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Supplementary Information Table S1 Study analysis and critical appraisal scores
	Study
	Country
	Sample size
	Investigative method
	Research instruments
	Sampling design
	Study participants
	MMAT Score (%)

	Buthelezi et al. (2025)
	South Africa
	681
	Mixed Methods
	Structured questionnaire (face-to-face interviews and Online questionnaire)
	Simple random sampling
	General public
	86

	Sebele et al. (2022)
	Zimbabwe
	
	Quantitative
	
	
	
	86

	Iñiguez-Gallardo et al. (2024)
	Ecuador
	2173
	Mixed Methods
	Structured questionnaire
	Convenience sampling
	General public
	85

	Mikkola (2000)
	Finland
	
	Quantitative 
	
	
	
	80

	Bontzorlos et al. (2023)
	Greece
	17
	Mixed methods
	Structured questionnaire and historical review
	Random sampling
	General public
	88

	Arsene and Shan (2025)
	Madagascar
	600: Focal group discussions
480: Interviews
	Mixed methods
	Questionnaires, interviews, observation checklists, and Focus Group Discussions 
	Probability and non-probability
	General public
	88

	Williams et al. (2021)
	South Africa
	283
	Mixed methods
	Semi-structured questionnaires, Structured questionnaires, closed-ended and open-ended questionnaires, pre-and post-survey questionnaires, and 20-minute presentations

	Purposive sampling
	Students
	82

	Sureshmarimuthu et al. (2021)
	India
	203
	Mixed methods 
	Structured questionnaires (closed-open-ended questions)

	Random sampling
	General Public
	80

	Molares and Gurovich (2018)
	Argentina
	150
	Qualitative
	Workshops, semi-structured questionnaires, and interviews
	Purposive/convenience
	Students and the general public
	86

	Gosai et al. (2012)
	Nepal
	98
	Qualitative
	
	Random sampling
	General public
	82

	Ogada and Kibuthu (2008)
	Kenya
	72
	Mixed methods
	Structured questionnaire
	Purposive and convenience sampling
	Farmers
	60

	Munoz-Pedroros et al. (2018)
	Chile
	277
	Quantitative
	Surveys and questionnaires
	Purposive/convenience sampling
	General public
	83

	Enriquez and Mikkola (1997)
	Costa Rica and Malawi
	309
	Quantitative
	Structured questionnaire
	Random sampling
	General public
	84

	Mikkola. (2000)
	Finland
	251
	Quantitative
	Structured questionnaire
	Probability sampling
	General public
	80

	Mwalusaka and Kimaro (2023)
	Tanzania
	200
	Quantitative
	Semi-structured questionnaires, pre- and post-questionnaires, and presentations 
	Purposive sampling
	Farmers
	75

	Montenegro-Pazmiño and Muñoz (2024)
	Ecuador
	120
	Mixed methods
	Semi-structured questionnaires (closed-open-ended questions)

	Purposive sampling
	General public
	86

	Mikkola (2022)
	20 African countries
	794
	Qualitative
	Structured questionnaire
	Random sampling
	General public
	88

	Nyirenda et al. (2017)
	Zambia
	138
	Mixed methods
	Semi-structured questionnaire
	Purposive sampling approach
	Farmers
	60

	Mikkola (2019)
	Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Mongolia and Turkmenistan
	124
	Qualitative
	Structured questionnaire
	Random sampling
	General public
	88

	Mikkola and Enriquez (2001)
	Finland and Mexico
	461
	Qualitative
	Structured questionnaire
	Random sampling
	General public
	76

	Rashid et al. (2021)
	Pakistan
	1606
	Mixed methods
	Structured questionnaires (closed-open-ended questions)
	Random sampling
	General public
	80

	Godoy Güinao et al. (2017)
	Chile
	Not specified
	Qualitative
	Structured questionnaire
	Purposive sampling
	General public
	60

	Santhanakrishnan et al. (2012)
	India
	183
	Qualitative
	Structured questionnaire
	Random sampling
	General public
	78

	Khadka (2016)
	Nepal
	
	Mixed methods
	Structured and semi-structured questionnaires
	probability & non-probability sampling
	General public
	62

	Sharma and Ghimirey (2009)
	Nepal
	
	Mixed methods
	Semi-structured questionnaires
	Purposive/convenience
	General public
	60

	Mikkola (1997)
	Malawi and Southern Africa
	189
	Quantitative
	Structured questionnaire
	Random sampling
	General public
	65

	Mikkola (1997)
	Malawi
	151
	Quantitative
	Structured questionnaire
	Random sampling
	General public
	62



Supplementary information Table S2: A summary of publications used in the systematic review 
	Reference
	Year
	Continent
	Country
	Type of paper
	Perceptions and cultural beliefs associated with owl species
	Socio-demographic variables
	Human-owl interactions

	Buthelezi, L., Maseko, M.S.T., Magoso, S., Downs, C.T. (2025). Exploring public perceptions of owl species in KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa: Implications for conservation management. J Ethnobiology Ethnomedicine 21, 76. 
	2025
	Africa
	South Africa
	Research paper
	Negative perceptions: 66% of people have negative perceptions of owl species, associating them with witchcraft, bad luck, messengers of sickness, such as stroke, headache, and paralysis. 
	Socio-demographic variables alone were not significant predictors of people's perceptions of owl species; rather, it was an interplay of multiple variables. However, people with primary education and those with none, females, and younger individuals were found to hold more negative perceptions and believe in owl superstitions more. 
	Owl vocalisations were associated with witchcraft beliefs, such as death. 

	Enriquez, P. A., Mikkola, H. (1997). Comparative study of general public owl knowledge in Costa Rica, Central America and Malawi, Africa. In: Duncan, J. R.; Johnson, D. H.; Nicholls, T. H., eds. Biology and conservation of owls of the Northern Hemisphere: 2nd International symposium. Gen. Tech. Rep. NC-190. St. Paul, MN: US Dept. of Agriculture, Forest Service, North Central Forest Experiment Station. 160-166. (Vol. 190).
	1997
	Africa and North America
	Malawi and Costa Rica
	Research paper
	Mostly negative perceptions in both countries. In Costa Rica, owls are responsible for bringing bad luck to humans, foretelling death, bad spirits and are associated with witchcraft. While in Malawi, there is a belief that owls are not real birds; they are said to be created by witches and wizards for the purpose of bewitching people. In both places, there is also a belief that owls attack people and try to make them blind by grasping their eyes.

	In Costa Rica, women are more superstitious than men. Only 13% of young people believed in owl superstitions, and 62% of these were women. In Malawi, women were more superstitious. Older people in Costa Rica were more aware of owl myths. While in Malawi, both the old and the young believed that owls bring bad luck.
	N/A

	Mikkola, H. 1997. General Public Owl Knowledge in Malawi. The Society of Malawi Journal 50(1): 13-35. 
	1997b
	Africa
	Malawi
	Research paper
	Negative perceptions: messenger of death, bad luck, witchcraft, disaster
	In Malawi, women were more superstitious. 
	N/A

	Mikkola, H. 1997. Comparative Study on General Public Owl Knowledge in Malawi and in Eastern and Southern Africa. Nyala 20: 25-35.
	1997
	Africa
	Malawi, Eastern and Southern Africa
	Comparative study with primary data
	Negative perceptions: Owls are omens of death or misfortune. Respondents commonly stated that hearing an owl's call, especially near a sick person, foretells death. To ward off such omens, people often use burning wood or stones.
	In the East/southern and Malawi region, women were more superstitious. 
	N/A

	Mikkola, H. (2000). General public knowledge of owls in Finland. Buteo, 11, 5-18.
	2000
	Europe
	Finland
	Research paper
	Positive Perceptions: Owls appear in Finnish folklore, often symbolising wisdom and mystery.
	Men and women are equally superstitious. Men find owls more beneficial than women do. 
	N/A

	Marcot, B. G., Cocker, P. M., Johnson, D. H. (2000). Owls in lore and culture. The Owl Pages. –URL: https://www. owl pages. com/owls/articles. php.
	2000
	Africa, North America, Asia
	Tanzania, India, South Africa, Zimbabwe, Namibia, Democratic Republic of Congo, Kenya, Arizona
	Owl page
	Mixed perceptions: Bad news, bad luck, evil, messenger of death, ill luck, illness, witchcraft, witches transform into owls
	N/A
	N/A

	Mikkola, H.; Enriquez, P.L. 2001. Knowledge of, and Attitudes towards Owls in Finland and Mexico. Part I – Tyto. Vol V, Issue V: 223-234.
	2001
	Europe and North America
	Finland and Mexico
	Book chapter
	Positive perceptions: Owls are often regarded as symbols of wisdom.
	In Finland, men and women share equal beliefs about superstitions. In Mexico, men are generally more superstitious than women. In Finland, the majority of young people do not have superstitious beliefs relating to the owl species. 
	In Mexico, owls are commonly killed for their medicinal value.

	Ogada, D. L., Kibuthu, P. M. (2008). Conserving Mackinder's eagle owls in farmlands of Kenya: assessing the influence of pesticide use, tourism and local knowledge of owl habits in protecting a culturally loathed species. Environmental conservation, 35(3), 252-260.
	2008
	Africa
	Kenya
	Research paper
	Positive perceptions of owls persist, with only 26% believing in taboos associated with owls. Most respondents have neutral feelings towards owls. Those who had negative perceptions believed owls cause death, did not like their vocalisations, and some (14%) did not know why they perceived them negatively. Despite this, the majority hold cultural beliefs about owls, with 76% believing that owls' cries cause death, 6% believing owls cause death, and 10% believing owls are a bad omen. 
	Women were more likely to believe in negative superstitions associated with the owl species. 
	Owl vocalisations cause death. 

	Sharma, R.A.; Ghimirey, Y. 2009. Interim progress report on ethno-owl relationship in Manang and Mustang districts of Nepal. Report submitted by the Friends of Nature (FON Nepal) to the World Owl Trust. U.K. 15 pp. 
	2009
	Asia
	Nepal
	Research paper
	Negative perceptions: death and 19.4% people mentioned owls as a sign of evil.
	N/A
	N/A

	[bookmark: _Hlk208677634]Santhanakrishnan, R., Ali, A. M. S., Anbarasan, U. (2012). Knowledge about owls among general public in Madurai District, Tamil Nadu. ZOO'S PRINT, 27(2), 23-24.
	2012
	Asia
	India
	Research paper
	Negative perceptions: 80.6% believed that the screeching of owls at night, especially when perched on a roof, could cause sudden death. 19.4% associated owls with evil and misfortune.
	N/A
	Owl sounds cause death

	Gosai, K. R., Koju, N. P., Karmacharya, D. K. (2012). Local perceptions about owls in Nepal-A case study in Bhaktapur District. Bhaktapur, Nepal.
	2012
	Asia
	Nepal
	Case study
	Negative perceptions: witches go inside the body of owls and hover around to make nest or fly to investigate our homes; rubbing the eyes of owls than rubbing yours gives you night vision; shadow of owls make cats inactive; mixing the placenta of a cat and eyes of an owl make babies have good eye sight; owls enter homes at nigh as Goddess Laxmi; Feather of owl is kept in the gate to avoid evil body. 
	N/A
	N/A

	Khadka, M. 2016. Ethno-ornithological Study of Owls in Hemja of Kaski District, Nepal. A Project Paper Submitted for Partial Fulfillment of the requirement of Bachelor of Science in Forestry Degree. Tribhuvan University, Institute of Forestry, Hetauda, Nepal. 30 pp. 
	2016
	Asia
	Nepal
	Research paper
	Positive perceptions: they don’t believe in any myths, beliefs and stories related to owls, irrespective of whether they have heard any myths/beliefs or stories or not. Cattle, when touched by owls, get sick and can even die
	N/A
	N/A

	Nyirenda, V. R., Musonda, F., Kambole, S., Tembo, S. (2017). Peasant farmer–raptor conflicts around Chembe Bird Sanctuary, Zambia, Central Africa: poultry predation, ethno–biology, land use practices and conservation. Animal Biodiversity and Conservation, 40(1), 121-132.
	2017
	Africa
	Zambia
	Research paper
	Mixed perceptions: witchcraft and ill omen. a portion of the population regards them as divinely created beings with the right to exist, while another faction perceives them as detrimental creatures that bring about misfortune and should be eradicated. Encountering owls brings death to the family. 
	N/A
	Owl parts were used for protection against witchcraft and to safeguard crops, food, and property from magic.

	Godoy Güinao, J., Díaz, I., Llanos Pineda, M., Alò, D. (2017). Feeding habits and people’s perception of the Barn Owl (Tyto alba tuidara, JE Gray 1829) in urban settings of Southern Chile: Implications for conservation.
	2017
	South America
	Southern Chile
	Research paper
	Positive perceptions: aesthetics and important as pest control, having the right to exist

	N/A
	Aesthetic appeal influenced positive perceptions over utilitarian value.

	Muñoz-Pedreros, A., Guerrero, M., Möller, P. (2018). Knowledge and perceptions of birds of prey among local inhabitants in Chile: Implications for the biological control of rodent pests. Gayana, 82(2), 128-138.
	2018
	South America
	Southern Chile
	Research paper
	[bookmark: _Hlk208679480]Negative: The Rufous-legged Owl (Strix rufipes), locally known as "tuetué," is considered a bad omen in Mapuche culture, associated with the concept of "wekufü," which represents evil spirits or witches. In rural areas, over 55% of respondents held superstitious beliefs about raptors, with 22.1% specifically associating them with bad luck.
	N/A
	N/A

	Molares, S., Gurovich, Y. (2018). Owls in urban narratives: implications for conservation and environmental education in NW Patagonia (Argentina). Neotropical Biodiversity, 4(1), 164-172.
	2018
	South America
	Argentina
	Research paper
	Negative perceptions towards owls: 61% consider them as diabolical creatures, and some consider owls as wise and benign animals (13%). 
	N/A
	The anthropomorphic face, broad movement of the neck (which is approximately 270 degrees), nocturnal habits, and diet, which consists mainly of rodents and amphibians, contribute to a greater aversion to the species.

	Mikkola, H. (2019). Owl beliefs in Kyrgyzstan and some comparison with Kazakhstan, Mongolia and Turkmenistan. In Owls. IntechOpen.
	2019
	Asia
	Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan, Mongolia and Turkmenistan
	Comparative study 
	Positive perceptions: Wise birds. Half of the respondents listed owls as wise. divine ancestors, protectors, and sacred birds which help ward off evil spirits, famine, and pestilence 
	N/A
	N/A

	Williams, S. T., Williams, K. S., Constant, N., Swanepoel, L., Taylor, P. J., Belmain, S. R., Evans, S. W. (2021). Low‐intensity environmental education can enhance perceptions of culturally taboo wildlife. Ecosphere, 12(7), e03482.
	2021
	Africa
	South Africa
	Book chapter
	Negative perceptions of owl species were negative before and after watching the presentation about owl species. However, they were less negative. This was due to the belief that owl species are associated with witchcraft. 
	High levels of poverty and the prevalence of witchcraft beliefs caused negative perceptions amongst the students. 
Age, education, and gender: not assessed.
	N/A

	Sureshmarimuthu, S., Babu, S., Rajeshkumar, N., Kumara, H. N. (2021). Get my head around owls: people perception and knowledge about owls of Andaman Islands. Journal of Threatened Taxa, 13(12), 19725-19732.
	2021
	Asia
	North Andaman Island - India
	Research paper
	Mixed perceptions: 80, 77, and 55 per cent of people reported negative beliefs about O. sunia, N.obscura and N. affinis, respectively.  Seventy-one per cent of respondents mentioned that T. deroepstorffi would bring good luck. 
	Positive perceptions were associated with age (older), education (literacy), revenue from villages and temporary houses. and nearly 59% of people were neutral about O. balli. 
	Loud vocalisation and fewer interactions with humans resulted in more neutral perceptions. 

	Rashid, G. M., Ali, M. H., Butt, A., Qadir, A. (2021). A cross-sectional study on knowledge, attitude and practices related to owls in central Punjab, Pakistan. Ornis Hungarica, 29(1), 66-81.
	2021
	Asia
	Pakistan
	Research paper
	Negative perceptions: Influenced by education and age. owls are used in black magic; owls have medicinal value. 47% believe that owl body parts were used for black magic purposes. 69% had strong beliefs about superstitions about owls, 86% linked owl species with sudden death, while 194% believed that owls were evil and were a sign of misfortune. 
	Older people were more likely to believe in the beneficial role of owl species, while those with higher levels of education showed a greater understanding of the usefulness of owl species. Older people had more misconceptions about owls, associating them with black magic, and were also less educated. 
	N/A

	Mikkola, H. 2021. Owl knowledge and beliefs in Africa. International Owl Society. Tyto 6(3): 9-35.
	2021
	 Africa
	20 African countries
	
	Negative perceptions: bad luck, sickness, death
	N/A
	

	Sebele, L., Mundy, P., Fritz, H., Guerbois, C. (2022). Perceptions on barn owls and their use in rodent control: a case study of Hwange district. Tropical Conservation Science, 15, 19400829221120175.
	2022
	Africa
	Zimbabwe
	Case study
	Negative: Witchcraft beliefs
	Level of education and age did not influence people's perceptions of owl use in rodent control. But gender did. 
	The screech of owls at night hours on the roof of the house causes sudden death

	Rajurkar, S., Lonkar, R., Bhujbal, A., Madane, P., Pande, S. (2022). Owls and cemeteries: Owls are not ghosts. Listed in UGC-CARE, 1172.
	2022
	Asia, Europe, Africa
	Austria, India x2, South Africa
	Conference proceeding
	Mixed perceptions: Predominant cultural beliefs about owls included owls to be ‘wise’, ‘scary/dangerous’ and ‘bad omens that bring bad luck.
	N/A
	In India, 56% were scared when hearing owl sounds

	Mikkola, H. (2022). Owls used as food and medicine and for witchcraft in Africa. In Owls-Clever Survivors. Intech Open.
	2022
	Africa
	20 African countries
	Book chapter
	Negative perceptions: 17% of respondents mentioned they kill owls to prevent death or misfortune. Owls are used in traditional medicine, with their body parts believed to have healing properties.
	N/A
	In East Africa, animals are killed for their meat as a food source or to produce condiments. In South Africa, owls are killed mainly for traditional medicine and as a food source. In Gambia, owl killing is for or against witchcraft. West African people kill owls for food purposes. 

	Bontzorlos, V. A., Johnson, D. H., Poirazidis, K., Roulin, A. (2023). Owl symbolism in Greek civilization over the last 5000 years: social perceptions and implications for conservation. European Zoological Journal, 90(2), 691-707.
	2023
	Europe
	Greece
	Case study
	Mixed perceptions: 32% believe that owls are just birds and have no cultural beliefs tied to them, 27% believe that owls are wise, 12% believe that owls are a bad omen, 6.4% believe they are powerful spirits, 4.9% believe they are scary or dangerous, and 3.2% believe they are creator beings. 
	More females believe owls are powerful spirits compared to males.
	Owls are killed deliberately because they prey on domesticated poultry. 

	Mwalukasa, N., Kimaro, A. (2023). Influence of low intensity education programme on knowledge, perceptions and willingness to use owl for rodent control in agriculture. Tanzania Journal of Agricultural Sciences, 22(2), 206-214.
	2023
	Africa
	Tanzania
	Research paper
	Negative perceptions: Before the training, only 36% of farmers had a positive perception of owls; this figure rose to 90% post-training
	
	

	Montenegro-Pazmiño, E., Muñoz, G. (2024). Unveiling social dynamics in people's perception of raptors to guide effective conservation strategies. Journal of Ethnobiology, 44(2), 112-128.
	2024
	South America
	Central Andes of Ecuador
	Research paper
	Neutral Perceptions: People believe that if they hear the Rufous Banded Owl, someone will die. The Barn Owl, also known as the Unaguilla, is associated with legends that depict it as crying like a baby and pursuing drunk individuals. According to beliefs, the Uñaguilla appears when a woman undergoes an abortion, as it is believed to be the soul of the unborn baby. 
	The level of education influenced the likelihood of having a positive perception, compared to neutral or negative perceptions. Men had more positive perceptions. Women and those with lower levels of education had more negative perceptions.
	Owning a chicken decreased the odds of having positive perceptions. 

	Iñiguez-Gallardo, V., Reyes-Bueno, F., González-Coronel, I., Freile, J., Ordóñez-Delgado, L. (2024). Perceptions, Knowledge, and Emotions About Owls in Southern Ecuador. Journal of Ethnobiology, 44(2), 98-111.
	2024
	South America
	South Ecuador
	Research paper
	Mixed perceptions: 50% neutral, 35% negative and 15% positive. Neutral perceptions were selected by those who live in the coastal regions, those who believe that owls should be protected and are important for the environment, males who live in the Andean region, and females who do not know owl vocalisations.
	Positive perceptions were selected by students, and negative perceptions were selected by females who know owl vocalisations and those who live in the coastal regions and believe that owls are not important to the environment and should not be protected. Overall, participants with lower levels of formal education, older age, longer-term residency in a region, occupations categorised as elementary and farming, as well as those from the Del Coast, tended to select negative perceptions. Women have more fear and disgust towards wildlife
	Negative perceptions were less prevalent among people residing in urban areas, those unfamiliar with owl vocalisations, and those who had not sighted owl species. 

	Arsene, M. O., Shan, X. (2025). Confronting cultures: northern Madagascar’s cultural beliefs and the relationship of owls and humans. BMC Ecology and Evolution, 25(1), 18.
	2025
	Africa
	Madagascar
	Research paper
	Negative perceptions: 97% of women (particularly those between 18 – 30 years) in Madagascar fear owl species, with 93% of respondents associating owl species with witchcraft.
	It is worth noting that this belief is less prevalent among older people and those with higher levels of education, highlighting the significant role age and education play in shaping cultural beliefs and perceptions. Men are more likely to hunt owl species compared to women, especially younger women. 
	Owl hunting is primarily driven by witchcraft beliefs, a lack of awareness about environmental laws, and ignorance regarding the ecological importance of owls. Owls are killed as a means to indirectly harm witches. 




