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Sometimes it takes years to learn something’s been 
going wrong. We’re beginning to learn, though, 
that many well-intentioned conservation education 
messages may be backfiring. As a conservation-
education community, we work to inspire and 
encourage audiences toward stewardship. That 
means encouraging people to act out of a sense 
of positive belief that they can do useful work 
(empowerment). Too often, without knowing it, we 
may be facilitating counterproductive responses. 
For example, if our messages and exhibits leave 
visitors thinking, “It’s so great what the zoo is doing 
to care for those animals,” or, “I’m so glad scientists 
are out there doing that great work,” that may mean 
visitors aren’t seeing themselves as empowered but 
rather sensing that they need to become a zoo staff 
member or a scientist before they can do useful 
work related to conservation.

Aquariums, zoos and other conservation education 
institutions may have left members of our audiences 
disengaged even when we have helped them to 
feel grateful that other people, such as scientists 
or engineers or regulators, will solve the issues 
confronting us. Sometimes we may have left people 
feeling overwhelmed, thinking they don’t have 
the right expertise to make a difference. Since the 
possibility exists, it’s important to continue assessing 
whether we are stimulating unhelpful reactions 
through our educational programs and exhibits. We 
need to continue to investigate our impacts from 
social and cognitive science perspectives. While that 
assessment is difficult, there is pertinent research 
that points to ideas about how to structure our work 
when we aim to engage and educate people while 
encouraging a sense of empowerment.

Here are two recommendations based on social 
and cognitive science research being used by the 
National Network for Ocean and Climate Change 
Interpretation (NNOCCI). We encourage the CEC 
community to discuss and experiment with this 
recommendation with the hope that practicing helps 
us to evolve our methods in productive ways. 

Recommendation 1: 
When talking about how people can help to address 
an environmental issue, focus on activities that 
involve groups of people working together to 
change a system.

NNOCCI: Evolving Ideas About “Solutions”

Rationale:

• Focus on examples of groups that already exist.
Existing groups indicate people have already 
started and we don’t need to create new ones.

• People want to belong to positive social groups
and also need social support to engage in new 
activities. Illustrating that other people like us are 
already engaged suggests we could join in too.

• Big challenges before us need systemic changes
that will require civic-scale engagement. Groups of 
people are more powerful than individuals working 
alone, and they can help each other through 
challenging times.

• It’s typically more fun, more hopeful and more
energizing to work together rather than alone.

Recommendation 2: 

Actively steer dialog away from ideas about things 
people can do alone. 



Rationale:

• As educators, we have a responsibility to foster
new ideas and new understanding. Since many 
people in our audiences are aware of individual 
behaviors (which many may already do), it’s not 
productive to repeat those ideas.

• People tend to feel comfortable with familiar
ideas, and we tend to focus on what’s familiar. 
Ideas about individual action can actually block 
thinking about new ideas by setting up an internal 
cognitive competition between the familiar 
(and comfortable) vs. something new (and less 
comfortable). In such a competition for attention, 
the new ideas are likely to be ignored or put in the 
background.

• Scale matters. Issues that affect biodiversity are
operating at large, systemic scales. Ultimately, 
individual actions will be insufficient to address 
them. In other words, no amount of personal 
recycling, personal water conservation, or 
turning off lights will be sufficient to address the 
bushmeat crisis, deforestation, ivory poaching, 
or hypoxic zones in the ocean. We must learn 
(and we’re not supposing it’s easy) to engage 
audiences in thinking about our capacity to 
address issues by cooperating with others who 
share our concerns.

• Our audiences trust us to provide good
information. When they perceive a mismatch 
between the issues we raise and ideas about 
how we can help address those issues, they will 
question our credibility. We can’t afford the risk 
of losing trust, so we must learn to make better 
connections between what members of our 
audiences can do and both the scale and the 
mechanism of whichever issues we may highlight.

Throughout history, zoos and aquariums have 
changed. We need to keep changing and evolving 
in order to remain vibrant and relevant to the world 
that we care so much to protect. 

We encourage you to review your programs and 
exhibits for messages that are at odds with these 
recommendations and look for opportunities 
to apply these recommendations in pilot or 
experimental ways. We also invite comments and 
reflections about what happens, and we encourage 
you to reach out to colleagues at other institutions 
for ideas, advice or to offer your support. 

Sharing what works and what doesn’t will help 
us to continue the evolution of aquarium and zoo 
education.

John C. Anderson
Director of Education

New England Aquarium
&

Louise Bradshaw
Director of Education

Saint Louis Zoo
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