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PRECONCEPTION
Throughout history, bats have been victims of fear, hos-
tility and cultural prejudice all over the world (Kingston 
2016). These negative stigmas are being reinvigorated 
in the light of misinformed representations of bats in 
the media as a serious threat to human health 
(Schneeberger & Voigt 2016). In an increasingly risk- 
averse society, media attention to zoonotic diseases has 
largely contributed to increasing animosity towards bats, 
often with unsupported evidence about disease transmis-
sion risks (Lunney & Moon 2011). Although bats provide 
key ecosystem services, such as control of mosquitoes 
and agricultural arthropod pests, the media has often 
tended to offer a skewed vision of bats, presenting them 
only as dangerous reservoirs of deadly viruses. However, 
the scienti�c foundations on which these framings rely 
are still ill- researched.

FRAMING ZOONOTIC DISEASE RISKS
Framing involves the social construction of an issue, by 
providing meaning and conferring positive or negative 
values to it (Chong & Druckman 2007). Scientists una-
voidably employ frames to communicate research �ndings 
to wider audiences. By emphasising certain dimensions 
or giving greater weight to some considerations over oth-
ers, researchers can use frames to in�uence social attitudes 
(Bertolotti & Catellani 2014). In other words, framing a 
scienti�c topic in a particular way endows certain aspects 
of it with greater or lesser importance than they would 
have if the topic had been framed differently.

Experimental research has shown that frames can shape 
environmental risk perceptions strongly, and can thus 
compel or constrain societal action in the face of new 
social�ecological scenarios (Leiserowitz 2005). In the context 
of the current biodiversity crisis, effectively framing 
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in the general public. For example, a recent review on 
zoonotic patterns of viral diversity in wildlife (Olival 
et al. 2017) was covered in the media with headlines 
such as �Bats are special, but not in a good way� 
(Anonymous 2017a) and �Bats are the number- one car-
riers of disease� (Sifferlin 2017). By the same token, the 
death, diagnosed as being due to rabies, of one man in 
Brazil who stepped on a bat, triggered widespread media 
attention with articles such as �Vampire bats terrorise 
Brazilian city as one man dies of rabies� (Beresford 2017) 
and �Vampire bats attack, feast on humans in Brazil� 
(Anonymous 2017b). These cultural associations generate 
widespread social attention, often magnifying risk percep-
tions over actual levels of risk (Kingston 2016).

Some authors of virological bat- related papers have 
started to underscore the ecological roles of bats and at 
least mention some of the ecosystem services that bats 
provide (4% of papers). Yet, as noble as these aspirations 
might be, they are still falling short in improving the 
status of bats in the public eye if accompanied by power-
ful over- statements of loathing. While fear easily spreads 
from person to person, just like a virus, values such as 
respect or esteem for bats take long time to sediment. 
Endorsing bats requires intense educational efforts in order 
to transform culturally ingrained qualms into informed 
understanding of the contributions of bats to human well- 
being (Kingston 2016). Considering the fact that disgust 
for bats often results in deliberate culling of bat popula-
tions (Streicker et al. 2012), rethinking of how bats are 
framed in virological studies is urgently needed.

CONSERVATION WITHOUT PREJUDICE
Public support for bat conservation is strongly in�uenced 
by reports of zoonotic viral diseases that are fatal to hu-
mans. Indeed, emerging zoonotic viruses (bat- related or 
not) have often led to direct persecution of bats, exter-
mination campaigns and destruction of bats� roosting sites. 
For example, the identi�cation of �ying foxes as a putative 
natural host for the Hendra virus in Australia resulted in 
large- scale killing and harassment of bats (Roberts et al. 
2012). Similarly, caves in North America harbouring con-
siderable bat colonies have been recurrently burned, pri-
marily due to generated fear around rabies transmission 
(O�Shea et al. 2016).

Demonisation of bats by disease- related speculation is 
signi�cantly eroding the values that society places on them, 
undermining decades of conservation efforts that were 
heading in the right direction. An integrated and inter-
disciplinary approach to articulating bat- related science 
communication is thus urgently called upon in order to 
provide society with a balanced, comprehensive and un-
biased perception of bats. Reframing bat- related health 

risks is unquestionably of the essence, if bats are to persist 
in the Anthropocene.
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