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Purpose:
This document is intended to be a helpful guide to share tips for external researchers 
interested in conducting research at zoos or aquariums.  Note some of these tips are 
written for students and early career scientists, but all should be relevant to even the 
most experienced researchers. More experienced researchers will benefit most from 
those items related to the logistical considerations of working with zoos or aquariums, 
especially if they have never pursued such a partnership before, and an understanding of 
certain aspects of institutional culture in zoological organizations. 

If you have additional questions about these tips, please feel free to contact us at 

aza_behavioradvisorygroupsteeringcommittee@ConnectedCommunity.org. 

mailto:aza_behavioradvisorygroupsteeringcommittee@ConnectedCommunity.org


Overview
The tips are organized into four phases of the collaborative research process: 

Phase 1: Planning
• Why offering to conduct ‘whatever research would be useful for the zoo or aquarium’ might not 

get you very far

• When developing your research plan, build on previous research

• Determine what research questions are important for the species and of interest to the zoo and 
aquarium community right now

• Before contacting the zoo/ aquarium you hope to work with, learn about the organization first

• Think about mutual benefits with the zoo or aquarium—what can you as the researcher provide 
to the organization that will make working with you more appealing? 

Phase 2: Initiation

• Establish contacts at the facilities with which you would like to work way in advance

• Getting your project approved

• Determine what sort of zoo/ aquarium support is available for your project (staff time, 
resources, etc.) and what the logistical challenges may be

• Is it worth recruiting and training volunteers to help with your project?

• Be aware that in some cases, the data are owned by the organization, not the researcher 

Phase 3: Data Collection

• Recognize and respect the skills, knowledge, and expertise of zoo/aquarium staff and build a 
good relationship with them

• Be flexible, be flexible, be flexible

• Providing data to the zoo/ aquarium is greatly appreciated 

Phase 4: Completion

• Be mindful of real-world applications when writing your paper or publication

• Share the findings of your study first with the zoo/ aquarium and its staff

• Think about developing partnerships with zoos and aquariums that are longer lasting than the 
initial research project 



Planning

1. Why offering to conduct ‘whatever research would be useful for the zoo or
aquarium’ might not get you very far 
Zoos and aquariums often welcome research, especially non-invasive research, and stand to benefit 
from it in many ways (gaining information that enhances understanding of the animals in their care, 
acknowledgment or co-authorship in publications, staff development, and good publicity). In some 
instances, staff may already have specific questions that they would like to have answered, and may 
appreciate help from a researcher to answer whatever questions they have. However, when initially 
making contact with an institution, simply asking them what would be helpful may be too open-ended 
an offer. When first establishing a relationship with a zoo or aquarium, it is usually preferable for the 
researcher to have developed a specific research project idea but be willing to work with the zoo or 
aquarium to modify their proposal so that it adheres to the organization’s research guidelines and 
conforms with the current management routines. (Once a solid working relationship is established, it 
may be beneficial at that point to ask the organization what is needed – that helps to set up a more 
collaborative research relationship.) Be mindful of research proposals with methodology that 
necessitates changes in husbandry practices, as the more changes that must be made to accommodate 
the research project the less likely it is to be approved (more on this in Tips 7-8).  

2. When developing your research plan, build on previous research
When designing your study, build on previous research. Perform a comprehensive literature review of 
existing work on both the study species and your topic of interest.  

If you do not have access to a library with subscriptions to online academic citation indices (e.g. Web of 
Science) and scientific journals (e.g. Zoo Biology, Applied Animal Behaviour Science), conduct a search 
using a freely available bibliographic database such as Google Scholar (https://scholar.google.com/) to 
identify relevant articles. Many of these articles may be accessed online free-of-charge. It may be 
possible to obtain others by e-mailing the corresponding authors for the articles.  

There are many journals that publish papers focused on animal behavior, including but not limited to: 

Animals 

Animal Behaviour 

Animal Cognition 

Animal Conservation 

Animal Reproduction Science Animal 

Welfare 

Applied Animal Behaviour Science 

Behavioral Ecology 

Behavioral Ecology and Sociobiology 

Behaviour 

Behavioural Processes 

In addition, there are a variety of species and taxa specific journals (focused on mammalogy, 
ornithology, herpetology, etc.) and new online journals are emerging all the time. 



Planning

3. Determine what research questions are important for the species and of interest to
the zoo and aquarium community right now 
Accreditation by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums assures that the zoological institution you work 
with adheres to the highest standards of animal care and welfare. AZA zoos have an intricate network of 
multi-institutional collaborative programs to manage the populations housed in their facilities. Although 
zoos and aquariums are spread out across the country and all over the world, the zoological community 
itself is actually quite tight-knit because we are working together all the time. The AZA website 
maintains an updated list of all currently accredited zoos and aquariums.  

It is useful to know which topics and questions are of interest to those in the zoo and aquarium 
community. While much can be learned by reviewing recent articles in peer-reviewed scientific journals 
(see Tip #2), we suggest that you also explore recent publications available through the AZA website. 
For instance, Animal Care Manuals (ACMs), which provide a compilation of animal care and management 
knowledge that has been gained from recognized species experts, include a “Future Research Needs” 
section that identifies knowledge gaps that are of particular interest to zoos and aquariums. For 
example, the ACM for the Andean condor suggests that further research is needed on, “assessing the 
effects of sound and vibration.” If this is the focus of your intended research, your area of expertise, or a 
topic you could design a study around, great! You already know that zoological managers are interested 
in knowing more about this topic - they may be more likely to support a research project that will 
increase knowledge about this. Perhaps you can highlight how your project can help to inform zoo 
animal management decisions related to sound and vibration around Andean condor exhibits in zoos to 
get buy-in for your project from the institution you want to work with.

ACMs are periodically updated to include recent advances in scientific knowledge and new 
recommendations for best practices in management of the species. New species ACMs are in various 
stages of development and are published on the AZA website once completed. Please visit this page to 
review a list of available ACMs and to access the ACMS themselves: https://www.aza.org/animal-care-
manuals 

Researchers should also consider contacting the Program Leaders of the Taxon Advisory Groups 
(TAGs), Species Survival Plan® Programs (SSPs) and Scientific Advisory Groups (SAGs) for information, 
research ideas and/or project endorsement. Using AZA’s Animal Programs Database, you can search for 
programs by taxon, and find the names of the Program Leaders for TAGs, SSPs, SAGs, etc.  

The SSP or TAG Program Leader may be able help you obtain information about which AZA institutions 
house your study species. For instance, they may be able to share demographic data, help you establish 
contacts and/or distribute surveys to various institutions to gather information about housing, 
husbandry practices or even individual animals. If your project will be of significant importance to the 
needs of a particular program, these Program Leaders may agree to write a letter of support for your 
research project. 

Zoos and aquariums are recognized as being conservation institutions, and the ex situ populations 
housed in these organizations are amazing ambassadors for wild (in situ) populations. The value of 
research is enhanced when it can be tied to the conservation of a species. Current information about the 
status of species in the wild, and links to additional resources can be found at https://
www.iucnredlist.org/. AZA’s SAFE Programs (Saving Animals From Extinction) highlight select species 
with focused attention from the collective zoological community for conservation, so if your research 
focus is conservation-oriented, you may want to consider exploring opportunities for partnering with 
those programs. 



Planning

4. Before contacting the zoo/aquarium you hope to work with, learn about the
organization first 
Make sure you are approaching a zoo or aquarium that is actually appropriate for your research project. 
Before contacting the organization, research their website, and, if possible, pay them a visit and 
investigate their animal habitats. Be sure that the project you are proposing is feasible. Does the zoo or 
aquarium have the species you are interested in studying? Are there enough subjects? Will the exhibit 
layout allow for the study to be done? If your study depends on a specific demographic, group size or 
group composition, you may need to first contact an animal curator or registrar to confirm what 
animals are currently housed at the institution, how they are grouped, and whether they will remain 
there for the duration of your study. Animals transfers between zoos/ aquariums are a regular 
occurrence, and sometimes timing is everything. The more accurate your information is, the more 
realistic your expectations will be about what you can accomplish, and the more likely the organization 
will be willing and able to collaborate on your project. 

Determine who at the zoo or aquarium you need to contact. Try to avoid sending a generic request to 
the organization’s general email address (though at some institutions this may be the only option). If 
there is a research coordinator at this institution, that would be your best starting point. For smaller 
organizations, a curator or registrar might be a better choice, and they can guide you in the right 
direction. As mentioned above, TAG and SSP program leaders may be able to help you form 
relationships with the appropriate animal care staff for your study species. Some zoo and aquarium 
websites provide biographies and contact information for staff members. If the authors of articles you 
referred to when designing your study are affiliated with an AZA institution they may be able to 
provide some guidance. 

5. Think about mutual benefits of working with the zoo or aquarium – what can you as
the researcher provide to the organization that will make working with you more 
appealing? 
Zoos and aquariums are often asked by outside researchers to facilitate research studies. But rarely 
does the organization hosting the research gain any direct benefit, and the low rate of information 
sharing after the researcher has collected their data may surprise you. However, zoo/aquarium staff are 
typically quite interested in knowing what their efforts are supporting and learning the results of the 
studies their animals have participated in once the research is complete. Consider offering to meet with 
the teams facilitating your research prior to the start of the study and/or once you have results to 
share, either in person or virtually. If you are asking for staff to devote their time to the project, 
highlight the professional development opportunity and reflect on how you can help to mentor that 
development. Be sure to share any abstracts, papers, or presentations that result from the research (in 
many cases, these are requirements by the organization). You may also wish to offer to give a talk at 
the zoo/aquarium about your research their staff, volunteers or even the public.  



Initiation

6. Establish contacts at the facilities with which you would like to work way in advance
You should make an effort to establish contacts at the organizations with which you would like to work 
far in advance of your anticipated start date. It can often take months for a project to be approved by 
an organization. Ironically, you may find that the larger, more research-oriented institutions have more 
layered processes involved when it comes to getting research approval, and those processes take time.  

When making contact, be prepared to provide a very brief biography of yourself. Are you a student, 
and if so what degree are you working toward? Are you a faculty member? How much research 
experience have you had? Have you worked with a zoo or aquarium before? Consider including a brief 
CV or resume. It will be useful to have at least an abstract prepared that you can share with your 
contact so that they can get a sense of the focus and scope of your project. Why are you wanting to 
conduct research at this facility? How will this research benefit the institution? Explain the time 
commitment and potential costs associated with this research.

7. Getting your project approved
Once you have determined the right person to talk to at the institution of interest and have established 
contact, you need to determine what the research approval process is at that institution. The process 
varies a bit at every institution, but in general the less invasive your research, and the less time and 
effort required by zoo staff, the easier it will be to get approval. A purely observational study from the 
public area is much easier for a zoo or aquarium to accommodate than one which requires big changes 
in animal management, lots of staff time/effort or extra procedures that inherently increase stress for 
an animal.  

Here are some key questions you should ask your contact: 

• How complicated will it be to get approval for your project?

• Does the organization have specific policies in place regarding research being conducted by 
someone other than paid staff?

• Do you need to make contact with any other specific people at the zoo or aquarium in order for 
your project to be considered for approval?

• Are there specific forms you will need to complete? (Note that many AZA institutions now accept 
a standardized research approval form as part of their approval process. You can find this form 
here: https://www.aza.org/research_and_technology_committee.  This form was designed to 

facilitate the application process for multi-institutional projects. But not every institution uses the 
form, and some institutions that do accept it require additional documents as well, so be sure to 
confirm what paperwork is required by each institution prior to completing it.)

• How often are proposals reviewed? (You want to make sure their process fits the timeline you 
need.)

• If your project involves the collection/transfer of biomaterials is there an additional process/
additional paperwork required? 

https://www.aza.org/research_and_technology_committee


Initiation

7. Getting your project approved (cont.)

• Does the institution have their own Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee (IACUC) that will 
have to approve of your project or will you need to coordinate an IACUC review with your home 
institution?What is the process/paperwork required for this and how long does the approval process 
typically take?Note that not all zoos/ aquariums have a formal IACUC, but most do have a research 
committee of some sort. Some have both. Researchers need to make sure they are communicating 
with the right committee(s) at each institution.

• If your research involves any aspect of collecting data from or about the public, you may be required 
to go through another process of approval related specifically to research with human subjects. 
Some institutions have their own Institutional Review Board that approves such projects.

• If your project involves introducing any new devices or equipment to the animals themselves, who 
determines whether they are safe and appropriate for use around the animals?

• What type of acknowledgment would the zoo/ aquarium want for their participation in your project, 
if any? (Some institutions actually prefer not being identified in acknowledgments.) 

Some institutions have one person who has the authority to approve of research projects, but many 
institutions have committees responsible for reviewing your proposal and paperwork. You many need 
to complete applications for the department you are hoping to work with as well as separate 
Institutional Animal Care and Use Committee or Human Subjects Research forms, depending on the 
project.  

The review committee may review proposals on a rolling, monthly or even quarterly basis. Again, 
submit your paperwork well in advance of your anticipated start date. The committee may ask you to 
address particular questions or even to resubmit your paperwork if major revisions are required for 
approval to be possible. If any of the animals you want to include as subjects in your study are owned 
by other institutions (not uncommon), approval from those owning institutions may also be required as 
part of the loan agreement with the institution housing those animals.  

Depending on the institution’s policies and procedures, researchers of different levels may have 
different restrictions. For example, some zoos/aquariums may not assist with high school projects and 
only allow completely observational (i.e., no manipulation) projects for undergrads that come to watch 
animals. Manipulation and working behind-the-scenes may be restricted to grad students or higher 
level researchers. Ask lots of questions regarding policies prior to fully committing your research 
project at a particular zoo or aquarium. You may need to adjust your project to fit what’s allowed. 
Depending on your research question, observational data may be all that you need. 



Initiation

8. Determine what sort of zoo/aquarium support is available for your project (staff
time, resources, etc.) and what the logistical challenges may be 
It is important to have a realistic expectation of what support can be provided by the zoo/aquarium, 
and what the logistical challenges may be. Staff members already have a great many responsibilities 
associated with their jobs – they divide their time across animal care, exhibit maintenance, animal 
training, coordination of medical care, management of breeding programs, public education, public 
relations, professional meetings/training, and a variety of other activities. Staffing levels in zoos and 
aquariums fluctuate, and are often spread thinner than is ideal. Quite often the people with the skills and 
knowledge you need are the very same people asked to do a great many other things above and 
beyond their basic job description. Even a zoo/aquarium that wants to support a project in concept 
may not logistically be able to devote as much time and effort as they would like. And animal 
management considerations that seem simple up front might involve more complexity than you might 
expect when changes are implemented to accommodate your study. Carefully consider the following, 
and discuss with your organizational contact, as appropriate. 

Impact on staff time: 

• What are you specifically asking zoo/aquarium staff to do and how much time will it take?

• How much training and instruction will be required for staff before the project begins?

• Can volunteers or docents (rather than paid staff) be trained to conduct animal observations or 
otherwise support the project? (If yes, see Tip #9)

• How will your project influence the existing husbandry routine?

• Can timing of activities be flexible or must they be done on a strict schedule?

• Does your project require that staff provide you with behind-the-scenes access or access to the 
facility outside of normal business hours?

• What is your anticipated timeline for all project activities, and how flexible is that timeline? 

Impact on guest experience: 

• Are you asking for animals to be off exhibit and out of public view while the zoo is open?

• If conducting observations from the public viewing area will you be competing with guests for a 
good vantage point, and how can that be mitigated?

• Are there any zoo policies about how you should interact with guests? 

Note: You may be inclined to indicate that there will be no impact on staff time (e.g. in a purely observational 
study with you or non-zoo/aquarium staff doing the work). In reality, the impact on staff time is almost never zero. 
You may need an initial conversation to learn individual animal identification, or you may be asking staff to call or 
email you if the animals are off exhibit. Even though the impact on staff in those cases is minimal, it is not zero. It is 
also wise to consider how individually identifiable the animals are that you will be observing, how important it is to 
your research project that you accurately identify individuals, and how reliably you (or your observers) will be 
identifying them unassisted by zoo staff. It is often unrealistic to expect zoo staff to help with animal identification 
on a daily basis, so if this is an anticipated hurdle, remember to factor in time for observers to learn to identify 
individuals reliably before data collection begins.  



Initiation 

8. Determine what sort of zoo/aquarium support is available for your project (staff 
time, resources, etc.) and what the logistical challenges may be (cont.)

Access to animals: 

• Do the needs of your study conflict with the commitment that the organization has to display the 
animals to the visiting public? Will they need to be shifted out of public view for your study?

• Do you need to be in behind-the-scenes areas to conduct your research, and if so what are the 
safety protocols in place? Is medical clearance required? Will you need to wear Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE)?

• Will your intended animal subjects be housed at this facility for the duration of this project, or are 
any transfers planned?

• Will your intended animal subjects be off-exhibit for any extended periods of time during your study 
(e.g. for normal management, for special management like social introductions or new births, for 
exhibit maintenance projects, etc.)?

• If your observations are planned for outdoor exhibits, what challenges might weather pose? Are 
there temperature guidelines that animal managers must follow that will require animals have access 
to areas that will hide them from view and result in poor rates of useful data collection?

• Does your research question rely on animals being up and active during observations, and if so, is 
your research schedule compatible with typical patterns of animal behavior at this facility? Does 
your observation schedule need to be adjusted seasonally?

• Do any of your intended animal subjects have health management requirements that will affect your 
study (either existing conditions, existing treatment plans, or simply routine veterinary procedures)? 

Use of zoo/aquarium resources: 

• Will you have internet access when on site?

• Will you have access to a zoo computer or need to bring your own?

• How will you get access to any animal records you might need for your project?

• Who will provide the supplies required for efficient data collection (i.e. clipboards, binoculars, sample 
collection containers, etc.)

• Does the zoo/aquarium have a lab available for processing samples? Will samples need to be 
shipped to a processing lab or to you, the researcher? Who will pay for the shipping? 



Initiation

8. Determine what sort of zoo/aquarium support is available for your project (staff
time, resources, etc.) and what the logistical challenges may be (cont.) 
For all of the above, do you have a way to support or offset the financial costs associated with what 
you are requesting of the institution? Do you have grant funding to cover the cost associated with 
your research? (If not, look into applying for grants prior to approaching your selected facility.) If 
grants are not available, consider other ways you might be able to offset the zoo’s cost of 
participating in your research project. For example, if the zoo/aquarium is providing staff time and 
effort, could you: 
• volunteer your time in the area supporting your project?

• donate supplies beyond what is required for the research project?

• donate a highly desired enrichment item?

• write an article for a local publication or the organization to share internally describing your research 
and the participation of the zoo/aquarium?

• offer authorship when research is published (if appropriate based on contribution of specific 
individual(s) to the project)? 

9. Is it worth recruiting and training volunteers to help with your project?
Depending on the scope of your projects, it might make sense to either find out if zoo/aquarium 
volunteers might be able to help with your data collection or consider recruiting local volunteers if you 
need extra help collecting data. A few zoological institutions have active volunteer programs and 
infrastructure in place to provide some level of this sort of support. But there are pros and cons you 
should consider before going down this road. 

Pros 

• Using volunteers reduces the overall time 
commitment of staff and researcher

• Volunteers may be able to collect more data in a 
smaller period of time, as long as observations 
remain independent, which may mean the 
research project can conclude earlier

• Likely no additional financial cost to the research 
project

• Volunteers probably do not know the animals as 
well as keepers, therefore could provide less 
biased observations

• If existing zoo/aquarium volunteers participate, it 
would be a good collaborative effort amongst 
the institution, volunteers, and researchers 

Cons 

• Training of the volunteers may be time consuming

• Volunteers may not know the animals or the 
routine as well as staff, therefore they may have 
more trouble locating and identifying subjects
(appropriate training can help with this)

• With more observers involved, the greater the 
potential for inconsistency in data gathered, 
which would in turn necessitate additional inter-
observer reliability checking which can be time 
consuming

• Volunteers may not understand the behaviors 
that they are observing, which may cause 
confusion or misinterpretation

• Volunteers may want some type of compensation 
(free admission to zoo/aquarium, free parking, 
free concessions, discount, etc.)

• There’s the potential for lack of commitment or 
understanding of the needs of the research 
project

• Potential turnover of volunteers 



Initiation

10. Be aware that in some cases, the data are owned by the organization, not the
researcher 
Make sure to review each institution’s guidelines for ownership of, access to and dissemination of data 
and/or samples. When submitting your proposal and paperwork, you may be asked to complete a 
separate form stating that you agree with the terms outlined by the institution. Oftentimes, the 
institution reserves the right to request the return of samples and data. Furthermore, biological 
samples may be considered the property of the institution. Data collected by zoo/aquarium staff, 
interns, or researchers funded by the institution are usually owned exclusively by the institution. Make 
sure you have a full understanding of the requirements and commitments before you begin your 
project. 



Data Collection

11. Recognize and respect the skills, knowledge and expertise of zoo/aquarium staff
and build a good relationship with them 
Although zoo/ aquarium staff may not be well-versed in all aspects of your research methodology or 
field of study, you should assume that staff have a wealth of knowledge and may be able to contribute 
ideas that would greatly benefit your study. The quickest way to get off on the wrong foot with an 
animal keeper is to dismiss them as uneducated janitors. Modern zoo-keeping is a highly competitive 
professional field. Ask questions, especially to those staff members that are directly caring for the 
animals that you are including in your research. Be open to both teaching them about your work and 
also learning from them about theirs. Animal care staff know the individual personalities of the animals 
you are studying – their daily habits, their likes and dislikes, their level of motivation to participate in 
different activities and how smart they are. They may be able to help explain what probably accounts 
for an individual’s apparent mood and can pick up on more nuanced behavioral changes than a typical 
outside observer. And if they have been working with these particular animals for some time, they may 
be able to offer a great deal of information about an animal’s individual history right off the cuff.  

Building a good relationship with the front-line staff can greatly enhance your experience working with 
a zoo or aquarium. Take the time to communicate with them. Be inclusive. Don’t hesitate to answer their 
questions. Make an effort to professionally acknowledge their contributions to your study. Consider 
including them in the full research process and even offering opportunities to contributed shared 
authorship in any resulting manuscripts (sometimes this is even requested or required by the 
institution). Respect that supporting your research is only one aspect of their job each day, and stick to 
the parameters that are built into your approved proposal about the impact of your project on staff 
time. 

12. Be flexible, be flexible, be flexible
One of the aspects of zoo and aquarium work that keeps things interesting and exciting is that every 
day is different, and animals do unpredictable things all the time. While interesting, this can also present 
a big challenge when research requires a specific schedule. And you may find that appropriate 
experimental control can be especially problematic if that is what your study requires. There will almost 
always be confounding variables that must be acknowledged in analysis, and your days at the facility 
may not always go as planned, so it’s important to be mentally ready to pivot when things go sideways. 
Please be understanding that some things are just not under the control of the facility staff with whom 
you work. For example, if you are conducting your observations at an outdoor meshed exhibit, and the 
keepers find a tear in the mesh that must be repaired before the animals can have safe access to the 
exhibit, your observations may need to be delayed. Sometimes individuals within social groups start to 
fight and may need to be separated for a period of time to either prevent injury or deal with treating 
injury – if you are studying social behaviors in these groups, you may need to adjust your methods to 
deal with the new group composition. Animal health issues may emerge that require treatment 
schedules that interfere with your study. If you have back up plans for what you might do should these 
sorts of things occur, you’ll be more ready to pivot, and the staff will greatly appreciate your flexibility 
and understanding. 



Data Collection

13. Providing data to the zoo/aquarium is greatly appreciated
Members of zoo/aquarium staff are typically more willing to participate in and support research 
projects if they know that they will get to see and understand the results of the completed research, 
especially if the study will be able to provide useful information to them over the course of the 
research collaboration. Sharing raw data with the zoo or aquarium is often much appreciated, 
especially if their staff have additional questions they would like to answer, beyond what your research 
is investigating. Working with the data together can help to build a very fruitful collaborative 
relationship, and continued discussions over the course of the project can help to develop new 
interpretations of animal behavior, both for the staff and for the researcher. And sometimes the data 
you are collecting can inform in-the-moment animal management decisions that can benefit the 
animals themselves. If it is possible to analyze data in real-time or periodically during the project to 
provide insights to animal managers, consider making this extra effort. The best collaborations are 
win-win-win (a win for the researcher, a win for the hosting institution, and a win for the animals). 



Completion

14. Be mindful of real-world implications when writing your paper or publication
As much as you might want your study to result in broad sweeping conclusions about the species you 
studied, most zoo and aquarium studies have a low number of subjects. This limits the conclusions that 
can be drawn from your data. When you interpret your findings, don’t over-exaggerate their meaning. 
Your discussion can be interesting and impactful without inflating the meaning of the results beyond 
what is scientifically appropriate. On the flip-side, you might not find that you have statistical 
significance, but you may observe that there is biological significance in your findings that is worthy of 
sharing with the broader community. 

Also, be mindful of how the zoo/aquarium could be perceived if your data are misinterpreted. 
Generally, you should not refer to the organization by name, unless explicitly given approval. (Some 
institutions may even require review of manuscripts before submission.) Choose your words carefully. 
Remember, once your publication is out there, the audience could be anyone, including those who are 
looking to interpret your findings (or zoos/aquariums) in a negative light. Be honest and complete in 
your presentation of results, so that the chance of misinterpretation is kept to a minimum. 

15. Share the findings of your study first with the zoo/aquarium and its staff
Zoos and aquariums are often asked to assist with research projects, but rarely do they actually see the 
outcome of their efforts. Be sure to share information upon the completion of the project. Offer to give 
a talk at the zoo/aquarium about your results. Staff and volunteers usually welcome the opportunity to 
learn more about their animals and about the research contributions being made by their organization. 
Share copies of any presentations or reports, published or otherwise, with the zoo/aquarium. 

As you prepare manuscripts for publication, it is appropriate to share these with the institution. Some 
zoos and aquariums may indicate that this is required during their research application process. Be 
proactive, and provide your organizational contacts with time to review the manuscripts prior to 
submission. Of course, you should inform the zoo that they may not share such manuscripts or post 
them on their website until such time as the paper is officially published. 

16. Think about developing partnerships with zoos and aquariums that are longer
lasting than the initial research project 
Zoos and aquariums remain a highly under-utilized venue for research. Once you have initiated a 
research relationship with an organization, consider building on that relationship. Encourage student 
research projects at the zoo/aquarium. Even if such projects don’t yield publishable results, they may 
nevertheless provide some useful information for the zoo. Consider developing a course that involves 
the zoo or aquarium; allow keepers to participate if the organization is willing to support this type of 
keeper development. Maintaining a strong, cooperative, collaborative relationship with your local zoo 
can yield substantial benefits for everyone involved. 



Benefits and Challenges to Behavioral Research in a Zoo or 
Aquarium Setting 

Conducting behavioral research in a zoo or aquarium setting can provide 
valuable benefits to both researchers and the hosting zoo or aquarium, but 
also present unique challenges. Here we review some of these benefits and 
challenges when considering research in zoos and aquariums. 

Benefits 

To the researcher: 
• Animals are typically easier to find & observe in a zoo/aquarium than in the wild

• Working in a zoo/aquarium means having access to knowledgeable staff (both about 
the species and the individual subjects)

• Manipulating some environmental variables may be possible

• Access to biomaterial samples to supplement behavioral data is often possible

• Researchers can pursue research questions that aren’t as easy to investigate in the field

• Relatedness among animal subjects is usually known

• Follow up studies may be relatively easy to coordinate

• There is ample potential for longitudinal study

• Large data sets may be available for data mining

• Access to large databases containing historical biological data on animal populations 
may be available 

To the zoo/aquarium:
• The presence of researchers can have a positive impact on guest experience and 

educational programs

• Researchers can initiate and provide support for projects that zoo/aquarium staff don’t 
have the capacity to complete without help

• Potential enrichment opportunities for the animals, depending on the project

• Results can inform conservation and management strategies

• Research projects help to promote the value of zoos/aquariums (good PR)

• Research projects can be a great professional development opportunity for zoo/
aquarium staff

• In some cases, free labor! (But if you have a union at your institution, make sure this 
arrangement aligns with union rules) 



Benefits and Challenges to Behavioral Research in a Zoo or 
Aquarium Setting 

Challenges

To the researcher:
• Often dealing with small sample sizes, even at the multi-institutional level

• Social groupings might not be appropriate to answer some research questions, and this 
might not be something that can be manipulated for management reasons

• Management needs may sometimes interfere with observations (scheduled or emergency 
animal procedures, exhibit work, etc.)

• The animal collection might change (animal transfers in and out of institution)

• Zoo/aquarium staff typically have limited time to assist with projects

• Integrating research requests with husbandry requirements isn’t always easy

• Concern that results won’t necessarily transfer to the wild (won’t generalize)

• It can be challenging to collect data with the public present

• Behind-the-scenes data collection is not always permitted

• Good communication and clarity are paramount, especially when conducting studies that 
require that zoo/aquarium staff follow very specific protocols

• Working in animal areas often require specific health status (e.g., negative TB test), 
special clothing or footwear, PPE (Personal Protective Equipment, e.g. masks, gloves, 
goggles), etc.

• Data sharing, data ownership, and authorship need to be worked out with the institution 

To the zoo/aquarium:
• Hosting a researcher takes time

• Researchers may not be familiar with typical zoo/aquarium processes, safety practices, 
etc. Some training on these aspects may be necessary

• Depending on the project, a change in routine might be required

• Data sharing, data ownership and authorship need to be worked out with the researcher

• There may be risks to the perception of the zoo/aquarium if results are misinterpreted 




