
A LITERATURE REVIEW OF 
LEGAL HUNTING PRACTICES

Motivation for the review
Legal hunting practices are being increasingly challenged on 
sustainability and animal welfare grounds, even if e.g. sustainably 
managed trophy hunting can, in some cases, contribute to reach 
biodiversity objectives1. Overharvesting in terrestrial ecosystems 
remains one of the least studied topics in conservation science2. This 
is worrying as overharvesting is one of the biggest threats to 
biodiversity 3. Previous reviews have especially focused on illegal 
hunting4. Here we review the English language scientific literature 
on legal hunting practices in terrestrial ecosystems.

By legal hunting we mean the practice of shooting or otherwise 
pursuing wild animals. Hunting is in these cases governed under 
legislative frameworks and policies. It is regulated by management 
plans.
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A global English language literature review on legal hunting practices.
The aim of the review is to identify gaps in information and ecological, economic and socio-cultural 
sustainability issues in legal hunting.
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Methods
We used 26 hunting and harvesting related terms to search for all 
the literature on legal hunting on WebofScience. To avoid search bias 
due to lack of keywords, we carried out test searches to find all the 
possible words related to hunting or harvesting of terrestrial animals. 
The original search resulted in 2  985 publications. After excluding 
irrelevant results, we retained 1 225 publications that focused on 
legal hunting. In the search and selection of papers we used 
methodological protocols for conducting reviews5.
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Discussion and future perspectives
• There are research gaps on legal hunting
• Very few papers address the overall sustainability of legal hunting 
practices.
• Not many papers clearly report evidence for conservation benefits, 
or lack thereof.
• Potential biases in information: scientific publications in other 
languages are not included and other types of literature is not 
included.

Figure 1. The temporal trend of the number of publications published per year. 
Numbers are out of 1 225 publications in the review.

Figure 2. The geographical distribution of the publications based on the 
country location where the study was conducted. Some of the publications had 
no geographic location and they were not considered here. Below the map, the 
number of publication for the 10 most studied species.

((TS=("trophy hunt*") OR TS=("*game* hunt*") OR TS=("hunt* pressure*") OR TS=
("recreational hunt*") OR TS=("resident* hunt*") OR TS=("commercial hunt*") OR TS=("sport 
hunt*") OR TS=("trap hunt*") OR TS=("limited hunt*") OR TS=("biltong hunt*") OR TS=
("consumptive touris*") OR TS=("hunt* touris*") OR TS=("selective hunt*") OR TS=("carnivore 
hunt*") OR TS=("trade hunt*") OR TS=("waterfowl hunt*") OR TS=("selective harvest*") OR 
TS=("selective hunt*") OR TS=("game harvest*") OR TS=("wildlife hunt*") OR TS=
("consumptive use") OR TS=("regulated hunt*") OR TS=("safari hunt*") OR TS=("game ranch") 
OR TS=("egg harvest") OR TS=(falconry)) NOT TS=(fishing) NOT TS=(whaling))

Search words:

Figure 4. Topics covered in the review.
*Ecosystem impacts exclude impacts on the population of the harvested species in question.

**Socio-cultural impacts include e.g. cultural values, impacts on local livelihoods, attitudes 

towards hunting, human-wildlife conflicts and ethical considerations.

Figure 3. The number of publications
per species class.
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