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HUNTING 

MENTOR 
GUIDE



Hunting participation has declined since the 1980s, which concerns industry members, conservation 

organizations, and fish and wildlife agencies because hunters play a vital role in conservation. 

Despite the decline, recent surveys show the public’s approval rating for hunting is the highest it has 

ever been. That means there are likely new potential hunters who are ready to learn, but might not 

know where to start. The hunting community needs to empower each other and strive to bring new 

participants into the hunting community.

It’s important to remember that hunting is available to everyone, but it’s an individual’s choice to 

actively participate. Teaching someone the skills to hunt can seem overwhelming, but a mentor 

doesn’t have to be an expert. Educating others about the benefits of hunting and the contributions 

hunting provides to conservation is important to share. The more knowledge and understanding 

people have about hunting, the more relatable hunters can be.
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WHY RECRUIT 
MORE HUNTERS?
Hunters help fund state wildlife agencies’ conservation efforts, such as wildlife research, habitat-

restoration projects, and public-access programs. Agencies rely primarily on two funding sources — 

hunting and fishing license fees; and federal excise taxes paid on firearms, ammunition, fishing tackle 

and archery gear. 

Each time someone buys hunting equipment or a hunting license, they are contributing to conservation 

efforts by supporting state wildlife agencies or the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, thanks to federal 

excise taxes and the Wildlife Restoration Act, aka the Pittman-Robertson Act. These processes ensure 

our nation’s fish and wildlife remain healthy, abundant and available to anglers and hunters.

The “user-pay, user-benefit” principle is known as the North American Model of Wildlife Conservation. 

Theodore Roosevelt envisioned the unique concept to fund conservation projects and hunter education 

programs throughout the United States. President Roosevelt’s forward thinking brought many game 

species back from the brink of extinction.

Hunters also help wildlife agencies control elk and white-tailed deer populations. If left unchecked, 

elk and deer can overbrowse the landscape, cause crop damage, and be more susceptible to disease 

and starvation.

More hunters and anglers mean more financial contributions to improve hunting, shooting and wildlife-

associated recreation. We need more hunters to volunteer as mentors, and pass along their skills 

and knowledge, to preserve hunting’s long-standing traditions and to ensure the sport is available for 

future generations.

For more information on the Wildlife Restoration Act and the North American Model of Wildlife 

Conservation, visit fws.gov. 



WHAT IS A MENTOR?

Traditionally, family members served as mentors for new hunters. Today, the “traditional pathway” 

into hunting is declining, so we must look elsewhere to find mentors to grow the sport. Mentors can be 

teachers, friends, volunteers, camp counselors, hunter-education instructors, family members, retail 

store employees, parks and recreation staff, or someone through an online platform.

The motivations for a current hunter to start mentoring a new hunter vary between individuals. Some 

people are motivated by the experience of sharing skills, while others receive satisfaction by passing 

down a tradition. Meanwhile, some hunters mentor others to provide social support, and others 

participate in mentoring programs to receive discounted gear or prizes. 

EVERYONE’S
PATHWAY

“

This guide defines a mentor as someone who helps guide a new hunter along their hunting pathway. 

Everyone’s pathway is unique. Mentors provide support and practical advice, and help beginners 

build confidence throughout their hunting journey. A mentor also knows when to step away and allow 

a new hunter to learn on their own.
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WHAT IS A MENTEE?
A mentee is an individual who wants to learn a new skill but needs guidance and support in three 

ways: mentally, physically and/or emotionally. In this case, a mentee is someone who wants to learn 

the necessary skills to start hunting but needs guidance and support to begin or continue. A mentee 

doesn’t necessarily need all three elements from one individual but having an available support 

network is important.

 — Mentees who seek mental support want to learn the knowledge needed to perform skills. For 

example, a mentor could explain the proper way to field dress an animal or teach the mentee how to 

identify animal signs through pictures or descriptions.

 — Mentees who seek physical guidance want hands-on help as they practice a skill. For example, the 

mentee wants the mentor to show them how to field dress an animal they’ve shot. The pair could 

also embark on a scouting trip together to locate real animal tracks or droppings.

 — Mentees who seek emotional support want a mentor’s reassurance. For example, the mentor 

provides a safe space for communication and encourages the mentee to continue learning and 

trying. Most mentees want someone they can trust and call on for help when they need assistance.

 IS UNIQUE.”
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NEW HUNTER’S 
PATHWAY
Currently, outdoor-recreation community members are focused on increasing participation numbers 

in hunting, angling, and shooting sports through the national “R3” movement. R3 efforts strive to 

“recruit, retain and reactivate” sportsmen and women nationwide. R3 efforts and initiatives vary. Some 

organizations are creating specific programs, while others are rewriting their strategic vision to better 

engage and serve customers using R3 marketing strategies.

Regardless of the initiative, the R3 goals are simple and twofold:

 — Create new participants in an outdoor activity.

 — Increase participation rates of current outdoor participants.

True R3 efforts focus on the needs of individuals and the process required to ensure their adoption 

of — and continued participation in — a new outdoor activity. This outdoor-specific adoption process 

is referred to as the Outdoor Recreation Adoption Model. The ORAM is based on more than 50 years of 

research documenting why and how certain ideas or activities are adopted by people and cultures.

Archery Trade Association



THE OUTDOOR 
RECREATION 
ADOPTION MODEL
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The ORAM illustrates, in a linear fashion, the steps an individual moves through as they 

learn, try and adopt a new activity or behavior. The ORAM can be used to understand 

the difference between recruitment, retention and reactivation. By understanding the 

ORAM — and the processes critical to an individual’s adoption of an activity — R3 program 

managers and organizations can build strategies that effectively engage individuals in 

outdoor recreation, and increase the reach and impact of their R3 efforts. 

A social support network must exist for the ORAM to be successful. Positive reinforcement 

is crucial for new hunters to continue hunting. Mentoring plays a key role throughout the 

ORAM and a new hunter’s pathway. 

To learn more about the ORAM and R3 efforts, visit cahss.org. 

SOCIAL SUPPORT



GETTING STARTED
This guide — and its accompanying materials — give new mentors the resources and knowledge to help 

someone transition from nonhunter to hunter. This guide reviews important steps and best practices 

that begin months before taking a beginner on their first hunt. Mentors can adapt this process to best 

suit their mentee’s goals, desires and situation. It’s important to build a working and comfortable 

mentor-mentee relationship. Be open and clearly communicate boundaries and expectations. 

Mentoring a new hunter is a process, not a single event. The process varies with each individual. 

Some beginners want step-by-step assistance throughout, and others might want to learn on their 

own knowing there’s a mentor nearby. Either way, beginners must self-identify as a hunter when 

they’re ready. 

Archery Trade Association
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FIND A MENTEE
To start mentoring, you must first find a mentee. Look in your personal or professional life to find 

someone nearby. Ask a friend, coworker, neighbor, or family member if they’re interested in hunting. You 

might be surprised by their answer. 

Don’t be afraid to expand your search to include those who might have hunted a time or two. They might 

have given up or shied away from hunting because they didn’t have social support. If someone shows 

interest, try to involve them immediately. 

An easy way to introduce someone to hunting is connecting them to it with meaningful conversations. Do 

they wear camouflage? Do they like trying new things? Do they like spending time outdoors? Do they like 

hiking or exercise? Do they care about nature and the environment? Do they donate food to the needy? 

Do they like eating ethically and sustainably harvested food?

These topics are natural ways to discuss hunting. You could even share a wild game meal with someone 

as a conversation starter. Find something that intrigues someone and then present your hunting 

discussion in a welcoming and supportive way. Listen to their response, try to find common ground, and 

cultivate the relationship and interest from there. Then, set dates to create more interest in hunting and 

they’ll be on their way to becoming a hunter. Examples include buying gear, watching hunting shows, 

cooking wild game meals, discussing regulations over coffee, and hanging trail cameras or treestands.

9

Archery Trade Association



SET GOALS AND 
EXPECTATIONS
Setting goals and expectations helps the mentor and mentee measure success, plan for the future and 

understand what you’re both striving to achieve. They’ll also make tasks more meaningful. Set goals 

around skills development, hunting and species knowledge, and proficiency rather than the harvest. Set 

goals that show progression by creating smaller goals that build on one another to reach a larger goal. 

Work together to outline goals and plan what’s necessary to achieve them. Keep communication open 

throughout the process.

Expectations will vary, but discussing these together and agreeing on them helps avoid future issues. 

Discuss the amount of time and resources each individual will dedicate to the process. You can also 

discuss the importance of regular communication, creating a safe, welcoming environment, and your 

mentee’s commitment to learning new skills. Developing a written plan leads to a more enjoyable and 

successful mentoring experience.

Organized programs might be available for mentors and new hunters in your area. Check with 

state fish and wildlife agencies, local conservation organizations, or other outdoor groups in your 

community to get involved.

To learn more, visit archerytrade.org/mentoring. 

For mentoring programs with a focus on deer: 

Visit QDMA.com for more information on the Field to Fork program, its 

Hunting101 course, free access to its QDMA’s Guide to Successful Deer 

Hunting Ebook, and top QDMA deer and deer hunting-related resources.

For mentoring programs with firearms: 

For additional materials on hunting and target shooting, 

please visit: LetsGoHunting.org, LetsGoShooting.org 

and nssf.org/plusone.

MENTORING PROGRAMS
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BEFORE 
HUNTING SEASON
 

 

 

New hunters need a baseline of skills — and time to practice those skills — to be comfortable 

during their first hunting experience. Below are some preseason mentoring ideas to get a new 

hunter involved until the hunting season begins:

 — Prepare and enjoy a wild game meal. Then, discuss how to process and store venison. You could 

also share your hunting stories — just make sure there’s an educational component, so you don’t 

get lost down memory lane.

 — Watch hunting videos and explain what’s happening. Highlight specific moments during the show to 

teach about different hunting techniques or strategies. 

 — Scout public or private land on foot. Identify animal sign, such as tracks and droppings, set up 

and check trail cameras, and find hunting locations to hang treestands or set up ground blinds. 

Consider more convenient locations that may provide additional opportunities and quick access. 

Scout electronically from a computer or phone to identify access points, water or food sources and 

good bedding cover. This is also a good opportunity to teach your mentee how to read an aerial or 

topographic map. 

 — Provide “homework” between training sessions that reiterates what was learned or preview what 

will be discussed next. This allows the new hunter to reflect on what’s being learned and discover 

their own resources.

 — Go to the range to practice. Practice ensures the mentee becomes familiar and comfortable with 

their equipment. As the season gets closer, set up mock hunting situations to allow the mentee to 

gain experience shooting from a blind, treestand, or kneeling position. Have them do a few jumping 

jacks before the shot to simulate an elevated heart rate from adrenaline.

 — Take a Hunter Education course. Most state agencies require beginners to pass a Hunter Education 

course before purchasing a license. A bowhunter-education course is an additional opportunity to 

learn more about bowhunting.

Quality Deer Management Association
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 — Visit a local archery shop to buy gear and equipment. Ensure your mentee gets proper gear that 

fits correctly. 

 — Purchase a hunting license. The process of purchasing a hunting license and additional permits may 

seem trivial but it’s often overwhelming or confusing for new hunters. Assist your mentee through 

the buying process to ensure they have the correct license. Discuss additional licenses or permits 

that might be required for the mentored hunt.

 — Discuss your target species’ vital organ locations and proper shot placement. Shot placement 

changes depending on the animal’s size and position. Have your mentee practice shooting a 3D 

target at different angles so they can better understand where to shoot in different circumstances. 

Use missed shots as teaching opportunities regarding shooting form or process. 

 — Discuss which elements a hunter should consider when making an ethical shot, including shot 

distance, clear shooting lanes and identifying what’s behind their target. Reassure your mentee that 

it’s OK to pass on a shot opportunity if they don’t feel ready or confident. Practice skipping shots on 

the range and resetting for the next opportunity. 

 — Discuss after-the-shot procedures. Ensure your mentee knows what to focus on after shooting, 

such as what the animal does when it’s hit, which direction it runs, and what they can see or hear 

as it runs away. Every new hunter is going to react differently to harvesting their first animal but 

preparing them to focus on what matters helps ensure they’ll recover the animal.

 — Explain the blood-trailing process that happens after an animal is shot. This will be a new skill 

for a mentee, so it’s good to review, and even practice, prior to their first hunting experience. A 

blood trailing practice activity from Explore Bowhunting, “Here’s Concrete Evidence,” is available in 

the appendix. 

 — Create a plan for when an animal is harvested. Field dressing or processing an animal can be 

intimidating for new hunters. Discuss their options and the necessary equipment. 

Plan these activities carefully, keeping your mentee’s mindset and well-being in mind. For example, go 

to the range when it’s less crowded so it’s less intimidating and your mentee can focus better. Whatever 

you do, always set your mentee up for success. Plan to meet in convenient locations and clearly 

communicate what gear or clothing is needed. Make every experience easy and fun. Don’t complicate or 

stress about the activities. 

Visit archerytrade.org/mentoring to obtain resources and information for mentoring a new 

hunter. Resources include articles, videos, PowerPoint presentations and more from the 

Quality Deer Management Association, the Archery Trade Association, the U.S. Fish and 

Wildlife Service, and others.
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EQUIPMENT
Equipment can be a significant barrier for a new hunter. It’s important to understand the difference 

between essential and optional gear when starting. Discuss what the necessary equipment is and where 

they can get it. A mentee might be able to borrow equipment from a mentor, friend, family member, 

or local program that lends equipment to beginners. If your mentee can’t borrow the necessary gear, 

they can potentially rent, buy used gear or buy new gear from an archery shop. Other options include 

repurposing current equipment, visiting second-hand clothing and gear stores, or searching for 

equipment at wholesale or surplus stores. 

As a mentee continues their pathway to hunting, they can update their equipment or purchase additional 

gear. Try to introduce them to a trustworthy and dependable staff member at your favorite archery store 

so they can get expert help before buying gear. Ensure they teach your mentee about proper fit and how 

to safely use the gear. If a mentee is forced to use improper equipment, they may lose confidence and 

become discouraged. Always have your mentee practice with the equipment they’ll use on the mentored 

hunt. Focus on what the equipment is used for rather than the ‘extras’ it includes.

To find a nearby archery shop, visit Bowhunting360.com and click “Find a Store” to use the store 

locator, which helps you find a nearby store using geolocation. You’ll also find quality articles and 

videos about archery and bowhunting equipment on the site.

Archery Trade Association
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EQUIPMENT CHECKLIST: 
The following is a list of necessary equipment for a bowhunt targeting white-tailed deer. This list will 

vary depending on the target species and the type of equipment being used to hunt.

NECESSARY:

 — Bow

 — Arrows with broadheads

 — Quiver

 — Release, finger tab or glove

 — Knife

 — Camouflage clothing appropriate for weather conditions

 — Footwear

 — Field dressing tools

 — Hunting license and permits

 — Safety harness and haul line if using a treestand

RECOMMENDED:

 — Treestand or ground blind

 — Range finder

 — Backpack

 — First aid kit

 — Cellphone or other wireless communication device

TREESTAND SAFETY: Follow all manufacturer’s instructions for proper setup, equipment care and 

safety measures. Contact your state wildlife agency’s hunter education department for additional 

safety information.



Archery Trade Association
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FIRST MENTORED HUNT 
AND HUNTING SEASON 
When putting together a mentored hunt, keep the following details in mind to provide an enjoyable 

experience for a new hunter:

 — Location: Provide a limited-stress hunt by keeping the location accessible and close to home. If 

possible, choose a location that the mentee can visit or re-create on their own. Create a hunt plan to 

review the hunt details. Don’t overlook urban and suburban hunting areas, which usually provide ideal 

locations for bowhunting setups. 

 — Length: Keep the hunting session short, 2–3 hours, to help your mentee stay focused. If possible, start 

out with an afternoon hunt, so you can access the stand in daylight. Some people are nervous about 

the dark, so a daylight hunt might put them at ease. 

 — During the shot: It’s OK to pass on a shot opportunity if the mentee isn’t ready. Don’t pressure 

anyone into a shot they’re not 100% comfortable taking. Emotions will fly high during this time, so be 

supportive no matter what.   

 — After the shot: Your mentee is likely experiencing several emotions because they just shot at an 

animal for the first time! Whether they missed or made a perfect shot, try to help them remember the 

after-the-shot procedure, including the animal’s reaction, where it ran to and what sounds it made. 

These clues will dictate your next step, whether that’s blood-trailing the animal or retrieving the 

missed arrow and preparing for the next opportunity.

 — Successful harvest: If your mentee made a good shot and you found the animal, let them process 

their emotions in their own way. Each person’s first harvest is unique so allow them their time and 

space before moving on. You should be there for support and guidance. Then, when they’re ready, 

encourage your mentee to take the lead in field dressing the animal. If they’re uncomfortable, let them 

participate as much as they want. 

 — Communicate: Recap the hunt to discuss what worked and what they could do differently next time. 

Be sure to answer all your mentee’s questions and ensure they’re comfortable with the hunt before 

leaving. Then, plan future hunts together. It’s best to pick another date immediately.



FOLLOW-UP OPPORTUNITIES 
Social support cannot be overlooked for new hunters. After the first hunting experience, continue to 

provide support by following-up with your mentee so they continue along their pathway. Help them 

share their first harvest with friends and family members, or get together to reminisce about past 

experiences. Their hunting story or journey might spark interest in others. Whatever you do, incorporate 

social support into a new hunter’s pathway.

Present additional opportunities for a new hunter to keep them engaged and participating. Below 

are a few follow-up ideas to tackle together. Your mentee can also do these tasks on their own, if 

they’re ready.

 — Participate in another hunt for the same species or for a new species.

 — Complete a bowhunter-education course.

 — Attend a wild game processing or cooking class.

Archery Trade Association
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 — Attend a species-specific hunting workshop, such as Turkey Hunting 101 or a Learn to Hunt 

event focused on elk.

 — Spend additional practice time at the range.

 — Compete in a 3D archery tournament.

 — Attend a local conservation meeting or event.

 — Bring someone along to attend a future hunt or follow-up opportunity.

These activities help give beginners the tools and information they need to become self-sufficient. 

Once they’re confident hunting on their own, encourage them to pass the torch and mentor someone 

they know.

Visit archerytrade.org/mentoring for more follow-up ideas and case studies.



DOCUMENTING 
A NEW HUNTER’S 
EXPERIENCE
A new hunter will encounter many new experiences and opportunities throughout their hunting journey. 

Try to capture these moments on camera if possible. The photos don’t need to be professionally taken. 

Simply use a phone or camera to capture the memories. 

Many people remember to take harvest pictures, but capturing moments throughout the mentee’s 

pathway is a great way to showcase hunting’s many facets. Take photos practicing at the range, scouting 

in the woods, purchasing hunting gear, sitting in the blind or treestand, sharing a wild game meal, and 

socializing in outdoor group settings. 

Some new hunters might not want to take a photo with their harvest. If they decline, don’t force them. 

Instead, respect their decision and celebrate the moment in their desired way. Remember to take 

tasteful hunting photos. Focus on capturing clean, positive and respectful images, and always consider 

how nonhunters will view the image. Use photos as an opportunity to talk with your mentee about 

embracing the experience and sharing it with others. 

View more sample photos at Bowhunting360.com.

Archery Trade Association
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CASE 
STUDIES
In this section, case studies are used to highlight successful mentoring programs. Each 

program uses unique ways to assist a new hunter along their pathway. There are many 

successful programs aimed at creating new hunters. Additional case studies are available 

at archerytrade.org/mentoring. 

 — Field To Fork®: Athens, GA

 — First Shot Mentored Hunt 

 — Iowa Department of Natural Resources Field To Fork®: Lunch and Learn 

 — Kentucky Field To Fork®: College Programs 
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FIELD TO FORK®: 
ATHENS, GAC
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WEBSITE

qdma.com/recruit/field-to-fork 

gwf.org/r3 

LOCATION

Athens, Georgia

GOAL

The program goal is to make hunting 

relevant among food-conscious Americans 

and to provide an avenue for adults to 

experience hunting.

ORGANIZATION

Georgia Wildlife Federation 

11600 Hazelbrand Road 

Covington, GA 30014 

Quality Deer Management Association

P.O. Box 160 | Bogart, GA 30622

CONTACT INFORMATION

Georgia Wildlife Federation  

info@gwf.org | 770.787.7887

Charles S. Evans 

charles@gwf.org | 404.421.2786

Quality Deer Management Association   

info@qdma.com | 1.800.209.3337

Hank Forester 

hforester@qdma.com | 1.800.209.3337 

Quality Deer Management Association



2525

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

Field to Fork® began in Athens, Georgia, in 2016. The program was modeled after several previous 

food-focused learn-to-hunt programs (led by Wisconsin and Kentucky), but took a unique approach to 

recruitment and mentoring. The program intends to connect people to where their food comes from by 

introducing them to hunting, an activity that provides access to free-range, antibiotic/additive-free meat. 

Field to Fork was started because people have shifted away from the rural traditions and values that 

formed the culture of hunting in the United States. As such, many adults were not raised in hunting 

families but have an interest in hunting. Additionally, there’s a growing number of people becoming 

interested in all-natural food sources. Combined, these factors create a large group of potential hunters 

who have as of yet remained unreached by the hunting community. 

The program goal is to make hunting relevant among food-conscious Americans and to provide an 

avenue for adults to get started in the activity. Organizers realized the potential to introduce these new 

audiences to hunting and to broaden their acceptance of the entire hunting community. The program 

encouraged people to accept hunting and share their passion for conservation with people from various 

backgrounds.

Wild game is a key part of the program and is incorporated throughout. From recruitment of participants 

to a culinary social that culminates the experience, wild game helps connect nonhunters to the 

hunting community.

PARTNERSHIPS THAT MADE THIS PROGRAM POSSIBLE

 — Georgia Wildlife Federation (GWF): Advertised the program, located hunting properties, provided 

mentors, conducted game-cleaning demonstrations, co-taught classroom and field sessions, 

provided next steps and additional social support, developed and managed the registration process, 

and conducted pre- and post-surveys. 

 — Quality Deer Management Association (QDMA): Provided mentors, advertised the program, 

hosted the follow-up culinary social, supplied crossbows and blinds, conducted game-cleaning 

demonstrations, co-taught classroom and field sessions, provided a location for training sessions 

and hunting opportunities, and provided next steps and additional social support for participants. 

 — Georgia Department of Natural Resources Wildlife Resources Division (Georgia DNR): Provided 

additional social support and event registration capabilities to facilitate tracking participants.

 — National Wild Turkey Federation (NWTF): Provided event insurance and funding for 

additional equipment. 



“Partnership leads to success. You don’t have to do all of this on your own. Look to other 

conservation, shooting sports, or food-focused groups in your area to help.” 

– Charles Evans, Georgia Wildlife Federation

The program instructors recommend researching existing programs. There are now several examples 

of food-focused programs available. Several examples and options are located in the Mentor Guide 

Appendix. You might have to make modifications specific to your situation or the local area, but using 

what’s already available helps create a program without reinventing the wheel.

MARKETING

The target audience was adults 18 and up in the Athens area who did not hunt (or had limited hunting 

experience), but wanted to take ownership of their protein source. Surveys indicated that most 

participants matched the target audience perfectly. The majority of participants got involved to “procure 

sustainable meat” or “to connect with nature.” 

MARKETING STRATEGIES

 — Website – Posted online articles or blogs.

 — Social – Created paid social media advertisements. 

 — Printed marketing materials – Distributed flyers at in-person events.

 — Other marketing channels – Used word-of-mouth advertising from past participants. 

 — In-person events – Set up a booth at the local farmers market.

When comparing advertising strategies, setting up a booth at the farmers market provided the best 

return on investment in terms of participant recruitment.

STAFFING AND MENTORS

Graduate students from the University of Georgia Deer Lab were recruited as mentors in 2016. The 

program recruited more mentors from the Athens Branch of the Quality Deer Management Association 

in 2017. The program instructors recommend using a preexisting cohort of hunters from a local QDMA 

chapter or similar conservation organization as mentors. Efforts were made to pair female mentors 

with female participants, and males with males. 
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“WHATEVER YOU DO TO MARKET THE PROGRAM, YOU HAVE TO MAKE SURE YOU GET OUTSIDE OF 

THE NORMAL COMMUNICATION CHANNELS USED (GIVEN THAT YOUR EXISTING CONSTITUENTS 

ARE USUALLY THE ONLY ONES TO SEE THOSE) — YOU MUST GO TO YOUR AUDIENCE.” 

– Charles Evans, Georgia Wildlife Federation

Quality Deer Management Association



All mentors were individually vetted and required to attend a brief, mentor-sensitivity training meeting. 

The meeting covered information about how to handle various situations and understand a novice 

hunter’s viewpoint. Don’t assume mentors know how to handle a mentored hunt, even if they have 

hunted their whole life. Expectations and a structured protocol were provided so they knew what 

to do in various scenarios. For example, mentors were taught what to do if their mentee missed or 

wounded an animal.

Mentors were invited to participate in all aspects of the program but were only required to be 

present for the hunt. Most mentors participated in the hunt and the culinary social. 

PARTICIPANT SELECTION AND REGISTRATION

All applicants were directed to fill out a preselection survey through Google Docs, which enabled FTF 

program staff to select candidates who understood the program’s goals. Program staff accepted 15 

participants and sent them registration instructions by email. Applicants who were not selected were 

put on waiting lists and notified accordingly. 

Each participant had to pay a nominal fee. The fee helped cover program costs and encouraged buy-in 

from participants.

Quality Deer Management Association
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MANAGING RISK AND LIABILITY

Insurance was covered by the NWTF in 2016. The QDMA has covered insurance since then. Program 

staff said partnering with a local conservation organization is an excellent way to cover insurance for 

the program, given that most of them already carry some type of event policy. Everyone involved also 

signed a general liability and photo-release waiver.

EQUIPMENT

Anecdotal evidence supports that first-time participants are more comfortable starting with archery 

equipment instead of firearms. Program staff wanted participants to use crossbows over vertical bows 

because they offer a universal fit and allow participants to become proficient in a short timeframe. 

Ground blinds were primarily used in 2016 but program staff switched to using treestands in 2017 

based on participant feedback. 

Staff also referred participants to visit local archery and hunting retail shops to buy equipment and 

practice shooting.

“I’ve been wanting to learn how to hunt for years and found the Field to Fork program. 

I participated in Athens last year and was able to harvest my first deer. I’ve been on 

multiple hunts since then, harvested a turkey and have invested time and some money 

into this upcoming season. I recommend anyone interested in learning how to hunt to get 

in contact with the QDMA to see if they have a Field to Fork program near you.” 

– Frank, Field to Fork participant

Quality Deer Management Association



TRAINING SESSIONS

Trainings were hosted at the QDMA headquarters because it was local and provided access to outdoor 

and indoor teaching space. Staff designed the program so participants had to take two weekday 

sessions split between the field and the classroom, and always included venison meals. These sessions 

took place a few weeks before the mentored hunt.

Key topics included:

 — Conservation: history and present day (classroom)

 — Deer biology and habitat (classroom)

 — Crossbow instruction (field)

 — Hunting regulations (classroom)

 — Hunting strategies (classroom and field)

 — Hunting safety (classroom and field)

Participants voiced their desire to learn additional information in the follow-up surveys. They expressed 

interest in ecology, food processing, places to hunt and equipment recommendations.

Quality Deer Management Association
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MENTORED HUNT

The mentored hunt was scheduled for a weekend. Participants received two opportunities to hunt: 

once starting with an evening hunt and once again the next morning. Two hunting opportunities gave 

participants more time in the field, but kept individual hunts shorter, which helped prevent burnout. 

This timeline also provided the opportunity for education or field dressing if an animal was harvested. 

The time between hunts also gave participants time to discuss their first hunting experience and ask 

questions before returning to the woods the next morning.

White-tailed deer were chosen as the target species given their abundance in the area and the amount 

of meat they produce if harvested. The program staff chose to hunt on private land to show participants 

deer could be harvested locally and on small tracts of land. 

FOLLOW-UP EVENTS

The program hosts a culinary social after the hunt to promote a sense of community. The event also 

allows participants to tell their stories and discuss next-step opportunities. The event is scheduled on 

a weekday evening and everyone involved in the program is invited, including participants, mentors and 

partners. This culinary experience is the program’s official closing event.

At the end of the program, participants were asked what they needed to continue hunting. All of their 

questions were answered in person. They were also sent additional resources to help them find hunting 

locations or local groups that might be beneficial. Additionally, the program organizers schedule dinners 

throughout the year and all past mentors and participants are invited to attend.

“Most people that I know who are unfamiliar with hunting really have no idea how to 

get started. The Field to Fork program certainly gives them the information they need 

to get started on the ground level. Most of the people in my program were successful 

in their first season so the proof is in the pudding and the Field to Fork program does 

create successful hunters... It’s very rewarding to be able to put meat in the freezer for 

my family.”  – Brandon, Field to Fork participant. Brandon continues to hunt and looks forward to 

teaching his kids. He also served as a mentor for the FTF participants this year on his own property.



DATA COLLECTION

All participants registered for the program through Georgia DNR’s event management system, where 

their information is kept securely. This gives the program coordinators the ability to look at the long-

term program impacts, especially regarding license purchasing behavior. 

All participants were required to fill out a survey during the program’s registration process and another 

survey after they completed the program. These surveys were created from the “Georgia Hunting Action 

Plan” and were adapted from the examples found in the “National Hunting and Shooting Sports Action 

Plan.” Feedback collected from these surveys was used to ensure that staff produce efficient programs 

and meet the needs and expectations of participants. 

OPPORTUNITIES AFTER THE PROGRAM

Mentors offered additional opportunities for participants after the program ended. There is a closed 

Facebook group for past participants and mentors to discuss topics, ask questions, and share additional 

hunting opportunities. This online group provides a safe space for mentors and participants to connect 

and receive social support. Users are also encouraged to share additional hunting and shooting 

opportunities with the group. 

Quality Deer Management Association



IN RETROSPECT, ADVICE MOVING FORWARD

The survey responses allowed the program to fine-tune the curriculum and ensure that participant 

needs are met. Based on the feedback received, program staff have provided more information on 

deer and habitat ecology, removed topics such as trapping, and made changes to how mentor/mentee 

pairs are formed. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Additional resources, including class agendas, marketing materials, and survey templates, are 

available on the ATA’s Resource Website at resources.archerytrade.org.
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WEBSITE

fws.gov/refuge/blackwater

LOCATION

Cambridge, Maryland 

GOAL

The program goal is to bring together adults who 

are interested in hunting, but might not have the 

support or knowledge to get started.

ORGANIZATION

Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge  

2145 Key Wallace Drive 

Cambridge, Maryland 21613

CONTACT INFORMATION

Blackwater NWR 

fw5rw_bwnwr@fws.gov 

410.228.2677
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PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

The First Shot Mentored Hunt program is for adults who would like to hunt — or have started hunting — 

but don’t have a social network to support them. The program provides training through educational 

workshops, pairs participants with a mentor, and uses public and private land to host mentored hunts. 

It began in April 2018 after the National Wildlife Refuge (NWR), National Wild Turkey Federation (NWTF), 

and the Maryland Department of Natural Resources (DNR) identified the need — and the opportunity — to 

introduce adults to hunting. The program creates new hunters and outdoor recreationalists by providing 

them with knowledge and social support, as well as a way to access the sport. The First Shot Mentored 

Hunt program creates more conservation supporters, which is part of the NWR’s mission.

The program was originally set up to have participants hunt turkeys in spring, but it expanded to give 

participants the opportunity to hunt deer in the fall. (The information contained in this case study applies 

to turkey and deer mentored hunts unless otherwise specified.) The dynamics of each hunt varied based 

on the event location, partner contributions, information taught and animals targeted. Participants were 

selected from the local area and paired with a mentor before the first training session so they could start 

learning together. Participants were required to attend the training sessions to receive information that 

prepared them for the first organized mentored hunt. The official program concluded with the mentored 

hunt. However, event partners and mentors provided follow-up hunting opportunities. 

The program provided meals, but program leaders realized that wild game meals were more meaningful 

and appropriate. They started incorporating wild game meals when possible. Mentors were encouraged 

to bring wild game food options to the mentored hunt. As a result, participants sampled snakehead 

cakes, bear meatballs, sitka casserole, and other dishes. Mentors and mentees enjoyed meals together 

throughout the program, which gave them time to discuss the program and their thoughts on the 

experience. The low-stress environment made the introduction to hunting easier for participants. A 

shared meal time also gave participants the chance to see hunting’s social aspects. 

PARTNERSHIPS THAT MADE THIS PROGRAM POSSIBLE

 — National Wild Turkey Federation (NWTF): Provided mentors and food for the mentored turkey hunts. 

The organization also provided insurance coverage for the turkey hunts.

 — Backcountry Hunters and Anglers (BHA): Conducted cooking and butchering demonstrations at the 

workshop. 

 — Maryland Department of Natural Resources (Maryland DNR): Managed administration responsibilities 

and program applications, and handled email marketing efforts to previous DNR program 

participants, such as hunter education graduates. The department also supplied mentors and 

participants with hats and turkey calls. The department encouraged hunters who frequented the 

refuge to mentor new participants during deer hunts. 



 — Private landowners: Allowed participants to hunt on their property. They also donated their time to 

show participants where to hunt on their land. 

 — Union Sportsman’s Alliance (USA): Donated, built and hung treestands for 

program participants.  

Program leaders relied on partners to ensure the program was successful. These partnership 

opportunities allowed multiple people and organizations to work together toward a common goal.

“Engaging the conservationists of tomorrow through an introduction to hunting is too big [of] 

a job for any one organization, state, or agency. Each partner brings something unique and 

critical to the table, whether it be land to access, volunteer mentors, funds, or a network 

of people that we have not yet reached. The important part of our First Shot program is 

[plugging] each partner into the program in a way that helps us accomplish more than any one 

of us alone.  And one thing we each brought with us was passion.” – Marcia Pradines, complex 

leader at the Chesapeake Marshlands National Wildlife Refuge Complex 

MARKETING

The initial target audience was local new hunters, including kids, but the target audience was changed 

to adults only after the first hunt. Staff realized youth and adults need different things to be successful 

in a mentored-hunt program. Combining these audiences into one program wouldn’t be efficient for 

staff or participants. The refuge is located close to two major metropolitan areas, including Baltimore, 

Maryland, and Washington, D.C. 

Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge
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MARKETING STRATEGIES

 — Press release – A press release was sent to organizations before and after the program. The 

release was also included as an article in the Hunting Quarterly magazine.

 — Website – Posted event information on the National Wildlife Refuge and Maryland DNR websites.

 — Social – Social media flyers were developed with the NWTF. Program leaders said choosing the right 

images for online platforms was important. Pictures of smiling mentors and mentees in treestands 

or at the workshop were well-received. These images helped represent the program.

 — Other marketing channels – Emails were sent to previous DNR program participants, such as hunter 

education graduates. Emails were also sent to people involved with the Master Naturalist program 

through the county extension office.

When comparing advertising strategies, social media and email provided the best return on investment 

in terms of participant recruitment. Since the first program, word-of-mouth marketing has grown 

tremendously. 

“This program enables mentors and program staff to reach broader audiences, ensuring 

exposure to hunting and outdoor pursuits well beyond the traditional sportsmen’s community. 

– Program Mentor

STAFFING AND MENTORS

Mentors were recruited through several different avenues. For the turkey hunt, mentors were recruited 

from the local NWTF chapter. For the deer hunt, refuge staff worked with the Maryland DNR hunt 

coordinator to obtain mentor recommendations. Refuge staff also encouraged hunters they knew to 

become mentors.  

Program staff provided mentoring tips and guidance to mentors. They also sent mentors existing 

resources, including videos and research articles, that explained how to successfully mentor new 

participants. 

Mentors were encouraged — but not required — to get involved throughout the entire program. Refuge 

staff had extra mentors on standby in case one of their mentors had to drop out or couldn’t attend a 

program activity.



PARTICIPANT SELECTION AND REGISTRATION

Program leaders wanted a 1:1 mentee-to-mentor ratio. Therefore, the number of program participants 

was based on the number of available mentors. When selecting participants, a few qualifying 

questions were asked. Participants were asked about their prior hunting experience, completion of 

hunter education, and desire to hunt with a support system. These questions helped determine which 

applicants needed hunting assistance and support.

Once selected, participants were paired with mentors based on their age, gender, location, interests, 

personality and program goals. Location was an important factor because program leaders wanted the 

participants to meet, communicate and visit a local range together before the mentored hunt.

There were no fees associated with the program for participants. In fact, NWR hunt fees were waived. 

Partners donated time, money and gear to ensure the program was a success. 

“I was always fascinated by hunting. Having imagined it as the oldest outdoor activity, [I 

wanted] to get into it for the longest time, but [I had] no idea where to begin. There were 

no friends or family members who were involved. My intent in wanting to learn [to hunt] 

is to pass along a lifelong outdoor skill to my kids and be able to enjoy local organic food 

I harvested myself. With all these natural resources around us, I realized that hunting and 

conservation go together. Being involved [in hunting] benefits the individual, [and it] provides 

resources for local preservation.” – Nasr Majid, mentee

MANAGING RISK AND LIABILITY

For the turkey hunt, participants and mentors 

were covered through the NWTF’s program 

liability insurance.  

For the deer hunt, Tudor Farms (a private 

landowner) had program participants and 

mentors who accessed their private property sign 

liability waivers.

For both hunts, Maryland DNR had photo release 

forms available for participants to sign. The 

signed form gave Maryland DNR permission to 

use photos and videos of the participant.

Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge
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EQUIPMENT

The First Shot Mentor Hunt Program provided some hunting equipment for participants. Shotguns were 

made available from Maryland DNR for the turkey hunt. Tudor Farms provided crossbows and clothing 

for the deer hunt. Mentors also had the option to provide equipment for their mentee. Participants could 

use any equipment that was legal for the species they were pursuing. Therefore, they could choose 

between a muzzleloader, shotgun, crossbow or compound bow (if they had prior shooting experience). 

Program leaders made sure participants had adequate clothing for the hunt. Most participants provided 

their own, but if they couldn’t, they borrowed it from program partners or their mentors. 

Mentors and mentees spent time together before the hunt, which gave them time to bond and build 

trust. The conversations also helped beginners become more comfortable with hunting before the 

training sessions. They used their time to learn new skills, visit local retail stores and practice shooting 

their equipment at local ranges. Local retail shops were not formal partners because not all mentees 

were local, but the shops served as great resources for the mentors and mentees.

TRAINING SESSIONS

The turkey training session was held at the NWR education center on the Saturday before the Sunday 

morning mentored hunt.

The deer training session took place at Tudor Farms on the Saturday before the Sunday mentored hunt. 

Key topics included: 

 — Species biology (classroom)

 — Hunting regulations (classroom)

 — Hunting techniques, including calling, scouting and finding a treestand location (classroom and 

field)

 — Tracking and field dressing (classroom)

 — Treestand safety (classroom)

 — Cooking and butchering (classroom)

A Maryland DNR biologist assisted with training sessions on how to hunt the target species. Participants 

requested additional information about cooking and butchering.

When planning events, program leaders worked around holidays and special season dates, including 

opening day and youth-only days.



“A few participants got involved in archery with their mentors and continued with it after 

the hunt. There was a lot of interest in archery.” – Marcia Pradines, complex leader at the 

Chesapeake Marshlands National Wildlife Refuge Complex

MENTORED HUNT

The turkey hunt took place on a Sunday on the NWR property. 

The deer hunt took place on a Sunday. Some participants hunted on the NWR property and others 

hunted on private property provided by Tudor Farms.

Hunts were kept within an hour of the NWR property to provide local access for participants. Target 

species were selected based on hunting availability on the NWR property. Through the program, hunting 

access was allowed on refuge areas that weren’t regularly hunted. These opportunities offered a higher 

success rate.

If an animal was harvested, it provided an opportunity for participants to practice and learn how 

to field dress an animal. If an animal wasn’t harvested, alternative opportunities were provided for 

demonstration, such as a chicken in place of a turkey.

FOLLOW-UP EVENTS

The official program ended with the mentored hunt, but future events were planned by partners. These 

events included additional mentored hunts, as well as classes on cooking and butchering wild game. 

“The opportunity to spend one-on-one time introducing someone to hunting and ensuring 

they’re comfortable and confident is invaluable. It seems to really enhance hunter retention 

and builds their momentum for getting back in the field the next season.” – Rachel, mentor

Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge Blackwater National Wildlife Refuge



DATA COLLECTION

Initially, surveys were conducted in partnership with the NWTF and Maryland DNR. Moving forward, 

surveys will be conducted solely by Maryland DNR via Google Forms. 

Three surveys were conducted. The first survey was given during the registration process. The second 

survey was given a week after the mentored hunt. And, the last survey was given a year after the 

mentored hunt. 

This data allows program leaders to update and improve the program based on feedback from the 

participants and mentors. For example, one big change was making this program exclusively for adults. 

OPPORTUNITIES AFTER THE PROGRAM

After the program, BHA created a cooking/butchering workshop to continue education for the 

participants. The Maryland DNR created a process to pair together mentors and mentees from across 

the state. Maryland DNR also found additional ways to connect other programs to mentoring. Mentors 

continued to provide assistance to their mentees after the program. Designated social media groups 

also helped keep mentors and mentees connected. 

The program also helped introduce mentees to local retailers and conservation groups, including the 

BHA and NWTF. Local retailers also started to partner with the program for future events.

IN RETROSPECT, ADVICE MOVING FORWARD

Staff with the First Shot Mentor Hunt program applied lessons learned from other mentor programs to 

fine-tune their curriculum. They continued to adjust and improve the program through participant and 

mentor feedback. From the feedback, they learned to focus on an adult audience and highlight the social 

aspects of the event. Pairing mentors with mentees before the program also gave participants time to 

learn, bond and build confidence before the first workshop. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Additional resources, including class agendas, marketing materials, and survey templates, are 

available on the ATA’s Resource Website at resources.archerytrade.org.
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WEBSITE

iowadnr.gov/learntohunt 

LOCATION

Des Moines, Iowa 

GOAL

The program goal is to introduce adults to 

bowhunting to create new bowhunters.

IOWA DEPARTMENT OF NATURAL 
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ORGANIZATION

Iowa Department of Natural Resources  

502 East 9th Street, Des Moines, IA 50319

Pheasants Forever, Inc.

1783 Buerkle Circle, St. Paul, MN 55110

CONTACT INFORMATION

Iowa Department of Natural Resources 

Megan.Wisecup@dnr.iowa.gov

515.238.4968

Pheasants Forever

jcook@pheasantsforever.org

859.779.0222

Iowa Department of Natural Resources



PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

The Iowa DNR Field to Fork®: Lunch and Learn program was a pilot program put together by the Iowa 

Department of Natural Resources and the Pheasants Forever staff in 2018. The goal was to introduce 

adults to bowhunting through the Explore Bowhunting curriculum by offering short, engaging, and 

informational sessions to Iowa DNR staff members during their lunch hour. These sessions took place 

once a week for 12 weeks. When an opportunity for participants to hunt on an Iowa State Park became 

available early in the program, participants spent time shooting archery equipment on the range 

to prepare for the mentored hunt. The students participated in hands-on shooting and educational 

opportunities in addition to the informational sessions. Additional range time was available beyond 

the organized sessions. The mentored hunt was designed from Kentucky’s Field to Fork program and 

provided an opportunity for participants to hunt on an Iowa State Park property with control tags.

The Field to Fork program (previously used in Kentucky and Georgia, and by the Quality Deer 

Management Association) aligned with Iowa’s program goal to recruit, retain, and reactivate 

bowhunters. Therefore, the FTF program was a great addition to the hunter education and Explore 

Bowhunting curriculums taught during the program. The program focused on introducing participants 

to bowhunting, by using vertical compound bows. This allowed participants to have more hunting 

opportunities because Iowa’s archery season lasted longer than its gun season. The program helped 

participants find appropriate archery equipment and learn to properly shoot under the guidance of a 

certified archery instructor. The program timeline also gave participants months to practice before the 

mentored hunt.

Wild game is a staple in any Field to Fork program, and was included in this pilot program. A 

local processor donated venison jerky and sausage for folks to sample during the mentored hunt. 

Participants also learned how to smoke venison back loin during a cooking demonstration at the 

mentored hunt.

Social support was given to the new hunters throughout the program. Participants communicated 

with mentors and other peers online and in-person from mid-July to the end of archery season. The 

participants were all local. In fact, the majority of participants worked in the same building, which 

provided regular opportunities to talk and support each other. The mentors also played a large role 

with social support and worked with mentees during the mentored hunt, while practicing on the archery 

range, and throughout the archery hunting season.

Interest in the program quickly spread throughout the agency, which grew the program’s awarenwess 

and need for mentoring. In the future, program staff hope to expand the program in varying formats 

around the state and focus on recruiting adults in highly populated areas. 
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PARTNERSHIPS THAT MADE THIS PROGRAM POSSIBLE

 — Iowa Bowhunters Association: Provided archery instruction to participants.

 — Iowa DNR: Provided mentors, facilities and archery instruction. Agency staff also coordinated 

program events.

 — Raised Hunting (a local television show and nonprofit organization dedicated to the future of hunting 

and bowhunting): Provided mentors, archery instruction and loaner equipment.

 — Pheasants Forever: Provided hunting supplies and coordinated program events. 

 — Des Moines Izaak Walton League of America: Provided participants with archery range access. 

Iowa Department of Natural Resources

MARKETING

The target audience was new hunters who worked within the Iowa DNR. This audience was chosen 

to pilot the FTF program so that the curriculum could be tested and details of obtaining tags and 

permissions were worked out before offering it to outside audiences the following year.
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MARKETING STRATEGIES

 — Other marketing channels: An in-house advertisement of the opportunity was sent by email to Iowa 

DNR staff within the Des Moines offices. Additional interest in the program was sparked by word of 

mouth from coworkers.

Additional marketing strategies and resources will be developed as the program evolves. Program staff 

for the next event plan to use similar marketing methods, including email and word of mouth marketing, 

to recruit nonhunting adults who want to know where their food comes from and obtain their own 

protein source. 

STAFFING AND MENTORS

Mentors were recruited for this pilot program by personal invitation through agency emails or personal 

contacts. Mentors were required to have a state-mandated background check and participate in an over-

the-phone orientation.

Mentors were required to participate in the mentored hunt, but anything else was extra and optional. 

However, many mentors committed extra time to help mentees at training sessions. They also helped 

them practice on the range and provided additional hunting opportunities after the program.

“After mentoring for the Field to Fork program, I realized that there is more to hunting than 

harvesting an animal. [It’s] more than just sitting in a tree or a blind and enjoying nature. 

The best part of being a hunter is the ability to pass it on and enjoy the greatest sport in 

the world with someone else.   I know I will continue to set aside time every season to take 

someone else down this trail. [Mentoring someone] will surely change their life forever. [It 

doesn’t] matter how great, mediocre, or unlucky of a hunter you are, you have something you 

can share.” – Jason, mentor

PARTICIPANT SELECTION AND REGISTRATION

Registration was required for all participants and a survey was administered to gauge their previous 

experience with archery and hunting. The survey allowed program staff to ensure they were reaching 

the target audience.

No fees were charged to participate in the pilot program. However, future programs will charge a small 

fee. Feedback from a focus group prompted this change.



MANAGING RISK AND LIABILITY

Mentors and participants were covered by general liability insurance under the Iowa DNR. Participants 

did complete waivers for photo releases and general liability.

Mentors were covered as volunteers of the Iowa DNR.

EQUIPMENT

Most essential hunting equipment was provided by the program, including hats, bows, arrows, field tips, 

bug spray, extra camo, ground blind chairs, hand warmers, ground blinds, and cover scent spray and 

laundry detergent. Participants were responsible for their own camouflage clothing. A few treestands 

were used if a mentor had one in safe and working order, but most people used ground blinds. Ground 

blinds were favored because they’re easy to access and keep hunters protected from harsh weather.  

Vertical compound bows were used, which gave hunters more hunting opportunities throughout Iowa’s 

archery season. The participants used bows that fit them properly. They were also given access to bows 

and practice ranges months before the hunt, which gave them time to practice so they felt comfortable 

and efficient with their equipment. Each hunter was required to consistently shoot an accurate pattern 

from 30 yards, while drawing at least 40 pounds.  

Mentors and participants were introduced to local archery and hunting retailers at the beginning of the 

program. Participants worked with a local Scheels and a privately owned archery shop in southeast 

Iowa for equipment, getting fitted properly, and additional resources. Partnerships with additional 

retailers have been made for future programs.

TRAINING SESSIONS

The training sessions were located at the Iowa DNR office in Des Moines. Weekly archery lessons 

were held ten minutes from the DNR office building at the Izaak Walton League facility in Des Moines. 

Resources from the Iowa DNR hunter education program and Explore Bowhunting program were used to 

teach participants.

Key topics included:

 — Basic archery safety and instructions (field)

 — Hunter safety — completed online or with an apprentice license (classroom)

 — Deer biology (classroom)

 — Deer hunting regulations (classroom)



 — Public land in Iowa (classroom)

 — Deer hunting strategies (classroom and field)

 — Blood trailing (field)

 — Field dressing (field)

 — Processing and freezer prep (classroom)

 — Cooking and recipes (classroom)

Participants requested additional information on butchering, cooking and recipes, and public land hunting 

opportunities.

MENTORED HUNT

The mentored hunt was held at a state park less than one hour from the training sessions.  Control tags 

were provided to participants by the Iowa DNR. The control tag was valid for the entire archery season, 

which gave participants the opportunity to hunt after the official program ended. All the participants 

hunted after the program. Some of them went alone but many of them hunted with their mentors. 

The mentored hunt was scheduled over a weekend. Participants hunted Saturday morning and Saturday 

evening. When participants arrived Friday evening, they spent a few hours in the classroom learning 

about additional hunting topics. They also discussed and planned where to hunt with their mentor. 

Saturday morning the participants went on their first mentored hunt. Additional educational opportunities 

took place after the morning hunt. These topics including blood trailing, field dressing and butchering. 

47

Iowa Department of Natural Resources



Mentees returned to the field Saturday afternoon to hunt with their mentors. Program participants 

departed Sunday morning after a wrap-up with the group. 

The target species for the hunt was white-tailed deer. White-tailed deer were chosen as the 

target species given their abundance in the area and the amount of meat they produce, if 

they’re harvested.

“I missed my first shot on the mentored hunt (my first time hunting) by just a hair. That 

frustration almost made me more passionate about hunting because I then had something to 

prove!” – David, participant

Iowa Department of Natural Resources



FOLLOW-UP EVENTS

A follow up culinary event was planned, but was canceled because of bad weather. Follow-up culinary 

and social events are recognized as important and will be included in future mentored hunt programs. 

DATA COLLECTION

All participants were given a survey when they registered for the program. That survey collected 

information on experience levels, attitude toward hunting, and demographic information. Participants 

were given another survey after the program was complete. They were asked if their attitude toward 

hunting changed, how the program could improve for future classes and if they planned to continue 

bowhunting. 

A focus group was also conducted after the hunting season to gain additional insights on ways to 

improve the program. 

OPPORTUNITIES AFTER THE PROGRAM

After the official program ended, participants were encouraged to go on additional hunts. Mentees could 

use their control tags and hunt on state parks after the mentored hunt. Mentors engaged with mentees 

after the program to offer their help and support. Additional educational opportunities in the area were 

shared with participants through email and social media. Local retailers and conservation organizations 

were recognized as resources for participants. Mentees can contact them to purchase equipment, 

receive additional education, join a league or schedule time to shoot on the archery range.

IN RETROSPECT, ADVICE MOVING FORWARD

The program organizers suggest program staff plan as far ahead as possible and be open to change. It’s 

also best to think critically about the program’s goals and target audience.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Additional resources, including class agendas, marketing materials, and survey templates, are 

available on the ATA’s Resource Website at resources.archerytrade.org.
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ORGANIZATION

Kentucky Department of 

Fish and Wildlife Resources

#1 Sportsman’s Lane, 

Frankfort, KY 40601

CONTACT INFORMATION

Kentucky Department of 

Fish and Wildlife Resources 

fw.r3@ky.gov | 800.858.1549

WEBSITE

fw.ky.gov/pages/FieldtoFork.aspx 

KENTUCKY FIELD 
TO FORK®: COLLEGE 
PROGRAMS
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LOCATIONS

Eastern Kentucky University

Morehead State University

Murray State University

University of Kentucky

Western Kentucky University 

GOAL

The program goal is to provide education, 

resources, and opportunities for college students 

who are interested in learning to hunt for food.

Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife Resources
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PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife Resources’ (KDFWR) Field to Fork® (FTF) is a learn-to-hunt 

program for adults. The program teaches participants the basics of hunting through training sessions 

on the range and in the classroom. Then, participants are paired with a mentor and experience a hunt to 

learn and develop hands-on skills, which are critical for developing a new hunter. 

The FTF program began in Louisville, Kentucky, in 2010.  A couple of Kentucky colleges piloted the 

program in 2013. The KDFWR selected colleges that had existing student chapters of the Wildlife 

Society, a national organization that certifies biologists, because it provided a good base of mentors and 

participants. Now, five Kentucky colleges teach FTF programs. 

Each FTF program offers social support and the opportunity to try wild game. Mentors and KDFWR 

staff provide wild game meals and often cook the target animal as a main course. The program also 

provides instruction on butchering, cooking, and preserving wild game meat. The whole group shares 

these meals, which builds social connections and support in a nonintimidating setting. Participants are 

encouraged to join conservation organizations or connect with their peers on social media after the 

program ends. Those interactions help participants build lasting relationships.

PARTNERSHIPS THAT MADE THIS PROGRAM POSSIBLE

 — Mossy Oak: Provided money toward a grant-funded temporary KDFWR position that focused on 

building and teaching Field to Fork programs. The company also sponsored the program, and 

provided prizes and giveaways, equipment, a trailer to transport equipment, ground blinds and 

camouflage clothing for participants to borrow. 

 — Kentucky Fish and Wildlife Foundation: Provided funds to purchase food for the hunts and 

workshops. The organization also provided supplemental resources, including “Learn to Hunt Deer 

for Food” books.

 — University of Kentucky: Participated in an Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies Multi-State 

Conservation Grant involving 22 states to assess hunting-related perceptions and behaviors of 

undergraduate students. The grant also helped develop, implement, and evaluate R3 programs 

targeting college students with no previous hunting experience. This opportunity provided 

equipment, a paid intern to coordinate college program efforts, and a stipend for each lead 

professor’s time spent working on the program.

 — Cabela’s: Donated ground blinds, monoculars, field chairs, range finders, and camouflage clothing.



“Without partnerships, the program wouldn’t exist. We wouldn’t have half the equipment we 

have, half the mentors and instructors, and we wouldn’t have the hunting access. Having 

access to all of this really makes the experience for the hunter. Partnerships are essential.” 

– Becky Wallen, KDFWR  Staff

MARKETING

The target audience for this version of the FTF program was college students who wanted to learn to 

hunt for food. The marketing strategies were similar for all programs, with slight variations. Marketing 

strategies are noted with (all) or (particular college) depending on specific strategies. 

MARKETING STRATEGIES

 — Website – Post event information on the KDFWR website (all) and club websites (individual schools).

 — Social – Posted information to KDFWR Facebook and Instagram accounts (all), College Conservation 

club (WKU), and FFA club (Morehead).

 — Other marketing channels – Emails were sent to wildlife students (EKU, Murray) Kentucky Afield 

podcast subscribers (all) and Nutrition Education podcast subscribers (UK). Program awareness 

was also spread through word-of-mouth marketing by current club members (all).

When comparing advertising strategies, the word of mouth marketing had the highest return on 

investment in terms of participant recruitment.

Kentucky Department of Fish and Wildlife Resources
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STAFFING AND MENTORS

In this version of the FTF program, most mentors were fellow students who already hunt. Both 

undergraduate and graduate students acted as mentors for the program, as well as KDFWR and school 

staff when needed. This peer-to-peer mentoring style helped new hunters quickly establish trust. It also 

gave them the social support they needed to be confident and comfortable hunting. 

Each case varied slightly, but each campus designated a professor or a club-associated staff member to 

serve as a constant point of contact for students in the program. This was important because students 

had a consistent mentor throughout their college experience. 

Staff from KDFWR helped get the programs and planning started, and provided continued support 

for equipment, planning, and resources. All programs needed some level of continued support from 

KDFWR staff.

PARTICIPANT SELECTION AND REGISTRATION

Participants were recruited by the mentors and college clubs. Participants registered online through 

the KDFWR portal, which was connected to KDFWR’s licensing system. That setup allowed participants 

to receive follow-up information. That system also allows KDFWR to compare license data to 

programming, which helps them determine which programs have more potential to create new hunters.

Participants were required to have a hunting license and tag to hunt. Some programs might charge a 

small fee to cover specific items, like housing during the hunt, but there isn’t usually an additional fee 

to participate. 

MANAGING RISK AND LIABILITY

Everyone involved signed a liability waiver, equipment waiver, and photo-release with KDFWR. Activities 

that take place on university property are covered by the university. Kentucky has several state statutes 

in place that benefit programs like FTF. For public land, there’s a statute that removes liability from the 

state. For private property, Kentucky has two landowner liability statutes that protect the landowner if 

the participants are invited to use the property and a fee is not charged. 

EQUIPMENT

Crossbows and ground blinds were used for programs targeting white-tailed deer. KDFWR provides 

crossbows, flashlights, ground blinds, bug spray, cover scent spray, camouflage outer-clothing, 

orange hats and vests, and field dressing and processing equipment for the participants. Participants 

were required to provide footwear, a hunting license, a harvest log, a hunter education card and 

additional clothing. 



TRAINING SESSIONS

Training sessions include time in the classroom, on the range, and learning through hands-on training. 

Training session schedules varied between programs, but some programs held weekend trainings, 

while others spread out the training sessions over several weeks. All training sessions were held before 

the mentored hunt. 

Key topics included:

 — History of hunting in KY (classroom)

 — Species biology (classroom)

 — Habitat (classroom)

 — Hunting regulations (classroom)

 — Public land hunting (classroom)

 —  Scounting and hunting tactics (classroom)

 — Basic hunting equipment (classroom)

 — Field dressing (field) 

 — Skinning and butchering (field)

 — Prepping meat for the freezer (field)

 — Cooking tips and recipes (field)

 — Range time (field)

 — Tree stand/blind set-up demo (field)

Participants requested additional information 

on cooking tips and practical scouting 

experience, as well as advice on hunting 

equipment they personally bought. 

MENTORED HUNT

The mentored hunt was scheduled over a weekend, within a few weeks of the training sessions. Often, 

the mentored hunts were scheduled to coincide with the students’ fall breaks. Participants arrived 

Friday afternoon to check out hunting equipment and spend time on the range. They also scouted for 

hunting locations in person or using satellite imagery to identify where they’d hunt with their mentor.

Kentucky Department of 
Fish and Wildlife Resources



Participants go on their first hunt on Saturday morning. Afterward, everyone convenes for a butchering 

demonstration if an animal was harvested. They also get additional opportunities to practice shooting 

or learn new skills. The participants then go back out with their mentor for a second hunt Saturday 

afternoon. After the evening hunt, additional butchering experiences are available if an animal was 

harvested. Then, the group share their experiences over dinner.

Sunday morning is an additional and final hunting opportunity. After the hunt, they turn their equipment 

in and prepare to head home.

White-tailed deer are the target species for all the programs.

Variations by program:

 — EKU and Morehead used Camp Webb (a KDFWR property) for their hunts. Participants lodge at the 

onsite cabins.

 — Murray used different public and private land locations for the hunt and onsite tents.

 — UK and WKU used school-owned property and cabins for their weekend hunts. 

FOLLOW UP EVENTS

The official program concluded with the mentored hunt, but follow-up activities were hosted by different 

college programs. These opportunities included additional mentored hunts, wild game socials, and 

organized range time for the groups.

The program also lent equipment to participants so they could continue to hunt until they purchased 

their own equipment.

DATA COLLECTION

Participants registered through KDFWR’s registration system. The system  allows participants to take 

digital surveys, which lets KDFWR staff quickly collect the results. Participants are given one survey at 

their first training session and another survey once they complete the program. Both are administered 

in person to ensure a near 100% response rate. 

Two surveys are administered so KDFWR staff can see how people’s perspective about hunting and 

the hunting community change as a result of the program. The surveys collect information on hunter 

motivations, participation barriers, previous hunting experiences, future hunting interests, demographic 

information, which parts of the program they enjoyed, and additional topics or skills they want to learn.

The feedback was used to improve the program. It helped program leaders understand what they need 

to spend more time on, and how they can make certain topics more involved or hands on. 

55



“Having them register in our event registration manager system is perfect because we can 

use their information to track their behavior in the future.” – Becky Wallen, KDFWR Staff

OPPORTUNITIES AFTER THE PROGRAM

The program promotes partners’ programs and affiliate groups on social media, and during the hunt 

and training sessions. Information is shared about hunting equipment, additional opportunities, and 

conservation organizations. Participants are invited to the Hunter and Angler Legacy Facebook page 

where previous FTF and other related program participants can share stories, recipes, and advice. 

KDFWR promotes a variety of outdoor recreation opportunities to participants and others interested 

through social media, including how-to-fish-for-food programs, kayaking, and wildlife viewing hikes.

IN RETROSPECT, ADVICE MOVING FORWARD

Program organizers said that having an academic advisor or professor who’s willing to be involved 

is essential. When starting with a new school, it was easier for KDFWR staff to target colleges with a 

wildlife society chapter or conservation club, that already has an existing social support system in place 

to build from, than colleges that didn’t.

One of the biggest barriers for college students to participate was costs. The program tried to reduce 

the financial barriers in several ways, including offering loaner equipment. Additional feedback from 

college FTF programs prompted KDFWR staff to look into the feasibility of an apprentice license for 

new hunters. 

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Additional resources, including class 

agendas, marketing materials, and 

survey templates, are available on 

the ATA’s Resource Website at 

resources.archerytrade.org.

Archery Trade Association
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APPENDIX 
HERE’S CONCRETE EVIDENCE

Here’s Concrete Evidence is an activity from Explore Bowhunting, a program developed by the 

Archery Trade Association and its partners to teach the skills necessary to bowhunt. This hands-

on program is designed to instill confidence while also developing students’ appreciation of their 

environmental surroundings, wildlife and the outdoors. Topics covered in the program include 

applying and refining archery skills, recognizing animal tracks and signs, building a ground blind, 

making animal calls, whitetail deer anatomy and field dressing. To learn more about the full 

program, visit archerytrade.org/mentoring.  

GEAR UP

As you climb down from your treestand you’re 

listening intently for any sound. You walk to the 

location where you shot your arrow and begin 

searching for any sign of a hit. Nothing. You begin 

following the trail the animal took and 10 yards in you 

find your arrow with blood on the vanes, you flag the 

spot. Twelve yards in you find blood on the ground. 

Flag the spot. Keep going.

In this activity students learn how to follow a blood 

trail and the importance of flagging the trail to avoid 

getting lost.

GETTING READY

Make blood-trail mixtures ahead of time. Plan for 20 to 

30 minutes of prep time. Depending on the number of 

students, determine how many teams you’ll have, and 

which blood mixtures you want them to use. See the 

suggested recipes on the following page.

TALKING POINTS

After bowhunters shoot, they must remain as calm 

as possible and focus on the steps that help find the 

animal. The following tips will keep you safe and 

increase your chances of finding the animal:

ACTIVITY SNAPSHOT

Students mark and follow a blood trail using 

flagging to find an animal.

Advanced Setup: About 30 minutes to make 

blood trailing mixtures.

WHAT YOU’LL NEED

• Clear plastic zip-top bags (quart and large sizes)

• Fluorescent flagging (surveyors tape)

• 3 tablespoons cocoa powder

• ¾ cup corn syrup

• Food coloring

• 4 heaping tablespoons of coffee grounds (used 

or new)

• 1 cup dry oatmeal

• ½ cup popcorn kernels or  

cracked corn

• 3 cups baby rice cereal (found in the baby-
food aisle at grocery stores) or instant mashed 
potatoes

• Arrows, one arrow per blood trail

ACTIVITY TIME

60 MINUTES
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BLOOD MIXTURE RECIPE CARD 1

LUNG & HEART SHOT BLOOD

one bag for each shot 

• ½ cup water

• 1 tablespoon cocoa powder

• ¼ cup corn syrup

• 1 teaspoon plus 4 drops red food coloring

Mix the cocoa into the water using a whisk. Add corn 

syrup and food coloring. Blend well. Put into quart-

sized, plastic zip-top bag.

BLOOD MIXTURE RECIPE CARD 2

LIVER BLOOD

• 1 cup water

• 2 tablespoons cocoa powder

• ½ cup corn syrup

• 1 teaspoon red food coloring

• 8 drops green food coloring

Mix the cocoa into the water using a whisk. Add corn 

syrup and food coloring, blend well. Put into quart-

sized, plastic zip-top bag. 

BLOOD MIXTURE RECIPE CARD 3

STOMACH/PAUNCH SHOT

• Grass and other plant material, enough to fill a 

large plastic zip-top bag about one-third of the 

way

• 4 heaping tablespoons of coffee grounds (used or 

new)

• 1 cup dry oatmeal

• ½ cup popcorn kernels or cracked corn

• 3 cups baby rice cereal (found in the baby-food 

aisle at grocery stores) or instant mashed potatoes

• 2 cups water (depending on your plant material, 

you might need more water; add until mixture 

has enough liquid so students can drop it easily 

on the ground to make a trail, the consistency of 

apple sauce).

Put plant material into a gallon-size zip-top bag. 

Add coffee, dry oatmeal and popcorn. Mix well. Add 

baby rice cereal or instant mashed potatoes, mix well. 

Add water, mix well.

 TALKING POINTS CONTINUED

1 First, catch your breath. Record the time 

and direction the animal fled. If it stays in 

sight, keep watching and pay attention to its 

actions.

2 As it flees, listen intently. Can you tell if it 

fell or ran beyond your hearing range? The 

longer you hear it, the farther it is probably 

traveling.

3  Sit tight and keep your composure. Wait 30 

to 60 minutes before leaving your blind or 

tree stand. Descending a tree while you’re 

excited can be dangerous. You could fall or 

slip. And if the animal is nearby and alert, 

the noise you make climbing down could 

cause it to run farther away.

4  While waiting, replay your shot. Did you see 

where the arrow hit? If so, where? What was 

the animal’s reaction?

5  Once you leave your stand or blind, look for 

evidence at the impact point. Are there blood 

spots or splatters? A lot or a little? Is fluid 

other than blood present? Pay attention to its 

actions.

6  When trailing your animal, do not walk on 

the blood trail. You might need to retrace 

your steps and start again. If the blood trail 

is disturbed, it will be tough to follow. Take 

your time and be observant.

7  When bowhunters are certain the arrow 

struck the heart/lung area, they often trail 

the animal after waiting 30 minutes. If 

evidence points to a gut shot, however, wait 

at least six to eight hours before tracking. 

Gut-shot deer won’t go far if left undisturbed. 

If uncertain, resist the temptation to quickly 

trail it. Wait at least two hours and then 

proceed slowly, examining blood and fluids, 

the arrow, and other evidence to determine 

how quickly you should follow your prey.



TALKING POINTS CONTINUED

8 When trailing your animal, do not walk on 

the blood trail. You might need to retrace 

your steps and start again. If the blood trail is 

disturbed, it will be tough to follow. Take your 

time and be observant.

9 Be alert for signs other than blood. Overturned 

leaves, hoof prints, trampled grass, tufts of 

hair, and flattened leaves indicate an animal 

has passed through.

10 Follow the blood trail as if you are stalking the 

animal. Stop often and look all around you.

11 If the blood trail weakens and blood becomes 

difficult to find, the wound might be plugged 

with fat or it might have stopped bleeding. 

However, if bleeding increases, this might 

indicate the deer is just ahead. Heavy blood 

loss causes the animal to expire or bed down. 

12 If you can’t find the animal and run out of blood 

sign, begin a larger search and get others to 

help. There are two types of searches: the 

circle search and grid search.

13 A circle search starts at the last sign marked, 

and expands from the center, radiating out 

until more sign or the animal is found. This is a 

one- to three-person effort.

14 Grid searches use up to 12 people. Using a 

compass or GPS, searchers line up in a row 

and go in one direction. Searchers must be 

close enough to clearly see the person on each 

side. The line moves slowly, the searchers 

looking for sign or the deer. After 50 to 100 

yards, or reaching a fence or road, the line flip-

flops, and moves across the same tract. This is 

repeated until each grid is thoroughly searched 

in all directions from the last sign marked.

LET’S GET STARTED

1 Break students into eight teams, at least two 

students per team. Four teams will be “deer” 

and the other four teams will be “hunters.”

2 Give each “deer” team a bag of the trailing 

mixture and an arrow. “Deer” will use the 

trailing mixture to create a blood trail for the 

“hunters” to follow. They need to leave the 

arrow where a shot was taken and the “deer” 

was hit. “Deer” will mark the arrow with the 

trailing mixture. Once the bag is empty, the 

“deer” must stay within three steps of where 

they ran out of the mixture. Each trailing 

mixture will mimic a certain hit. Guidelines for 

the “deer” are:

3 Lung Shot: Cannot travel more than 100 yards.

4 Heart Shot: Cannot travel more than 50 yards, 

and blood trail must get heavier as the trail 

goes on.

5 Liver Shot: Can travel up to 200 yards. Can stop 

and move again when the hunter gets nearby 

but must keep dropping blood until the bag is 

empty. (This simulates when a hunter begins 

tracking an animal too soon. The animal will 

get up and move from one place to another.)

6 Gut/paunch Shot: Can travel 200 yards. 

Can stop and move again when the hunter 

approaches, but must keep dropping 

stomach contents until the bag is empty.

7 “Deer” teams can double back, turn or 

travel in circles. They do not need to travel 

in a straight line.

8 Give “deer” 10 minutes to lay their trail. 

Make sure “hunters” are not within sight of 

“deer” students.
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9 Instruct “hunters” they will trail their assigned 

deer. Each team will use flagging to mark their 

trail. Each team flags where the deer was 

actually hit (where they found the arrow) and 

determine the type of shot that was taken (gut, 

lung, heart or liver) before following the trail.

10 All “hunters” mark the trail with flagging when 

they find a sign, or every 20 yards. Students 

should be able to see the path the deer took 

from point of impact to final bedding area.

11 Have the students remove all flagging from 

the trees as they return to the beginning.

12 If time and space allow, have the 

groups switch.

ADAPTATIONS

Instructors can lay the trails before class if 

time does not allow students to be the “deer” 

and “hunter.” Break students into teams to track 

the “deer.” Leave the empty bag of trail mixture 

at the end of the trail so students know they 

have found the “deer.”

ENRICHMENTS

GPS receivers can be helpful when trailing 

wounded deer, allowing you to mark spots along 

the blood trail as waypoints. They can also keep 

you from getting lost when you’re focused on the 

blood trail. Save your parking site as a waypoint 

before walking away from your car. Then, once 

you locate your deer or lose the trail, your GPS 

unit will show you the car’s location, its distance 

and direction. Staying oriented is especially 

difficult during nighttime tracking. Carrying a 

GPS unit is always helpful.

Have students save their waypoints the entire 

time they’re tracking the “deer”. Students 

save waypoints when they find blood or other 

noteworthy signs along the blood trail. Once they 

enter several locations, they might see a travel 

pattern develop on the GPS screen that isn’t 

obvious at “ground level.”

Contact your state wildlife agencies or local 

nature centers that might have GPS units 

available for loan.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1 When you were a hunter, what evidence did  

you find?

2 What did you find most difficult in tracking  

your deer?

3 Did other signs on the trail help you find the  

deer? If yes, what were the signs?

4 Was there enough blood or fluid to track your  

deer effectively?

5 What would you do if there was little blood on  

the trail? Answer: Ask friends to help look and 

spread out your search.

6 Did you account for the fact your deer might be 

able to run away when approached? Answer: Just 

because you hit a deer doesn’t mean it will die 

immediately. Animals might take a little time to 

expire and they can get up and move during that 

time.

7 Once you found your deer, do you think you could 

have made it back out of the woods without your 

flagging tape? Were you glad the tape was there? 

Why?

EDUCATOR’S RESOURCES

1 Foulkrod, Bob. Trailing Shot Deer. Bass Pro Shops Outdoor 
Site Library. Internet resource at  
www.basspro.com/webapp/wcs/stores/servlet/e?mode=a
rticle&objectID=28536&storeId=10151&catalogId=10001&
langId=-1

2 John’s Journal: Plot Your Way to a Buck. Nighthawk 
Publications. Internet resource at  
www.nighthawkpublications.com

3 Smith, Richard P. Tracking Wounded Deer: How to Find and 

Tag Deer Shot with Bow or Gun. Smith Publications, 1996.

4 Trout, John Jr. Finding Wounded Deer. Woods N’ Water, 2001.
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