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Inappropriate Use and Portrayal
of Chimpanzees

Depictions of chimpanzees as caricatures can
lead people to think these animals are not
endangered and is a problem for conservation
and welfare efforts.

n North America alone, about 2300
chimpanzees live in a variety of settings
from accredited zoological parks to laboratories and sanctuaries. However, in 44 of
the 50 states in America, chimpanzees can
also be privately owned as pets and/or used
as actors and photographer’s props in the
entertainment and media industry (1). In
movies, television shows, and advertisements, chimpanzees are often depicted as
caricatures of humans, dressed in clothes
and/or photographed in contrived poses. For
example, chimpanzees are portrayed as
misbehaving business executives in the popular “Careerbuilder” advertisements. More
recently, chimpanzees were shown dressed
in hats while reading an issue of Science
magazine in a promotional campaign by the
American Association for the Advancement
of Science (AAAS) (although, it should be
noted that the campaign was halted when
AAAS was made aware of objections). Such
inappropriate portrayals are viewed by millions of people annually and may influence
the way in which members of the general
public perceive this endangered great ape.
In 2005, a survey (see the table, left
side) was conducted at the Regenstein
Center for African Apes (RCAA) at the
Lincoln Park Zoo (Chicago, IL). The full
survey was made up of 56 questions with the
intent of assessing the effect of a new
facility on visitor knowledge and attitudes
toward apes (2). The final question of the
survey asked respondents to select which of
three great ape species (chimpanzees, gorillas, and orangutans) were considered endangered in the wild. Labeled photographs were
used to ensure that species identification
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