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AZA recognizes many public education and conservation benefits from ambassador animal presentations. 
AZA’s Conservation Education Committee’s Ambassador (previously called Program) Animal Position 
Statement (Appendix A) summarizes the value of ambassador animal presentations.  For the purpose of 
this policy, an ambassador animal is described as an animal presented either within or outside of its normal 
exhibit or holding area that is intended to have regular proximity to or physical contact with trainers, 
handlers, the public, or will be part of an ongoing conservation education/outreach program. 
  
Ambassador animal presentations bring a host of responsibilities, including the welfare of the animals 
involved, the safety of the animal handler and public, and accountability for the take-home, educational 
messages received by the audience. Therefore, AZA requires all accredited institutions that give 
ambassador animal presentations to develop an institutional ambassador animal policy that clearly 
identifies and justifies those species and individuals approved as ambassador animals and details their 
long-term management plan and educational program objectives. The policy must incorporate the elements 
contained in AZA’s “Recommendations For Developing an Institutional Ambassador Animal Policy”. If an 
animal on loan from another facility is used as an ambassador animal, the owner’s permission is to be 
obtained prior to program use.  
 

1.  HUSBANDRY  

AZA’s accreditation standards require that the conditions and treatment of animals in education programs 
must meet standards set for the remainder of the animal collection, including species-appropriate shelter, 
exercise, sound and environmental enrichment, access to veterinary care, nutrition, and other related 
standards (AZA Accreditation Standard 1.5.4). 
 
AZA’s accreditation standards require that the conditions and treatment of animals in education programs 
must meet standards set for the remainder of the animal collection, including species-appropriate shelter, 
exercise, sound and environmental enrichment, access to veterinary care, nutrition, and other related 
standards (AZA Accreditation Standard 1.5.4).  AZA standards also require that a process is in place to 
assess welfare and wellness (AZA Accreditation Standard 1.5.0). The 2019 AZA Accreditation Standards 
defines welfare as an animal’s (or group of animals) collective physical and mental states over a period of 
time, and measured on a continuum from good to poor. 
  
Welfare assessment of ambassadors should include evaluation of all aspects of each individual’s life 
including veterinary care, diet, housing, enrichment, safety, usage for programming, training plans and 
relationships with handlers. It is recommended that cranes be provided the opportunity to choose among a 
variety of conditions in their environment, including both in the enclosure and when participating in programs 
(AZA Accreditation Standard 1.5.2.2). Assessment for individuals should evaluate whether individuals are 
consistently maintained in a manner that meets or exceeds their social, physical, behavioral, and nutritional 
needs (AZA’s Policy on the Presentation of Animals). 
  
Recommended measurements for welfare include The Five Opportunities to Thrive from San Diego Zoo 
Wildlife Alliance and the Chicago Zoological Society (Vicino, & Miller, 2015): 

● Opportunity for a well-balanced diet 
● Opportunity to self-maintain 
● Opportunity for optimal health 
● Opportunity to express species-specific behavior 
● Opportunities for choice and control 

 
Additional evaluations for ambassador crane welfare may include: 

● Evaluation of overall appearance and condition, such as: body condition scores, including keel 
scores; feather condition; foot health. 

● Evaluation of provision of choice within an environment and exhibit/housing space usage. 
● Evaluation of enrichment programs. 
● Evaluation of training program to ensure cranes have control over outcomes. 
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● Assessment of comfort behaviors during interaction. 
● Assessment of ability to successfully use escape/avoidance behaviors to alleviate stressful 

situations. 
● Social housing needs. 
● Flight restriction (e.g. clipping). 
● Caretaker relationships & handler training. 
● Usage parameters (time and type of usage). 

  
Broad welfare assessments should be performed at minimum annually, but ideally more frequent, regularly 
scheduled check-ins would occur that address any specific concerns, with deadlines or timelines for 
resolving said issues included. 

1.1 Housing 

Providing ambassador crowned cranes with options to choose among a variety of conditions within their 
environment is essential to ensuring effective care, welfare, and management (AZA Accreditation Standard 
1.5.2.2). Some of these requirements can be met outside of the primary enclosure while the crane is 
involved in a program or is being transported. For example, housing may be reduced in size compared to 
an exhibit enclosure as long as the animal’s physical and psychological needs are being met during 
programs; upon return to the facility the animal should be returned to its species-appropriate housing. 
 
It is recommended that careful consideration be given to the design and size of all crowned crane 
enclosures, including exhibit, off-exhibit holding, hospital, quarantine, and isolation areas, such that the 
physical, social, behavioral, and psychological needs of the species are met, and species-appropriate 
behaviors are facilitated (AZA Accreditation Standard 10.3.3, 1.5.2, 1.5.2.1). Ambassador cranes should 
be housed in a manner that allows for full range of movement, access to water, and choices of varied 
perching and substrate areas. Additionally, they should have full access to sun and shelter from inclement 
weather. Crowned cranes have been successfully managed in both behind-the-scenes areas as well as in 
an exhibit space for the public to view; there is no evidence that one is better than the other. 
  
Housing for ambassador cranes may also vary depending on if they have been clipped or have fully-intact 

flight capabilities. Full time housing may be smaller than typical exhibit housing when birds are given 

frequent opportunity to exercise outside of the enclosure. Additionally, some ambassador cranes are non-

flighted; therefore, space for flight might be reasonably limited but perching should be evaluated and placed 

appropriately to accommodate any restrictions. Size of housing should be appropriately large for the 

species in question, at minimum it should adhere to USFWS regulations for similarly sized species.  

 

Minimum housing size recommendations for crowned cranes per the Gruiformes, Eurypygiformes, 

Cariamiformes & Otidiformes TAG are: 

• 10’x20’x7’ per non-flighted bird. Two compatible birds can share this space, but if more than two, 

additional space is needed. 

• 10’x10’x7’per flighted bird. This is to keep the flighted bird from injuring themself if they attempted 
to fly in a larger enclosure, unless the enclosure is very large to allow adequate flight (50x50x12). 
The bird should be flown a minimum of 3-5 times per week. 

 

Though housing specific environmental conditions will vary, all ambassador cranes should have the 

following:  

● Varied natural substrate, such as grass, dirt, or pea gravel. 

● Mixed perching of varied diameter (appropriate for foot size), location, stability, and texture.  
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● Stumps, platforms, and grass locations may be favored by some cranes, and high/medium/low 
perching should be offered as appropriate to the crane species. To maximize foot health, perches 
should be regularly maintained and changed when showing signs of wear.  

● Enclosures should provide a variety of opportunities for perching away from rain/poor weather, 
exposure to light/natural light, opportunities for retreat. (AZA Accreditation Standards 1.5.2.2, 
1.5.7). Enclosures should offer shelter that is species appropriate.  

● In order to prevent damage to flight and tail feathers, perch placement should avoid tight corners 
or other locations where the crane might rub/bump its tail/wings.  

● The enclosure should be constructed with materials that reduce the possibility of damage to the 
feathers or to the crane itself, and care should be taken to place objects in locations that mitigate 
chance of injury or deterioration of feathers on enclosure materials.  

Enclosures should contain a bath pan of minimum dimensions necessary to allow the individual to 
submerge and bathe freely without bumping its wings on the sides of the pan. Bath pans should be kept 
full, to within one inch of the top, for easy bathing access. It is also appropriate to provide misters in 
enclosures, particularly in climates that get hot during periods of the year.  

1.2 Diet 

A formal nutrition program is recommended to meet the nutritional and behavioral needs of any species 
(AZA Accreditation Standard 2.6.2). Diets should be developed using the recommendations of nutritionists, 
including the Nutrition Scientific Advisory Group (NAG) feeding guidelines (http://nagonline.net/guidelines-
aza-institutions/feeding-guidelines/), and veterinarians as well as AZA Taxon Advisory Groups (TAGs), and 
Species Survival Plan® (SSP) Programs. Diet formulation criteria should address the animal’s nutritional 
needs and feeding ecology as well as individual and natural histories to ensure that species-specific feeding 
patterns and behaviors are stimulated. 
  
All cranes are omnivores, but prey and vegetation consumed may vary depending upon species. The diet 

offered to ambassador cranes should be nutritionally complete while also replicating the average wild diet 

as closely as possible with commercially-available substitutes.  

 

Diet amounts and food presentation may vary depending on the bird, keeping in mind an appropriate weight 

for that individual and healthy body condition at all times. Regular checks by trained keepers and or 

veterinary staff to evaluate body condition should be used in conjunction with behavior to determine if diet 

amounts need adjustment. Weights should be taken frequently enough so as to provide useful information 

to trainers, vet staff, and keepers in order to monitor the animal’s health and training needs. Intake and 

leftover food should be monitored to ensure appropriate amounts are being consumed. Because every bird 

is an individual and metabolic rate and healthy weight range can vary dramatically between one individual 

and the next, it is not good practice to suggest a one-size-fits-all diet for any ambassador crane species. A 

general weight range guide might be developed for an average diet amount based on the bird’s working 

history, size, body condition, age, and other factors.  
 

Many crane species experience natural, seasonal weight fluctuations, and tend towards heavier average 

body weights during winter regardless of whether or not they are on a managed diet. Ideally, this normal 

fluctuation should be allowed in ambassador cranes whenever possible. Body condition should be 

maintained in a healthy manner year-round. Please note that this seasonal fluctuation in appetite and weight 

may disrupt motivation for food reinforcers. In these cases, institutions should consider suspending program 

use of the individual crane for the season if training using positive reinforcement is hindered.  
 

Two strategies that are often used to create motivation when training cranes are food management and 

weight management. Managing when and how food is delivered, what food items are offered, and the ratio 

of food items offered can create desire to present behaviors. This practice is referred to as food 

management. 

http://nagonline.net/guidelines-aza-institutions/feeding-guidelines/
http://nagonline.net/guidelines-aza-institutions/feeding-guidelines/
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Weight management refers to the practice of monitoring a bird’s weight and appetite in regards to its 

motivation to present desired behaviors. This practice involves identifying a target weight range for an 

individual based upon some combination of behavior, body condition, and weight. These ranges are a 

moving target and require adept trainers with close relationships with their birds to identify small changes 

in behavior or motivation to adjust diets accordingly. Using food and or weight management as part of a 

good behavioral management program facilitates training by creating a learning environment in which 

cranes want to participate. Training strategies that involve reducing food offered to the point of 

compromising the health of the bird are considered unacceptable. Food management and weight 

management practices that are safe for the bird and trainers, provide for the health and welfare of the crane, 

and facilitate training are recommended.  

1.3 Enrichment 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Figures 1.1 and 1.2: Crowned Cranes interacting with foraging and puzzle enrichment (Photo credit: Tracy Aviary) 

 
AZA defines enrichment as, “A process to ensure that the behavioral and physical needs of an animal are 

being met by providing opportunities for species-appropriate behaviors and choices (2019 AZA 

Accreditation Standards).” AZA standards require that institutions follow a formal written enrichment 

program that promotes species-appropriate behavioral opportunities (AZA Accreditation Standard 1.6.1.).  
 

While visible, active responses to enrichment may vary, all are important for ambassador cranes to 

experience regularly. Before leaving a crane with new enrichment, it is suggested to monitor the individual 

to watch for ingestion or entanglement, such as head or toes.  
 

Crowned cranes benefit from foraging opportunities and exploring novel items. The most successful 

environmental enrichment devices appear to be items that provide foraging opportunities, such as puzzle 

feeders, slow feeders, whole produce, live insects and produce scattered or layered in substrate, etc. These 

items can be provided alone or in conjunction with each other while cranes should be monitored for 

ingestion of foreign objects if food is delivered with a novel item. Other successful items include holl-ee 

rollers, food items frozen in ice blocks, and browse. 

 

Training for shows or public interactions is a form of enrichment and provides an opportunity for the bird to 

engage in both cognitive and physical activity. Training with opportunities to free-fly or otherwise voluntarily 
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participate in programs provide cranes with the ability to get additional exercise and conditioning. 

Manipulating the environment, including changing out perching, rotating birds in habitats, the addition of 

live plants/browse, water or dust pans, and misting can all provide an enriching environment for cranes.  
 

 
Figures 1.3 and 1.4: Crowned Cranes interacting with various foraging enrichment (Photo credit: Tracy Aviary) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 1.5: Crowned Cranes interacting with wheat grass enrichment (Photo credit: Tracy Aviary) 

1.4 Animal Training 

Ambassador crowned cranes are involved in a variety of animal training programs. Most of the birds 
involved in formal training programs are in some way hand-reared. For the welfare of the individuals of a 
social species such as crowned cranes, it is recommended that they are raised with conspecifics. It is 
important to note for development of healthy feet and legs during growth phase, crowned cranes should be 
regularly walked by caretakers when being hand-reared. 
 
Hand-rearing 
 

Hand-rearing is considered the preferred option for most species of ambassador crane; the SSP 
Coordinator will provide information on hand-rearing when relevant as part of recommended breeding. For 
many crane species, hand-rearing exposes the crane to a variety of conditions from an early age while it is 
at the optimal stage to learn these stimuli are non-threatening. Human-reared cranes may display more 
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comfort behaviors when being used for programs, such as rousing and feeding in the presence of people; 
participate willingly in training; and generally present fewer escape/avoidance behaviors. It should be noted 
however, every animal is an individual and exceptions to generalizations do occur. However, experience 
has shown time and again that parent-reared cranes are more challenging compared to human-reared 
counterparts in terms of the necessary or desired husbandry, medical, and program behaviors. Parent-
reared cranes tend to persistently show behaviors that may indicate a welfare concern (increased 
sensitivity, aggression, etc.). It should also be noted, that as a hand-raised crane reaches maturity, 
experience has shown that it may begin showing signs of aggression towards trainers and caretakers, 
which is one of the many reasons why crowned cranes tend to be one of the species of ambassadors that 
should be reserved for more skilled and experienced trainers. Early generalization to multiple trainers, 
environments, novel stimuli, substrates, etc. is a requirement for success. This necessitates consistent work 
over time, especially over the first entire year of life, if not longer. Hand-reared cranes that are put on 
exhibit/left to their own devices are difficult to re-socialize later. Additionally, inter-chick aggression in the 
first week after hatch is definitely worth noting. Chicks commonly bump/push/peck at each other when a  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 1.6 (top left) and 1.7 (top right): Hand-raised 
crowned cranes being exercised throughout growth for 
healthy foot and leg development (Photo credit: Tracy 
Aviary).  

Figure 1.8 (bottom left) and 1.9 (bottom right): Gentle 
exposure to crowds and other environmental stimuli 
associated with ambassador animal life at an early age 
(Photo credit: Tracy Aviary) 
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single food source is available, and effort by the chick raisers should be made to minimize this by providing 
multiple sources of food (or have multiple trainers feeding). This aggression seems to fade after the first 
week or so and pairs/triplets can remain together successfully after that stage.  
 
Of critical importance to note in the hand-rearing of cranes is the need to regularly (multiple times per 

day) walk and exercise young cranes as they are growing to ensure healthy foot and leg development of 

these fast-growing, long-legged birds. Without regular exercise, it is likely foot and leg deformities could 

occur. 

Positive Reinforcement Training 
Training using positive reinforcement is the predominant type of formal training in zoos today (Westlund, 
2014).  Most zoos and aquariums use a portion of the crane’s diet for training. Food is a primary reinforcer 
of behavior for animals, whether under human care or wild, and can be an essential tool for shaping the 
behavior of captive animals. 
 
The delivery of reinforcement may vary depending on specific behaviors being asked of the crane, for 
example continuous 1:1 ratio or variable ratios of reinforcement. Several common behaviors trained 
amongst institutions include: scale, crate, fly to a platform/perch, standing calmly on platform/perch, 
stationing, allowing for a telemetry transmitter to be attached, and free flight. Providing opportunities for 
cranes to make choices and have control over outcomes in training and programming starts with training 
for voluntary behaviors. Many institutions choose to train voluntary behaviors for husbandry and medical 
management such as voluntary tactile, regular foot inspections, and recall. It is important to note, for safety 
reasons, procedures such as injection and blood-draws should not be attempted as voluntary trained 
behaviors, as the risk of injury to the bird in such cases is great. 

 
Positive reinforcement training can also provide opportunities for cranes under human care to use their 
senses and adaptations, similar to their wild counterparts, to obtain food or other primary reinforcers. It 
empowers them to make decisions and experience the consequences of their actions, allowing them to 
make choices and giving them control over their everyday lives and interactions. The need for control is a 
biological imperative for survival and therefore control is also a primary reinforcer (Friedman, 2019 IAATE 
Annual Conference Proceedings) and should be utilized as a reinforcer for behavior during training as well 
as a means to increase overall welfare. AZA Accreditation Standard 1.5.2.2 also requires providing animals 
with choice in their environment as a matter of good welfare. Due to the long lifespan of many crowned 
crane species, a lifetime commitment should be made to ensure that the staff training and environment is 
conducive to long term, successful management of the individual. Best practices for presentation should 
strive for crowned cranes voluntarily participating in programs as well as their own care using trained 
behaviors.   
 
Voluntary Medical Procedures 
 
As is the case with non-ambassador birds, ambassador crowned cranes may, depending on their substrate, 
housing, and behavior, experience minor medical issues throughout their lives. Training preventative 
medical husbandry behaviors for ambassador cranes is encouraged, and when done at a high level this 
can allow easy monitoring, treatment, and sometimes even prevention of these issues. 
 
The thin skin over a crane’s beak (the cere) can be prone to damage, especially when wire or rough 
surfaces are accessible and or the bird is demonstrating anticipatory behaviors. Training a voluntary head-
hold target with duration allows the careful application of creams or sprays. Likewise, cranes can be trained 
to allow gentle wing manipulation, or stationing during the topical application of sprays or creams if needed 
to treat small carpal abrasions which may occur if a crane clips a wing on an obstacle. 
 
Voluntary stationing on mirror boxes or ‘medical platforms’ also allows both close monitoring (with easy 
documentation, thanks to the ability to take clear photos/video with cameras or phones) and the application 
of sprays, gels, or creams to clean or otherwise protect the underside of the feet. There are a number of 
designs that can work effectively (the examples shared are not exhaustive), and cranes can easily be 
reinforced for duration stationing and foot manipulation. If and when needed, these options can also be 
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used in a protected-contact environment and—with clever antecedent management—can sometimes even 
be managed by a single skilled trainer. As with all medical behaviors, it is beneficial to train them before 
they are needed, rather than in response to an injury. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

1.5 Social Grouping  

Housing of ambassador cranes should be taken on a case-by-case basis, maximizing the welfare of the 

individual and the safety of both cranes and caretakers. Ambassador cranes have been housed 

successfully singly or in pairs/groups (especially siblings) as long as aggression is monitored. 
 

It is not encouraged to ask ambassador cranes to participate in educational programming outside of 

breeding season and also be allowed to breed, because crane pairs rarely successfully return into an 

ambassador program after the breeding season. It is encouraged for breeding individuals to remain together 

in their bonded pairs outside of breeding season and for an educational program to use exclusively non-

breeding individuals for educational programming. Even with cranes not participating directly in a breeding 

program, it should be noted some individuals may demonstrate a change in behavior during breeding 

season. Programming during breeding season should be treated as any other time and remain voluntary 

for participation.  

Figure 1.10 (top left) crowned crane voluntary 
station behavior on a platform for checking 
underside of feet. 
 
Figure 1.11 (bottom left) and 1.12 (above) 
show two different designs of platforms for 
performing voluntary foot checks. (Photo 
credit: Natural Encounters, Inc.) 
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1.6 Signs of Stress 

Stress in cranes may be caused by heat, over-stimulation, or distress from being placed in a position that 

causes fear or loss of control. Some of the signs of stress may include but are not limited to: excessive and 

repetitive feather rousing, bobbing of the head, flaring of wings and tail, slicked feathers, extreme upright 

posture, quick or jerky movements, pacing/rubbing along perimeters, escape and avoidance behaviors – 

such as quick darting looks, and honking vocalizations. 

 

When these signs are observed, all environmental factors (e.g., a crane’s proximity to activity and his or 

her noise levels) should be assessed to determine causes for any deleterious changes in behavior. If activity 

in the area is causing high levels of stress (e.g., a construction project), and the bird’s physical reactions 

are likely to result in injury to the crane, staff, or general public, then action should be taken to calm the 

bird.  

 

If stress is due to heat, move the bird into a location that is cool and provide water to drink and bathe in as 

soon as possible. If able, return to a familiar enclosure. For stress that appears to be from over-stimulation 

or other distress, remove the bird from the current situation and return to a travel crate or familiar enclosure. 

Counter-conditioning training techniques should be used before the crane encounters that same stress-

inducing situation. Supervisory staff should be notified in all cases and, if warranted, medical staff should 

be contacted for heat stress.  

 

Once signs of stress are observed, actions should be taken quickly to resolve the situation. Crowned cranes 

have shown a history of being intensely reactive when pressured and the resulting injury can be quite 

severe. Panic flights can occur when a crane is experiencing a situation that is too overwhelming and the 

individual often will run into obstructions in its panic to flee (perching, fencing/walls, other individuals, 

enrichment items, etc.) If action can be taken before the bird reaches this level of agitation, these injuries 

can be prevented.  

 
Record Keeping 
Daily record keeping systems should include daily diet intake, weight, behavior, comments on training 
sessions and interactions, and steps taken in training sessions. Courtship and breeding behavior or 
abnormal behavior should also be noted. Any aggression should be detailed and highlighted. Medical notes 
and observations, as well as any medications dispensed, should also be recorded. Any aggressive incidents 
should be communicated to staff through records and reports when involving bites to trainers or aggression 
directed toward bystanders. Any developing patterns of aggressive behavior should be thoroughly 
discussed and assessed. In general, guests should not be allowed to touch the program animals. 
 

2. PROGRAMS  

2.1 Program Types 

Institutions working with ambassador crowned cranes must have a written policy that follows AZA’s 
“Recommendations for Developing an Institutional Ambassador Animal Policy” (AZA Accreditation 
Standard 1.5.4). Ambassador crowned cranes work in a variety of ways and in a variety of settings to 
engage, educate, and create connections with zoo visitors. Charismatic species like crowned cranes in 
ambassador programs provide an invaluable opportunity to engage visitors while spreading important avian 
conservation messages.  Programs with crowned cranes demonstrate how these dynamic animals can be 
successful in a wide variety of situations. Both species of crowned cranes have been successfully managed 
for programs. Ambassador crowned cranes can be presented both on and off-grounds in formal (captive 
audience) and informal (casual walk-by programs, chats, or displays) programs. They can be successfully 
presented both indoor and outside, on walking, perching, or in free-flight programs with proper training and 
attention to the safety of the animals and guests. Free-flight programs in particular afford larger audiences 
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the opportunity to see crowned cranes in action, making them a popular addition to amphitheater-style 
shows. 

2.2 Temperature Guidelines  

Crowned cranes are found in dry savanna habitats, although they will often nest in wetter habitats. The 
natural history combined with local acclimations, including whether the crowned crane is housed indoors or 
outside, should be taken into consideration when determining temperature guidelines. Recommended 
comfortable temperature range for crowned cranes is between 40o and 100o. They can tolerate 
temperatures higher and lower than this range with additions to their environment. Temperatures as low as 
32o are tolerated for periods of time as long as shelter from wind and precipitation is provided and utilized. 
Access to a heated perch would provide additional comfort control in extreme cold. Having crowned cranes 
outdoors for extended periods in temperatures below freezing, particularly if conditions are wet, is not 
recommended as it could lead to medical issues such as swollen digits and joints or frostbite. At the other 
end of the temperature range, crowned cranes are tolerant as long as they have access to shade and water. 
Access to mister would provide additional comfort control in extreme heat. At temperatures outside the 
comfort range of 40o to 100o, individuals should be monitored to ensure they are not exhibiting discomfort. 
 
When transporting crowned cranes from site to site, it is recommended to use a vehicle if extreme weather 
conditions exist. If the program takes place in a space without temperature regulation, options for altering 
the physical environment (shade, portable heat, ice blocks, fans) can be utilized to maintain the safety and 
comfort of the crowned crane. The vehicle should be maintained at temperatures appropriate for the species 
to ensure comfort while traveling. 

2.3 Transport  

Consideration should be given to the means in which an animal will be transported for both on-grounds and 
off-grounds programs. Animal transportation must be conducted in a manner that is lawful, safe, well 
planned, and coordinated, and minimizes risk to the animal(s), employees, and general public (AZA 
Accreditation Standard 1.5.11).  
 
Ambassador crowned cranes can be trained to voluntarily enter a transport carrier and/or voluntarily 
enter/exit their enclosure for a free-flight show. Deciding which method to use will depend on the bird, the 
program needs, and equipment. Birds naive to a transport crate should be trained using approximations 
and positive reinforcement. The bird should not be forced, chased, or netted to enter the crate in lieu of 
training except in an emergency situation.  
 
When transporting a bird in a carrier, handlers should handle the crate with sensitivity and balance to 
prevent unnecessary jostling and discomfort to the bird. A perch-less crate is recommended for crowned 
cranes. Providing a substrate of indoor-outdoor carpet or AstroTurf will give some traction during transport. 
A variety of transport options will work equally well based on individual preference, institutional policies and 
available resources.  
 
Transport carriers most commonly used are commercial pet carriers such as VariKennels or Sky kennels 
(no smaller than 500s, ideally 700s). Custom built taller kennels are also a good option. Transport carriers 
should be large enough for the bird to stand at full height, turn around comfortably, and be designed for 
ease of entry and exit. Transport carrier size and substrate will vary according to the species and 
preferences of each individual crowned crane. Some may prefer to be in covered kennels, while others may 
do better in transport with the option to see out of their crate via either windows or door. Additionally, 
padding the tops of more upright carriers during long transports will help with any carpal/cere damage from 
popping up if startled during transport. 
 
At all events, indoor or outdoor, it is recommended that the ambassador birds have dedicated carriers to 
hold them anytime they are not needed for a presentation. These carriers should be kept away from visitors, 
other animals, and disturbances. 
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2.4 Display Options 

Consideration should be given to the presentation of ambassador animals, including safety of the animal, 
handler, and public, as well as the messages associated with the visual display of the animal. Crowned 
cranes can be displayed in flight via free-flight programs, on the ground, or on a platform/perch. During 
programs, birds should be given the choice to exit at any time into a safe environment. The bird’s threshold 
for program involvement should be determined based on behavior, and may have seasonal variations. 
 
Outdoor Free-flight Programs 
Careful consideration should be taken when flying birds in an outdoor program. Free-flight programs should 
be initiated only with cranes that have fledged naturally, and ideally hand-reared cranes. Free-flight would 
be much more difficult/dangerous for the bird if attempted with an adult hand-reared crane that had been 
wing-clipped as a young bird and not allowed to fledge. The initial process of learning to fly during the 
normal development period and navigate wind in a large open area is critical for future success and the 
safety of the bird.  
 
With that stated, and even with the most confident of cranes, hazards include, but are not limited to, 
proximity of roads, buildings, other habitats, and native raptors in the area. The layout or direction of a 
behavior involving free flight near or over members of the public should provide a safe end/landing point 
that encourages the bird to successfully complete the flight without interacting with the public.  

Figure 2.1 and 2.2 (above): Grey-crowned Cranes in free-flight demonstration (Photo credits: Dallas Zoo (right); 
Natural Encounters, Inc. (left)) 

Figure 2.3 and 2.4 (below): Black-crowned Cranes in free-flight demonstration (Photo credit: Tracy Aviary) 
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Before proceeding to outdoor flight, effectively trained birds should demonstrate:  
● A strong recall on cue and reliable crating behavior.  
● A reliable response to cues in a variety of indoor and secure outdoor areas before flying free 

outside.  
● An ability to perform reliably with multiple trainers, in diverse locations and with a variety of perches, 

props etc. flight skills such as descending, controlled landing, and negotiating steep angles, blind 
corners and obstacles.  

● Physical condition to perform the desired behavior without exhibiting signs of exhaustion or stress. 
 
A written fly-off protocol should be in place before a flight program is established, and should include:  

● A plan for communication between trainers and facility staff.  
● Clearly defined roles, including emergency response coordination and decision-making.  
● Established communication methods for both internal and external communications as needed.  
● Plans for recovery or recall of the bird from a variety of conditions, including on or off-site, inside 

another habitat, etc.  
● A schedule of practice drills.  

 
Telemetry is also recommended when using crowned cranes during flight displays outdoors. Telemetry 
should be attached in a way that can be properly monitored and does not irritate the crowned crane or 
restrict their movement in any way.  Backpacks and tail mounts are the most commonly used ways to attach 
telemetry transmitters for crowned crane.   
 
Telemetry protocol should include:  

● Species appropriate telemetry selection.  
● Plan for training voluntary attachment and operation of a transmitter.  
● Testing the batteries, transmitter and receiver prior to each use.  
● Scheduled practice in the use of telemetry’ 

● Tethering is not a recommended practice for crowned cranes. Therefore, when working with a 
crowned crane for presentation, it is recommended to do all initial work in a confined space so the 
bird may make safe choices during this training period. 

 

Visitor Management During Programs 
It is recommended that trainers be aware of visitor behaviors at all times. Food and beverage consumption 
for the handlers should be limited to non-animal areas.  Monitoring visitor behavior and proximity to the 
animal, as well as knowing the personality of the crowned crane will help ensure a positive interaction for 
everyone.  

 

 
Figure 2.5 and 2.6: Crowned cranes can work successfully in both indoor and outdoor programming, both informal 

and formal (Photo credit: Tracy Aviary). 
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Public Contact  
It is not recommended to allow public contact with ambassador cranes, in the form of direct contact, such 
as petting. However, some facilities do allow members of the public to feed crowned cranes as part of a 
structured program. Facilities that choose to offer this opportunity should include a risk management 
assessment, as per AZA Standard 11.4.1 that addresses public contact. This plan should follow best 
practices to protect humans (paid and unpaid staff, visitors, etc.) from potential injury or disease resulting 
from physical contact with animals. The plan should include an assessment, and determination of those 
species and individual animals with which staff (paid and unpaid) and visitors may, or must not, have direct 
or indirect contact. (Standard 11.4.1)  
 
To maximize welfare of the crane and safety to public and handlers, care and sensitivity to the comfort level 
of the crane should be demonstrated at all times and participation in such practices should be within the 
choice and control of the individual crane. 
 
Preventing Zoonotic Diseases 
Disease risk is inherent in all environments and it is impossible to eliminate this risk totally. It is best to 
review each program event and look at potential risks and try to minimize them. Ambassador animals that 
are taken off zoo or aquarium grounds for any purpose have the potential to be exposed to infectious agents 
that could spread to the rest of the institution’s healthy population. AZA accredited institutions must have 
adequate protocols in place to avoid this situation (AZA Accreditation Standard 1.5.5). Crowned cranes 
leaving the facility for off-site programming should be fully protected from interaction with non-collection 
animals.  
 
The use of chemical sanitation is important for all transport carriers, presentation surfaces, and 
maintenance tools. There are a variety of sanitation chemicals available for proper hygiene. Consult with 
your animal management team and/or veterinary staff to identify the best chemicals for your situation. 
Abrasive chemicals should be avoided to avoid irritation to the feet. At off-grounds events, all efforts should 
be made to prevent exposure to birds or other animals from other institutions/facilities. 

2.5 Messaging 

AZA’s policy on the presentation of animals is as follows: AZA is dedicated to excellence in animal care 
and welfare, conservation, education, research, and the presentation of animals in ways that inspire respect 
for wildlife and nature.  Education and conservation messaging must be an integral component of any 
ambassador animal demonstration (AZA Accreditation Standard 1.5.3).  
 
The Conservation Education Committee recommends that facilities design educational experiences with 
ambassador animals with one or more the following outcomes in mind: 

1. Species information: Understanding of the species natural history, role in the ecosystem, and/or 
status in the wild. 

2. Animals in human care: Understanding of the commitment of AZA facilities to excellence in animal 
care and conservation and appropriate pet choices, where applicable. 

3. Empathy development: Foster a sense of empathy and wonder by connecting visitors and 
audiences to the individual animal. 

4. Conservation action: Empower audiences and visitors to take action to protect the species and 
wildlife in general. 

 
Cranes presented in an educational setting provide an opportunity to achieve these outcomes in a number 
of specific ways. Recommendations for messaging with cranes are listed below. 
 
Outcome 1: Taxon information 
Please refer to the Ambassador Animal Resource and Information Center (www.aaric.org) for species-
specific information. Some widely applicable messages are listed below. 

● Crowned cranes are seen as symbols of peace in their native Africa. Many cultures view cranes as 

symbols of good fortune, prosperity, and longevity.       
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● Personal connection to nature: 

o Cultural relevance and significance in mythology. 
o Contemporary importance to humans due to their role in pest control. 

 
Outcome 2: Animals in human care 

● Presenters should discuss the importance of training, proper handling methods, and the dedicated 
work put into building relationships to ensure the birds are comfortable.  

● It is important to stress the difference between wild bird behaviors versus those under human care, 
which also provides an opportunity to discuss life history traits. 

 
Outcome 3: Empathy development 

● Setting visitor or audience expectations before presenting a bird is an opportunity to foster the 
development of empathy. The presenter should let the audience know what to expect from the 
interaction with the crane(s), whether or not they will be able to feed or touch the bird, if the bird is 
going to fly over the audience, and how the bird might react to an audience. 

● The presenter can also provide direction on how visitors or program participants should behave in 
the presence of the animal. This time can be an opportunity to help the audience connect 
emotionally with the crowned crane. It is recommended that this be done before bringing the bird 
out.  

● For more information on fostering the development of Empathy, see Seattle Aquarium’s “Best 
Practices in Developing Empathy Toward Wildlife.”  

 
Outcome 4: Conservation action 
Wild crowned crane populations face a multitude of threats; fortunately, there are a number of individual 
and community-level actions that people can take to help to protect crowned cranes in the wild. Some 
examples are listed below. 
 
Pesticide Use: 

● Pesticides can wash into our waterways making wetland species vulnerable to poisoning. 
Encourage responsible use and proper management of pesticides.  

● Encourage people to avoid using pesticides on their lawns, and instead rely on native plantings or 
other environmentally responsible methods of pest management. 
 

Human-Wildlife Interactions 
Roadside litter is a threat to many wetland species, like crowned cranes. Litter often gets washed into our 
rivers and streams and ends up in the wetlands where it can get ingested by birds that make their home in 
the wetlands as well as all sorts of aquatic life.  Reduce, reuse, recycle.  Don’t trash where they splash. 

 
Habitat Loss 
Draining of wetlands affects crowned crane populations not only due to loss of nesting sites, but also due 
to decline in prey availability. The same is true for locally similar wetlands species. Protecting habitat and 
supporting conservation organizations can help to protect populations of both predator and prey species. 
 
Climate Change 

Like so many species, crowned cranes are negatively impacted by climate change. Increases in drought 

as well as draining and irrigation of wetland areas for human needs has led to degradation of the wetland 
ecosystems upon which crowned cranes depend for breeding. Individual and community level actions to 
help curb climate change by reducing our carbon footprint are critical to saving crowned cranes and other 
wildlife. 

 

Evaluation:  

It is strongly recommended that programs and experiences with ambassador cranes be evaluated to 
measure the impact of the program’s education and conservation messaging on visitor knowledge, 
attitudes, and/or behavior. Recommended methods include pre-post surveys, delayed surveys, participant 
observation, and participant interviews.       

http://www.informalscience.org/sites/default/files/Empathy%20best%20practices_lit%20review.pdf
http://www.informalscience.org/sites/default/files/Empathy%20best%20practices_lit%20review.pdf
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3. HANDLING AND STAFF TRAINING 

3.1 Handling Limits  

Consideration should be given as to appropriate times for handling ambassador cranes during 
presentations, and rest breaks scheduled accordingly. Program handlers should maintain the crane’s basic 
husbandry needs and a medical protocol should be in place in case concerns arise. 

● Most cranes appear to demonstrate comfort for programming up to 30 minutes, some up to one 
hour. Many institutions have been successful working with ambassador cranes regularly for 30-45 
minutes per day, with rest periods between programs. 

● Many cranes travel well, and overnight outreaches are acceptable as long as the crane’s basic 
husbandry needs are addressed and a medical protocol is in place in case of concerns. 
Accommodations for bringing a diet and water should be made for long-distance travel.  Most 
facilities use custom designed crates to transport cranes due to their height and comfort needs.  
Making sure the bird can stand up, turn around and lay down inside the crate can ensure the crane 
remains safe and comfortable while being transported. 

 
It is important to note, all birds are individuals, some cranes may be comfortable and willing to participate 
while others may not. Handlers should be familiar with the individual they are handling and ready/able to 
respond to its observable behavior if the bird appears uncomfortable. 
 
Handlers should be familiar with signs of stress and discomfort, listed in section 1.6, and cranes 
demonstrating these behaviors should be removed from situations causing discomfort in order to avoid 
continued exposure to stressors that could result in a reduction in welfare. 

3.2 Handlers and Handler Training  

Animal care and education staff should be trained in ambassador animal-specific handling protocols, 
conservation, and education messaging techniques, and public interaction procedures. Paid and or unpaid 
staff assigned to handle animals during demonstrations or educational programs must be trained in 
accordance with the institution’s written animal handling protocols. Such training must take place before 
handling may occur (Accreditation Standard 1.5.12). These staff members should be competent in 
recognizing stress or discomfort behaviors exhibited by the ambassador animals and be able to address 
any safety issues that arise. Additionally, when in operation, animal contact areas must be supervised by 
trained paid and/or unpaid staff (AZA Accreditation Standard 1.5.13). 
 
Training staff and volunteers to properly work with ambassador cranes is as important to providing positive 
welfare as enclosure size, husbandry protocols, enrichment, and diet. It should be noted that well-trained 
ambassador cranes, in general, may require handlers with previous experience with these species. 
However, in order to maximize welfare, all handlers should be trained as outlined below before working 
with ambassador birds. Handlers of these species can gain experience working with other cranes that may 
transfer to working with grey or black-crowned cranes.  Regardless of institutional variables, such as staff 
size, program demands, and size of ambassador animal collection, to ensure safety of handlers and welfare 
of birds, attention to the skill level of the handler should not be overlooked. Working with large flighted birds 
always requires a skilled trainer. 
 
While many crowned cranes demonstrate generalized comfort between multiple handlers, some individuals 
do demonstrate discrimination and are more suited to a limited number of handlers with whom they have a 
strong relationship. Most facilities with ambassador cranes are working with hand-reared individuals. As 
such they can form strong pair bonds with their trainer if not housed with conspecifics.  There are however 

facilities that successfully use parent raised crowned cranes as ambassadors as well. 

 
The individual cranes’ preferences and comfort should be taken into consideration when determining how 
many handlers it can/will work with. Operationalizing comfort behavior for the species, as well as for the 
individual, and teaching all trainers working with said individual to maintain the same consistency is 
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important to the welfare of the individual crowned crane. In order to set both the crane and trainer up for 
success, the training/certification process for new handlers should: 

● Begin with observational learning; trainers should observe certified trainers working with the 
crowned crane, both in its enclosure and in a variety of programming situations, on multiple 
occasions, before advancing to working with the crane themselves. 

● Similarly, before advancing to working with the crane in programming situations, trainers in training 
should demonstrate confidence and competency working with the crowned crane in neutral 
situations both while being observed by a seasoned trainer for that individual and on their own. 

● Progression through the training and certification process for working with the crane should be 
determined by the demonstrated comfort of both the crane and the new trainer, rather than on a 
designated timeline. 

 
Institutions may decide to have different levels for trainers, such as onsite versus offsite or enclosure based 
versus free-flight programming. At a minimum, anyone working with the crane in any situation should be 
taught and evaluated on the following: 

● Comprehensive understanding of the species natural history. 
● Comprehensive understanding of the individual’s preferences and behavioral and seasonal 

nuances. 
● Recognizing the signs of distress and discomfort for both the species and the individual crane and 

comprehensive understanding of handling limitations. 
● Comprehensive understanding of protocols for maintaining voluntary participation behaviors of the 

individual, including but not limited to: 
o How to deliver reinforcers. 
o Asking the crane to shift or crate from its enclosure 
o Returning to its enclosure. 
o Flying between trainers if applicable 

● Safe handling and presentation of the crane during ambassador programs. 
● Institution protocol for dealing with distress and discomfort (i.e. ending the program, returning the 

crane to its crate or enclosure) and empowerment to act in a way that maximizes welfare of the 
individual crowned crane. 

● Understanding of institution protocol for dealing with human or animal injury. 
● Understanding of the institution handling certification process and consequences of failing to 

demonstrate competency in any of the above. 
 
Trainers working with cranes in free-flight situations should be trained in and demonstrate competency in 
all of the above, plus: 

● Institutional free-flight protocols, including dealing with a fly off. 
● Application and use of telemetry. 
● How to cue and reinforce flight behaviors. 
● Facility protocols for maintaining accountability (incident reports, violation reports, etc.). 
● Facility protocols for reporting injuries to the animals, handling personnel, or the public. 

3.3 Handler Certification 

Each institution should create an ambassador animal handling policy and staff training plan that conforms 
to AZA guidelines as well as any local legislation. The program, including species/individual animals, 
program types/messaging, and all handlers, should be reviewed regularly.  Handler competency should be 
evaluated, and concerns with training performance should be addressed. 
 
Certifying staff as trained and evaluated competent to handle any individual crowned crane may be part of 
this policy. 

● It is recommended that certification exist for each individual crane, that is, certification to work with 
one particular crane does not mean the handler is certified to work with ALL cranes of that species 
in the institution’s collection. Recognizing each bird is an individual with potential for differing 
techniques to maximize welfare and safety is important during the trainer certification process. 
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● It is recommended that presentation and handling guidelines and protocols should be re-evaluated 
annually or bi-annually. All individuals involved in the program should have access to these 
guidelines and be provided with updates as needed. All new potential handlers should be signed 
off on receiving and reading the standards and protocols during orientation and before commencing 
work in the area. 

● Any part-time or seasonal staff should be assessed for level of experience when re-entering the 
work area. Level of experience and length of time out of the area will determine whether re-training 
is required before handling individuals in this taxon. It is suggested that an annual or bi-annual 
refresher class be given to assure all staff are up to speed on the training plans for the crowned 
cranes in the programs. 

● Protocols should be clear and expectations consistent for all staff. Incidents should be reported to 
management and any violations of protocols should be dealt with through verbal and/or written 
disciplinary measures. Repeated violation of protocols that have the potential for or result in the 
endangerment of animals, staff or public health and/or safety should be dealt with by management 
through verbal and/or written documentation and punitive measures taken when necessary. 
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Appendix A: Ambassador Animal Policy and Position Statement 

 

Ambassador (Program) Animal Policy 
Originally approved by the AZA Board of Directors – 2003  

Updated and approved by the Board – July 2008 & June 2011  

Modified from "Program Animal" to "Ambassador Animal" to avoid confusion with "Animal Programs," 

approved by the CEC; no change to meaning of these terms - January 2015 
 

The Association of Zoos & Aquariums (AZA) recognizes many benefits for public education and, ultimately, 
for conservation in ambassador animal presentations. AZA’s Conservation Education Committee’s 
Ambassador Animal Position Statement summarizes the value of ambassador animal presentations (see 
pages 42–44). 
 

For the purpose of this policy, an Ambassador animal is defined as “an animal whose role includes handling 
and/or training by staff or volunteers for interaction with the public and in support of institutional education 
and conservation goals.” Some animals are designated as Ambassador Animals on a full-time basis, while 
others are designated as such only occasionally.  Ambassador Animal-related Accreditation Standards are 
applicable to all animals during the times that they are designated as Ambassador Animals.  
 

There are three main categories of Ambassador Animal interactions: 
 

1. On Grounds with the Ambassador Animal Inside the Exhibit/Enclosure: 
a. Public access outside the exhibit/enclosure. Public may interact with animals from outside 

the exhibit/enclosure (e.g., giraffe feeding, touch tanks).  

b. Public access inside the exhibit/enclosure. Public may interact with animals from inside the 
exhibit/enclosure (e.g., lorikeet feedings, ‘swim with’ programs, camel/pony rides). 

2. On Grounds with the Ambassador Animal Outside the Exhibit/Enclosure: 
a. Minimal handling and training techniques are used to present Ambassador Animals to the 

public. Public has minimal or no opportunity to directly interact with Ambassador Animals 
when they are outside the exhibit/enclosure (e.g., raptors on the glove, reptiles held 
“presentation style”).  

b. Moderate handling and training techniques are used to present Ambassador Animals to 
the public. Public may be in close proximity to, or have direct contact with, Ambassador 
Animals when they’re outside the exhibit/enclosure (e.g., media, fund raising, photo, and/or 
touch opportunities). 

c. Significant handling and training techniques are used to present Ambassador Animals to 
the public. Public may have direct contact with Ambassador Animals or simply observe the 
in-depth presentations when they’re outside the exhibit/enclosure (e.g., wildlife education 
shows). 

3. Off Grounds:  
a. Handling and training techniques are used to present Ambassador Animals to the public 

outside of the zoo/aquarium grounds. Public may have minimal contact or be in close 
proximity to and have direct contact with Ambassador Animals (e.g., animals transported 
to schools, media, fund raising events). 

 

These categories assist staff and accreditation inspectors in determining when animals are designated as 
Ambassador Animals and the periods during which the Ambassador Animal-related Accreditation 
Standards are applicable. In addition, these Ambassador Animal categories establish a framework for 
understanding increasing degrees of an animal’s involvement in Ambassador Animal activities. 
 Ambassador Animal presentations bring a host of responsibilities, including the safety and welfare 
of the animals involved, the safety of the animal handler and public, and accountability for the take-home, 
educational messages received by the audience. Therefore, AZA requires all accredited institutions that 
make Ambassador Animal presentations to develop an institutional Ambassador Animal policy that clearly 
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identifies and justifies those species and individuals approved as Ambassador Animals and details their 
long-term management plan and educational program objectives.  
 AZA’s accreditation standards require that education and conservation messages must be an 
integral component of all Ambassador Animal presentations. In addition, the accreditation standards require 
that the conditions and treatment of animals in education programs must meet standards set for the 
remainder of the animal collection, including species-appropriate shelter, exercise, appropriate 
environmental enrichment, access to veterinary care, nutrition, and other related standards. In addition, 
providing Ambassador Animals with options to choose among a variety of conditions within their 
environment is essential to ensuring effective care, welfare, and management. Some of these requirements 
can be met outside of the primary exhibit enclosure while the animal is involved in a program or is being 
transported. For example, free-flight birds may receive appropriate exercise during regular programs, 
reducing the need for additional exercise. However, the institution must ensure that in such cases, the 
animals participate in programs on a basis sufficient to meet these needs or provide for their needs in their 
home enclosures; upon return to the facility the animal should be returned to its species-appropriate 
housing as described above.  

  
Ambassador Animal Position Statement 

Last revision 1/28/03  
Re-authorized by the Board June 2011 

The Conservation Education Committee (CEC) of the Association of Zoos and Aquariums supports the 
appropriate use of Ambassador Animals as an important and powerful educational tool that provides a 
variety of benefits to zoo and aquarium educators seeking to convey cognitive and affective (emotional) 
messages about conservation, wildlife and animal welfare. 

 
Utilizing these animals allows educators to strongly engage audiences. As discussed below, the use of 

Ambassador Animals has been demonstrated to result in lengthened learning periods, increased 

knowledge acquisition and retention, enhanced environmental attitudes, and the creation of positive 

perceptions concerning zoo and aquarium animals. 
  

Audience Engagement 

Zoos and aquariums are ideal venues for developing emotional ties to wildlife and fostering an appreciation 

for the natural world. However, developing and delivering effective educational messages in the free-choice 

learning environments of zoos and aquariums is a difficult task. 

Zoo and aquarium educators are constantly challenged to develop methods for engaging and teaching 

visitors who often view a trip to the zoo as a social or recreational experience (Morgan & Hodgkinson, 

1999). The use of Ambassador Animals can provide the compelling experience necessary to attract and 

maintain personal connections with visitors of all motivations, thus preparing them for learning and reflection 

on their own relationships with nature. 

 Ambassador Animals are powerful catalysts for learning for a variety of reasons. They are generally 

active, easily viewed, and usually presented in close proximity to the public. These factors have proven to 

contribute to increasing the length of time that people spend watching animals in zoo exhibits (Bitgood, 

Patterson & Benefield, 1986, 1988; Wolf & Tymitz, 1981). 

 In addition, the provocative nature of a handled animal likely plays an important role in captivating 

a visitor. In two studies (Povey, 2002; Povey & Rios, 2001), visitors viewed animals three and four times 

longer while they were being presented in demonstrations outside of their enclosure with an educator than 

while they were on exhibit. Clearly, the use of Ambassador Animals in shows or informal presentations can 

be effective in lengthening the potential time period for learning and overall impact. 

 Ambassador Animals also provide the opportunity to personalize the learning experience, tailoring 

the teaching session to what interests the visitors. Traditional graphics offer little opportunity for this level 

of personalization of information delivery and are frequently not read by visitors (Churchman, 1985; 

Johnston, 1998). For example, Povey (2001) found that only 25% of visitors to an animal exhibit read the 

accompanying graphic; whereas, 45% of visitors watching the same animal handled in an educational 
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presentation asked at least one question and some asked as many as seven questions. Having an animal 

accompany the educator allowed the visitors to make specific inquiries about topics in which they were 

interested. 

 
Knowledge Acquisition 

Improving our visitors' knowledge and understanding regarding wildlife and wildlife conservation is a 
fundamental goal for many zoo educators using Ambassador Animals. A growing body of evidence supports 
the validity of using Ambassador Animals to enhance delivery of these cognitive messages as well. 

● MacMillen (1994) found that the use of live animals in a zoomobile outreach program significantly 
enhanced cognitive learning in a vertebrate classification unit for sixth grade students.  

● Sherwood and his colleagues (1989) compared the use of live horseshoe crabs and sea stars to 
the use of dried specimens in an aquarium education program and demonstrated that students 
made the greatest cognitive gains when exposed to programs utilizing the live animals.  

● Povey and Rios (2002) noted that in response to an open-ended survey question (“Before I saw 
this animal, I never realized that . . . ”), visitors watching a presentation utilizing a Ambassador 
Animal provided 69% cognitive responses (i.e., something they learned) versus 9% made by 
visitors viewing the same animal in its exhibit (who primarily responded with observations).  

● Povey (2002) recorded a marked difference in learning between visitors observing animals on 
exhibit versus being handled during informal presentations. Visitors to demonstrations utilizing a 
raven and radiated tortoises were able to answer questions correctly at a rate as much as eleven 
times higher than visitors to the exhibits.  

 
Enhanced Environmental Attitudes  

Ambassador Animals have been clearly demonstrated to increase affective learning and attitudinal change. 
● Studies by Yerke and Burns (1991), and Davison and her colleagues (1993) evaluated the effect 

live animal shows had on visitor attitudes. Both found their shows successfully influenced attitudes 
about conservation and stewardship.  

● Yerke and Burns (1993) also evaluated a live bird outreach program presented to Oregon fifth-
graders and recorded a significant increase in students' environmental attitudes after the 
presentations.  

● Sherwood and his colleagues (1989) found that students who handled live invertebrates in an 
education program demonstrated both short and long-term attitudinal changes as compared to 
those who only had exposure to dried specimens.  

● Povey and Rios (2002) examined the role Ambassador Animals play in helping visitors develop 
positive feelings about the care and well-being of zoo animals.  

● As observed by Wolf and Tymitz (1981), zoo visitors are deeply concerned with the welfare of zoo 
animals and desire evidence that they receive personalized care.  

 

Conclusion 

Creating positive impressions of aquarium and zoo animals, and wildlife in general, is crucial to the 
fundamental mission of zoological institutions. Although additional research will help us delve further into 
this area, the existing research supports the conclusion that Ambassador Animals are an important tool for 
conveying both cognitive and affective messages regarding animals and the need to conserve wildlife and 
wild places.  
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