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The Mission of the Zoological Society of 
Milwaukee is to conserve wildlife and 
endangered species, educate people 
about the importance of wildlife and 
conservation and to support the 
Milwaukee County Zoo.

Mission



April 1, 2022 – September 30, 2023

$249,998.37

Funder: Woodland Park Zoo
ACE for Wildlife Network
ACE (Advancing Conservation through Empathy) for Wildlife

Grant Details
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Lou Ferrigno
Emerald Tree Monitor, Male

Empathy best practice: Framing – 
using an animal’s name



Grant Objectives
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1. Develop evaluation 
processes

2. Engage community in 
empathy for wildlife

3. Build staff capacity

Increasing knowledge - Community Participation: Juneteenth 2022



Objective 1 Overview
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By May 2023, ZSM will build internal capacity by 
designing and hiring for new evaluation and empathy 
positions, and developing strategic tools - including a 
logic model, evaluation tools, and outcomes roadmap -
to guide organizational operations towards community-
relevant empathy for wildlife best practices.



Currently used in Animal Ambassador – Animal Connections 
Continuum programming

Evaluation Tool: Emotion Wheels
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Practice – emotional management before an animal encounter

Adapted by Jordyn Stewart from Human Systems Emotion Wheels 2024



• Adults and children invited 
• Questions:

• Relationship with nature
• Programming goals and 

interest
• View on Zoos

• Outcomes included:
• Additional languages 

solicited for World 
Languages Day

• Return of programming for 
homeschool families.

Listening Sessions
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Providing Experiences – meeting a live animal



Objective 2 Overview
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By April 2023, ZSM will form the Empathy Program 
Advisory Committee and host focus groups to 
incorporate participant input at the start of the program 
development process to increase meaningful 
community engagement



Empathy Program Advisory Committee 
Summary
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• Multi-language and 
accessibility resources

• Empower youth voice
• Intentional connections
• Career exploration
• Show Up!
• Queer representation

Empathy Program Advisory Committee
Includes representatives from: MPS, Hmong American 
Friendship Association, Indian Community School, 
Milwaukee Area Homelearners Association, La Causa, 
MCZ



Evaluation

Embedded evaluation

Observation based 

Guest Feedback

Partner engagement

Community participation

Participant Input
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Animal Ambassador

Stroller Safari

A/B Testing & Surveys & interviews

57 partners

1,886 people in 2022

Empathy based programs

Providing Experiences 
– meeting an animal



57 Partners Engaged includes:
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Youth Serving
• Milwaukee Public 

Schools
• West-Allis West-

Milwaukee School 
District

• Our Next Generation
• Boys & Girls Clubs
• COA Youth & Family 

Services
• Big Brothers Big Sisters 

Conservation Focused
• Wisconsin DNR
• Schlitz Audubon Nature 

Center
• Wisconsin Humane 

Society
• Urban Ecology Center
• Mequon Nature Preserve
• Mitchell Park Domes
• Reflo Sustainable Water 

Solutions

Zoos & Aquariums
• Shedd Aquarium
• Lincoln Park Zoo
• Brookfield Zoo
• Henry Vilas Zoo
• Racine Zoo
• International 

Crane 
Foundation

• NEW Zoo



Community Responsive 
Programming
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Home Learners Programming | World Languages Day | Black Birders Week



• Met more than 6,500 people in 
2023 at 30+ events across MKE

Community Outreach Events
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Practice - Fake Bear Fecal Exam, MPS STEM Fair 2023



Objective 3 Overview
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By the end of the summer 2023, ZSM will develop cross-
departmental resources and lead professional 
development around best practices for empathy for 
wildlife and culturally-affirming offerings across the 
organization



Across the Zoo
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Animal 
Division
• Modeling –

field research
• Providing 

Experiences –
animals in our 
care

Guest-Facing 
(ZSM, SSA, MCZ)
• Framing – names 

and pronouns

Operations
• Increasing knowledge 

– special exhibits
• Opportunities to 

practice – giraffe 
feedings 

Grounds
• Activate 

imagination – 
dragon prints

Increasing 
Knowledge - Wild 
Connections

Practice- Goat Yard

Photo by Jody Allen
Perspective-Taking 
– Gorilla VR

Modeling – Wildlife 
Habitat



Cross-Departmental Resources
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Area Resource

All 1. Seattle Aquarium Empathy for Wildlife Training
2. Local mini empathy summit
3. Action planning sessions
4. Empathy Roundtable & Office Hours
5. Preferred vocabulary guide
6. Integrated empathy examples: empathy for wildlife dashboard

Conservation 
Education

1. Facilitation Guide
2. Quick tips
3. Direct training and facilitation
4. Outreach bin
5. Curriculum cover sheet

Creative 1. Signage examples
2. Signage audit
3. Comparative evaluation

Membership & 
Events

1. Direct collaboration time with Education staff using the above resources
2. A/B testing results for preferred vocabulary
3. Collaboration on events to increase conservation and empathy messaging

Italicized is planned work



Empathy Infrastructure
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Staff Training
• Diversity Trainings
• Empathy for Wildlife 

training
• Conferences

Curricular Checks
• Cultural connections
• Empathy best 

practices
(Blanks p.7, 2022)



Cross-Departmental Projects
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Perspective-Taking – bat costumes, Snooze at 
the Zoo 2023

Increasing Knowledge – Crane interpretive 
cart from International Crane Foundation

Photo courtesy International Crane Foundation



Zoological Society of Milwaukee | zoosociety.orgZoological Society of Milwaukee | zoosociety.org
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Grant Outcomes
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Grant Outcomes
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1. ZSM program design and development will feel 
collaborative to program participants resulting in 
relevant and empowering program offerings and 
meaningful community partnerships

2. Successful co-creation of CREW programming that is 
both culturally-responsive and identity-affirming will 
result in an increase of students' empathic behavior 
towards animals and people.

3. ZSM will engage a broad and more diverse audience as 
a result of reflective, intentional evaluation and 
engagement processes



How confident do you feel in applying 
empathy best practices to your work?
Before and after the Seattle Aquarium training
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Before

• 30% very confident
• 85%  somewhat to 

very confident

After

• 52% very confident
• 92% somewhat to very 

confident



End of Grant Celebration Survey
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Not at all confident
1%

Not very confident
3%

Somewhat confident
47%

Very confident
49%

HOW CONFIDENT ARE YOU USING EMPATHY BEST PRACTICES IN YOUR DAILY WORK?

Not at all confident Not very confident Somewhat confident Very confident



• Empathy for Wildlife 
dashboard 

• Biofact collection 
maintenance and 
interpretation

• Signage database
• Continued collaboration 

Potential Future Projects:
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Activating Imagination – Kohl’s Wild Theater 
performances at the Zoo



Providing 
Experiences

Modeling

Modeling

Activate 
Imagination

Framing

Increasing 
Knowledge

Opportunities to Practice

Increasing 
Knowledge

Providing Experiences



zoosociety.org

CONSERVE EDUCATE SUPPORT
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Thank you!
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