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Introduction 

Inspiring Action through Wildlife Encounters is a project of the Cincinnati Zoo and Botanical Garden (Zoo) 
that was funded by the Institute for Museum and Library Services’ Museums for American Program in 
2010.  Through this project, the Zoo and its staff engaged in an iterative process of planning, training, 
implementation, and evaluation that was designed to build upon and improve the wildlife encounter 
programming at the Zoo.   
 
Wildlife Encounters include five types of experiences: 

• Around-the-Zoo Encounters, sometimes internally referred to as Random Animal Encounters – 
Zoo staff bring an animal into a public area of the Zoo where visitors can get closer to that 
animal, in some cases touch the animal, and talk with the staff person about the animal. 

• Animal Shows – A scheduled show in a specific location, including Wings of Wonder, Cat 
Ambassadors, and the Barnyard. 

• Animal Encounters, sometimes internally referred to as Meet-a-Keeper Talks – Scheduled talks 
at exhibit locations given by people who take care of those animals and exhibits. 

• Discover Zones – Stations at or near exhibits, where Zoo staff share materials, equipment, and 
artifacts for visitors to explore more about wildlife and related concepts 

• Animal Feeding Stations – Opportunities for visitors to interact with animals through feedings, 
where animals approach if interested.  These include giraffe feedings, lorikeets, and goats. 

 
It should be noted that perceptions of which encounters fall into which experience-type sometimes 
have blurry boundaries.  For instance, the Encounter at the elephant exhibit is part keeper talk, as it 
occurs in and at an exhibit, but it is generally thought of as an animal show, as the keepers provide a set, 
scripted program in which they are interacting with their animals.  This example shows that, for some 
visitor opportunities, the distinction of experience-type is somewhat artificial, and the more important 
attribute is the overall achievement of outcomes by all experiences, rather than its distinction by type. 
 
In the first year of the project, the Zoo collaborated with Dr. Joe E. Heimlich of the Ohio State University 
Extension at COSI, who conducted formative and remedial evaluation phases, and who has advised and 
guided the Zoo through the overall planning process, staff training, and internal capacity building.  The 
Lifelong Learning Group (LLG) conducted the summative evaluation of this project, with a focus on the 
overall impact of the Wildlife Encounters on the Zoo’s visitors, at the conclusion of the iterative training 
and staff development phases. 
 
Outcomes & Evaluation Questions 

The Zoo has developed and refined these Wildlife Encounters to focus on three key behavioral targets; 
after a zoo experience that includes Wildlife Encounters, visitors will intend to: 

1. Share enthusiasm about their zoo experience with others; 
2. Respect wildlife and where they live; 
3. Participate in resource conservation actions modeled by the zoo. 
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Because of the nature of the different encounters, two of the encounter-types (Feeding Stations and 
Around-the-Zoo Encounters) are intended to achieve just targets 1 and 2.  Both of these types of 
encounters tend to be much briefer in duration, with little opportunity for Zoo staff to discuss or address 
conservation actions.  The other encounter types are intended to achieve all three targets.  Further, 
because it is anticipated that visitors will engage with multiple types of encounters (and multiple 
instances of a single encounter-type) across a day-long visit to the Cincinnati Zoo, distinguishing the 
outcomes achieved by a specific station or experience is less of a priority than understanding the overall 
impact of these experiences being added to a visit. 
 
In addition to these behavioral outcomes, the process of staff development, training, and improvement 
of the approach to Wildlife Encounters by the Zoo and its staff included emphasis a number of other 
attributes and skill-sets, that the Zoo and its consultants understood were essential foundations for the 
achievement of outcomes.  A main aspect of this was staff skills in audience engagement and 
communication, focusing on skills such as: 

• Creating welcoming and inviting engagement opportunities 
• Engaging visitors of all ages (adults and children) in the interaction 
• Using questioning and dialogue in interactions (rather than delivery of lists of facts) 
• Adapting conservation action messaging to fit the nature of the engagement and audience 

interest 
 
The underlying theory of change for this initiative was that the skills of staff in these areas would not 
only support the achievement of the targeted behavioral outcomes, but would also facilitate the 
Encounters being a unique, value-added component of any zoo visit that would emphasize the 
welcoming, friendly, and educational atmosphere of the Cincinnati Zoo. 
 
 

Evaluation Questions 

Summative evaluation will be focused on visitor outcomes and guided by the following questions: 

1. How many and which of the five types of Wildlife Encounter experiences do visitors recall from 
their visit? 

2. To what extent and in what ways do visitors feel the Wildlife Encounters enhance their visit 
overall? 

3. To what extent do visitors connect these experiences to the three target themes: 

• Share enthusiasm about their zoo experience with others; 

• Respect wildlife and where they live; 

• Participate in resource conservation actions modeled by the zoo. 
  



 
Lifelong Learning Group 3 Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Garden 
September 2012  Wildlife Encounters: Summative Report 
 

Methods 

To address these evaluation questions, this evaluation used an exit interview and self-complete 
questionnaire, consisting of multiple measures and approaches to gather relevant data.  An exit 
interview was selected to allow for assessment of the impact of the Wildlife Encounters on a visitor’s 
overall experience at the Zoo.  The combined and reinforcing power of engaging with a variety of 
encounters across a day’s visit is an essential feature of this initiative, and the method needed to be 
responsive to that.  By conducing brief interviews at the Zoo exit, visitors could reflect on how multiple 
experiences connected to their overall visit.  Interviews targeted adults, but were open for all group 
participation.  If adults invited their children to also participate, those responses were also recorded. 
 
The interview and questionnaire instrument (Appendix A) consisted of multiple parts.  In the first part, 
visitors were shown a series of image cards, each containing an image and brief description of one of the 
five encounter-types.  Visitors were asked to recall a) if they’d seen this type of encounter during that 
day, and b) if they’d actually engaged with any encounter of that type.  Assuming the visitor had 
engaged with at least one encounter-type, the interview proceeded.  The interview was designed as a 
structured interview, with questions asked in the same way to each visitor, and interviewers recording 
responses onto the data sheet.  Interviewers asked a series of open-ended questions and prompts, 
constantly reminding the visitor to focus specifically on the Wildlife Encounters and their impact on the 
day’s visit.  At the end of the interview, visitors were given a one-page questionnaire, consisting of 
opinion rating items and demographic data. 
 
All data from interviews were entered into a database for coding and analysis.  Qualitative data were 
coded using a thematic approach, with some themes being pre-established (i.e., targeted behavioral 
outcomes) and others emerging inductively form the data.  Where possible, codes were consistently 
across questions to allow for analysis at the question-level and the interview-level.  Coding allowed for 
quantification of frequency of themes and evidence of outcome achievement. 
 
Data Collection and Sample Description 

Interviews will be conducted with adult visitors the exit plaza of the Zoo, conducted on 5 days (M-F) in 
mid/late July 2012.  Data were gathered by LLG staff and by trained members of the Zoo’s staff.  In total, 
101 interviews were collected.  Refusals were also tracked, and the study had an overall refusal rate of 
41%.  This rate was somewhat high, but factors including extremely hot weather (temperatures in the 
mid-90s and high humidity) and the general fact of higher refusal rates for exit interviews impacted this 
rate.  There was not a significant difference in acceptance/refusal by group type, the observable 
demographic feature captured. 
 
Table 1 presents the characteristics of group composition and visitation of the sample.  The vast majority 
(81%) visited in family/intergenerational groups, and visitors were regular visitors to the zoo – two-
thirds reported coming to the zoo at least once annually (66%).  In fact, the majority (53%) reported 
coming to the Zoo 2 or more times per year.  Visitors spanned age ranges quite widely as well.  Adult 
visitors tended to be in their 40s or younger, with nearly half of groups containing adult(s) in their 30s.  
As for the family groups, children’s ages were also spread quite widely, with nearly half of groups 
including toddlers (2-4), young children (5-7), and older children (8-12).  Teens and infants were slightly 
less well represented. 
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Table 1. Profile of group composition, ages, and visitation experience of the sample. 
Group-Type (n=101)  Percentage 
Family Groups 81% 
All-Adult Groups 19% 

Visitation at Cincinnati Zoo (n=99)   
First-time visitor 17% 
Not for many years 8% 
Once every few years 8% 
About once per year 13% 
2-4 times per year 18% 
5+ times per year 35% 
% of Groups with Adults in Each Age Group* 
(n=101)   
Under 20 13% 
20s 26% 
30s 47% 
40s 29% 
50s 14% 
60s or older 15% 

% of Family Groups with Children in Each Age Group* (n=82) 
infant, under 2 24% 
toddler, 2-4 49% 
young children, 5-7 43% 
older children, 8-12 43% 
teen, 13-17 12% 
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Results 

Extent of Experience with Wildlife Encounters 

Number of Encounter-Types Seen and Experienced 

With the pervasiveness and emphasis on Wildlife Encounter experiences throughout the Zoo and 
throughout the day, it was hoped that there would be a high penetration of visitor awareness and 
participation in these experiences during their visit.  Results showed that, in fact, this goal was achieved 
incredibly well.  All visitor groups interviewed were aware that they saw at least one Wildlife Encounter 
during their visit, and 94% of groups indicated that they had stopped and engaged with at least one 
encounter during their day. 
 
Further, visitors generally observed and engaged with multiple individual encounters during their day at 
the Zoo.  Figure 1 shows the distribution of the number of encounter-types that visitors a) saw, and b) 
engaged with during that day’s visit to the Zoo.  Visitors generally reported having seen between 2 and 4 
of the 5 encounter-types; on average, groups saw just under 3 encounter-types in a day (mean= 2.96).  
On average, visitors reported stopping to engage with just over 2 encounter-types in a day (mean=2.14), 
with the largest proportion of visitors (37%) reporting 2 encounter-types that day.  It should be clarified 
that these frequencies simply report encounter-type, not individual encounters (i.e., stopping at three 
Discovery Zones in a day would count as just one encounter-type); therefore, it is likely that the total 
number of individual encounters in a day is even higher. 
 

 
Figure 1. Frequency distribution of the number of encounter-types seen/engaged with by visitor 

groups in the sample (n=101). 
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Extent of Engagement with Specific Encounter-Types 

Evaluation also explored which of the five encounter-types were recalled.  In line with the results above, 
each of the types had high penetration of audience experience, as shown in Figure 2.  Four of the five 
types were recalled by a majority of visitors, ranging from 53% to 75% of groups interviewed.  The fifth 
type, Animal Shows, was recalled by almost a third of visitors (32%) from that day’s visit.1 
 
The Around-the-Zoo Encounters and Keeper Chats were the two most seen and engaged-with 
experiences, with 75% and 71% of groups having seen them and 58% and 52% having engaged with one 
(respectively) during their day’s visit.  These two types alone are reaching a majority of visitors.  Discover 
Zones and Feeding Stations also had relatively high penetration (as shown in Figure 2).  Lowest 
penetration was had by Animal Shows, which is not surprising.  These encounters are generally fewer 
(but longer) and scheduled for specific times during the day, which may limit participation.  Further, not 
all shows are available on each day (for instance, Wings of Wonder was closed on the two days when 
over half of data were collected), and, in this sample, the extreme weather conditions resulted in the 
cancellation of at least one show for the well-being of the animals (i.e., Cat Ambassadors). 
 

 
Figure 2. Frequency of visitors who saw, but did not stop (blue) or saw and stopped to engage 

(red) at each encounter-type (n=101) 
 
Appendix B provides a listing of the visitors’ reports of specific encounters they recalled seeing or 
engaging with, as reported during the asking of this question.  These data were not systematically 

                                                             
 
1 It should be reiterated that these percentages are approximate and from visitors’ recollections.  As noted, some 
encounters span boundaries of two encounter-types, and results are partially based upon visitors’ recollection and 
interpretation of what type of experience they saw that day. 
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gathered (i.e., it was not a requirement to ask or collect this level of detail), so these data were not 
analyzed quantitatively.  However, the data are provided to allow for review and consideration. 
 
Enhancing Visitor Experience 

Satisfaction with Encounters 

When visitors were asked during the interview to rate their satisfaction with the Animal Encounters they 
engaged with, all visitors gave their experiences either a 4 or 5 (on a 5-point scale, where 5 indicated 
“very satisfied”).  In fact, of the 95 visitors who responded to this question (those who had engaged with 
at least one encounter), 75% of visitors rated their satisfaction a 5, with 25% giving it a 4.  This was a 
very high level of satisfaction.   
 
When describing the reasons for their positive ratings, visitors primarily cited two factors: the animals 
(28%) and the Zoo staff (25%) (see Table 2).  Within the “animals” category, there were several specific 
reasons mentioned; primarily visitors cited the chance to be up-close with the animals in the encounters 
(13%) and the chance to touch the animals (13%).  

“Love visiting the zoo and like getting to closer to the animals they only see in 
pictures.” 

“I've been to a lot of zoos and this is the closest I've gotten to the animals.” 

 
Table 2. Coded responses of why satisfaction ratings were given (n=95) 
Category Percentage* 
Animals 28% 

Getting up-close, seeing out of exhibits 13% 
Getting to touch/pet 13% 
Other animal-focused comments 6% 

Staff 25% 
Informative / Knowledgeable 13% 
Friendly / Helpful 12% 
Specific interaction skills 9% 

Learning / Educational 13% 
"Love" a specific encounter 7% 
Positive comment, non-specific 15% 
Other, misc. 7% 
Negative comment about an encounter 4% 
Unrelated to Wildlife Encounters 14% 

*Responses could contain multiple reasons and be coded into multiple categories; percentages may add up to more than 100%. 
 
Among the descriptions of how staff had led to their satisfaction with encounters, visitors praised staff 
for being informative and knowledgeable (13%), being friendly, welcoming, and helpful (12%), and some 
specifically described specific interaction skills demonstrated by staff (9%).  This evidence suggests that 
the training process the Zoo engaged in to build staff skills and approach to visitors had a high impact in 
visitors being aware of and citing these qualities as factors leading to satisfaction. 
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“[Staff were] informative and helpful. They were very knowledgeable about their 
animals.” 

“[We are] zoo members [and] come all the time. They [staff] are always courteous, 
friendly. They ask good questions. Wait for a response.” 

"They engage with the kids. They really talked to the kids and the adults. They 
answer all the questions asked.” 

 
Other reasons visitors cited for their satisfaction were: learning information (13%), general “loving” a 
specific encounter (7%), and just making non-specific positive comments about enjoying the encounter 
opportunities.  A very small number of visitors (4%) mentioned negative comments about wildlife 
encounters they experienced (usually associated with a “4” satisfaction rating).  These four comments 
were all different, ranging from crowdedness at a feeding, quickness of a feeding, being bitten by a bird, 
and wanting a little less comedy in the cat show.  In addition, 14% of visitors cited a factor that was 
unrelated to the Wildlife Encounters – such as the heat, crowds, or the design of an exhibit (such as Cat 
Canyon). 
 
 

Enhancement of Visit 

Visitors also reported how, if at all, the wildlife encounters added to their visit.  Only one group declined 
to answer this question.  Among the rest, three factors dominated visitors’ responses (see Table 3).  
First, 30% reported that the Wildlife Encounters enhanced their visit by adding to the educational or 
learning experience they had.  29% reported that the animals, particularly the up-close experiences and 
ability to touch the animals, were what enhanced their experience.  And finally, for 27%, their responses 
focused on the children in their group and how the encounters were particularly good for them. 

 “[Encounters] Greatly enhanced it. We learned animals and got to touch them. It 
was learning and fun.” 

“Fun for kids to feel animals instead of just looking at them through glass or me 
reading them signs.” 

“[It] Added, enjoyment, engaged. Engaged us and our children.  It caught and kept 
our attention.” 

 
Other factors that were mentioned included that these experiences were a unique and value-added 
offering at the Cincinnati Zoo, that made it unique and (in some responses) a stand-out from other zoos 
(12%).  Once again, the factor of well-trained and welcoming staff was mentioned rather frequently 
(11%). 

“Positive, not every zoo offers hands-on encounters…very unique experience.” 

“Makes it more memorable. [We] want to return to Cincinnati Zoo so that we can 
pet and interact with more animals.” 
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Table 3. Coded responses of how, if at all, Wildlife Encounters added to the zoo visit (n=94) 
Category Percentage* 
Learning / Educational 30% 
Animals 29% 

Getting up-close, seeing out of exhibits 14% 
Getting to touch/pet 11% 
Other animal-focused comments 6% 

Good for children 27% 
Unique experience for zoo 12% 
Staff 11% 

Informative / Knowledgeable 3% 
Friendly / Helpful 5% 
Specific interaction skills 3% 

Conservation focus 3% 
Positive comment, non-specific 5% 
Other, misc. 10% 
Unrelated to Wildlife Encounters 5% 

*Responses could contain multiple reasons and be coded into multiple categories; percentages may add up to more than 100%. 
 
 
 
Another way of looking at how visitors felt about the encounters in relationship to their overall 
experience is through the emotions they felt.  Visitors were asked to complete the sentence: “During 
those experiences [Wildlife Encounters], I felt….”  Figure 2 shows a word cloud of the words used by 
visitors in response to this question, with the more frequently used words appearing larger.  “Excited,” 
“happy,” and “good” were the three most frequently used words overall.  However, in many cases 
different specific words were used to get at the same concept, so these words were grouped into 
several larger categories (Figure 3).  In this grouping, it is evident that general positive descriptors of 
enjoyment, such as happy, good, or glad were the most frequently mentioned (by 41%).  Next most 
often were animated descriptors of enthusiasm, such as excited or amazed (27%), followed by 
descriptors related to learning – knowledgeable, educated, and informed (15%).  Again, evident of the 
extreme weather during part of the data collection period, “hot” was a frequently used descriptor, 
although visitors often accompanied it with another descriptor of their experience. 
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Figure 3. Word cloud of descriptors used by visitors to describe how they felt during Wildlife 

Encounters.  The larger a word in the cloud, the more frequently it was used. 
 
 
 

 
Figure 4. Frequency of visitors’ use of types of feeling descriptors, grouped into categories (n=86) 
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Outcomes 

Achievement of Wildlife Encounters’ targeted outcomes was measured in several different ways in the 
evaluation.  One measure was a series of Likert-type rating times in the questionnaire portion of the 
study.  Visitors rated their agreement or disagreement with five statements (Figure 4), and ratings 
showed extremely positive perceptions of the Encounters and their own intentions to engage in the 
targeted behaviors.  For all statements, 88% or more of respondents rated agreement.  OF the few 
visitors who rated disagreement, there was some uncertainty about whether they understood the 
scales, given the positive comments given in the open-ended responses. 
 

 
Figure 5. Distribution of ratings to five outcome-related statements on questionnaire (n=92) 

 
The two statements most strongly agreed upon related to the outcome of showing respect for animals 
and the places they live – “The presenter(s) showed respect for the animals” and “After leaving the Zoo, 
I will show respect for animals and the places they live – at home and in nature” were both given 
agreement ratings by 95% or more of respondents. 
 
Enthusiasm about their experience at the zoo was the outcome that was next most highly rated set of 
statements.  Ratings of the presenters having modeled enthusiasm was rated as highly as the 
statements about respect for wildlife.  Ratings that visitors planned “to tell someone about this 
experience later” were also high, with 91% of visitors agreeing.  Finally, the outcome of intention to take 
actions to help species (such as cell phone recycling) was rated with agreement by 88% of respondents, 
a very strong percentage. 
 

Visitor Description of Outcomes 

To triangulate with these positive ratings, the interview questions were designed to ask visitors to 
describe their experience in an open-ended way.  The purpose was to see if similar outcome themes 
emerged, as well as if other important or unintended outcomes of the Wildlife Encounters emerged.  To 
do this, it was necessary to create a coding framework that both responded to the pre-defined 
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behavioral outcomes and reflected the nature of comments made by visitors.  In general, the nature of 
the questions (which asked visitors to describe general responses to their experiences), were not 
designed to elicit direct statements of intention to do a specific behavior.  However, the responses given 
by visitors tended to reflect awareness or connection with the underlying themes of the three behavior 
targets.  Table 4 provides description of the nature of responses that fell into each of the three pre-
defined outcome categories.  These same categories were used across three of the open-ended 
questions: something interesting from the visit, what the zoo wanted to get across, and what I’ll 
remember most. 
 
Table 4. Description of coding categories and sub-categories used for coding open-ended questions. 
Code Description 
Enthusiasm about Zoo 
Experience 

Comments that focused on the actual experiences had during Wildlife Encounters.  
As responses to prompts asking for interesting or memorable parts of the 
experience, they were considered to reflect a feeling of enthusiasm. 

Sub-Codes: 
• Specific Wildlife 

Encounter 
• Skill/quality of Staff 
 
• Closeness with animals 

 
• Specifying a particular Wildlife Encounter experienced as the thing that was 

most interesting or most memorable about the day. 
• Specifying a staff-person’s skill or interpretation as the thing most interesting 

or memorable 
• General expression of being up-close or touching animals as the attribute 

making something most interesting or memorable 
Respect for Animals and 
their Habitats 

Comments that focused on care or appreciation of animals and/or habitats.  This 
included comments that focused globally (i.e., protection in the wild) as well as in 
the zoo (i.e., actions the zoo takes to care for its animals) 

Sub-Codes: 
• Respect, appreciation, 

protection, reduction 
of fear 

 
• Threats to animals / 

Endangerment 
 

• What the Zoo does to 
respect / care 

• Connection / Humans 
and animals in balance 

 
• Comments related to an appreciation, respect, or caring for animals/habitats.  

Includes general comments of need for protection or preservation (but not 
specific actions).  Also includes comments of reduction of fear or aversive 
responses to animals (i.e., fear of snakes). 

• Comments recognizing animals that are threatened or endangered or general 
factors threatening animals.  Considered an expression of concern and need for 
care. 

• Specific references to things the Zoo does to show or enact respect and care for 
animals – both in the wild and in the Zoo. 

• Comments referencing interconnectedness between humans and animals or 
specific ways for animals and humans to co-exist in conflict 

Actions to Conserve 
Resources 

Comments that focused on conservation, specifically actions that can be taken by 
people to help conserve resources to help wildlife 

Sub-Codes: 
• Specific things visitors 

could do 
• Cell phone recycling 

(not coded above) 
• General conservation / 

environmentalism 

 
• Comments referencing specific actions or types of actions that visitors could 

take in their lives. 
• Specific reference to cell phone recycling (coded separately from above sub-

code). 
• General reference to conservation, environmentalism, without mentioning a 

specific type of action. 
 
Overall, the results support the findings that themes of respect, enthusiasm, and conservation actions 
were at the fore of what visitors connected with their Wildlife Encounter experiences.  Table 5 shows 
the distribution of groups’ responses in relation to the outcome areas.   
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Results were analyzed for an overall interview – which categories a group mentioned at any point during 
the conversation, as the main measure of achievement.  At this level, enthusiasm about the zoo 
experience was the dominant outcome area referenced.  82% of the groups indicated some level of 
enthusiasm in their interviews.  This finding was also reflected in the words used to describe feelings 
during Wildlife Encounters, presented above.  The interview responses primarily showed this through 
the mention of specific Wildlife Encounters (71%) as being interesting or memorable (see Appendix C for 
list of specific encounters mentioned in response to each question).  A smaller number focused on the 
skill of the Zoo’s staff in delivering encounters (13%) or the general opportunity of being so close to 
animals (10%). 
 
Table 5. Distribution of coded responses to open-ended questions – showing distribution of 

comments made across all three questions, as well as responses to individual questions. 
(n=91) 

  
Overall - Across 

Questions 
Something 
interesting 

What Zoo 
wanted to get 

across… 
What I'll 

remember… 
  # %* # % # % # % 
Enthusiasm about Zoo Experience 75 82% 50 55% 0 0% 61 67% 

Specific Wildlife Encounter 65 71% 46 51% 0 0% 48 53% 
Skill/quality of Staff 12 13% 6 7% 0 0% 7 8% 
Closeness with animals 

experienced 
9 10% 0 0% 0 0% 9 10% 

Learning Content 51 56% 37 41% 16 18% 9 10% 
Animal fact (specific) 31 34% 24 26% 1 1% 7 8% 
General learning comment 21 23% 6 7% 14 15% 2 2% 
Zoo fact (specific) 9 10% 9 10% 0 0% 0 0% 

Respect for Wildlife and Habitats 35 38% 2 2% 35 38% 1 1% 
Respect, appreciation, reduction 

of fear 
22 24% 1 1% 21 23% 0 0% 

Threats to animals / 
Endangerment 

9 10% 1 1% 9 10% 0 0% 

What the Zoo does to respect / 
care 

8 9% 0 0% 7 8% 1 1% 

Connection / human-animals in 
balance 

3 3% 1 1% 3 3% 0 0% 

Actions to Conserve Resources 35 38% 1 1% 34 37% 1 1% 
Specific things a visitor could do 19 21% 0 0% 19 21% 0 0% 
Cell phone recycling (not coded 

above) 
13 14% 1 1% 11 12% 1 1% 

General conservation / 
environmentalism 

4 4% 0 0% 4 4% 0 0% 

Positive Experience for Children 15 16% 3 3% 3 3% 13 14% 
General Positive Comments 3 3% 2 2% 0 0% 1 1% 
Other, misc. 13 14% 4 4% 3 3% 9 10% 
Unrelated to Wildlife Encounters 21 23% 15 16% 0 0% 10 11% 
None / Can't Answer Question     0 0% 14 15% 1 1% 
*Visitors’ responses could include multiple comments and categories; as a result, percentages add up to more than 100%. 
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The second most referenced category overall was related to cognitive outcomes, content learned 
through the encounters, which were mentioned by over half of all groups (56%).  Most of these 
comments were relating a specific fact or piece of information learned about the animals in the 
encounters (34%), followed by 23% who mentioned general comments of the experience being 
educational or about learning.  An additional 10% of groups mentioned a fact about the zoo or its 
operations as the information learned. 
 
After content learned, the two other conservation-action themes both received mention by over one-
third of visitors (38%) – Respect for Wildlife and Habitats and Actions to Conserve Resources.  Respect 
for wildlife came primarily through comment in the area of respect, appreciation, or preservation (24%).  
In a few cases these included comments about reducing fear or misperceptions about animals (such as 
snakes).  Other comments related to threatened status of animals (10%) and things the Zoo is doing to 
respect and care for animals – in and out of the zoo (9%). 

“Healthier environment for the animals. Show more of an interest [in animals, 
meaning] not just talking about how they smell. Teach our kids sooner than later.” 

“To be respectful toward animals at exhibits.” 

“Especially at the manatees, that you are here to help the animals and take care of 
them.” 

“How to help certain animals. That they are endangered. How the zoo is giving 
back.” 

“Help animals that are endangered--be respectful of animals in wild.” 

 
The strong relationship to conservation actions was also notable, particularly because the majority of 
these comments were not general statements of “conservation,” but a recognition that messages were 
about “what you can do,” including specific types of actions that visitors could take themselves – 
primarily “recycling.”  21% of groups made these specific comments, and an additional 13% were 
associations with the Zoo-promoted initiative to encourage cell phone recycling in support of habitat 
preservation. 

“1) They're endangered 2) How they need protection 3) What people can do to help 
4) What the zoo is doing to help” 

“To recycle old cell phones and cans and bottles so that we can conserve more.” 

“Be green...” 

“Help eliminate pollution and recycle more.” 

 
Interview Results by Question 

Although looking across an interview gives the most comprehensive look at visitors’ thinking, examining 
results to individual interview prompts shows some interesting trends as well.  When asked to state 
something that had been most interesting in their day, visitors tended to focus on their enthusiasm 
about the zoo experience (particularly specific encounters; 55%) and specific content or information 
they learned (41%).   
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When asked what they thought the Zoo was trying to get across through the Wildlife Encounters, the 
answers were split between the more explicit conservation categories of Respect for Wildlife and 
Conservation Actions (38% and 37%, respectively).  This question also proved to be the most difficult for 
visitors to answer with 15% not responding. 
 
Finally, when it came back to the personal perspective of what was most memorable, again the 
Enthusiasm for the Zoo Experience was dominant (67%), and the second most common type of response 
related to the value and positivity experienced by children during the Encounters (14%). 
 
 

Conclusions & Recommendations 

Overall, the Wildlife Encounters project proved to be very successful at achieving its intended goals of 
enhancing visitor experience and connection to conservation messages through the iterative staff 
training and development process in facilitation and communication.  The evidence of outcome 
achievement demonstrated in the audience evaluation findings indicate that the Cincinnati Zoo & 
Botanical Garden would be well advised to continue on this path in support of their goals for 
conservation education and visitor experience. 

Wildlife Encounters achieved an extremely high penetration of both awareness and engagement 
among zoo visitors.  Thus, these encounters become a consistent and memorable feature that defines 
the visit at the Cincinnati Zoo. 

• All groups saw at least one encounter-type during their visit, and nearly all stopped to engage 
with at least one of the encounter-types that they saw. 

• In fact, visitors tended to see and stop at multiple types of encounters during a single visit, with 
visitors averaging seeing about 3 encounter-types (out of 5 total) and stopping at more than 2 
encounter-types (out of 5). 

o This finding does not account for the number of individual encounters that a visitor 
group may have seen/engaged with.  For instance, if a visitor stopped at multiple Keeper 
Chats during their visit, it would only be recorded as one encounter-type.  Thus, it is very 
likely that the average visitor group is seeing and engaging with far more than 2 or 3 
individual stations during a typical visit. 

All five encounter-types contributed to this high engagement, but Around-the-Zoo Encounters 
(Random Encounters) and Wildlife Encounters (Keeper Chats) are the most frequently seen and 
stopped-at types of encounters.  Their frequency, ubiquity, and direct involvement of animals all seem 
to contribute to their equally high presence in visitors’ experiences. 

• Animal Shows were generally the least seen/visited (although still reaching about one-third of 
visitors), but this lower rate was expected given the limited quantity of shows in a given day, as 
well as external factors of cancelled shows (due to weather conditions during data collection) 
that further reduced availability. 

• Discovery Zones were another point of interest, as they had the highest walk-by percentage 
(i.e., visitors who saw a station, but chose not to stop and engage with it). 
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o Examining the data and other observations, there are several notable features that may 
have contributed to this difference.  Discovery Zones are the only encounter-type that 
does not directly involve a live animal.  As noted in the formative evaluation report for 
this project (Heimlich, 2012), Discovery Zones are the transitional encounter-type in 
terms of proximity to wildlife and the time visitors spend in the engagement.   

o Because Discovery Zones exist in this unique middle-ground, neither providing up-close 
engagement with an animal nor engagement with the exhibit animals, the size of the 
audience with interest in stopping may be less.  That said, those who did stop at these 
stations often expressed deep satisfaction and reward by what they provided to the visit 
– particularly serving as an “introduction” to an exhibit area or giving a unique 
experience to children, such as touching a penguin feather. 

“At children's zoo, they had the penguin feather. Not something you 
normally see. The teens giving the talk were great. Did their best to 
answer questions and if they didn't know, they asked someone…” 

“Gorillas Discover Zone was extremely engaging for young grandchild.  
[He/she] kept talking about it for rest of trip.” 

“Had the encounter at the entrance to Cat Canyon. Outside, it piqued 
their interest before getting inside.” 

o Previous research on how visitors characterize enjoyment in zoos (Sickler & Fraser, 
2009) indicates that some visitors’ enjoyment is entirely focused on the animals and 
getting as close to them as possible.  It is likely this type of visitor would walk past a 
Discovery Zone.  However, other visitors’ enjoyment blended a prioritization of 
children’s experiences and learning opportunities, a segment for whom a stop at a 
Discovery Zone seems far more likely. 

Wildlife Encounters are very satisfying, provide enhancements to visitors’ experiences, and generate 
positive emotions (especially excitement) among visitors to the Cincinnati Zoo.  These positive 
experiences were driven by up-close experiences with animals, strong skills and demeanor of staff, 
the enhancement of learning, and the enhancement of children’s zoo experiences. 

• Satisfaction with Wildlife Encounters is derived about equally from two driving factors: the up-
close opportunities with the animals and the facilitation provided by the Zoo’s staff.  In 
comments about staff, the emphasis was on their expertise about the animals and general 
friendliness.  And a truly notable feature was the 9% who expressed conscious awareness of 
facilitation skills demonstrated by staff. 

o The emphasis on staff skills – at an equal level to the animals’ role – highlights the result 
of the staff training efforts that were at the heart of this project.  The Zoo’s staff shone 
and were as important a part of the Encounters as the animals in the visitors’ minds. 

• In addition to getting up-close to animals, the Encounters also enhanced visitors’ experiences by 
providing richer learning experiences and richer opportunities for children.  In addition, a 
smaller proportion noted that the encounters were an attribute that made the Cincinnati Zoo 
unique or was a defining characteristic.  For frequent visitors, Encounters become less of an 
enhancement than an expected part of the experience. 
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Visitors do become aware of and connect to the three targeted conservation outcomes through their 
experiences, as well as outcome areas beyond these three targets. 

• In both questionnaire ratings and visitor interviews, the association with the key themes was 
quite high.  Particularly, when describing their experience in an open-ended way (e.g., what was 
interesting, memorable, and emphasized by the Zoo), the outcome messages were seen in their 
response. 

o The strongest outcome message connection was about enthusiasm about the Zoo 
experience.  From expressions of feeling “excited” during Encounters, to more than 
three-quarters saying that one specific encounter was the most interesting or 
memorable part of their visit, the emotional resonance of these experiences was strong. 

o Content learning, while not one of the stated outcomes, was a strong outcome for 
Encounters, with the majority of groups talking about specific or general learning. 

o The other two conservation messages, Respect and Actions, were each conveyed by 
over one-third of visitors.  These comments were almost entirely in response to what 
the zoo had emphasized to them.  Notable in this was that many actions mentioned 
were specific (not general “conservation”) and the targeted cell phone message was 
recalled by many. 

Taken together, these results suggest several cross-cutting recommendations or directions that the 
Cincinnati Zoo & Botanical Garden might consider as they continue moving forward with the Wildlife 
Encounters initiative: 

• Consider the incorporation of new or different specific conservation actions for visitors that can 
be tied to the Wildlife Encounter experiences.  The recall of these types of messages was 
relatively high, and continuing to expand this effort seems warranted. 

• Be aware that the conservation action messages aren’t the most exciting or memorable aspects 
for a visitor, but they are aware that those are the ideas you are most trying to get across.  But 
from this, the unique strength of the Wildlife Encounters is the experience blend it provides.   

o The Wildlife Encounters model provides the up-close experience (which generates 
enthusiasm), and uses that emotional hook, combined with the skills of strong 
facilitators, to draw the connection to respect and action themes.  It appears that the 
message may be less “preachy” in this format, as it links message and positive emotion. 

• The role of the staff facilitators in these experienced should not be downplayed, and continued 
support for staff training, peer review, and skill development is recommended.  While the 
animals are a huge draw for visitors, the skill of the staff is clearly paramount in visitor 
satisfaction, experience, and learning from these experiences.  Areas that were emphasized in 
staff training emerged in visitor response, indicating the success of that initiative. 

• Maintain the scheduled dependability and ubiquity of Wildlife Encounters, particularly the 
Keeper Chats and Random Encounters.  Their presence really helped achieve the penetration 
desired and made these experiences a defining quality of the Cincinnati Zoo experience.  
Although they require investment and commitment, staff should be aware that their efforts and 
time are having a strong impact on visitor experience and connections with conservation. 

*End of Report: September 21, 2012 
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