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Social media as a window into human-wildlife interactions and 
zoonotic disease risk: an examination of wild pig hunting 
videos on YouTube
Hailey E. McLean a,b, Lauren M. Jaebkera,b, Aaron M. Andersonb, Tara L. Teela, 
Alan D. Brighta, Stephanie A. Shwiffb, and Keith M. Carlisle a,b

aDepartment of Human Dimensions of Natural Resources, Warner College of Natural Resources, Colorado State 
University, Fort Collins, USA; bNational Wildlife Research Center, United States Department of Agriculture, 
Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, Wildlife Services, Fort Collins, USA

ABSTRACT
Wild pigs (Sus scrofa) damage agriculture and the environment, as well 
as transmit diseases to animals and people. Hunters are particularly 
vulnerable to zoonotic disease risks when harvesting wild pigs. 
Management agencies have endeavored to inform the public about 
disease risks associated with wild pigs and best practices for mitigating 
such risks. However, the extent that this guidance has reached hunters 
and influenced their practices is unclear. We approached this topic 
through an analysis of wild pig hunting videos on YouTube. We found 
evidence of relatively few behaviors and communications regarding 
disease risks and best practices for personal safety. In contrast, many 
videos showed behaviors that could increase the risk of disease trans
mission to the subjects and other animals. We emphasize the impor
tance of understanding the influence of social media on viewers and 
discuss implications for management agencies, including opportu
nities for strategic messaging in public health campaigns.

KEYWORDS 
Online videos; Sus scrofa; 
human dimensions; content 
analysis; mixed methods

Introduction

Wild pigs (Sus scrofa), whose common names also include wild hogs and feral swine (Keiter 
et al., 2016), are one of the most problematic species in the world. Experts on invasive 
species include wild pigs on their list of the 100 “World’s Worst” invasive species (Lowe 
et al., 2000). In the United States, this species causes significant damage to the environment 
and agriculture, affecting production of row crops, soil composition, water quality, and 
forest regeneration (Campbell & Long, 2009). In addition, wild pigs consume and compete 
with a wide variety of native wildlife and domestic livestock (Seward et al., 2004). Estimated 
costs of wild pig damage, including control costs, range from 800 USD million (Elsey et al., 
2012) to 1.5 USD billion annually in the United States (Pimental, 2007), but are likely much 
higher given unreported damages, inflation, and the growth of wild pig populations over the 
past decade.

In addition to the damages they cause, wild pigs also present risks to human health and 
safety. In recent years, news stories and social media posts have drawn attention to the 
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potential risks of human injury and death posed by encounters with wild pigs. For example, 
a man in Arkansas gained national attention in August 2019 when, amid public debates 
about gun control, he posted a tweet on the social media platform Twitter defending his 
right to own an automatic rifle to guard against the “30–50 feral hogs” that regularly enter 
his property and endanger his children’s safety (Benwell & Paul, 2019; Matthews, 2019). The 
tweet went viral with more than 50,000 retweets and prompted an editorial in The 
Washington Post about problems associated with wild pigs in rural areas (Horton, 2019). 
Several months later, an incident involving a woman in Texas who was attacked and killed 
by a group of wild pigs in a residential neighborhood garnered international news headlines 
(BBC News, 2019; Bogel-Burroughs, 2019).

Although human injury from wild pigs can and does occur, an arguably greater risk to 
human health from this species stems from the possibility of disease transmission. With 
their increasing dispersal, social behaviors, and opportunistic diet, wild pigs are key disease 
vectors (Brown et al., 2018). Research has shown that wild pigs carry and contribute to the 
transmission of numerous viruses, bacteria, and parasites that can infect wildlife, domestic 
livestock, pets, and humans (Bevins et al., 2014). Important zoonotic diseases carried by 
wild pigs include hepatitis E, tuberculosis, leptospirosis, trichinellosis, and brucellosis 
(Meng et al., 2009). Numerous severe cases of hepatitis E have been linked, for example, 
to the consumption of undercooked meat from wild pigs in Japan (Matsuda et al., 2003; Li 
et al., 2005; Yazaki et al., 2003). As another illustration, in the United States multiple case 
reports have documented brucellosis infections in humans following interactions with wild 
pigs (Brown et al., 2018). Signs of illness were reported in individuals following events of 
field dressing wild pigs in South Carolina (Starnes et al., 2004), Florida (Carrington et al., 
2012), and Georgia (Franco-Paredes et al., 2017).

State and federal agencies, as well as university extension services, have endeavored to 
inform the public about disease risks associated with wild pigs and best practices for 
mitigating such risks (e.g., CDC/USDA, 2016; Kinsey, 2020; Mississippii State University 
Extension, 2020). For example, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and 
United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) recommend that people wear appropriate 
personal protective equipment (e.g., eye protection and disposable gloves) when handling 
wild pig carcasses, thoroughly wash hands, and properly cook and store harvested meat 
(CDC/USDA, 2016). The extent that this type of guidance has reached and influenced the 
practices of those who are at the greatest risk of infection from wild pigs is unclear. 
Members of the public at greatest risk include hunters who regularly come into contact 
with wild pigs and their carcasses when handling, field dressing, and butchering the animals 
following harvest.

With the growing popularity of wild pig hunting and consumption of wild pig meat, the 
risk of infection is increasing among hunters (Meng et al., 2009). We are unaware of any 
studies that have examined the extent that hunters adopt practices to avoid infection when 
harvesting wild pigs. Such research could help public health officials and natural resource 
managers strategize and prioritize information and outreach efforts to hunters concerning 
zoonotic disease risks from wild pigs. We approached this topic through an analysis of wild 
pig hunting videos posted on the social media site YouTube, a popular platform with more 
than 1.3 billion users and 5 billion videos viewed daily (YouTube, 2020). Our primary 
research objectives were to understand and describe: (a) the extent that individuals parti
cipating in the most influential wild pig hunting videos on YouTube followed any of the 
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recommended best practices prescribed by the CDC and the USDA (2016), (b) any com
munications in these videos or associated video descriptions about disease risks associated 
with wild pigs and/or practices to mitigate such risks, and (c) any behaviors engaged in by 
video participants that place them at heightened risk of infection (e.g., handling a carcass 
without gloves). To contextualize our findings, we also calculated descriptive statistics (e.g., 
number of views and “likes”) for videos and described other video content relating to 
disease risks (e.g., discussions of cooking or consuming wild pig meat) and other problems 
associated with wild pigs such as damage to agriculture and risk of injury to humans.

Our rationale for analyzing wild pig hunting videos on YouTube for human behaviors 
and communications regarding wild pig diseases was two-fold. First, social media sites such 
as YouTube are a source of rich, and often free, data concerning social processes and 
conditions (Lopez et al., 2019). Such data can impart a wide array of information on social 
media users’ beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors at specific temporal and spatial scales, as well 
as across varying contexts (Lopez et al., 2019). Social media data can also be used for 
understanding how information disseminates among individuals and across networks in 
addition to unveiling the commonality of public opinion and status of diverse topics 
(Croitoru et al., 2014). Scholars have proposed that YouTube data can contribute to 
understanding how nature and the environment, including wild pigs, are framed by every
day people through their interaction and sharing of videos (Mörner & Olausson, 2017). 
Importantly, data collected on social media sites may circumvent some of the drawbacks of 
traditional survey methods, such as misinterpretation of questions (Keeler et al., 2015), 
social desirability bias, and bias linked with providing pre-determined response options 
(Murphy et al., 2005). Studies relying on social media data also carry limitations. These 
limitations include developing meaningful interpretations from such large and dynamic 
information sources (e.g., meta-data and user-generated content; Stieglitz et al., 2014), as 
well as reliability and generalizability limitations due to data being incomplete, inconsistent 
(Boyd & Crawford, 2012), or skewed in distribution (e.g., reliant on a small number of 
extremely active users ; Giglietto et al., 2012). Nevertheless, studies utilizing social media 
data to explore social phenomena can be important and useful complements to survey and 
other social science research (e.g., ethnographic studies), as evidenced by the growing 
number of published social media studies in recent years (e.g., Bhavaraju et al., 2019; 
Chatzigeorgiou & Christou, 2020; Li et al., 2020).

The second part of our rationale for this research approach stems from our interest in 
understanding the messaging (even if inadvertent) to viewers, including other hunters, 
about wild pig hunting and its associated risks. Researchers have found that social media 
can influence social norms (Romer et al., 2017) and motivate people to act in particular ways 
(Scherman et al., 2015). For example, multiple studies have shown that social media can 
influence and shape the behaviors of its users in the realms of politics (DiGrazia et al., 2013), 
commerce (Kumar et al., 2016), and public health (Korda & Itani, 2013). In the context of 
wild pig hunting videos on YouTube, such research implies that some viewers may model 
their behaviors after others, adopting the practices they observe, such as wearing of gloves 
and protective eyewear to avoid the risk of infection. The YouTube videos therefore could 
provide a  window into the behaviors and messaging on social media that may influence the 
practices of wild pig hunters who view the videos.
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Methods

A mixed-methods approach was taken to collect and analyze quantitative and qualitative 
data. Such an approach can provide a better understanding of a phenomenon than either 
method could do independently (Creswell & Clark, 2007). In our study, combining quali
tative approaches (e.g., categorizing video content and assigning sentiment) with quantita
tive approaches (e.g., counting the occurrences of best practices for personal safety) gave us 
a richer, more holistic understanding of the nature and frequency of behaviors and com
munications by influential YouTube videos that bear upon exposure to wild pig disease 
risks.

Sampling and Data Collection

Data1 for our study were collected from YouTube in July 2019 using an application 
programming interface (API) obtained from Google. An API describes communications 
among software intermediaries (Lopez et al., 2019). The API was used to search for relevant 
videos and extract transcripts, MP4 video files, and associated metadata (i.e., the various 
pieces of information about a social media post and/or site user). We conducted three 
searches with differing strings of terms to find videos associated with hunting, field dressing, 
and butchering of wild pigs in the United States. The three search strings were: “wild hog 
hunting AND the United States,” “wild hog field dressing AND the United States,” and 
“wild hog butchering AND the United States.” The term “wild hog” was used because of its 
popularity within Google search queries in the United States, as determined by Google 
trends. Similarly, the term “United States” was used within each search string to narrow 
down the search outputs to the country of interest. The terms “hunting,” “field dressing,” 
and “butchering” were used because these are three typical activities a person performs 
during the hunting process that may involve contact with wild pigs. From each of these 
three searches, we selected the first 200 videos (amounting to a total of 600 videos), 
representing the videos that YouTube’s search engine deemed most relevant to our inqui
ries. Given that YouTube’s default search optimization sorts videos according to relevance, 
the videos we selected also represented the first 200 videos a viewer would likely find when 
conducting the same searches. This helped ensure that the videos we selected were those 
that reached the largest audiences and could provide the best insight into the content of 
messaging viewed by YouTube users.

Code provided by YouTube’s Data API was compiled and adjusted for use within Python 
(Version 3.8; Python Software Foundation, 2019), an interpreted, general-purpose pro
gramming language. Once in Python, we ran code to extract and export metadata into 
a Microsoft Excel spreadsheet. We then conducted a review of all 600 videos and any 
duplicates were removed. Additional metadata collected from YouTube included: video ID, 
video title, date published, video transcript, video description, video URL, number of views, 
number of likes, number of dislikes, number of comments, channel ID, channel title, date 
channel was published, channel description, channel URL, number of total channel views, 
number of subscribers, and channel country. The API code also enabled us to automatically 
download most of the videos so that we could view and analyze them at a later time. Videos 
that were unable to be downloaded via Python code were downloaded using Applian’s 
(Applian Technologies, 2019) high speed streaming downloader software. If a video did not 
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have an associated transcript on YouTube, the video was transcribed verbatim, including 
any visual text that may have appeared in the video. Lastly, we reviewed all YouTube- 
generated transcripts for accuracy.

Once we downloaded and saved all videos, transcripts, and corresponding metadata into 
an Excel spreadsheet, we conducted a systematic review of all videos to identify authentic, 
hunter-driven videos of wild pig hunting in the United States that met the following criteria: 
(a) it provided a first-person account of wild pig hunting, (b) all means of communication 
(either textual or audible) were in English, (c) it took place in the United States, (d) living or 
dead wild pigs (as opposed to domesticated pigs) were highlighted, and (e) it was free to 
watch. In addition, any videos posted by state and federal government organizations, news 
stations, or those that did not show realistic or genuine accounts of wild pig hunting (e.g., 
docudramas and reenactments) were not included for our final analysis. Authentic, hunter- 
driven videos were chosen not only because they depict the activities, actions, and opera
tions most relevant to wild pig hunting, but also because personal and relatable posts attract 
audiences, resulting in more response and engagement (Dekker et al., 2020; Khamis et al., 
2016; Raggatt et al., 2018). After all videos were assessed, we retained a final sample of 118 
videos for analysis.

Coding and Data Analysis

The first author viewed and analyzed all videos in the sample, representing 17 hours of 
video footage. A combined inductive and deductive approach was taken to analyze data 
from two distinct sources: (a) video footage, and (b) video transcripts/descriptions. Before 
analysis, categorizations and codes were formulated, corresponding to the best practices 
prescribed by the CDC and the USDA (2016) and to other themes relevant to disease risks 
associated with wild pigs. To begin, information from each video’s footage was coded for 
these pre-determined categories. Finally, key themes were identified through deductive 
coding of transcripts (encompassing in-video audio and visual text), as well as the corre
sponding video descriptions. Along with this, an iterative process was integrated where the 
first author continuously revised interpretations and analysis as new insights were gained. 
Thus, the discovery of relationships and hypothesis generation arose from the analysis of 
observations (Dye et al., 2000). This approach provided the flexibility to analyze the 
phenomenon of wild pig hunting via YouTube videos for the presence of predetermined 
themes and practices while remaining receptive to alternative and contextual considerations 
and explanations.

Videos were first coded for location. If it was not apparent where the video took place 
from the video content, title, or description, the item was coded as “unsure.” Videos were 
also coded for the presence of various best practices to mitigate disease risks associated with 
exposure to wild pigs. The best practices were determined according to guidelines promul
gated by the CDC and the USDA (2016) and comprised: (a) wearing eye protection and 
disposable or rubber gloves; (b) refraining from eating, drinking, or smoking while handling 
wild pigs; (c) avoiding bare skin contact with animals; (d) not allowing pets to eat raw meat 
or come into contact with wild pigs; (e) washing hands with soap and water after handling 
wild pigs; (f) cleaning and disinfecting reusable equipment, tools, and surfaces; (g) keeping 
raw meat separate from cooked meat and all other foods; and (h) keeping all meat cold (i.e., 
put on ice or in a cooler). Behaviors that increase exposure and disease risk were also coded, 
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including: (a) touching wild pigs with bare hands; (b) not wearing eye protection when 
handling wild pigs; (c) allowing pets to eat raw meat and/or come into contact with wild 
pigs; (d) eating, drinking, and/or smoking while handling wild pigs; and (e) storing or 
placing raw meat with other foods.

We used NVivo (Version 12; QSR International, 2019) qualitative data analysis software 
to code each video’s transcript and corresponding video description. Key themes related to 
disease risks and best practices that were coded included communications about disease 
transmission from wild pigs to humans, livestock, pets, and other wildlife. We also coded 
transcripts and descriptions for communications about wearing personal protective equip
ment, keeping wild pig meat cold, using sharp knives, cooking meat thoroughly, and 
communications about intention to cook or eat wild pig meat and sentiment (i.e., view, 
attitude, or opinion) toward cooking or eating wild pig meat. We also coded communica
tions about other risks associated with wild pigs, including damage to crops, livestock, 
property, the environment, and wildlife, as well as physical injury to humans and pets.

After the first author generated a list of themes, a second author independently reviewed 
18 randomly selected video transcripts and associated descriptions (15%). We calculated 
intercoder agreement by taking the total number of times the raters agreed on the presence 
or absence of a theme, divided by the total number of themes (Neuendorf, 2002). Intercoder 
agreement before reconciliation was 87% and 100% after reconciliation. After the two 
coders reached agreement on code definitions and interpretation, the first author indepen
dently reviewed the codes that were initially assigned to the remaining 100 transcripts/ 
descriptions and made minor adjustments.

Results

Video Characteristics and Other Contextual Findings

There were approximately 75 million views, 500,000 “likes,” and 70,000 comments asso
ciated with the 118 videos reviewed in our analysis (out of 600). The mean number of views 
of all sampled videos was 634,916 (SD = 2,482,881.21; Mdn = 20,746.50); the mean number 
of likes was 4,238 (SD = 24,561.80; Mdn = 126.50); and the mean number of comments was 
587 (SD = 3,135.78; Mdn = 23.50). Users who posted the sample videos posted a mean of 587 
videos (SD = 1,237.99; Mdn = 164.50) to their channel pages and had a mean of 293,522 
(SD = 1,070,685.76; Mdn = 12,663) subscribers or followers. Of the videos with an identifi
able location, 48% (n = 57) took place in Texas, 12% (n = 14) took place in Florida, and the 
remaining took place in 12 other states. Ninety-five percent (n = 112) highlighted some 
form of hunting where wild pigs were seen being pursued and/or killed and 18% (n = 21) of 
those videos also highlighted field dressing, butchering, cooking, and/or consumption of 
harvested wild pigs. Six videos only highlighted field dressing and/or butchering behaviors.

In addition, we found that intent to cook or eat harvested wild pig meat was present 
in 32% of videos (n = 38). Sentiment toward cooking or eating wild pig meat was 
present in 26% of videos (n = 31). All 31 of these videos contained subjects who 
expressed a positive view of consuming harvested wild pig meat (Table 1). In only 
one video out of the 31 did a subject express negative sentiment toward eating wild pig 
meat, as follows: “The boars . . . they’re pretty nasty especially when they get big.” 
However, the subject followed this statement with: “Young hogs are very tasty . . ., ” 
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indicating the subject also had a positive view of consuming harvested meat from 
younger wild pigs. Regarding other risks posed by wild pigs, we found that commu
nication about damage from wild pigs was present in 32% of videos (n = 38). Types of 
damage communicated by subjects included destruction of crops, personal property, 
and the environment, as well as competition with and predation on livestock and other 
wildlife (Table 1). Other risks posed by wild pigs that were communicated by subjects 
included injury from wild pigs to people and pets (primarily hunting dogs), which was 
present in 25% of videos (n = 29).

We found that 89% of videos (n = 105) exhibited a commercial intent regarding the 
content shared within their YouTube video. That is, they were seen as preparing, doing, or 
acting with sole or chief emphasis on salability, profit, or success of hunting/outfitting 
services, hunting/firearms equipment, wild pig meat, and/or other wild pig hunting-related 
products or services. Companies that were mentioned in the video audio and/or visual text 
included non-hunting related businesses sponsoring production of the video (e.g., DFT 
Construction), TV shows/channels (e.g., The Sportsman Channel) and media production 
companies (e.g., Deer Camp Productions), cooking-related companies (e.g., Traeger Grills), 
outdoor gear companies (e.g., Bass Pro Shops), and hunting-related companies (e.g., 
Winchester, Bucking Bass Ranch).

Disease Risk and Best Practices

Analysis of the video footage and video transcripts and descriptions revealed that 27% of the 
videos (n = 32) contained one or more best practices to mitigate disease risks associated 
with exposure to wild pigs. Of the 32 videos, all exhibited at least one of the best practices in 
the video footage (i.e., there was visual evidence that a best practice was being followed; 
Table 2). In five of these 32 videos, the subjects communicated to viewers about one or more 
best practices. In particular, the subjects communicated about wearing disposable gloves 
when handling wild pigs, chilling harvested meat, cooking meat to a high internal tempera
ture, and using sharp knives when field dressing or butchering. However, in none of the 
videos that showed subjects exhibiting best practices or communicating about them did the 
subjects state that the purpose of the practice was to avoid disease transmission. In only one 
video did a subject communicate about the potential for disease transmission from wild pigs 
(in this case to domestic livestock), but the video was not among the 32 that contained visual 
evidence of implementing best practices.

Table 1. Examples of key themes: Intention to cook or eat harvested meat, sentiment toward cooking or 
eating harvested meat, and communication about other risks.

Intent to cook or eat harvested wild pig meat “So, we should be able to get a lot of piggies for you to come kill them, grill 
them, and eat them.” 
“Well, I say we get this back, and we get it skinned out, cut up, and let 
Tommy do some barbecuing on it.”

Positive sentiment toward cooking or 
consuming harvested wild pig meat

“They taste very good. Free pork, can’t beat it.” 
“Take that little bitty guy over there, skinned him out, put some onions 
and some peppers, put him in foil, throw him on the smoker, mmm 
good stuff right there guys.”

Communication about damage from wild 
pigs

“They tear up food plots.” 
“ . . . all of our cow pastures are just demolished from these wild hogs.”

Communication about potential injury from 
wild pigs to people and pets

“I can’t believe we found that pig and I can’t believe he almost ate us up.” 
“That thing could have hurt you if it had got you.”
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In addition, many videos showed behaviors that increased exposure and disease risk to 
the subjects and to other animals (Table 2). Several of these behaviors were seen among the 
32 videos in which subjects also exhibited or discussed one or more best practices. For 
example, three of the videos revealed subjects consuming food and beverages while hand
ling wild pigs, one video showed a subject putting raw wild pig meat into a cooler with other 
food, and another showed cats consuming wild pig blood during the butchering process. 
A subject in one of the videos also communicated that the loin of a harvested wild pig could 
be eaten raw. Hunting dogs were also seen coming into contact with wild pigs and their 
carcasses in 8% of videos (n = 10). Lastly, in none of the videos was a subject seen washing 
their hands or cleaning tools or surfaces when field dressing, butchering, or cooking.

Discussion

Overall, we found a relatively small number of behaviors and communications regarding 
disease risks associated with wild pigs and best practices to mitigate such risks in our sample 
of YouTube videos. In contrast, we found many examples of practices that could actually 
increase the risk of disease transmission. This sample represented videos that a YouTube 
user would likely have encountered at the time of our sampling if they searched for content 
related to hunting or field dressing wild hogs. Although these behaviors and communica
tions could have occurred off camera, viewers may pattern their own behaviors based off of 
those they view on YouTube, meaning that video creators could be unwittingly contributing 
to the formation of norms that expose wild pig hunters to greater disease risk. It is 
conceivable that social media may be the primary source of wild pig hunting information 
for many of those viewers, and as such, may have a strong influence on their knowledge, 
attitudes, and behaviors in the realm of wild pig hunting. This argument is supported in part 
by research showing that an estimated one-half of YouTube users in 2018 (35% of all adults 

Table 2. Total number of videos (out of 118) in which recommended best practices or behaviors that 
increase exposure and disease risk were observed.

Total number of videos (out of 118) 
in which behaviors were observed

Recommended practices Keeping raw meat separate from cooked meat and all 
other foods when field dressing, butchering, or 
cooking

19

Wearing eye protection when handling wild pigs 17
Wearing disposable or rubber gloves when handling 

wild pigs
5

Keeping all meat cold (i.e., put on ice and/or in a cooler) 4
Washing hands with soap and water after handling wild 

pigs
0

Cleaning and disinfecting reusable equipment, tools, 
and surfaces

0

Behaviors that increase 
exposure and disease 
risk

Touching wild pigs with bare hands 84

Not wearing eye protection when handling wild pigs 72
Allowing pets to eat raw meat and/or come into contact 

with wild pigs
21

Eating, drinking, and/or smoking while handling wild 
pigs

3

Storing or placing raw meat with other foods 1
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in the United States) used the platform to learn new things and get how-to lessons (Smith 
et al., 2018). Moreover, multiple studies have shown that social media content can have both 
negative (Strasburger, 2004) and positive effects (Akram & Kumar, 2017) on viewers, 
influencing and shaping social norms (Romer et al., 2017), as well as attitudes 
(Strasburger, 2004) and behaviors (DiGrazia et al., 2013; Korda & Itani, 2013; Kumar 
et al., 2016; Scherman et al., 2015). Although Alessi et al. (2013) hypothesized that the 
repetitive nature of certain words in hunting videos may influence viewers to repeat what 
they hear, we hypothesize that some viewers may repeat the behaviors they observe, 
particularly given the large number of videos in our sample showing behaviors that 
increased disease risk for the subjects and other animals.

In addition to exhibiting behaviors that could increase disease risk (e.g., touching wild 
pigs with bare hands), a large portion of the subjects in the videos we analyzed also 
expressed intentions to cook or eat harvested wild pig meat and positive sentiment toward 
doing so. This may encourage the preparation and consumption of wild pig meat, which 
poses disease risks when the meat is improperly handled or not thoroughly cooked (Meng 
et al., 2009). We found little evidence of explicit communication about such risks and ways 
to address them. Furthermore, given that the majority of communications about wild pig- 
related risks in the videos concerned damage (e.g., destruction of crops, competition with 
livestock) and injury to people and pets, viewers may be led to conclude that these are the 
only significant risks posed by wild pigs. Additionally, given the prominence of brand 
promotion and corporate sponsorship in the videos, the creation and editing of the videos 
may have been partly motivated and informed by a desire to encourage participation in wild 
pig hunting and the purchase of associated equipment and services. Communications or 
behaviors that highlight disease risks associated with the activity could undermine that 
objective.

Given the need to formulate effective public health campaigns to increase knowledge 
regarding disease risks associated with wild pigs and best practices to mitigate such risks, 
social media may provide additional opportunities to effectively communicate messages to 
the public and hunters. Research has shown that for federal and state agencies that provide 
public services, the use of social media has considerable capability to connect and interact 
with the public and specific stakeholder groups (Cockerill, 2013). YouTube, with its 
1.3 billion users, is a social media platform that agencies could leverage to reach vast 
audiences. Furthermore, by considering that many YouTube users who are sharing wild 
pig hunting videos have experienced significant numbers of views, likes, comments, and 
subscribers, there may be opportunities for agencies to recruit these users to assist in the 
creation and distribution of desired messaging. Opinion leaders or influencers are chosen 
by their peers as individuals who they turn to for expertise and opinions, and may be 
capable of changing attitudes and behaviors among their peers and followers (Iyengar et al., 
2011, Rogers, 2010). There may also be opportunities for agencies to create working 
relationships with the retailers and companies we identified as major contributors to the 
content of the wild pig hunting videos. These influencers and companies may benefit from 
selling protective equipment highlighted as useful in YouTube content that accurately 
presents disease risks and appropriate responses to these risks.

In capitalizing on these opportunities with social media and creating public health 
campaigns aimed at hunters, we suggest that the content incorporate best practices for 
effective messaging (Van Der Linden et al., 2015) by: (a) making messages personal through 
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elaboration of hunters’ personal experiences and stories hunting wild pigs ; (b) emphasizing 
current disease risks while making impacts and solutions locally relevant; (c) framing 
solutions to disease transmission in terms of what could be gained as opposed to lost; (d) 
appealing to hunters’ values and moral foundations; and (e) pairing fear appeals with 
efficacy appeals (i.e., messages that give the audience the perceived ability to make 
a difference through one’s actions). An example message pairing fear appeal with an efficacy 
appeal might be, “The wild pigs you hunt can transmit diseases to you and your family. To 
ensure that you and those around you stay healthy, don’t forget to wash your hands after 
handling wild pigs and cook your harvested meat to an internal temperature of at least 160° 
Fahrenheit.” More specific to the creation of social media posts, public health campaigns 
should also consider key factors recommended by Berger and Milkman (2013) that may 
cause online content to be circulated rapidly and widely, including (a) creating content that 
excites viewers and makes them feel good or special if they share it; (b) developing a word, 
phrase, or image associated with a message that reminds viewers of your brand; (c) sharing 
content that induces an emotional response; (d) posting announcements and current 
events; and (e) telling stories. In the case of public health information, research has also 
shown that it is more likely to be shared if it is framed to evoke anger or anxiety rather than 
sadness (Berger and Milkman, 2013). Public health campaigns aimed at wild pig hunters 
that, for example, share stories of people getting infected with zoonotic diseases from 
hunting wild pigs may evoke anxiety and be more likely to be shared.

Moving forward, our findings and study limitations suggest several potentially produc
tive avenues for future research. First, further investigation of wild pig hunting-related 
videos posted by government agencies, news stations, and other organizational sources not 
analyzed in this study would provide a useful window into the messaging (intentional or 
not) that these organizations convey on the YouTube platform. There are also opportunities 
to further explore the degree that individuals are communicating about disease risks 
associated with hunting wild pigs and highlighting best practices in content on other 
media outlets (e.g., television, magazines) and social media platforms (e.g., Instagram, 
Twitter, Facebook). Additionally, given that social media data have limitations (Boyd & 
Crawford, 2012; Giglietto et al., 2012), there is a need for survey research to better under
stand wild pig hunters’ knowledge and perceptions of disease risks and actions taken to 
mitigate such risks, as well as barriers they face in implementing recommended best 
practices to limit disease transmission. Integrating findings from social media data and 
survey research would generate a more complete picture of how the hunting community is 
responding to the issue of disease risk from wild pigs and how agencies can intervene to 
improve that response. In addition to spawning ideas for future research, we hope that our 
study will call attention to the need for raising greater awareness among hunters about the 
risks of zoonotic disease transmission posed by wild pigs.

Note

1. Although research on public facing social media content is ruled exempt from human subject 
review, we did not record or report identifying information about participants to ensure that 
our study presented no additional risks to them.
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