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American author Charles Dudley 
Warner once wrote, “Everybody com-
plains about the weather but nobody 
does anything about it.”

Likewise, many good people and 
organizations have spent the past 20 
years worrying about the future of 
hunting but most struggle to do any-
thing about it. After all, much like 
the weather, hunting is often a� ected 
by huge forces we don’t control 
or comprehend.

But that doesn’t mean we can’t 
identify issues and try to address them. 
If you gathered more than 200 peo-
ple and asked them to pinpoint hunt-
ing’s most pressing challenges, they 
could quickly form a top 10 list. But 
if you asked them to eliminate white-
tail deer from the discussion, you’d 
soon be frustrated. More than ever, 
hunting in North America now revolves 
around whitetails.

That  fact arose continually 
when the Quality Deer Management 
Association held the 2014 North 
American Whitetail Summit near 
Branson, Missouri earlier this spring. 
Although the Summit was called to 
address whitetails and deer issues, 
those animals’ fate was repeatedly 
linked to hunting’s future.

“� is was a landmark meeting,” 
Jay McAninch, president/CEO of 
the Archery Trade Association, said. 
“Whitetails touch people’s lives in many 
ways, whether they’re hunters, farmers, 
foresters, gardeners or motorists. And 
they’ve been the archery/bowhunting 
industry’s number one economic asset 
since the 1970s.”

“We can’t take whitetails for 
granted,” McAninch continued. “� ey 
a� ect every phase of our lives and go 
far beyond hunting and the hunting 
industry. � ey’re part of our food chain, 
they impact other species, they’re over-
running some suburbs and they’re 

now at the center of signi� cant disease 
research, some of which have human 
health implications.”

McAninch said a good way to 
gauge the whitetail’s importance is 
to scan the list of Summit attendees. 
� at list included Dan Ashe, director of 
the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service; Dan 
Forster, director of Georgia’s Wildlife 
Resources Division and president of the 
Association of Fish & Wildlife Agencies; 
top-ranking o�  cials from 18 state wild-
life agencies; research scientists from 
nine major universities; deer hunters 
from 20 states and one Canadian prov-
ince and representatives from 19 com-
panies, 17 landowner groups and 13 
hunting/conservation organizations.

Brian Murphy, CEO of the QDMA, 
said it was important to attract key 
decision-makers and stakeholders 
from across whitetail country. “You see 
summits convene regularly to discuss 
ducks, pheasants and wild turkeys but 
until now, no one ever met to discuss 
whitetails,” Murphy said. “We can’t 
solve 40 years of accumulated issues 
in one meeting but this was a � rst step. 
We wanted to start that process and we 
exceeded our expectations.”

Among those representing the 
hunting industry was Will Primos, 
founder of Primos Game Calls. Primos 
thinks he knows why it took until 2014 
to convene a whitetail summit meeting.

“People haven’t put a real con-
servation value on whitetails because 
there are so many of them,” Primos 
said. “Most conservation e� orts the 
past many decades sprang from neces-
sity. And they succeeded because they 
helped rescue a game animal from 
decline, whether it was elk, ducks or 
wild turkeys. Now we’re seeing areas 
where all those whitetails have changed 
their habitat. � ey’re facing disease 
issues, they have more mouths to feed 
than some habitats can support and in 

some cases, there aren’t as many deer 
as people want.”

“But until this meeting, no one got 
together to sustain whitetails. We must 
start paying more attention to them. 
� ey’re the driving force in 90 per-
cent of our company’s sales, they’re our 
nation’s number one big-game animal 
and they add more value to rural prop-
erties than almost anything else.”

Summit participants ranked these 
10 issues as whitetail/deer hunting’s 
most pressing challenges: 1) Hunter 
recruitment and retention 2) Education 
and outreach for hunters  3) Access to 
hunting land 4) Political in� uences on 
hunting and deer management 5) � e 
captive deer industry 6) Deer diseases 
7) Public concerns about deer num-
bers 8) Habitat loss/landscape changes 
9) Connecting hunters to scienti� c 
information 10) Impacts of predators, 
feral hogs and invasive species.

� e participants didn’t always 
agree on where to rank an issue’s 
importance, although the assemblage 
ranked recruitment/retention as deer 
hunting’s top priority. 

Fred Pape, president and CEO of 
Pape’s Inc., gave hunter recruitment/
retention top billing but felt all issues 
were almost equal in weight. Pape 
said it’s tough to rank one issue over 
another because many are intertwined.

“We depend heavily on the long-
term health of whitetailed deer popu-
lations,” Pape said. “It would be hard 
to recruit and retain hunters without 
healthy deer herds and it would be 
hard to ensure the whitetail’s long-term 
health without strong hunter numbers.”

Murphy said the Summit achieved 
its purpose of determining priority 
issues but now the work begins. “We’re 
evaluating how the di� erent represen-
tatives ranked the challenges and we’ll 
follow up to see which ones we must 
pursue,” he said.
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I recently was interviewed for 
an article about the impact of “� e 
Hunger Games” on kids. � e author 
asked how this movie and similar mov-
ies and TV shows a� ected archery. 
I repeated what I’ve said often since 
“� e Hunger Games’” original release 
in 2012: “We’ve seen an unprecedented 
surge in archery interest.”

In the same article, the author 
quoted others who attributed 
increased archery participation to the 
NASP, more interest in bowhunting, 
and kids enjoying their � rst outdoors 
experience. One source, however, said 
10- to 12-year-olds weren’t interested 
in “� e Hunger Games,” didn’t care for 
outdoor television shows and couldn’t 
be recruited into the outdoors through 
social media. A famous author, Richard 
Louv, believes these movies and tele-
vision shows give kids little reason to 
go outdoors. Louv also thinks “� e 
Hunger Games” will have a short- term 
impact, much as � y-� shing enjoyed a 
brief surge after “A River Runs � rough 
It” hit the big screen in 1992.

So, what is the impact of the 
media’s recent fascination with archery 
and why are so many people suddenly 
interested in it? Further, why is archery 
participation increasing? Make no 
mistake: the increases are well-docu-
mented by program leaders, archery 
retailers and membership organiza-
tions like USA Archery. Our Release 
Your Wild campaign has engaged more 
people than all previous Archery Trade 
Association communications, market-
ing and promotion e� orts combined. 
Almost 90 percent are under 18 years 
of age and two thirds of this group are 
girls, which means we’re into a new 
demographic. � ese increases have 
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been measured via Facebook, Twitter, 
website views, paid memberships, 
equipment purchases, Groupon buys 
and participation in classes and indi-
vidual lessons.

Will all those movie and TV view-
ers and social media participants take 
up archery? Of course not but some 
will be interested enough to investigate 
archery, talk about it with friends and 
look into what archery is all about. 
We have documented many kids who 
were stimulated by an archery image 
or story, and then liked, commented 
on or shared it or even taken action 
and used a locator tool to � nd a pro-
gram, an instructor or an archery pro 
shop. In many cases, the kids’ parents 
got involved, which is common when 
kids develop new interests. After all, 
parents control the money, the trans-
portation and the activities in which 
their kids participate.

Do we think kids who see “� e 
Hunger Games,” “Game of � rones,” 
“Snow White and the Huntsman,” “� e 
Avengers,” “� e Hobbit” and “Brave” 
immediately want to try archery, go 
shooting, get outdoors or show a 
deeper appreciation for nature over-
night? Of course not; how could they? 
No entertainment can substitute for 
the real thing. To me, once something, 
anything, triggers an interest in archery 
or the outdoors, the question becomes: 
how can we help kids take action? Can 
we provide e� ective ways to sustain 

their interest, deepen their 
intrigue, tweak their curi-
osity and then carefully 
compel them to investigate 
archery? How do we help 
those who are entertained 
by archery to turn that 
energy into engagement, 
then action and � nally the 
satisfaction that comes 
with participation?

I look at this new phe-
nomenon as a huge funnel, 
with all those intrigued by 
archery pouring into its 
open top. � ose numbers 
are staggering and many 
prospects will go no fur-
ther into the funnel. But if we stimulate, 
engage and entertain them with some 
archery facts, images and informa-
tion, we will get many folks far enough 
into the funnel to at least make them 
archery fans.

Fans? Yes, fans. Most who work 
to grow participation in shooting and 
hunting never consider the possibili-
ties of fandom. Participation has been 
the only goal for many well-intentioned 
leaders and during the pursuit of that 
goal, technology, entertainment and 
modern cultural activities are often 
considered a hindrance. � at belief 
must change. Fans today only partici-
pate via technology, live to be enter-
tained and are the modern culture. 
All our activity-level measurements for 
new archery fans come from the web or 
social media.

So, what’s the value of having 
archery fans, other than that it beats 
having opponents? If we can create 
fond memories for each brief encoun-
ter newcomers have with archery, those 
fans might one day try archery. Even if 
they never take action but remember 
archery as fun and interesting, some-
time in the future, they might support 
archery as a school sport, encourage 
their kids to try archery or vote for bow-
hunters to control deer in their city. 
Whatever the case, the more people 
with positive memories about archery, 
whether from direct experience or 
through social media, the better.

When the ATA Board of Directors 
decided to capitalize on the media buzz 
about archery, we agreed we didn’t 
want to be guilty of passively standing 

by and watching this once-in-a-life-
time opportunity unfold. At no cost to 
us, archery became a major cultural 
story and we would be foolish to ignore 
the millions of people who were stimu-
lated by it. � at’s why we are aggres-
sively working to engage these new 
archery fans and connect them to the 
world of archery. One major advantage 
is that the technology and social media 
tools are already in the hands of these 
young people, which means the sec-
ond they start looking for archery, we 
are there to plant seeds via Facebook, 
Twitter, Vine and the web that we hope 
one day will grow a new archer.

No matter how we respond, it will 
take all of us doing our part to increase 
participation in shooting, hunting and 
the outdoors. Today, we have a legiti-
mate opportunity to turn archery into 
a mainstream sport and an activity that 
will be a gateway for many to explore 
the outdoors. And being mainstream 
means we must accept what accompa-
nies popularity: fandom, eclectic ideas 
and activities, images concocted just 
for fun and other fashionable aspects of 
archery. In fact, this new popularity will 
bring about activities never before con-
sidered by traditional shooting, hunt-
ing, conservation and outdoors folks.

All these new dimensions might be 
a bit unnerving and they’re certainly 
not what we have known. But who 
cares? If the social and cultural interest 
and media, as well as all the new tech-
nology, can work to our advantage, why 
not work with it? We gain nothing by 
ignoring it or, worse, � ghting this tidal 
wave of interest.
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If potential customers are calling 
to ask about archery lessons, your shop 
is doing something wrong. Surprised?

Interest in recreational archery is 
growing but customers want to � nd 
and book archery lessons online, 
much as they do classes for karate 
or gymnastics.

Further, you and your employees 
should not risk losing a $2,000 sale to 
a bowhunter because you’re on the 
phone answering questions from peo-
ple who might never spend a penny 
in your shop. Put your shop’s website 
to work informing visitors about les-
sons and then taking their reservations 
for classes.

“Parents don’t want to call and ask 
questions anymore,” Michelle Zeug, 
ATA’s director of archery and bowhunt-
ing programs, said. “Listing necessary 
information about archery lessons on 
your website frees your sta� ’s time so 
they can teach lessons or help cus-
tomers. � is way, you can spend time 
selling equipment to bowhunters and 
recreational archers without sacri� cing 
customer service.”

Zeug understands the importance 
of listing class information online.

“My son wanted to try karate, 
a sport I knew nothing about, so I 
looked for classes online,” Zeug said. 

“� e parks and recreation department 
o� ered karate classes and I signed him 
up online and took him to the � rst 
class without picking up the phone. If 
moms can’t � nd all of the information 
they need to evaluate your programs or 
business, they look elsewhere.”

� ough many archery shops are 
built around bowhunting customers, 
there’s no denying the income-gen-
erating potential of the new, younger 
demographic of recreational archers 
and their parents.

Consider these numbers:
Randy Phillips, owner of Archery 

Headquarters in Chandler, Arizona, 
cleared $70,000 in 2013 through 
archery classes alone.

USA Archery, the governing body 
of U.S. Olympic teams, experienced a 
77 percent membership surge the past 
12 months.

An ATA survey found that 18.9 mil-
lion Americans participated in archery 
and bowhunting in 2012.

10.4 million Americans partici-
pated in target archery in 2012.

Explore Archery, Archery 360 and 
Release Your Wild are poised to ignite 
additional growth among young recre-
ational archers.

Kent and Deb Colgrove, own-
ers of Full Draw Archery in Omaha, 
Nebraska, estimate that a typical youth 
equipment sale is $500.

Surging archery interest means 
new pro� t opportunities for retailers 
who build their businesses around 
recreational archery, which di� ers 
from bowhunting but is still a great � t. 
Recreational archery is a way to gener-
ate income year-round and attract var-
ious demographic groups, especially 
kids and young people.

Things Recreational Archers Want
Online Class Descriptions
Set up a welcoming website and 

lessons page. � e lessons page should 
describe what customers can expect 
from archery lessons, including price, 
age requirements, skill level, duration 
of the class and equipment provided. 
It’s a given that your instructors will 
be knowledgeable and they’ll keep 

students safe.
Bullet-pointed FAQs
Using “bullet points” to answer 

questions makes your website easy to 
scan and helps eliminate phone calls 
and basic questions. Don’t make peo-
ple read long paragraphs to � nd basic 
information. Remember: your web-
site can answer questions and provide 
information, so let it!

Fun, Short First Experiences
“Give me and my kid a great � rst 

experience and you’ll have my long-
term business,” Zeug said. “Don’t worry 
about teaching detailed steps. Be fun 
yet safe. When participants commit to 
more classes because their � rst experi-
ence was great, you can spend more 
time � ne-tuning their skills.”

Neat, Clean and Bright Spaces
If you expect to draw moms with 

children to your shop for recreational 
classes, make the area resemble other 
family-friendly spaces. Phillips created 
an Archery Headquarters Academy 
that’s separate from his pro shop. He 
painted the area with bright colors and 
keeps it taxidermy-free.

� e Colgroves, who have worked 
nearly 20 years to keep their store and 
the sport open to everyone, make new 
archers feel at ease in their shop. “� is 
isn’t a good ol’ boys club; it’s a place 
for families,” Kent Colgrove said. “We 
display tasteful taxidermy, present an 
attractive retail space and don’t allow 
smoking or tobacco.”

Zeug said providing a powder 
room for recreational archers is a must. 
A bonus is providing a place to relax or 
hang out with smaller children.

To help retailers accommodate 
recreational archers in their shops, 
ATA is launching the Retail Archery 
Academy. � e Academy helps retailers 
assemble websites, classes, merchan-
dising and marketing concepts into a 
strategic plan that capitalizes on rec-
reational archery in ways that work for 
each individual shop.

For information, contact Michelle 
Zeug, ATA director of archery and bow-
hunting programs, at 612-209-1484 or 
michellezeug@archerytrade.org.

Four Musts for Recreational Archers
By the ATA’s Shannon Rikard
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