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Modern zoos increasingly focus their operation on the survival of 
endangered animals and their ecosystems. Nevertheless, zoos have 
abandoned the idea that they are a modern Ark of Noah, realistically 
only being able to be instrumental in saving a handful of endangered 
species. Increasingly, the key purpose of modern zoos is education, 
more specifically Conservation Education.

Zoos are becoming proactive ‘learning institutions’, valuing know-
ledge and a diversity of perspectives. The ideally intelligent, decisive 
and innovative zoo manager must take a holistic approach to the 
numerous characteristics which shape zoo space and define them in 
relation to the zoo’s primary objectives: conservation, scientific and 
educational efforts. This includes reacting appropriately to societal 
trends and change. Thus, contemporary zoos are increasingly being 
incorporated into the Experience Economy. Visitors crave not only 
experiences, but especially attractions which inject emotions into 
their offers (and with almost 150 identified emotions, that’s a great 
range to choose from…).

Zoo education is progressing accordingly; its not only about action 
through learning, increasingly educators are discovering the impact 
of emotions and their effect in sustaining deep learning and creating 
memorable experiences.

Will future zoos not only be about offering rich, authentic and 
memorable experiences, but especially about supporting the 
individual (inner) transformation of their visitors?

Will visitors entering future zoos be affirming their citizenship to 
environmental awareness and will zoos become a consumer location 
for a kind of ecological conversion?
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When I was a six year old at school in Scotland, our 
class teacher, Mrs. Abercromby, told us the story of 
the Miracle of the Quails where the Israelites in the 
desert, desperate for meat, came across flocks of quail which they captured and 
ate. I remember, along with the rest of my group, the Golden Eagles, being very 
impressed indeed with this particular miracle. 

On being asked to draw pictures of the event, we all set to work with our wax 
crayons and, acting on zoological guidance from me (I’d had ‘Animal Lotto’ 
for Christmas so was considered an authority) happily produced 30 pictures 
of ravenous Israelites throwing spears at whales floating just above the desert 
sands. Mine had been snared by giant volleyball nets and Moses was approaching 
brandishing a chopper. Not one of the Golden Eagles knew what a quail was and 
we were sure the teacher had said, or must have meant whales. Not a great start 
for a zoo educator to be but it illustrated to me at a tender age the potential for 
people to misunderstand en masse. 

We could, no doubt, fill this journal several times over with stories from our own 
zoos of our visitors getting the wrong end of the stick but it seems to me our 
time would be better spent on that fundamental of education, establishing what 
people already know and building on it. If Mrs. Abercromby had asked us what 
a quail looked like she would have immediately realized we had no idea – and I 
would have been deprived of the opportunity to repeat the story forty years on. 
But how much time do we spend on finding out what visitors already know? And 
is it really time well-spent? 

Well, the potential for disaster is huge – we may think we know our audiences 
but if we proceed too far on the basis of assumptions we will sooner or later hit 
a barrier. Whatever the vehicle we are using to deliver our messages – signage, 
public presentations, audio-visual shows, animal demonstrations, web pages 
– I believe we should always test it beforehand. It needn’t be a costly or time 
consuming exercise. We have in the past done mock up signs complete with 
flaps attached by sticky tape and walked around testing them on visitors, quickly 
realizing that the way we were presenting some key ideas wasn’t really working 
for the majority of people. And that’s important – for some stuff you’re never 
going to achieve 100% understanding and it’s not necessarily because some 
people are stupid – it’s more to do with the information sets we have in our 
heads (I know very little about football, knitting or the succession of the Stewarts 
but am still considered to be reasonably intelligent). So you need to decide at 
which percentage of your sample you achieve a critical mass of understanding 
that you can run with that version. I will also mention here the importance of 
random sampling. Unless you properly randomize your sampling you run the risk 
of biasing the results. At a simple level, if wandering around choosing people to 
test are you more likely, even subconsciously, to approach more approachable 
looking people?
 
I’m sure some of you are thinking, well we’re too busy for all that stuff but I 
have seen numerous cases in my own zoo and in others where pre-testing of e.g. 
interpretation has saved money and time (because you don’t have to go back and 
re-do something that you find isn’t working). 

So this is really a short but impassioned plea for zoo educators to think a lot 
more about evaluation and pre-evaluation of their offerings. There is a growing 
body of literature, some of it in back issues of this journal, showing how you  
can do it and we hope to add more material to the IZE web site on the subject.

Thank you all again for supporting IZE by being a member and I’m looking  
forward to seeing some of you at least in Adelaide!

Charlotte Lind with Banksia, the golden brushtail possum (Trichosurus caninus)
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