the ESA. Any decision to list or delist a species is based on
the best available science, independent peer review of FWS
decisions, public comment and participation, and, finally, judicial
review Frazer, 2001. Additionally, state agencies play a crucial role
by providing scientific information and participating in the review
process. The high quality and reliability of the scientific information
used in listing/delisting is assured in a joint policy between the FWS
and NOAA Fisheries that provides criteria, procedures, and
guidance for scientists and managers for the use of scientific
information (Fish and Wildlife Service & National Oceanic and
Atmospheric Administration. (n.d.)). Since the inception of the
ESA, 54 species have been delisted, and 56 downgraded from
endangered to threatened U.S. Department of the Interior, 2021.

Despite being one of the most contentious federal laws on the
books today, the ESA was passed with near universal support from
both political parties, Democrats and Republicans Bean, 2009.
While the ESA initially enjoyed strong bipartisan support, this
consensus has eroded over the years of its implementation. While
conservation and endangered species issues have been contentious
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for decades, in the post COVID-19 era, conservation issues have
become increasingly polarized Casola et al., 2022. This polarization
is especially evident in cases involving predator management under
the ESA. These cases often become controversial and vitriolic,
representing a flashpoint in the broader debate over endangered
species protection van Eeden et al., 2021. Opposing or supporting
predator conservation has become a way for politicians to,
increasingly, signal their ideological commitment to various
interests Chapron and Lopez-Bao, 2014. In many cases, predator
conservation is controversial because it represents social and
political polarities such as urban versus rural lifestyles and
livelihoods, and federal versus state power (van Eeden et al.,
2021). Large predator conservation often results in tension
between different groups of stakeholders with conflicting
perspectives including hunters, ranchers, wildlife managers in
federal and state agencies, conservation Non-Governmental
Organizations (NGOs), and tribes Hamilton et al., 2020.

As the largest intact temperate ecosystem on earth (Lynch et al.,
2008), the Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem (GYE) is a hotbed for
conflicts around threatened predator management under the ESA
Parker and Feldpausch-Parker, 2013. This controversy is
exemplified by the highly publicized and divisive efforts to delist
the grizzly bear (Ursus arctos horribilis) (hereafter “grizzlies”,
“grizzly bear”, or “grizzly”) in this region. The grizzly is an iconic
species in the GYE, symbolizing the ideological conflicts between
stakeholder groups (e.g. urban versus rural, federal versus state
control over wildlife) and questions about large predator survival
amidst expanding populations in the American West. In 1975,
grizzlies within the lower 48 states of the United States were listed as
threatened by the FWS under the ESA. When the grizzly bear was
listed as endangered, its habitat range had shrunk by 98%, and fewer
than 1,000 bears remained in several areas in the lower 48 states.
These areas, which became known as recovery areas, included the
GYE, the Northern Continental Divide Ecosystem, the Cabinet-
Yaak Ecosystem, the Selkirk Mountains, and the North Cascades
Ecosystem (Kuehl, 1993). In 1993, the FWS authored a recovery
plan for grizzlies, which contained population targets and habitat
conservation measures for these remaining populations.

In 2007, after conducting its review process, FWS finalized a
rule to delist the grizzly bear in the GYE region as the population
had grown to 700 bears, meeting the target in the recovery plan for
the GYE. An environmentally focused NGO, the Greater
Yellowstone Coalition, sued to challenge the delisting of the GYE
population. They ultimately won their case when the federal court
in Montana, and subsequently the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals,
overturned the 2007 delisting. The court found that food sources,
such as whitebark pine, were not adequately protected to make the
delisting scientifically sound. In 2017, FWS, once again, attempted
to delist the GYE population of grizzlies and transfer management
responsibilities to the states of Wyoming, Montana, and Idaho, who
had proposed a grizzly bear hunt to follow delisting. A federal court
in Montana overturned the delisting of the grizzly bear again in
2018. The court ruled that although the GYE population had
recovered, the overall recovery of grizzlies throughout the Rocky
Mountains was not guaranteed. When brought up in the court,
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there were concerns expressed about the connectivity between the
GYE population and other grizzly bear populations, which is crucial
for ensuring genetic diversity. Until these issues were addressed, the
court determined that the grizzly bear should remain listed. This
decision was appealed to the 9th Circuit Court of Appeals, who
upheld the lower court’s decision, maintaining the grizzly bear’s
protected status.

Our study aims to increase understanding about decision-maker
stakeholder conflicts around the GYE grizzly bear, by analyzing
themes of discourse from political actors (e.g. what are political
actors saying about grizzly bear delisting) as well as the types of
political actors and themes that dominate the delisting conversation.
Understanding this specific ecosystem and population to ensure
effective conservation is critical because the GYE is a biodiversity
hotspot spanning 3 states and 22 million acres with Yellowstone
National Park at the center Epstein et al, 2018. Additionally,
understanding the changing perceptions of stakeholders that
influence decision-making is paramount to understanding the path
forward for the ESA following its recent 50-year anniversary. Our
research question examines how decision-makers and other key
stakeholders frame and articulate their positions about grizzly bear
protection under the ESA and how those perceptions vary among
political actors responsible for grizzly bear recovery. Understanding
this may help in other contested predator management contexts in
the American West and all over the world.

To answer our research question, we adopted an adaptive multi-
stakeholder governance approach. In the context of grizzly bear
conservation, this approach encompasses a complex system of state
and non-state institutions, which includes rules, laws, regulations,
policies, social norms, and organizations involved in governing
environmental resource use and/or protection Chaffin et al., 2014.
The adaptive multi-stakeholder governance model includes
processes to ensure all relevant political actors can engage in
meaningful collaboration, integration, and make decisions that
enable sustainable economic development IPCC, 2012. Drawing
on this framework, our research examines decision-maker
perceptions on grizzlies within government including the
executive, legislative, and judicial branches, as well as sovereign
tribes; alongside political actors external to government such as
NGOs, journalists, and the public, who all influence decision-
making. Understanding the governance rhetoric of grizzly bear
management under the ESA is important because it allows us to
better understand the ESA’s impact as well as how to effectively
balance the preservation of the grizzlies with human needs.

2 Methods

2.1 Study lens: political actors in grizzly
bear delisting

Using an adaptive multi-stakeholder governance lens, we opted for
decision-making stakeholders as our unit of analysis. We use a broad
definition of decision-making stakeholders that goes beyond a
government employee and includes actors outside of government
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such as NGOs, journalists, and members of the public speaking out and
encouraging changes in policy. The political actors whose perceptions
on grizzly bear delisting that we analyzed included: state governors,
employees in federal and state wildlife management agencies (executive
branch), members of Congress (legislative branch), and people
operating in the courts (judicial branch). Additionally, there are 27
tribes with historic and modern ties to Yellowstone with decision-
making power and influence that were included National Park Service,
2024. In addition to political actors and tribal nations, NGOs and
members of the public were included in our analysis. These actors were
included because decision-makers have demonstrated a multi-
stakeholder collaborative approach to GYE grizzly bear management
through coordination endeavors such as the Greater Yellowstone
Coordinating Committee Epstein et al., 2018. We chose to group
individuals, politicians, and agencies into executive, legislative, or
judicial branches. This allowed us to examine the sentiment of
statements and categories across time and between groups.

2.2 Article selection approach

To analyze themes of discourse from political actors in the GYE,
we systematically reviewed policy documents, court decisions, and
news articles published between 1/1/1981 and 09/05/2024. The
systematic search was conducted using the U.S. Newsstream
Proquest Database.

We used four different search terms with boolean operators to
identify a broad stream of articles published within our analysis time
frame. The first search terms, “Grizzly bear” AND “Greater
Yellowstone Ecosystem” yielded 5,625 results. Of these results, 354
articles were analyzed ending up with 670 rows of coded data.
Depending on how many political actors are mentioned in an article
up to 15 rows of coded data could come from a single article. The
search term “Grizzly bear” AND “delist”, provided 1,173 search results.
269 articles were analyzed, creating 605 coded rows of data. The term
“Grizzly bear” AND “Endangered Species Act” showed 15,166 results
of which we analyzed 72 articles and ended up with 303 coded rows of
data. Finally, “Grizzly bear state management act” showed 19,542
results which resulted in 57 articles and 146 rows of coded data. Overall
1,683 rows of data were created and 752 articles read. “Grizzly bear”
AND “Greater Yellowstone Ecosystem” as well as “Grizzly bear” AND
“delist” were the most successful in terms of providing the most articles
that had political actors mentioning multiple categories we were coding
for. “Grizzly bear state management act” tended to have many
duplicates as well as pulling articles that involved state management
of other species instead of specifically grizzly bears. This occurred as
well with later articles found with “Grizzly bear” AND “Endangered
Species Act” which would pull articles around the ESA that did not
involve grizzly bears.

2.3 Qualitative analyses

Once we determined their relevance, we categorized the articles
into political actors, the stances being taken, and arguments being
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made for delisting grizzlies or not. With each new search term
articles were screened, and those that did not take place in the
United States, lacked direct reference to grizzly bears, or failed to
provide relevant information pertaining to our review topic were
excluded. Inclusion criteria were articles based in the United States
and mentioning grizzly bears. Articles meeting these criteria were
reviewed closely for eight themes developed from the literature. We
chose these categories to analyze the changes in political actors’
arguments over time because they appear to be recurring themes
throughout the timeline of delisting. The question categories were:

1. Does the perspective of the political actor mention the
contested state of the science?

2. Do they mention the importance of keeping the current
process as is?

3. Do they state whether GYE grizzlies are a distinct
population (issues on genetics)?

4. Do they talk about whether the population has surpassed
recovery goals or not?

5. Is an argument made about state agency capacity (or
lack thereof)?

6. Are Native American perspectives mentioned?

7. Do they mention the costs of grizzly bear management,
anything about grizzlies on private land or loss of habitat,
or hunting grizzly bears for management?

8. Do they mention climate change affecting grizzlies?

The data were coded through an iterative process, beginning
with an initial cycle of in vivo coding using a grounded theory
approach, followed by a second cycle of thematic coding where
statements were classified using the above eight criteria (Saldana,
2016). In vivo coding was chosen for the first cycle to capture the
speaker’s exact words, ensuring that their intent and sentiment were
preserved and ensuring the eight codes were exhaustive. Grounded
theory, an inductive method that allows theories and concepts to
emerge directly from the data (Charmaz, 2006), was particularly
well-suited for this analysis of stakeholder and policy actor
comments. As patterns emerged, codes were iteratively refined
through analytic memo writing and observation, either collapsing
or splitting codes as necessary. The second cycle of thematic coding
was then applied to group similar in vivo codes, providing a more
structured framework for inputting each comment into the
datasheet. This process allowed for a more focused, quantitative
analysis by narrowing the number of codes while still reflecting the
original sentiments. Ultimately, repeated patterns and the
recurrence of similar comments enabled the consistent
application of thematic codes to new data.

2.4 Topic modeling and
quantitative analyses

In addition to the qualitative analysis, we quantitatively

analyzed the text data from the selected articles using structural
topic modeling (STM) approach to quantify how words co-
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occurred for each political actor category. This allowed us to
measure common topics being discussed by political actors
involved in grizzly bear delisting. We included default stopwords
as well as a custom stopword list (get, like, one, re, said/say/says,
will, grizzly/grizzlies, bear/bears) to remove uninformative words
from the analysis and tokenized the text using the ‘SnowballC
package (Bouchet-Valat, 2023). We required each word to be used
in a minimum of 10 documents to be included in topic
identification. This ensured that only relevant terms contributed
to the topic modeling (Roberts et al., 2019). We then determined the
frequency of words in each document and created a topic model
using the stm package (Roberts et al., 2019). This allowed us the
most frequent topics (defined as co-occurring sets of words) across
the corpus of documents. To ensure the robustness of the topic
model, we ran 20 iterations using spectral initiation of the STM and
a maximum of 10,000 iterations to ensure full convergence
(Hosseiny Marani & Baumer, 2023).

For each of the top four topics for each political actor group, we
conducted means parameterized regressions to assess the relationship
between the prevalence of each identified topic. We used a means
parameterization because it allowed us to directly estimate the average
effect of the political actor category on the prevalence of each topic. For
each topic, we used the estimateEffect function in the STM package to
fit a regression model with “political actor” as the independent variable
and topic prevalence as the dependent variable (Roberts et al., 2019).
Political actors could include executive, legislative, judicial, tribal,
NGO, journalist, or individual citizens. We compared the mean
95% confidence interval around the coefficient estimates among
political actor groups to identify significant differences in the
frequency of these topics for each group of political actors. Finally,
we consider how the use of these topics changed over time for each
political actor group using a linear regression where topic frequency
was again the dependent variable and the interaction between political
actor and the publication date of each article was the independent
variable. We identified significant change over time as interactions
with coefficient estimates that were significantly different from zero.
All analyses were conducted in R, and all R code is available via
GitHub (https://github.com/jwillou/grizzly_textanalysis).

3 Findings

We reviewed 752 policy documents, court decisions, and news
articles about grizzly bears in the years since the species was listed in
1975. Within these documents, we were looking to identify the
various types of political actors at federal, state, and local scales
commenting on the issue of grizzly bear delisting. Of the documents
reviewed, we found 2832 relevant statements of political actors or
policy documents issued by agencies.

3.1 Quantitative findings

We analyzed text from 2832 political actor quotes, which
included 1268 different words and 66,498 words in total. These
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were attributed to the seven political groups, with quotes from the
executive branch of federal and state governments representing the
majority (N=488 quotes), followed by journalists (N=360), NGOs
(N=323), individuals from state or federal legislature (N=162), the
public (N=107), Indigenous Peoples (N=72), and finally individuals
associated with state or federal judicial branch (N=30).

Using a structural topic model, we identified four sets of words
that co-occur the most frequently in these texts. They are as follows:

1: manag, state, delist, wyom, wildlif, recov, work

2: popul, speci, yellowston, endang, wildlif, list, act

3: hunt, protect, nation, feder, land, yellowston, habitat

4: peopl, conflict, human, kill, can, year, area

We will call these most frequent commonly occurring words
“threads of political discourse.” Figure 1 below displays the threads
of political discourse for our quantitative analysis and our
qualitative analysis which is explained later on. Next, for each of
these threads of political discourse, we looked for representative
quotes from our dataset to provide examples of what these threads
look like. Then we quantified the most common political actor
responsible for that thread. We put representative quotes from the
most frequent political actors mentioning these themes in Table 1,
and our quantification of the most frequent political actors using
that thread of political discourse is in Figure 2. In sum, Table 1 and
Figures 1, 2 show the most common threads of political discourse
around grizzly bear delisting, examples, and the actors most
commonly employing those threads.

We would expect most discourse around grizzly bear delisting
to take place in the branch of government where its management
authority is located, the executive branch. Our findings contradict
those expectations suggesting the rise in importance of other
political actors, namely legal advocates and NGOs. The threads of
political discourse in Table 1 above can be summarized as Thread 1)
political actors seeking delisting grizzlies from the ESA and
transferring management to the states, Thread 2) political actors
expressing worry that delisting could be premature and species
recovery is not achieved based on population data or other
uncertain science, Thread 3) political actors expressing concern
that a hunting season may be too premature, and Thread 4) political
actors expressing concern that human-wildlife conflict is a problem
for residents of Western states. The most frequent political actors
employing Thread 1 (delisting should occur and states takeover
management) are not agency scientists, but rather legislators in
Congress. The most frequent political actors expressing Threads 2-3
(concern over premature delisting and species recovery as well as
over a possible hunting season) are the courts and NGOs. It is
members of the public most frequently expressing concern that
human-wildlife conflict is intensifying for Thread 4. Not one of the
threads was most commonly deployed by the executive branch of
government, where grizzly bear management authority is vested.

We also considered how the threads in political discourse changed
over time, focusing on which political actors deployed these threads of
discourse more often (Table 2). For Thread 1 (delisting should occur
and states should take over management), the largest increase in use
over time was by legislative actors, with an increase approximately
three times greater than the increase in use observed for executive
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Threads of political discourse.

political actors (who typically hold decision-making power over wildlife
issues), NGOs, and journalists (Table 2). This shows how elected
lawmakers in Congress are seizing a more prominent role in these
political conversations than might be expected from the executive
branch. Conversely, judicial actors showed no significant engagement
with this thread, maintaining a near-zero frequency throughout the
entire period. Members of the public, as well as Indigenous actors,
specifically did engage with this thread although there was no
significant change in the frequency of their use of this thread over time.

For Thread 2, which focused on the concern that delisting is too
premature, the executive, judicial branch, and journalists decreased
the frequency of using this thread over time. We observed the largest
decrease in use amongst legal advocates (e.g. attorneys speaking on
behalf of their clients), with a decrease approximately twice the
decrease of the executive branch and journalists (Table 2). This
trend may suggest a shift in focus by the judicial and executive
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branches to other topics. In contrast, the decline in journalist
engagement with this thread could reflect a broader shift in public
or media interest in the topic of delisting and species recovery. Actors
from the legislative branch, NGOs, and the public expressed initial
concern but showed no significant change in their involvement over
time. This suggests a consistent level of concern among these groups,
indicating that for them, the issue remains relevant and unresolved.

Thread 3 focused on concerns over a possible premature hunting
season, with significant changes in the use of this theme by the
executive and judicial branches, NGOs, and journalists. Over time,
actors associated with the executive branch, NGOs, and journalists
decreased their reliance on this thread, with NGOs showing nearly
twice the decline observed in journalists and the executive branch
(Table 2). Conversely, judicial actors began with a similar frequency of
reliance on this thread, but their use increased over time, showing more
than twice the magnitude of increase compared to the decreased
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TABLE 1 Threads of political discourse: Co-occurring words with their most frequent political actor to show example quotes.

Thread of
political

discourse

Thread 1:
manag, state,

Most common
political actor
with these
co-occurring words

Legislator

Example quotes

“Science has shown that the grizzly bear has been recovered for
years and it has become ever more evident as the bears have

Summary of thread of political
discourse and most
common messenger

The most common messenger with these co-
occurring words were legislators from the U.S.

delist, wyom, spread far beyond the intended ranges,” said Lummis. “Grizzly Congress members. Legislators are becoming
wildlif, bear management belongs in the hands of the State of Wyoming, increasingly involved in grizzly delisting. Their
recov, work where we have the knowledge and expertise necessary to maintain | arguments were critical of the ESA’s

a balanced and healthy grizzly bear population. While it is a good | implementation arguing that delisting the

first step for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service to propose delisting = grizzly and allowing their states to become

the grizzly, the service must work promptly to collect and managers should occur. Their rationale was that

incorporate more input from Wyoming and its citizens on the new | the ESA was good in theory but slow to react to

proposal and complete this rule in a timely manner. Wyoming has | scientific developments signaling recovery in its

put in years of hard work and waited long enough for responsible | implementation. To them, grizzlies should be

state stewardship of the grizzly bear to be restored.” -U.S. Senator | considered recovered, delisted, and handed to

Cynthia Lummis (Wyoming delegation on proposed grizzly bear the states to manage because they met the

delisting: [1] (2016)) criteria in their ESA recovery plans.

(Republican, Trump Administration)

“The Biden administration should prioritize listening to local

voices rather than being swayed by unelected bureaucrats from

D.C. or radical environmentalists from out-of-state who will not

be affected by these dangerous creatures,” Newhouse said. “It’s

easy for urban-dwellers hundreds of miles away to be excited by

the prospect of grizzly bear restoration, but they won’t have to

grapple with the consequences of an 800-pound killing machine

being introduced into their own neighborhoods.” -U.S.

Congressman Dan Newhouse (Murdock, 2023)

(Republican, Biden Administration)
Thread 2: Legal advocates “He said federal and state officials have prematurely rushed the The prominence of these types of quotes
popul, speci, delisting process without clearly proving the bears can survive demonstrate the rising importance of the role
yellowston, under state management. That political pressure to allow local of the courts, specifically attorneys representing
endang, control of grizzly activity trumped biological evidence about the conservation interests and tribal interests which
wildlif, bears’ survival needs, he argued.” -Attorney involved with grizzly | often overlap. They argue that the uncertainty
list, act court cases representing NGOs and tribes around population recovery is too great to

(Chaney, 2017a) remove grizzlies from the ESA.

(Conservation group representative, Trump Administration)
Thread 3: Judicial/ “This population is still so small that any hunting would be a The most frequent discussion of this theme is

hunt, protect,
nation, feder,
land,

advocates & NGOs

problem,” she said. “We need the population to continue to grow
bigger and more genetically diverse.” -Attorney involved with
grizzly court cases representing NGOs

coming from legal advocates (e.g. attorney’s and
their clients) and NGOs. Generally, these actors
are worried that a hunting season will begin

yellowston, (Montero, 2017) before there is scientific certainty that grizzly
habitat (Conservation group representative, Trump Administration) bear recovery has occurred.

“Turning grizzly bear management over to trigger-happy state

agencies without guarantees that the bears will be protected turns

back the clock to the dark days when predator killing was the rule

and grizzly bear populations were eliminated.”-NGO (Chaney,

2017b)

(Conservation group representative, Trump Administration)
Thread 4: Members of the public “I was mauled nearly to death by one of these animals,” he said. Members of the public frequently mention
peopl, “... If it wasn’t for my wife being there to scare the grizzly off of human wildlife conflict, and the difference
conflict, me, I would’ve been the first fatality on the eastern plains in a between people living in the GYE versus
human, kill, hundred years.” -Member of the public (Kuglin, 2021) elsewhere in terms of bearing the costs of
can, “A hunted population is wary and does well around people human-grizzly bear conflict.
year, area because they make themselves scarce,” Rose said. “If they’re not

hunted and get used to being around people, they lose their fear
and that’s when you get conflict” -Rancher (Fortems, 2001)

frequency seen in the executive branch, NGOs, and journalists. Overall,  political actor showing a change in the frequency of use of this

this suggests that concerns over grizzly bear hunting are becoming  thread. Over time, legislative actors’ engagement with this thread
more prominent in court discussions, while the focus from the  decreased significantly, suggesting a reduced focus on human-
executive branch, NGOs, and journalists has waned. wildlife conflict in legislative discussions (Table 2). This decline
Finally, considering concerns about intensifying human-wildlife ~ stands out compared to the relatively stable trends observed in

conflict (Thread 4), the legislative branch was the only significant  other actors.
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A. Seeking delisting grizzlies from the ESA and
transferring management to the states
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B. Expressing worry that delisting could be
premature and species recovery is not achieved

based on population data or other uncertain science
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D. Expressing concern that human wildlife conflict
is a problem for residents of Western states
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Predicted frequency of use of the four most common topics by political actor, derived from means parameterization regression. The bars represent
the predicted mean frequency of the use of each topic (i.e. the coefficient estimate from the regression) for each political actor and confidence
intervals around each bar indicate the 95% confidence interval around these mean frequencies. Letters above the bars denote statistically significant
differences among political actors. Each panel (A—-D) denotes the frequency of the statistical topic where the model identified co-occurring words
for the dataset as a whole, and panels are labeled by the qualitative interpretation of these themes.

3.2 Qualitative findings

Using inductive reasoning and grounded theory methods, we
found an additional 11 threads of political discourse common in
political actors’ statements on grizzly bear delisting. Including this
qualitative analysis allowed us to extrapolate less frequent, or more
nuanced statements from the documents than the quantitative
analysis provided. The complete table A.1 is located in the
appendix. The four most commonly deployed threads of political
discourse are outlined with examples in Table 3 below. These
themes include perceptions that grizzlies may have already
surpassed recovery goals, concerns over human-wildlife conflict,
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perspectives on hunters’ roles in management, and the contested
state of some aspects of recovery science.

Table 4 below shows that the most frequently appearing threads
in our qualitative data were grizzlies surpassing recovery goals
(24%), human-wildlife conflict issues (24%), the possible use of
hunting seasons as a management tool (17%), and the contested
state of the science behind recovery and management (16%).

The most important and frequently appearing thread, that of
GYE grizzlies surpassing recovery goals in their recovery plan,
occurred in 24% of political actor statements. The greatest
number of statements discussing recovery goals were made by
state and federal agency staff in the executive branch of
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TABLE 2 Change in political discourse topic use frequency over time for political actors.

Intercept (95% CI) Intercept t- and p-value

Slope (95% ClI)

Thread 1: Seeking delisting grizzlies from the ESA and transferring management to the states

10.3389/fcosc.2025.1508158

Slope t- and p-value

Executive 0.077 4.585, 0.593 4.517,
(0.060, 0.094) <0.001 (0.462, 0.7246) <0.001
L. 0.07 0.934, 0.000 0.003,
Judicial
(-0.005, 0.145) 0.350 (-0.570, 0.570) 0.998
L. 0.285 6.423, 1.470 4.707,
Legislative
(0.241, 0.330) < 0.001 (1.158, 1.781) < 0.001
. 0.116 1.45, -0.550 -0.891,
Indigenous
(0.036, 0.196) 0.147 (-0.011, 6.330) 0.373
. 0.044 1.278, 0.210 0.791,
Public
(0.010, 0.078) 0.201 (-0.058, 0.4783) 0.429
0.079 3.715, 0.370 2.247,
NGO
(0.058, 0.100) < 0.001 (0.204, 0.536) 0.025
. 0.054 2.895, 0.500 3.367,
Journalist
(0.035, 0.073) 0.004 (0.352, 0.648) <0.001

Thread 2: Expressing worry that delisting could be premature and species recovery is not achieved based on population data or

other uncertain science

. 0.274 14.011, -0.629 -4.135,
Executive
(0.254, 0.528) < 0.001 (-0.781, -1.410) < 0.001
Judicial 0.478 5.199, -1.045 -1.509,
(0.386, 0.864) < 0.001 (-1.738, -2.782) 0.131
L 0.158 2.876, 0.285 0.732,
Legislative
(0.103, 0.261) 0.004 (-0.104, 1.810) 0.462
. 0.071 0.701, -0.070 -0.092,
Indigenous
(-0.030, 0.041) 0.483 (-0.826 -0.896) 0.927
R 0.125 2.98, 0.225 0.692,
Public
(0.083, 0.208) 0.003 (-0.100, 0.125) 0.489
0.131 5.215, 0.096 0.485,
NGO
(0.106, 0.237) < 0.001 (-0.102, -0.005) 0.627
. 0.357 14.954, -0.670 -3.597,
Journalist
(0.333, 0.690) < 0.001 (-0.856 -1.526) < 0.001
Thread 3: Expressing concern that a hunting season may be too premature
Executive 0.153 9.35, -0.481 -3.778,
(0.137, 0.290) < 0.001 (-0.608, -1.089) < 0.001
. 0.077 1.074, 2.140 3.943,
Judicial
(0.005, 0.082) 0.283 (1.597, 3.737) < 0.001
L 0.096 2.011, -0.422 -1.254,
Legislative
(0.048, 0.144) 0.044 0.758, -1.180) 0.210
R 0.247 2.859, 0.487 0.758,
Indigenous
(0.160, 0.408) 0.004 (-0.155, 0.332) 0.448
. 0.221 6.129, -0.385 -1.368,
Public
(0.185, 0.406) < 0.001 (-0.666, -1.051) 0.171
NGO 0.482 22.226, -1.016 -5.968,
(0.460, 0.942) < 0.001 (-1.186, -2.202) < 0.001
) 0.244 14.012, -0.503 -3.714,
Journalist
(0.227, 0.471) < 0.001 (-0.638, -1.141) < 0.001
(Continued)
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TABLE 2 Continued

Intercept (95% CI)

Intercept t- and p-value

10.3389/fcosc.2025.1508158

Slope (95% ClI) Slope t- and p-value

Thread 4: Expressing concern that human wildlife conflict is a problem for residents of Western states

. 12.87, 0.045 0.208,
Executive 0.354 (0.326,0.680)
< 0.001 (-0.172, -0.127) 0.835
. 0.186 1.423, -0.930 -0.942,
Judicial
(0.055, 0.242) 0.155 (-1.917, -2.847) 0.346
L 0.342 4.319, -1.578 -2.813,
Legislative
(0.263, 0.605) < 0.001 (-2.139, -3.717) 0.005
Indigenous 0.104 0.732, 0.874 0.824,
8 (-0.038, 0.066) 0.464 (-0.187, 0.687) 0.410
. 0.553 9.2, -0.3970 -0.856,
Public
(0.493, 1.046) < 0.001 (-0.861, -1.258) 0.392
0.272 7.753, -0.071 -0.257,
NGO
(0.237, 0.509) < 0.001 (-0.349, -0.420) 0.797
X 0.246 7.649, 0.222 0.878,
Journalist
(0.214, 0.460) < 0.001 (-0.031, 0.192) 0.380

Linear regression results where frequency of the topic was predicted from political actor level interacted with publication date. Coefficient estimates and the 95% confidence intervals (95% CI)
around these estimates represent the frequency of discourse topic for each political actor, identified by the statistical topic model for the dataset as a whole. Bolded terms indicate significant

change in frequency of use of these topics over time (p < 0.05).

government (40% of coded statements). A representative statement
of this type was made by Lynn Scarlett, the Deputy Secretary of the
Interior (Independent, appointed by George W. Bush) who said,
“There is simply no way to overstate what an amazing
accomplishment this is,” (Boxall, 2007) speaking about recovery
of the GYE grizzly bear population. Her statement refers to the 700
grizzlies in the GYE, a population target that exceeds the recovery
plan. Wildlife managers sort the 1700 grizzlies of the Intermountain
West into distinct population segments that can be delisted. The
distinct population segment in Idaho’s Selkirk Mountains for
example has not yet met its delisting criteria as far as its
population targets are concerned. Similarly, the director of the
Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee (IGBC) stated, “There are
challenges because we’re not doing recovery anymore - we're doing
management” (Chaney, 2017a). A third representative statement
comes from a U.S. Forest Service manager who said, “What we’re
seeing is a wonderfully rapid population growth of grizzlies in the
area [The ecosystem is] being overwhelmed by the population
expansion. There’s a lot of science behind that” (Chaney, 2018b).
The thread of human-wildlife conflict occurred in 24% of
political actor statements, with 35% of these statements made by
agency staff in the executive branch of government. Agency
managers cite the following as the major sources of human-
wildlife conflict, “railroad collisions, car collisions, hunter/
recreationist encounters and management actions where grizzlies
have been killed after preying on livestock or other human food
supplies.” A representative perspective from agency managers
typically describes how grizzly bear managers used to focus on
recovery and now focus on avoiding human-wildlife conflict. An
example from Governor Gianforte’s office (Republican, Montana)
“As grizzly bear numbers have grown [this] has led to increased
conflicts with communities, livestock producers and landowners.
We worked on grizzly bear recovery for decades. We were
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successful and switched to a focus on conflict management years
ago” (Governor’s Office, 2021). While agency staff are most
frequently discussing human-wildlife conflict, as expected, 8% of
statements came from legislators at the federal or state level.
Historically, representatives and senators have not weighed in on
the science of wildlife management but that is changing. A
representative comment comes from Republican Senator Mike
Enzi, “As the grizzly bear population has increased in Wyoming,
so has the danger to livestock, property, and humans. That is why it
was so important that management of the species had been turned
over to the state” (Sen. Enzi Issues Statement on Federal Court
Decision to Return Grizzly Bears to Endangered Species List, 2018).

The thread of hunting as a management tool appeared in 17% of
statements. The two most common political actors discussing
hunting as management were NGOs (21% of statements) and
journalists (36% of statements). Amongst NGO political actors,
they generally held the view that when grizzlies are delisted and
their management returned to the states, that ultimately those
consequences would be negative. A representative quote is as
follows, “It’s disheartening that the federal government may strip
protections from these treasured animals to appease trophy hunters
and the livestock industry [they] can’t be trusted to make science-
based wildlife decisions. Our nation’s beloved grizzlies deserve
better” (Diaz, 2023). By contrast, agency managers’ views are
summarized by the following representative quote by those who
see hunting as a management strategy, “Regulated hunting is not
only a pragmatic and cost-effective tool for managing populations at
desired levels; it also generates public support, ownership of the
resource and funding for conservation as well as greater tolerance
for some species such as large predators that may cause safety
concerns and come in conflict with certain human uses” (Hughes,
2018). Similarly, another representative quote on hunting as
management describes what that process would look like, “Under
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TABLE 3 Most widely used four threads of discourse among political actors found through qualitative coding of statements.

Thread of Definition

political discourse

Example quote

Surpassed recovery goals Political actors interested in the case of grizzly bear
delisting may believe that the grizzly has surpassed
recovery goals per the recovery plan required by

the ESA.

Contested state of
the science

Political actors interested in the case of grizzly bear
delisting often dispute the science behind recovery
and population targets required to delist

“The grizzly is fully recovered in Wyoming. End of story,”

- John Barrasso, Senate (R-WY, Trump Administration)

Enzi, Barrasso comment on decision to reinstate grizzly bears to ESL. (2019, Jul
31). Wyoming Tribune - Eagle https://uwyo.idm.oclc.org/login?url=https://
www.proquest.com/newspapers/enzi-barrasso-comment-on-decision-reinstate/
docview/2375952694/se-2.

“Federal and state officials have prematurely rushed the delisting process without
clearly proving the bears can survive under state management. That political
pressure to allow local control of grizzly activity trumped biological evidence about
the bears’ survival needs”

- Tim Preso, Earthjustice attorney, represents the Northern Cheyenne Indian
Tribe

Chaney, R. (2017b). Lawsuits coming over plan to remove Yellowstone grizzlies from
endangered list. Missoulian. https://www.proquest.com/docview/
19150423982sourcetype=Newspapers

Hunting Political actors interested in the case of grizzly bear
delisting may believe that hunters play a role in the

delisting process.

“This sort of makes sense in the context of other wild animal management we have
in Montana. We like to have wild animal populations and we manage them by
hunting them. And the survey sees lots of agreement that hunting is a viable tool.
If we're going to do something other than that, we need to have that conversation.”
-Alex Metcalf, professor and researcher, working with Montana FWP

Chaney, R. (2022, Jan 18). Survey results show Montanans love grizzlies, they also
want to hunt them. Missoulian https://uwyo.idm.oclc.org/login?url=https://
www.proquest.com/newspapers/survey-results-show-montanans-love-grizzlies-they/
docview/2620903852/se-2

Human-wildlife conflict Political actors interested in the case of grizzly bear
delisting may believe that human-wildlife conflict
has grown so severe that states must manage the
grizzly bear to lessen conflict through a

hunting season.

“The grizzly bear range has more than doubled. They’re showing up in places they
haven’t been seen in decades. Livestock loss has skyrocketed.”

-Steve Daines, Senate (R-MT, Trump Administration)

Chaney, R. (2020, Sep 09). Grizzly bill gets hearing. Missoulian https://
uwyo.idm.oclc.org/login?url=https://www.proquest.com/newspapers/grizzly-bill-
gets-hearing/docview/2492053094/se-2

the conservation plans [hunting] would be highly regulated, and the
number of allowable kills each year would be calculated on the
previous year’s population and mortality figures. Most years that
number will not exceed the low double digits and more likely would
be in the single digits or even zero. With meticulous management
and monitoring, the grizzly should be able to survive and thrive”
(Grizzly Bears Should Survive Being Delisted, 2016).

The fourth most commonly mentioned theme was the
contested state of the science of delisting, with the largest portion
of these statements coming from NGOs (32%). Often, NGO
employees argued that agency personnel were delisting not for
scientific reasons but for political reasons. A representative quote on
this topic from an NGO employee working on delisting, “Plans for
delisting are taking their cues from politics, not what is best for the
bear” (Wilkinson, 1999). Other statements in this theme of
unsettled science had to do with the perception amongst NGO
stakeholders that hunting grizzly bears would result in a practice
that some NGOs consider akin to slaughter. A representative
statement is as follows, “The wolf slaughter that’s happening in
Montana right now demonstrates how poorly equipped Montana
decision-makers are to decide the fate of these majestic species,
whether grizzlies or wolves. Given Gov. Gianforte’s bloodlust for
wolves, and now grizzlies, the federal government should deny this
scientifically and legally illegitimate and ethically unfounded
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request to strip the endangered status of grizzlies” (Chaney,
2021). Other NGO criticisms of unsettled science looked at the
process of delisting, as not adequately including public comment, or
allowing for the delisting of distinct population segments rather
than waiting until all locations with grizzly had recovered. The latter
being a strategy that, in the words of an NGO stakeholder views
grizzlies as a “meta-population that’s connected to be a recovered
population. A few isolated pockets in a few locations is not feasible”
(Chaney, 2018a).

Executive branch stakeholders from federal and state agencies
also frequently weighed in on debates over how settled the science
behind delisting was and is. While the following quote is from a
legislator, it represents views held by those in the executive branch
that the science is settled on recovery and that states should be
allowed to manage grizzlies following delisting. The representative
quote is as follows:

“The grizzly bear has successfully recovered in Wyoming. The
state of Wyoming should be able to move forward with
management of the bear. This judge’s decision demonstrates
exactly why the Endangered Species Act must be modernized.
“The good work Wyoming, and other states, are doing to protect
and manage species should have an opportunity to succeed. The
grizzly bear delisting shouldn’t be undone by the courts. Even the
Obama administration determined that the grizzly should be
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TABLE 4 Frequency of appearance of threads of political discourse
amongst quotes from political actors.

Number of times political Percentage
actors mentioned
this thread
Surpassed 407 24%
recovery goals
Human- 403 24%
wildlife conflict
Hunting 278 17%
Contested state of 268 16%
the science
State 225 13%
agency capacity
Federal process 134 8%
should remain
as is
Private land 122 7%
Climate change 108 6%
Indigenous 102 6%
perspectives
on management
Costs 60 4%
Grizzly 46 3%
distinct
populations

delisted. I will continue to work to make sure that management of
the grizzly remains with Wyoming.” (Wyoming Senator John
Barasso, Republican)

4 Discussion

To summarize our most important findings, the quantitative
analysis found four of the most common threads of political
discourse around grizzly delisting (alongside the most frequent
political actor deploying this thread indicated in parentheses).
These include Thread 1 that states ought to manage populations
after delisting (legislators), there is some uncertain science around
recovery (judicial/courts), hunting raises additional uncertainties
(judicial/courts and NGOs), and intense human-wildlife conflict
concerns among local communities (members of the public). Our
four most important threads of political discourse according to our
qualitative analysis include Thread 1 that recovery goals have been
surpassed (executive), Thread 2 that there is contested science
around recovery, Thread 3 that hunters may or may not be the
right way to enact management (NGOs/journalists), and Thread 4
intense human-wildlife conflict concerns (executive). The threads of
political discourse that emerged from the qualitative analysis
aligned with the quantitative analysis, with the exception of
Thread 1. In the quantitative analysis, the first thread pertained to
delisting and turning management of populations over to states.
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Conversely, in the qualitative analysis, the first thread was also in
favor of delisting, but because recovery goals have been surpassed.

One of the most important findings here is that elected
legislators, not agency scientists in the executive branch, are one
of the most prominent sources of political discourse around bear
delisting. Beginning in the 20th century, scientists and managers in
the agencies of the executive branch were the most important actors
in wildlife decision-making Keiper, 2004. We find that increasingly
legislators are engaging with science, and using that to recommend
that agencies in their states be handed the power to manage
grizzlies. This is a significant finding, especially when
understanding the historic timeline of the discourse of delisting.
It is widely understood that legislators are increasingly weighing in
on wildlife management decisions going all the way back to the
Sagebrush Rebellion populism that began in the 1970s Thompson,
2016. Indeed, the most famous example of Congress intervening in
the ESA was through its unprecedented delisting of gray wolves in
2011 through an unorthodox rider attached to a budget Barringer
and Broder, 2011. Our data shows individual representatives and
senators’ involvement in delisting under the ESA is a significant
political trend that is increasing in importance. This is seen through
the number of articles appearing in searches and an increasing
number of individual actors becoming more vocal and getting
media coverage of it, leading to a more politicized conversation as
well as increased political involvement. This suggests that federal
and state managers in the executive branch must be better equipped
to deal with lawmaker input and public discourse around science
from lawmakers than they have been in the past.

Because the branch of government where scientific expertise is
held, which employs thousands of scientists, is traditionally the
executive branch (agencies), there too lie the channels of
communication between scientists and managers Keiper, 2004.
The legislative branch is regarded as the “most democratic”
branch of government in the U.S. system, and its increasing role
in scientific disputes in policy shows that there is a need for
scientific advice that is great but poorly met Keiper, 2004. The
agency that was designed to provide scientific advice to Congress,
the Office of Technology Assessment, was dismantled decades ago,
suggesting new connections between scientists and legislators are
urgently needed especially in the field of wildlife science. Likewise,
studies of other large predators suggest that political identity plays a
large role in people’s willingness to accept certain management of
large predators Hamilton et al., 2020. Our findings show more than
anything that scientists’ responsibility to be neutral and objective
could cause their perspectives and preferences to be overshadowed
by popular political discourse. Large predators are highly politicized
and so agency managers (federal and state) may need to explore
ways to engage with political discourse, and develop strategies to
overcome politicization. While administrations change, and
different agency leaders are appointed-some with differing
agendas—developing engagement strategies, and ensuring political
voices have relevant scientific information, becomes more
important than ever.

Another important trend our data illustrate is that the role of
the courts in shaping political discourse is growing. In other words,
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the number of cases being brought to the courts by both
conservation, and delisting advocates, is increasing. This is
especially important because threads of political discourse from
legal advocates are the primary source of uncertainty concerning
the recovery science and whether limited, regulated hunting seasons
will be palatable to the public, who all get a say in contested wildlife
decisions. The major source of uncertainty brought up in the courts
concerning science has to do with a technical consideration:
genetics. Analysis of genetic data is highly technical and is not an
area that many political actors hold expertise in, including
managers in agencies and even agency scientists (Cook & Sgro,
2017; Kelly, 2010). The most recent delisting in 2017, overturned by
the courts after challenges from environmental NGOs, focused on
the need to translocate grizzly bears from different locations. This
translocation action is meant to increase the number of genetic
variants present in these populations because genetic variation is
otherwise expected to decline in the absence of natural corridors
that connect populations (Christie and Knowles, 2015; Lamka and
Willoughby, 2024; Lowe and Allendorf, 2010). To facilitate these
and other actions, an innovative coordination organization, the
IGBC was formed back in 1983 with the ultimate goal of delisting of
the grizzly (Interagency Grizzly Bear Committee, 2016. In its 2024
Conservation Strategy, a core policy document to support GYE
grizzly recovery, the IGBC commits political actors to address
genetic connectivity issues in a coordinated way. The activities of
the IGBC suggest that multi-stakeholder groups such as this,
focused on working across scales, agencies, and stakeholder
groups, is a notable pathway ahead when navigating complex
technical issues like population genetics change over time.

Another notable finding was that the courts were often an
important avenue for voicing the perspectives of the tribes. A
representative tribal stakeholder perspective is as follows,
expressed and coded as both courts and Indigenous: “The grizzly
is foundational to many Indigenous cultures,” said Rain Bear Stands
Last, who assisted plaintiffs with the lawsuit and is the executive
director of the Global Indigenous Council, a body of Indigenous
tribes from around the world” Fazio, 2020. The Biden-Harris
Administration has taken some of the most important steps in
recent history to ensure greater tribal inclusion and participation in
decision-making over many issues including natural resources and
wildlife management Department of the Interior, 2023. But, because
co-stewardship and co-management have a long way to go with
tribal inclusion, our research suggests that the primary way for
tribes to enact political discourse around grizzlies has been through
the court system. Many tribes have a relationship with grizzly bears
and have lived alongside them not only in the GYE but historically
on the Great Plains. Tribal members commonly assert that their
connection with grizzlies is not taken into account when it comes to
delisting or management and that political systems are not set up to
take this connection seriously in decision-making.

Other similar research on the case of the grizzly that conducted a
similar analysis of stakeholder quotes found that major themes related
to governance between 1998-2009 included the need for policy reform,
questions over the purpose of the ESA itself, authority or district of
authority, concerns over scientific uncertainty, and climate change
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Parker and Feldpausch-Parker, 2013. Our research builds on Parker
and Feldpausch-Parker (2013) by focusing solely on adaptive multi-
stakeholder governance (whereas they also examine ethics and identity)
and expanding the timespan for analysis of political discourse. Similar
to Parker and Feldpausch-Parker (2013), we found that concerns over
scientific uncertainty are still present today, with uncertainty over
genetic exchange and the use of hunting as a management strategy
being the most important. The political actors raising questions about
science are primarily NGOs through lawsuits, therefore raising
questions in the courts.

Other research on multi-stakeholder governance of predators
suggests that to manage them effectively, 1) stakeholder analysis, 2)
consultation and engagement, and 3) ongoing monitoring of how
stakeholders interact and develop management strategies Hovardas,
2018. Our research contributes to the third phase of multi-
stakeholder governance of predators, or ongoing monitoring of
how interactions are occurring. Seeing who is deploying political
discourse around delisting can help for a more structured
interaction between stakeholder groups over time and possible
solutions to ongoing disputes around science and management
Hovardas, 2018. Globally, one of the key ways that stakeholders can
move towards more collaborative solutions with large carnivores is
to increase dialogue, which in turn can increase trust and help
define shared goals Salvatori et al, 2021. Increased dialogue and
trust can facilitate shared sets of knowledge that are co-produced,
rather than a situation with oppositional groups of stakeholders
working off of completely different information as our data suggests
is happening today with some of the disputed recovery science.
While the co-production of knowledge is a necessary step in
minimizing disputes, we acknowledge that it will not fix all of the
challenges surrounding endangered species delisting, as some
decisions are made due to differing core values and motivations
of stakeholders and decision-makers.

As with most research, there are limitations to the methods used.
In this research, one limitation is the distribution of voices in popular
media. For example, not all scientific agencies are at liberty to take a
political stance when it comes to grizzly delisting. Therefore, there may
be a lack of representation in the media of agency scientists in
comparison to other actors. Additionally, certain political actors (in
the legislative branch) tended to be the most vocal and used delisting as
a political platform. In doing this, these actors may be more
represented in the media. This limitation was minimized by the
inclusion of agency policy documents in the review. These
documents allow agency scientists to state their perspectives. Future
research could build upon this idea, and potential limitation, by
comparing the political discourse presented in media articles to the
discourse and positions presented in policy documents.

5 Conclusion

The political complexity surrounding the delisting of species under
the ESA highlights the evolving nature of wildlife conservation in the
United States. Our study, centered on the grizzly bear delisting in the
iconic GYE, illustrates how political actors, discourse threads, and
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shifting power dynamics shape policy outcomes. The increasing
influence of legislators, legal advocates, and non-governmental
organizations, alongside scientific uncertainty and state-level
demands for greater control, underscores the challenges of balancing
species recovery with public and political expectations. As delisting
becomes an increasingly contentious issue, understanding the
motivations and arguments of various political actors is crucial for
the long-term success of the ESA. While the ESA used to be handled by
political actors like agency scientists in the executive branch, this is no
longer the case. Our findings suggest that future efforts to resolve policy
disputes will require more nuanced engagement with the political
landscape surrounding species conservation. We suggest science
experts (e.g, from wildlife ecology, human dimensions, or other
related fields) consider our findings the next time they receive a
request for comment from a communication outlet. By
understanding both the perspectives of scientists and political
entities, policymakers and stakeholders can navigate the complexities
of delisting in an informed manner. This will help to ensure that
conservation objectives are met while addressing broader societal
concerns about highly politicized wildlife species.
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