
We are in the midst of the world’s sixth major extinction event with vast numbers of species being 

lost in a geological blink of an eye – frequently before we are even aware of their existence.  

Many of these extinctions are tied to the activities of one species; humans.  
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  Insanity: doing the same thing over and over again and 
  expecting different results.  a l b e r t  e i n s t e i n  

Humans are threatening the survival of other 

species in a variety of ways, from reducing habitat 

to polluting the environment. Many of these threats 

can be linked back to the large number of people 

and their consumption patterns; the amount and 

type of resources consumed. For example, between 

them, North America, Europe and Japan make up 

15% of the world’s population but are responsible 

for up to 80% of wood resource consumption, toxic 

pollution and international travel (Gladwin et al. 1997; 

Mann 2000).  

Addressing human consumption patterns is a critical 

part of conservation as without doing so, much of the 

on-ground conservation work will be in vain as climate 

change and pollution create dramatic changes in the 

landscape. Even today, events that were thought of as 

once in a hundred year events are becoming standard 

with devastating effects. Without a change in the way we 

as humans think and behave the continued existence 

of many species remains tenuous. 

As a species we already have the knowledge and skills 

to greatly reduce the impact of our activities on the 

world. As individuals or communities though, there 

is often a lack of action towards solving the problem. 

Part of that is related to a lack of knowledge about 

issues and solutions, which zoos are helping to 

address through their education programs. The major 

problem though remains in quickly and effectively 

translating knowledge and attitudes into pro-conser-

vation behaviours. And this is where Conservation 

Psychology comes into the picture (Saunders 2003).  

Conservation Psychology

Conservation Psychology is a relatively new field that 

aims to discover how to change non-sustainable human 

behaviour in order to protect the natural environment and 

conserve diminishing natural resources. I t  draws principles 

from all  areas of psychology, and faci l i tates collaboration 

with practit ioners from other f ields including ecology, 

biology and social science.



Paleolithic ‘man’ in a rapidly changing world?
Over many generations, evolution honed our 

‘automatic’ responses and emotions to help us cope 

with day-to-day survival. Recent rapid advances 

in technology have meant that these hard wired 

Paleolithic responses no longer serve the same 

‘survival’ or adaptive role. These hard-wired 

physiological responses can play a vital role in 

creating a better and more sustainable world. 

On the ‘fl ip-side’, they can also be utilized in 

morally questionable ways, such as in psychological 

operations during wars and by advertising executives 

to promote sales of products. 

Psychological principles of attitude and/or behaviour 

change underpin our ‘super-sized’ patterns of 

consumption or addiction, and can be harmful to 

our physical or psychological health (e.g. smoking, 

gambling). Persuasive advertising can ensure that 

products known to be harmful continue to be pur-

chased, because they are associated with images or 

people considered to be ‘cool’ or ‘sexy’ or successful. 

Similarly, corporations sometimes encourage 

skepticism about research fi ndings that link their 

products with harmful effects, such as global climate 

change or detrimental health effects.

In 2007, fashion giant ‘Diesel’ increased sales by 

draping scantily clad models in iconic landscapes 

altered by global warming. Global catastrophe had 

been transformed into sexy fashion chic for monetary 

gain. Using catchy jingles, images of attractive or 

famous personalities, and bombarding people 

with repetitions of sound or image ‘bites’, is using 

principles of persuasion to change behaviour.  

Some advertising programs use psychological 

techniques to encourage specifi c responses benefi cial 

to their business without regard to, or understanding 

of, the long-term consequences to other people or 

the planet.  

These same principles of psychology can also be used 

for ‘good’ though, whether to facilitate behaviour 

change in individuals, such as overcoming an addiction 

(e.g. use of behaviour modifi cation or Cognitive 

Behaviour Therapy), or to facilitate behaviour change 

in communities, such as reducing drink driving, 

speeding or water usage (e.g. use of Public Service 

Announcements). 

To achieve sustainability, we need behaviour change 

to occur at both the individual and community level. 

Psychologists have long known that awareness raising 

and changing people’s attitudes do not always lead 

to behaviour change. Behaviour change is infl uenced 

by many factors including the person’s upbringing or 

social environment (peers, family and culture) and 

belief in the ability that s/he can make the change.  

So how do zoos fi t into this picture?
The fundamental role for zoos is to act as powerful 

centres for conservation. Zoos have an obvious role 

providing an insurance population for threatened 

species, but zoos also attract a large number of 

visitors, from a cross-section of the community, which 

makes them well placed to work on the human side of 

conservation as well.  

The messages delivered by zoos to their visitors need 

to be considered carefully to ensure their effectiveness 
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is not reduced by focusing only on the things that are 

wrong without providing options for change. Zoos 

and other conservation agencies have the opportunity 

to develop effective campaigns directed at changing 

behaviour, whether reducing consumption of resources 

(water, energy or meat), fostering volunteering or other 

‘helping’ behaviours, or promoting development and 

use of more sustainable products or technologies.  

At Adelaide Zoo a new discovery centre has been opened 

in the Westpac Envirodome (www.envirodome.org.au) 

which utilizes a variety of activities to provide people with 

an understanding of their connection with, and impact 

on, the world around them. An example of a vital natural 

resource that is often taken for granted is water. To help 

build an understanding of the balancing act needed to 

allocate water resources in the modern world, a water 

sculpture was created, with water ‘raining’ intermittently 

from the ceiling above. This sculpture provides zoo 

visitors with the opportunity to allocate the water from 

‘rainfall’ events to agriculture, household, industry or 

the environment, or any combination of these areas. 

The challenge is to keep water moving through the 

sculpture until the next bout of rain refi lls the reservoir.

The activities in the Envirodome are linked to things 

people can do in their own life to make a difference, 

as well as showcasing different design features of the 

building itself. Water conservation is emphasized in 

the toilets with urinals being waterless, toilets being 

designed to save water, as well as having screens that 

show water savings from using effi cient facilities.  

Since the Envirodome has only recently opened, 

effectiveness of these activities has not yet been 

assessed, but on-going evaluation will allow for 

changes to be made so that a visit results in more 

pro-conservation behaviours.

Community-Based Social Marketing
A formal technique that zoos can use to design their 

programs such that they increase the effectiveness 

of their conservation messages is Community-

Based Social Marketing. Doug McKenzie-Mohr (2000) 

has combined psychological expertise with social 

marketing knowledge to develop the area of community-

based social marketing. This approach is used to:

–  strategically develop a target behaviour or activity to 

change 

–  identify possible barriers to behaviour change 

–  design a strategy based on psychological principles 

to overcome the barriers 

–  pilot the strategy with a small group of people

–  fi nally evaluate the impact of the program once 

implemented across a community 
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Mobile phone pre-paid return satchels for the ‘They’re Calling on You’ program- 
displaying a short message about gorilla conservation issues and providing logos 
of sponsors and organisations receiving money raised.

Water conservation in action - using clean rainwater to wash hands before it refills 
the cistern and having screens to indicate water savings.



This last step is vital, as without evaluation we can 

never measure the success or failure of any changes 

we try to bring about. 

One example of zoos utilizing this methodology 

is in Melbourne Zoo’s ‘They’re Calling on You’ 

campaign aimed at mobile phone recycling 

(www.zoo.org.au/Calling_on_You). In this program 

coltan mining was identifi ed as a threatening process 

for gorillas, which could be addressed by targeting 

mobile phone recycling which reduces the need for 

new coltan to be mined, as well as providing funds 

for primate conservation. Barriers were identifi ed 

and postage paid satchels provided to visitors to 

overcome fi nancial barriers, while also acting as a 

reminder when they returned home. 

This particular program also utilizes one of zoos 

unique features; the ability to connect people with 

wildlife. The program was linked to an ambassador 

species within the zoo, the western lowland gorilla, 

and the connection people develop with the animals 

and their keepers, harnessed through a call to action 

made at keeper talks held at the gorilla exhibit. 

With only 4% of satchels taken from a static display

returned, the 28% return rate from keeper talks shows 

the benefi ts of utilizing the unique features of zoos 

to increase pro-conservation actions. The “They’re 

Calling on You” campaign is now encouraging regional 

(and ultimately global) involvement, with all zoos 

in Australia being invited to get involved. Zoos 

must decide on one simple message to focus on or 

behaviour to change in any given campaign to ensure 

likelihood of success.

Responsible interactions with wildlife
Many zoos and aquaria harness their unique ability 

to connect people with wildlife by providing oppor-

tunities for visitors to engage in ‘close encounters’ 

with wildlife. This provides an intimate connection 

with wildlife, but do we really know the impact of 

the encounters? Do they change the participants’ 

knowledge, their attitudes towards conservation or 

facilitate behaviour change? Also how does the 

encounter impact on the behaviour and welfare of 

the animals involved in the encounter? 

A recent evaluation of the ‘Cheetah Encounter’ at 

Monarto Zoo assessed the proximity of cheetahs to, 

and interaction with, visitors and found the encounter 

had no negative impacts on the cheetahs. For the 

human participants, there was improved knowledge 

about cheetah conservation issues and ways they could 

help as individuals. Sixty percent of participants also 

indicated they would undertake pro-conservation 

behaviours, although follow-up has not yet been done 

to determine actual rates of behaviour change. 

 

In addition to close encounters with captive wildlife, 

zoos can promote responsible tourism in habitat 

countries. People are keen on ‘close encounters’ with 

wild animals, whether visiting mountain gorillas or 

swimming with whale sharks or orcas. Wildlife tourism 

can provide economic incentives to local communities 

to protect wildlife and their habitats, but must consider 

potential consequences to local communities should 

tourism decrease, such as during economic downturns 

(Litchfi eld 2008). 
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Cheetah Encounters – taking part in a supervised ‘cheetah interaction’ at Monarto 
Zoo positively influences human knowledge and intention to change behaviour 
without compromising animal welfare.

Shark dive – humans are seeking aquatic close encounters as well.



Zoos are well placed to educate people about 

responsible tourism behaviours, such as ensuring 

tourists do not consume ‘exotic’ meats (e.g. 

bushmeat), do not buy inappropriate souvenirs that 

may encourage illegal trade or poaching, and that 

they do follow guidelines, such as maintaining a 

‘buffer distance’ that protects animals from potential 

disease transmission and behavioural disturbance.

Lead by example...
Zoos have a wonderful opportunity to be a showcase 

for the natural world, and to share the conservation 

message with the many people who visit zoos. 

Conservation psychology techniques can help zoos 

achieve their conservation mission, but the message 

will only be credible if coming from organisations that 

practice what they preach. Incorporating a science-

based approach to evaluating the success of zoos 

endeavours is vital to ensuring we are undertaking best 

practice as well as maintaining credibility with the wider 

community.

By working together and making our passion for 

conservation contagious, the little changes we make, 

if well  designed, can have big effects, resulting in 

the rapid change needed to stem the extinctions 

happening all around us (Gladwell 2000). Imagine a 

world where we’ve reached that tipping point….
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Can responsible tourism help the survival of gorillas threatened by encroaching farmlands and the bushmeat trade? Here a tourist photographs a wild gorilla from a safe 
9-metre buffer distance, at the edge of a national park and a tea plantation.
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