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ABSTRACT  
Zoos and public aquarium aspire to be centers for conservation, research 
and education, as well as models for sustainability. In this endeavor, 
zoos and aquarium display a wide variety of native and exotic 
organisms, in natural settings, to inspire and mobilize their audiences to 
change their behavior. For decades, thousands of dedicated zoo and 
aquarium employees have worked in earnest to achieve conservation 
outcomes, but their efforts are often thwarted by poorly-defined 
objectives, changing institutional priorities, and misaligned incentives. 
In parallel, the last ten years has seen a revolution in communication. 
Social media has radically shifted how we interact with our public, 
significantly extending our potential reach and amplifying the voices of 
both our supporters and our detractors. One expression of this change 
has been the ability of special interest groups to reach and influence 
larger audiences, resulting in changed (or at least the appearance of 
changed) public attitudes toward zoos and public aquarium, aided and 
abetted by a trend of decreasing science literacy.  
To remain relevant and effective, zoos and aquarium must: (1) advance 
best practice ethical animal care and welfare; (2) set an example of 
sustainability; (3) increase commitment to conservation research; (4) 
undertake well-researched and practical advocacy; and (5) ensure 
education programs are purposeful and practical. An institutional 
‘theory of change’ must be employed to ensure that every initiative 
provides an effective and meaningful conservation outcome and 
supports the efforts of the greater zoo and aquarium community. In 
parallel, we must clearly articulate our collective value to the 
environment and to society using communication techniques that 
directly engage our audiences in a language they understand. 


