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From the Chair 
Allison Price, Director of Learning Experiences, Lincoln Park Zoo 

  

If you’ve been to an AZA annual conference, you’re 

likely familiar with the ever-present large flip charts that 

solicit everyone’s hot topics they’d like to see addressed 

at the next year’s conference. If you’ve never been, 

picture a row of white paper pads on easels with ideas 

scrawled – sometimes in large, loud lettering, and other 

times in small, careful text. On the Education easel, there 

are a few topics that seem evergreen, appearing each 

year: evaluation, inclusion, teens, and technology are a 

few that come to mind. Lately, however, many 

education hot topic suggestions have been 

conservation-focused, about how our programs can 

effect change for species and habitats. Personal 

behavior change, in particular, is a topic that has gotten 

a lot of “air time” at recent annual and midyear 

meetings. So why not bring that conversation to these 

pages, too? 

 

Behavior change can be a challenging nut to crack, 

because there are so many factors that help determine 

whether a given person will choose to follow through on 

a given action. What seems doable or motivating to one 

person might be anathema to another. Perhaps I might 

be willing to do a given behavior, but only if certain pre-

conditions are met for me first. For zoo and aquarium 

educators looking to make an impact on their audiences 

– and thus the planet – the situation gets even more 

complicated, as we fear being accused of “lecturing” or 

“shaming” our audiences for not doing the behaviors we 

recommend. And when you take that confusing mix and 

you add to it an unfortunate scarcity of empirical data 

about what works and why, it’s easy to get lost. Pretty 

soon, what started as an info table about single-use 

plastics has become infinitely more daunting.  

 

It would be tempting to say that our field must “try” to 

figure out how behavior change works. But as Yoda 

famously said, “Do, or do not. There is no try.” So, in 

this issue, you’ll find colleagues who have jumped into 

behavior change programming and messaging in the 

hope that they can make a difference in their 

communities. Through their work, we can all gain 

insights that we can put to use in our own institutions. 

Conservation issues are caused by people, but people 

can be part of the solutions.  

 

May the Force be with us. 
 

EDITORIAL BOARD 
 
 Kerry Carlin-Morgan, Oregon Coast Aquarium Chief Editor 
 
 Erika Novak, Friends of the National Zoo Graphic Designer 
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Not Just Onlookers:  
Valuing Youth Voice in Conservation Action 

Jen Duffy, M.Sc. B.Ed., School Program Coordinator, Calgary Zoo 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“It’s for the fish!” seven-year-old Cassidy exclaimed 

when asked why she is so passionate about decreasing 

the use of single-use plastics in her community. As the 

Calgary Zoo’s first cohort of Conservation Champions, 

Cassidy and 401 other young people gathered in June 

for our first Conservation Champions Festival. The 

showcase featured interactive displays, dramatic 

performances and a variety of activities highlighting 

how each student had contributed to the zoo’s mission 

to take and inspire action to sustain wildlife and wild 

places.  

 

The Festival hosted the conservation projects of 18 

classes (grades one to seven) from ten schools in 

Calgary and was the culmination of their participation in 

Chevron Open Minds Zoo School, our year-long 

conservation education program that includes educator 

training, classroom visits and a custom-designed week 

at the zoo. Throughout the Zoo School program, 

students (and their teachers) are inspired and equipped 

to take and inspire conservation action they deem 

important. This year, the classes designed community 

awareness campaigns on local wildlife, plastic use and 

endangered species such as the mountain bongo, 

through art instillations, storybook creation and 

dramatizations; they created wild-safe spaces though 

community clean-ups and pollinator sanctuaries; and 

they ran fundraisers to assist the Calgary Zoo with its 

conservation projects.  

 

For Zoo School Coordinator Andrea Robinson, the 

program’s positive impact lies in our ability to take the 

time to collaborate with each class and to value their 

voices and interests. “Because we engage with them in 

meaningful touchpoints throughout the year, there is 

time for repeat messaging and reflection, for 

relationships and compassion to build, for inspiration to 

become action, and for attitudes and behaviors to shift,” 

said Robinson.  

 

The addition of the Festival to this year-long experience 

has definitely amplified that impact. Robinson added, 

“The Festival then creates this beautiful opportunity for 

us to celebrate and validate all of that expertise, 

enthusiasm and accomplishment the students gain over 

the year. It helps them see how much their actions 

matter; that they have an important role to play in 

conservation.”     

 

Leane Hua, one of the teachers who guided Cassidy and 

her Grade 1-2 classmates in their plastic project, agrees. 

She shared that the students “extended their 

conservational knowledge into their daily lives, 

collecting garbage from the schoolyard, educating their 
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 Not Just Onlookers continued  

Such sentiments were shared by many of this year’s 

teachers and students, demonstrating the type of 

transformation this kind of long-term, celebratory 

programming can have. Cassidy exemplifies this. She 

came into the Zoo School program with no special 

interest in environmental issues and left as a highly 

passionate and emboldened advocate for fish, 

boisterously exclaiming “I made a difference!” after 

educating Festival-goers on what they could do to 

decrease their plastic use.    

 

The Calgary Zoo plans to expand the Conservation 

Champions initiative in the coming years, asking 

participants from our other conservation education 

programs to also take action and celebrate with us. 

“Even though it will grow significantly,” said Outreach 

Education Manager Laura Glick, “relationship building 

and youth voice will always remain at its core.” For what 

better way to continue inspiring and empowering youth 

to care about and take action for the wild, than to 

support and celebrate them when they do?  
 
 
 
 
 
 

parents about reusable containers for snacks, and 

exploring different ways to reduce, reuse, and recycle 

plastic. They feel more like participants in wildlife 

conservation, not just onlookers.”  

 

The Calgary Zoological Society Conservation Champions Festival won the Eleanore Oakes Award for Education Program Design (Large 
Member). This award recognizes outstanding achievement and innovation in education program design that enhances conservation knowledge 
and/or promotes positive conservation attitudes and behaviour. 
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It’s Not Just About the Message, But Also the Messenger!  
(And Teen Educators Are Particularly Effective!) 
Grace Fields, Riverbanks Zoo & Garden, GFields@riverbanks.org, Karen P. Burns, Virginia Aquarium & Marine 
Science Center, Adam Hartstone-Rose, North Carolina State University  

Over the last century, zoos and aquariums have evolved 

beyond entertainment to important educational 

facilities. More recently, as animals and habitats are 

increasingly threatened by wildlife trafficking, increased 

pollution and broader effects of climate change, zoos 

and aquariums have increasingly taken on a leading role 

in working to get guests to better understand these 

issues and ultimately to change their behavior to help 

save species in the wild and protect wild places. While 

coupling conservation messages with inspirational AZA 

exhibits clearly has the potential to inspire important 

change in guest behaviors, it turns out that there are 

significant differences in the extent to which they are 

learning this information based on how that message is 

being transmitted. In other words, some messengers 

turn out to be significantly better than others! 

 

The three of us are members of a team of more than a 

dozen investigators working on a U.S./U.K. study, 

funded by the National Science Foundation; the 

Welcome Trust; and the Economic and Social Research 

Council, examining the effects of teen programs at 

informal STEM learning facilities – zoos, aquariums, 

museums and science centers. We have been collecting 

data at six sites in both the U.S. and England and have 

been studying the effects of these programs on the 

STEM interest and engagement of the teen participants 

themselves and also the effects these teen educators 

have on the guests visiting those sites. 

 

Based on educational and psychological theory, we  

thought that teens would be particularly good at  

engaging with visitors, especially children, and able  

to have a greater educational benefit than static media 

and possibly even than adult educators. To test this, we 

surveyed more than 2,500 visitors (1,203 children and 

1,307 adults) who had been given on-exhibit educational 

information by either an adult or teen educator or had 

simply visited the exhibit with only the static media as a 

guide. We asked the  

visitors about both  

their impressions of  

how much they  

learned at the exhibit  

and also several  

content questions to  

evaluate exactly what  

they took away from  

the experience.   

 

In line with our expectations, children reported that they 

learned more at the exhibit if they had been taught by 

one of the teen educators. Remarkably, so did the adults!  

They too reported higher perceived learning when they 

interacted with the teens than with an adult educator or 

none at all. Even more exciting, both the adult and child 

visitors were right! Both groups answered significantly 

more content questions correctly if they were taught by 

the teens than the adult or no-educator scenarios.   

 

What we are confident about is that, for both adults and 

children, visitors think they are learning more educational 

messaging from teen educators, and, when asked about 

that content, it is clear that they are indeed learning more 

from the teens. Therefore, when you are considering 

trying to teach your visitors about ways that they can 

positively change their behavior, consider not just the 

message that you are trying to impart, but also the 

messenger! At our sites, teens are clearly doing a great 

job. If you do not already have a teen program at your 

zoo or aquarium, the evidence would suggest that these 

are great programs for all involved and we recommend 

that you consider instituting one. 

 

Please email us if you would like more information about 

our study.  We have mountains of data about teen 

programs from both the perspectives of the teens 

themselves and the visitors, and are happy to share 

anything that helps! 

mailto:GFields@riverbanks.org
mailto:GFields@riverbanks.org
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A Practical Tool for Zoos & Aquariums to Encourage Conservation Action 
Nicolette Canzoneri, Conservation Behavior Coordinator, Jennifer Tabanico, President, Action Research 

 
As one of the largest supporters of worldwide 

conservation, zoos and aquariums know too well the 

plight of wildlife facing unprecedented 

environmental challenges. In response to these 

challenges, zoos and aquariums have become 

important resources for environmental education 

and building connections to wildlife for their 

respective communities. Many institutions are now 

also tackling the complicated task of encouraging 

pro-environmental behavior among visitors and 

community members to further address pressing 

conservation concerns. This behavior change 

undertaking can be difficult to fold into existing 

education or outreach practices because effectively 

changing behavior requires a deliberate inclusion of 

behavioral science-based processes. Additionally, 

the unique constraints of zoos and aquariums in 

terms of resources, audience and funding sources 

can thwart the best intended programming. This can 

be especially true when a clear, concise process for 

targeting behavior change has not been adopted.  

 

Professionals in the zoo and aquarium industry have 

a variety of backgrounds, which can be both a 

source of great strength and a challenge when 

trying to reconcile disparate approaches. As a result, 

the default practice frequently becomes 

implementation of information-based programs 

where increasing knowledge and awareness is 

assumed to impact behavior. Unfortunately, research 

has shown that information-intensive campaigns are 

often ineffective at changing behavior and that 

multiple factors play a role in an individual’s 

adoption (or non-adoption) of a target behavior.  

Considering these factors along with the desire to 

achieve meaningful impacts for wildlife, a systematic 

approach to behavior change at zoos and aquariums 

is essential. 

 

An important consideration for effectively utilizing 

behavioral science in program design is the adoption 

of practical frameworks that can be applied in real-

world settings. One way this can be accomplished is 

through the application of community-based social 

marketing (CBSM). CBSM has been used historically 

across a wide range of environmental domains, 

including energy conservation, pollution prevention 

and waste management. In recent years, it has been 

increasingly applied to foster behavior change in the 

wildlife conservation domain. CBSM provides an 

accessible framework for practitioners who want to 

include behavioral science principles and theories 

into the development of conservation action 

programs. CBSM itself is not a theory but a process; 

one that provides for the use of multiple theories, 

approaches and available resources to fit audience 

needs. Additionally, CBSM provides a framework 

that can be adopted regardless of the scope of the 

campaign; from small-scale, one-time behavior asks 

to large-scale, community efforts and everything in 

between. 

 

CBSM is highly compatible for zoo and aquarium 

applications as it allows for the incorporation of the 

varied expertise present in these institutions by 

tapping into existing resources and capacity. For 

example, staff members in the education 

department can assist with crafting content and 

align messaging with educational goals; marketing 

staff can design engaging materials for the program; 

scientific advisors, such as conservation biologists 

and ecologists, can weigh in on the impact of the 

behavior(s) being considered; trainers can analyze 

behavioral data; and volunteers can assist in data 

collection or implementation. In essence, CBSM 

supports institutional missions by integrating 

research-based processes with existing resources to 

meaningfully change behavior that benefits wildlife 

and wild places. The adoption of this practical model 

is an important first step towards realizing 

conservation goals worldwide. 

 

1 McKenzie-Mohr, 1996; 1999; 2011; McKenzie-Mohr, Lee, Schultz, & 
Kotler, 2011; Schultz & Tabanico, 2007 
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Evaluating Behavior Change Planning in a Dolphin Presentation:  
What We are Beginning to See 
Rachael Mathews, Exhibit Development and Evaluation Specialist, Indianapolis Zoo 

 
 

Evaluating Behavior Change 
Planning in a Dolphin Presentation 
continued 

 
 
 

 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In the spring of 2019, the Indianapolis Zoo launched a 

newly themed dolphin presentation, focusing on 

empowering guests to make small changes in their daily 

lives to help reduce their reliance on single-use plastics.  

The presentation is broken into six segments. Three 

segments feature the Zoo’s incredible dolphins and their 

marine mammal trainers. During these segments the 

audience both witnesses the strong bond between 

dolphin and trainer and hears examples of small 

changes trainers have made in their lives to help ocean 

animals, such as skipping the straw, taking reusable 

bags to the store, or buying in the bulk section of the 

grocery store.  

The remaining three segments are short videos that tell 

the story of single-use plastics in our oceans and what 

people are doing to help. The first video showcases the 

beauty and energy of ocean life, focusing on imagery 

and music, which transitions attention to the dolphins in 

the pool. In the second video, guests hear from a 

scientist from the Nature Conservancy, who explains the 

single-use plastics problem and how becoming a parent 

actually inspired her to become a conservationist. The 

final video features local Indiana families who are 

making small changes at home to help keep the oceans 

clean. 

From the start of development, it was important to us 

that our message be accessible and positive. We did not 

want our guests to feel overwhelmed or put upon — we 

wanted them to feel motivated, empowered and excited 

to make changes at home! We also wanted them to feel 

a connection with the Zoo and invited to join our 

journey through simple and accessible actions.  

To find out what resonated with our guests, we held 

three different focus group sessions with local families. 

During these sessions we asked with what sorts of 

educational themes they identified. Single-use plastics 

was an issue many of our families were beginning to 

hear more about, making it a relatable message for their 

families. Many said they wanted to do more for the 

environment but needed some guidance with ideas and 

examples. This feedback helped us identify specific 

actions we could focus on and helped spark the idea of 

reaching out to local families to be featured in the 

presentation. 

As part of the program’s summative evaluation, we ask 

guests to respond to a list of actions that are either 

related to the message of reducing single-use plastic 

usage or in support of our waterways. Guests are asked 

to sort this list into the following categories:  

• I hope to start doing this with my family. 

• I wish I had more information. 

• I already take this step. 

• N/A or I am not interested in this action. 
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Evaluating Behavior Change Planning in a Dolphin Presentation continued 

 
 
 
 

 
  

We then reach out six to eight weeks later with a follow-

up survey, asking them if they have taken any new 

actions at home since they saw the presentation.  

Since the start of data collection this spring, 

approximately 50 percent of respondents have cited the 

story, educational information or conservation message 

as their favorite part of the program. In some instances, 

guest specifically mention the message about single-use 

plastics!  

Using rain barrels and straw alternatives were the most 

popular actions guests wanted to start doing, while 

more than 60 percent of families so far have reported 

recycling and using reusable bottles as actions they are 

already doing. 

As the follow-up surveys start to come in, we will be 

able to measure whether guests are following up on 

their self-selected actions they hoped to start doing 

when they first saw the presentation. So far, 100 percent 

of the respondents have reported starting something 

new, or are already doing every item on the list! While 

the sample size here is still very small, this is exciting to 

see, and we are hopeful that this trend will continue.  

We hope that by creating a program that promotes 

changes at home, we can inspire our guests to join us in our 

goal to help save our oceans from pollution. The Zoo has 

not offered single-use straws for many years and continues 

to conduct internal audits in order to model best practices 

for the environment and our guests. We are proud of the 

hard work the team has put in to make this a reality.  
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Removing Single-use Plastics in Retail Operations Influences Guests to  
Choose Wisely 
Andrew Fischer, SSA VP of Sustainability & Conservation 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

As a proud member of the CEC since 2016 and the Vice 

President of Sustainability & Conservation for SSA, a 

cultural attractions operator across 38+ zoo and 

aquarium locations, I have been able to help provide a 

perspective for our partners and guests of an operator 

working towards being more sustainable. The drive to 

educate visitors about the impacts on our climate, 

species survival and our environment is fueled by the 

ability to connect our operations with the animals and 

exhibits they know and love.     

 

SSA has had a growing focus on sustainability and 

conservation efforts and has been expanding these 

efforts company-wide. Reducing waste from the start is 

one of SSA’s three core sustainability pillars, along with 

transforming the industry responsibly and supporting 

partners for a sustainable future. These three principles 

are best illustrated by our operations across the country 

as it has influenced guests nationally to reduce single-

use plastics in their daily lives.  

 

A driver for SSA was the formation of the nationwide 

Aquarium Conservation Partnership (ACP), a movement 

championed by Monterey Bay Aquarium that now 

involves 20 U.S. aquariums. A primary goal of ACP 

members is to leverage their purchasing and outreach 

power to reduce the sources of ocean and freshwater 

plastic pollution. A keystone moment for us was when 

we embarked on methodically changing our business 

practices—and those of our suppliers. 

 

We reached out to our largest vendor, Wild Republic, 

which provides many of the toys within zoos and 

aquariums nationwide and challenged them to come up 

with viable solutions for our SSA Quest line of toys. We 

were patient while they worked through significant 

product development and testing. The new packaging 

debuted in late 2017. It decreased or eliminated plastic 

windows, blister packs and single-use containers, and 

transitioned them to more open and tactile boxes for 

children to engage with them.  

The Quest product line we helped transform grew to 

more than 35 Wild Republic items available at all SSA 

zoo and aquarium retail accounts. Since 2017, this 

represents sales of over 200,000 units, reducing close 

to 18,000 pounds (8,200 kilograms) of single-use 

plastic. Sales results have been solid: most items have 

seen a substantial increase over previous figures due to 

the improved look and feel for children and parents. 

They also have educational and sustainability messaging 

as well as to “recycle the packaging.” 
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Removing Single-use Plastics in Retail Operations continued 

 A key goal of this program was to bring these changes 

to all zoo and aquarium facilities as well as other 

attractions nationwide. SSA encouraged Wild Republic 

to offer this new packaging to other operators, with the 

hope that its leadership will lead to an exponential 

impact within the industry.  

 

An additional guest behavior influencing product is the 

reusable bag. SSA has offered for years a version made 

of recycled plastics in many of our retail stores. Our 

overall direction to reduce waste is move to a “bag-free” 

company. We are close to being 100 percent free of all 

single-use bags including paper at all locations. We look 

to the guests to bring their own bags or have them 

purchase our reusable bags. The goal of impacting a 

behavior change is working as we have sold more than 

300,000 units (162,000 in 2018 alone) of 

recycled/reusable bags since 2017.  

 

Retail bags are the most effective item we offer that 

balances sustainability, revenue-generation and 

guest/staff engagement. It generates revenue for our 

clients, saves money and creates the opportunity for a 

dialog about sustainability with our guests. This dialog 

can be spirited at times as most retailers nationally are 

still providing bags with purchase, but we are able to 

explain the reason and have support from many of our 

institutions as to the “why.” Guests usually then express 

their understanding but for those who are disappointed, 

we have paper bags available. 

 

I believe as vital partners, no matter if we are a third-

party company or self-operated, we have a 

responsibility to be a part of the solution to the plastic 

waste challenge. We can’t sit idly by and wait. But we 

also can’t do it alone. 

 

Vendors must be willing to step up, look at their product 

line and ask: “Why has this been packaged this way for 

so long?” and “What if we make a shift? Could it have a 

greater financial return?” The most critical aspect of this 

journey is institutional and industry leadership including 

the Aquarium Conservation Partnership to collaborate in 

support of these changes. With that level of 

commitment, these practices will soon be the norm, not 

the exception. 
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Single-use Plastics and Sustainable Seafood: Designing and Evaluating for 
Ocean-friendly Action at the New York Aquarium 

Sarah Edmunds, Senior Exhibit Developer, Wildlife Conservation Society, Su-Jen Roberts PhD, Director of Educational 
Research & Evaluation, Wildlife Conservation Society 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In 2018, the New York Aquarium opened Ocean 

Wonders: Sharks!, an immersive and interactive exhibit 

that brings visitors up close to a diverse group of sharks, 

rays and other species. The exhibit’s goals included 

creating a sense of awe and concern for the ocean and 

sharks; highlighting the primary threats—unsustainable 

fishing and plastic pollution—that are devastating shark 

populations globally; and empowering visitors to take 

reachable, specific conservation actions.   

 

Exhibit Design 
The exhibit’s narrative unfolds experientially throughout 

the space, culminating in an uplifting and highly 

interactive “Conservation Choices” gallery. Designed 

and developed using front-end and formative 

evaluation, this space emphasizes New York City’s 

connection to the ocean and offers guests a real chance 

to commit to taking ocean-friendly actions. Through 

multi-media interactives, visitors learn how plastics 

affect the ocean (Fig. 1), how to choose sustainable 

seafood (Fig. 2), and they can pledge to reduce single- use plastics and dispose of trash properly so it doesn’t 

end up in the ocean. These “Pledge Stations” animate 

the positive consequence of each conservation action 

and show that others have taken the action, too. A final 

interactive mimicking a New York City news stand 

inspires visitors to visualize themselves as active ocean 

advocates by taking their picture and sharing their 

conservation pledges to social media (Fig. 3).  

 

Summative Evaluation 
We designed the summative evaluation to capture the 

exhibit’s impact on visitors’ awareness of and intention 

to reduce single-use plastics and buy sustainable 

seafood. We distributed a standardized survey to: 1) 

New York City residents (not Aquarium visitors); 2) 

Aquarium visitors before they went through the exhibit; 

and 3) Aquarium visitors after they went through the 

exhibit. 

Figure 1: In our Trash Floor interactive, visitors are prompted to physically 
“stomp out the trash” in the ocean. Formative and summative evaluations 
showed this interactive was highly attractive and engaging for children in 
particular, and successful at communicating the message that plastic straws, 
bottles and bags on the street are washed into the ocean through storm 
drains. © Julie Larsen Maher / WCS 

Figure 2: Real Cost Café. This interactive developed by the Monterey Bay 
Aquarium highlights the issues with various fisheries and empowers visitors 
to directly influence the health of the ocean through choosing sustainable 
seafood. © David Sundberg / Esto 
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Single-use Plastics and Sustainable Seafood continued 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

We were surprised to find no significant difference in 

visitors’ awareness of the problems with single-use 

plastics before and after the exhibit. This lack of a 

difference may be because this topic has gained 

recognition regionally; indeed, almost half of New York 

City residents (non-Aquarium visitors) indicated that 

they were Extremely Aware that reducing reliance on 

single-use plastics helps protect marine wildlife.  

Although there was high awareness about plastics, 

Aquarium visitors remarked that they still learned a lot 

from the exhibit, including insight into the scale of the 

plastics problem. Additionally, visitors recognized that 

they have room to do more; more than half of people 

who visited the exhibit anticipated increasing their use 

of alternatives to single-use plastics, including reusable 

bottles, bags and straws (Fig. 4) 

 

Figure 3: In formative evaluation, some visitors noted that sharing their 
conservation pledges publicly in the exhibit and on social media through this 
Advocacy News Stand interactive encouraged an active role in conservation 
more effectively than pledging had on its own. © Sarah Hezel / WCS 

Figure 4: More than half of visitors expected to increase their plastic-reducing behaviors after visiting the exhibit. 
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Single-use Plastics and Sustainable Seafood continued 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
  

In contrast, making sustainable seafood choices remains confusing or inaccessible for many. The exhibit significantly 

increased visitors’ awareness of how to select sustainable seafood (t = 2.9, df = 1051, p =.003), yet overall awareness 

remained low, with only about one-quarter of respondents indicating that they were Extremely Aware of how to 

make these choices after going through the exhibit (Fig. 5).   

 

Lessons Learned 
The exhibit evaluation indicated that the messaging 

about single-use plastics increased visitors’ intentions to 

use alternative products. This success is likely related to 

the design of the exhibit that emphasized individual-

level actions that feel recognizable, concrete and 

attainable for most visitors. Additionally, the design 

capitalized on a publicly-recognized conservation issue; 

people had high awareness about single-use plastics 

even before they visited the Aquarium. The exhibit 

messaging thus served to extend visitors’ knowledge 

about a familiar topic and prompt them to take the next 

steps towards action. There are also support systems 

available at the community level, such as grocery stores 

that sell reusable shopping bags and restaurants 

eliminating plastic straws, which makes adoption feel 

more attainable. 

 

Our evaluation also found that many visitors were aware 

of the importance of choosing sustainable seafood 

Figure 5: About one-quarter of visitors leaving the exhibit felt that they were Extremely Aware of how to make sustainable seafood choices. 

options, but remained uncertain about how to do so, 

even after their visit. While we highlighted some 

specific actions in the Real Cost Cafe interaction—such 

as choosing farmed mollusks—many choices depend 

on where the seafood came from or how it was caught. 

In reality, applying the sustainable seafood information 

can be difficult due to the fact that restaurants and 

seafood distributors aren’t always able to provide this 

detailed information. Recognizing that the key barrier 

to adoption is not awareness of the importance of 

choosing sustainable options, but rather obtaining 

more information about how a specific piece of fish 

was sourced helped us develop strategies to bridge 

this divide. In the future, the Aquarium is considering 

how it can highlight local businesses that source their 

products in sustainable ways (including the restaurants 

at the Aquarium!), so that our local Brooklyn audience 

can feel confident about their seafood choices. 
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What are We Doing to Measure Conservation Support from Zoo Visitors? 
Eduardo J. Fernandez, PhD, School of Behavior Analysis, Florida Institute of Technology 

 
 

 

At the start of my postdoctoral career, I published a 

review paper on animal-visitor interactions in zoos 

(Fernandez, Tamborski, Pickens, and Timberlake, 2009). 

This review took a novel approach to the subject matter 

for two reasons:  

1. It reviewed published papers on how visitors 

affected the animals as well as how animals 

affected the visitors (most published research 

at that time focused exclusively on the 

effects of visitors on zoo animals). 

2. It reviewed studies on zoo animals/exhibits 

and their effects on both visitor perceptions 

(i.e., their verbal reports), as well as visitor 

behaviors.  

This latter point was critical, since most published 

research at that time focused more directly on what 

visitors said about the animals/exhibits they observed, 

and only a few studies examined how a visitor’s directly 

observable behaviors changed as a result of different 

animal/exhibit activity.  

  

As a result of this paper, a then Master’s graduate 

student in the Museology program at the University of 

Washington, Andrea Godinez, expressed interest in 

looking at how the activity of the jaguars at Woodland 

Park Zoo might affect both the visitors’ perceptions and 

behaviors. This immediately piqued my interest, because 

it allowed us to directly compare visitors’ verbal reports 

with their overt behaviors in terms of crowd size and 

length of stay at an exhibit, and it allowed us to 

correlate these changes with the different activities 

(e.g., inactivity, activity, stereotypies or out of sight) 

that the jaguars exhibited. We eventually published the 

results of her thesis (Godinez and Fernandez, 2013), and 

began focusing on an updated review of the zoo 

experience on visitors in terms of their perceptions, 

behaviors, and most critically, their conservation 

support. This review is now published and publicly 

accessible (Godinez and Fernandez, 2019; 

www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.01746/

full), and details what we do know from the literature 

about the zoo experience. 

  

It should not surprise any reader here that one of the 

primary functions of zoos is to educate and increase 

conservation support for the wide variety of species 

located in modern zoos (Association of Zoos and 

Aquariums, 2012). However, this is too often treated as 

an assumption rather than an empirical question. In 

other words, how do we know that visiting a zoo 

increases both knowledge and support for 

conservation? Are there certain experiences that make 

this education/support more or less likely? What about 

certain types of zoos and/or exhibits? How does 

conservation support differ from people who don’t visit 

zoos? Critics of zoos and aquariums make opposing 

arguments in terms of this conservation effect (Rose, 

Parsons, and Farinato, 2009). So how does a potential 

zoo visitor or supporter know which claim to believe?  

  

I would argue that any such debate can only be 

answered by data, not assumptions, and to that end, 

there is growing evidence that the more often a zoo 

visitor visits a zoo, the more likely that visitor is to 

become educated about and actively involved in 

conservation support (for a review, see Godinez and 

Fernandez, 2019). However, one of the most critical 

comparisons, the zoo visitor to the non-zoo visitor, is 

virtually non-existent in the literature. To date, only one 

published study attempted to compare any level of zoo 

perceptions of zoo visitors to non-zoo visitors, and that 

study was conducted more than 20 years ago (Reade 

and Waran, 1996). If we want to argue that visiting a zoo 

changes something in the zoo visitor, then we need to 

know to what we are comparing that change. We need 

to know about the non-zoo visitor. 

  

I hope the reader of this brief synopsis of visitor 

perceptions, behaviors, learning and conservation 
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What are We Doing to Measure Conservation Support? continued 
 
 
 

 
  

support views the above with optimism about the future 

of zoo education. To that end, I would like to leave the 

reader, particularly the zoo and aquarium visitor 

educator, with two suggestions:  

1. Become active in your institution’s visitor 

research and work on publishing those 

studies.  

It only takes one motivated individual to move 

the field forward in terms of one more published 

visitor studies paper. 

2. Find ways to compare visitors to non-visitors 

for empirical purposes.  

This is obviously not easy, as most of us have 

limited access to those non-visitors, particularly 

for study purposes, and just moving any internal 

zoo visitor study beyond being internal (i.e., 

getting the study published) is an enormous 

task. However, if we expect to move the field 

forward and adequately educate the zoo visitor, 

we need to get better at grounding our 

convictions in data. The modern zoo must be an 

empirical zoo. If we fail to make these 

arguments empirically, rest assured, critics of 

zoos and aquariums will find ways to make 

those data-based arguments for (or rather, 

against) us. 
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Gorillas on the Line: The Future of Conservation Action for Zoos and 
Aquariums? 
Grayson Ponti, Conservation Interpreter, Dallas Zoo 

 
 

 
 
 
 

For decades, zoos have provided millions of visitors 

with up-close, personal experience with animals with the 

goal of inspiring them to care about wildlife. However, in 

the midst of this ‘sixth mass extinction,’ one could argue 

inspiration and caring may not be enough. In order to 

stay relevant, zoos must facilitate concrete conservation 

action and have the results to show. Gorillas on the 
Line...Answer the Call!, a community engagement 

initiative led by the education advisors of the Gorilla 

Species Survival Plan and SAFE program, is an example 

of how to use public engagement to forge genuine 

change for wildlife. The campaign was launched as part 

of the second annual World Gorilla Day on September 

24, 2018. 

 

Our cellphones, tablets and battery chargers are 

dependent on coltan, a mineral composed of columbite 

and tantalite. Around 80% of the world’s coltan is found 

in central Africa, prime gorilla habitat. The deforestation 

and mining of coltan is killing gorillas and destroying 

their habitat at alarming rates. While this situation might 

seem hopeless, we can collectively help save gorillas by 

recycling and extending the lives of our cellphones and 

other electronic devices, thus decreasing the demand 

for coltan.  

  

Gorillas on the Line was created out of World Gorilla 

Day to extend awareness beyond the day. Building on 

best practices from previous zoo-based campaigns, 

Gorillas on the Line set out with the goal of collecting 

10,000 phones, engaging 10,000 people and raising 

$4,000 for gorilla conservation. Twenty-two zoos 

partnered with schools, businesses, community groups 

and other organizations to make this aspiration a reality. 

From February 1 to April 30 2019, the campaign 

collected 12,486 mobile phones, engaged more than 

260,000 people and raised $6,055 for gorilla 

conservation. Zoo Miami alone collected 2,797 phones! 

Eco-Cell served as the recycler for phones collected in 

the U.S.   

  

Despite its success, lessons were learned from some of 

the challenges of Gorillas on the Line’s trial run. One was 

the need to start earlier at recruiting zoos, as more time 

was needed for them to recruit more community 

partners. More critically, the team learned they needed 

to determine how to define and measure engagement 

for the campaign. For instance, it is very difficult to 

measure how seeing a poster for Gorillas on the Line 

might inspire a person to be more considerate of 

gorillas when extending the life of their cellphone. This 

made measuring tangible actions (recycled phones and 

dollars donated) even more important.  

  

Gorillas on the Line answers a fundamental question 

zoos must answer: how can the actions and behaviors 

of our visitors have a real impact on the other side of 

the world? Not only are participants in the campaign 

helping decrease the demand of coltan, they are 

providing financial resources used to protect gorillas in 

their homeland. The funds raised are enough to support 

entire salaries of multiple anti-poaching rangers, who 

are protecting gorillas and other species. Some of the 

campaign funds will be invested in Gorilla SAFE, which 

will invest 50% in protecting critically endangered 

Grauer’s gorillas through the Dian Fossey Fund 

International and 50% to protecting Cross River gorillas 

through the Wildlife Conservation Society.  
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Gorillas on the Line continued 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

InterpNET Conference Webinars: Now Available! 
• Accessibility for All: Promoting Inclusion  

• Organizational Change to Reach New Heights 

• Utilizing Technology & Building Partnerships to Effect Global Change  

• Got Millennials? And not sure how to connect with them?  
• Tying It All Together with Native Communities 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 

Critical to the success of Gorillas on the Line is its focus on public engagement and conservation action. If we are going 

to move the needle for threatened species, we need to equip visitors to take action. The team behind Gorillas on the Line 
was excited to celebrate the third annual World Gorilla Day September 24, 2019 and is always looking to join forces with 

anyone interested in collective impact for gorilla conservation.  

 

To join, contact: 

Ben Jones:    ben.jones@dallaszoo.com 

Katie Corr:    krc@clevelandmetroparks.com 

Staci Welsh:  swelsh@zooatlanta.org 

 

 

The annual InterpNET conference, hosted by the ZWPA community of the National Association for Interpretation, is 

an online professional development opportunity tailored to individuals working in zoos, wildlife parks and aquaria. 

Each year, the one-day conference focuses on a trending topic relevant to the field, bringing professionals from 

around the world together to share their expertise.   

 

This year's conference topic was conservation action and behavior change. If you missed the live event, you can still 

participate. Five sessions are available now as video webinars. Visit interpnet.com for pricing information. Learn more 

about how your colleagues are Initiating Action and Inspiring Change! 
 

mailto:ben.jones@dallaszoo.com
mailto:krc@clevelandmetroparks.com
mailto:swelsh@zooatlanta.org
https://www.interpnet.com/NAI/nai/_store/Products_by_Category_VirtualConference.aspx
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DIVE DEEPER: Professional Development Opportunities & Resources 
 

The following professional development opportunities are not sponsored or endorsed by the Association of Zoos & Aquariums. 

 

 
 

Conservation Psychology Resources from 
Antioch University 

Certificate in Conservation Psychology Read more  

 

Conservation Psychology Institute 

The 2019 institute has passed, but keep an eye to the 
website for 2020 details. 

 

Free webinar series: 

• Creating a Social Movement 

• Facilitating Pro-Environmental Behavior:  

An Overview of the Research 

• Facilitating Pro-Environmental Behavior:  

How to Put the Transtheoretical Model of 

Behavior Change into Action 

• Conservation Caring:  

Using Psychology and Statistics to Save Wildlife 

• Social Marketing and Social Movement Strategies: 

Making Connections 

 

From the North American Association for 
Environmental Education (NAAEE)  

Free webinar recordings: 

• Behavior Change:  

Evaluating & Improving Our Impact 

• Connecting People to Nature:  

From Caring to Conservation and More 

• Inspiring Conservation Action 

 

A Toolkit for Engaging People in Conservation:  

Tools of Engagement 

Advanced Degrees & Certificates 

Sustainability & Behavior Change Certificate from UC 

San Diego Extension 

The Specialized Certificate in Sustainability and 
Behavior Change provides unique and advanced 

educational training in conservation psychology, and 
behavior change strategies and community 
engagement tools that are designed to produce 
results. Read more 

 

Course in Environmental Communication for Behavior 

Change from Duke University’s Nicholas School of the 

Environment 

This course provides environmental professionals 
with a practical introduction to the strategies, 
methods and tools of environmental 
communication that effectively lead to changes in 

behavior, primarily using social marketing. The 
field-based skills gained through this course will 
benefit all practicing environmental professionals 
faced with the challenge of changing behaviors. 

Read more 
 

Community-Based Social Marketing 
Resources from McKenzie-Mohr & Associates 

Resources: Social Marketing Resources 

Training: Upcoming Workshops 

 

 

 

https://www.antioch.edu/new-england/degrees-programs/environmental-community-studies/conservation-psychology-cert/
https://www.antioch.edu/new-england/resources/centers-institutes/conservation-psychology-institute/
https://www.antioch.edu/new-england/event/webinar-creating-a-conservation-movement/
https://www.antioch.edu/new-england/event/webinar-facilitating-pro-environmental-behavior-an-overview-of-research/
https://www.antioch.edu/new-england/event/webinar-facilitating-pro-environmental-behavior-how-to-put-the-transtheoretical-model-of-behavior-change-into-action/
https://www.antioch.edu/new-england/event/webinar-facilitating-pro-environmental-behavior-how-to-put-the-transtheoretical-model-of-behavior-change-into-action/
https://www.antioch.edu/new-england/event/conservation-caring-using-psychology-and-statistics-to-save-wildlife/
https://www.antioch.edu/new-england/event/webinar-social-marketing-and-social-movement-strategies-making-connections/
https://naaee.org/eepro/learning/webinars/behavior-change-evaluating-improving-our
https://naaee.org/eepro/learning/webinars/connecting-people-nature-caring
https://naaee.org/eepro/learning/webinars/inspiring-conservation-action
https://naaee.org/sites/default/files/toolsofengagement.pdf
https://extension.ucsd.edu/courses-and-programs/sustainability-and-behavior-change
https://sites.nicholas.duke.edu/execed/environmental-communication-for-behavior-change/
https://www.cbsm.com/
https://www.cbsm.com/training/workshops
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