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Abstract 

Exotic pet ownership is a global phenomenon that has impacts on conservation and 
animal welfare. Zoos and aquariums (hereafter zoos) are institutions where many people are 
exposed to exotic species and their corresponding conservation and welfare issues. The 
purpose of this literature review was to identify drivers of exotic pet ownership and what role 
the zoo experience plays in influencing exotic pet ownership. Our investigation examined these 
focus areas in 61 peer-reviewed articles. Results provide empirical support for attitudes toward 
animals, sociocultural factors, and media impact as primary drivers of desirability of exotic pet 
ownership. The results do not show a correlation between the zoo visitor experience and 
increased motivation for exotic pet ownership. Analyses did reveal evidence of the positive 
influence zoos have on visitor perceptions of attitudes towards animals and animal welfare. 
Results identified a gap in the literature regarding how zoos can proactively seek to reduce the 
desire for exotic pets through interpretation. Given the positive impacts zoos can have on 
visitors, and the corresponding lack of influence on driving exotic pet ownership, zoos could 
seek to proactively educate visitors on the conservation and animal welfare impacts of exotic 
pet ownership. 
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Influencing Factors on Exotic Pet Ownership 

This literature review was conducted to 1) explore factors attributed to exotic pet 
ownership and 2) to assess what, if any, correlation exists between the zoo visitor experience 
and the desire to own exotic animals. Secondarily, the influence of the zoo experience on 
visitors’ attitudes towards animals and perceptions of animal welfare were also considered. 
There is a gap in the literature exploring a potential relationship between zoo visitation and the 
increased desire to own exotic animals. However, related studies do exist on psychological, 
sociocultural, and media-based factors that influence or motivate people to become exotic pet 
owners. Additionally, relevant literature supports evidence of the influence zoos have on visitor 
perceptions of animal welfare, illustrating an opportunity for zoos to proactively educate 
visitors on the positive impact zoos have on animal welfare, and the inability of individuals to 
provide adequate care for exotic pets. 

History and Definitions of Exotic Pets 

Evidence of exotic animal ownership can be found as early as 2500 BC. Historical 
records indicate fish were the earliest exotic pet. Egyptians and Romans kept fish as a non-food 
source, while at approximately the same time, the Chinese began breeding ornamental fish. 
Ornamental fish are also one of the earliest known exotic pets in the United States, dating back 
to the late 1800s. The next surge of exotic pet ownership was with reptiles shortly after World 
War II (Mitchell, 2009). 

As pet ownership increased and diversified, within the Western world, the 
categorization of exotic pet became more plastic. For example, some livestock species became 
pets, species of owned fish and reptiles diversified, invertebrates gained popularity, and 
mammals such as chinchillas and primates became more readily available. This growth led to 
confusion surrounding what qualifies a pet as being “exotic.” As these animals were/are 
considered pets (i.e., owned and cared for by individuals), a practical response to defining 
“exotic” pet was to consider it through the lens of veterinary applications. This was due, in 
part, to the fact that ultimately the care of these animals is what defined them as “exotic.” 

However, even within veterinary applications, the definition of exotic pet varies 
between countries and organizations. Kieswetter (2017) points out that the Canadian 
Veterinary Medical Association defines an exotic pet as any animal that is neither a cat nor a 
dog, while the British Columbia Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals (BCSPCA) 
defines exotic pets as non-domesticated, non-indigenous wild animals either captured or 
captive-bred (BCSPCA 2007; CVMA 2012). Similarly, the American Veterinary Medical 
Association (AVMA) currently classifies exotic pets as "a wide range of pet species other than 
domestic dogs, cats, and equids, which may be native or nonnative to the United States," 
(AVMA, n.d.). 

As the variation in these definitions demonstrates, several variables could influence 
“exotic” designation (e.g., history of domestication, level of endemism, breeding practices, 
and/or taxon). For the purposes of this paper, the definition of exotic pet will be as broad as 
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possible and follow the intent of the American Veterinary Medical Association. In other words, 
exotic pets will be any species other than domestic dogs, cats, and equids. 

If exotic pets are considered to include any species other than domestic dogs and cats, 
and equids, then the source of exotic pets should be considered. In general, exotic pets can be 
obtained through pet brokers, both legally and illegally, as well as wild capture. The 
procurement of animals for the exotic pet trade is a rapidly growing business, and though some 
avenues of this trade are legal, “many times animals are captured from the wild illegally to 
supply demand,” contributing to a world-wide black market of live wildlife sales (Hall, 2019). As 
the sourcing of exotic pets often encourages illegal actives, one must consider what drives 
private individuals to seek out exotic pets. 

Drivers of Exotic Pet Ownership 

Human interest in wild animals has been attributed to a combination of psycho-social 
factors such as personal values, attitudes, and motivations, as well as cultural contexts. 
According to Hirshman (1994), the reasons that people choose to own pets typically fall into 
one of six broad categories: 1) to satisfy a perceived anthropomorphic relationship or bond, 2) 
to serve a functional purpose, 3) to use for show or for sales, 4) to express status, 5) to 
promote an aesthetic, or 6) to be an extension of themselves. For both traditional and exotic 
pet ownership, the most statistically prevalent psycho-social factors reported were the 
human/animal bond and the desire for a companion relationship (Crowell-Davis, 2008). This 
finding is corroborated by Hausmann et al., (2023) who found the emotional fulfillment that 
accompanies caring for an animal as the predominant driver of exotic pet ownership. Other 
psycho-social factors include status (i.e., reasons 3 – 5) and attitudes towards animal welfare 
(i.e., reasons 1, 2 & 6). 

Emotional Connections 

Despite an emotional connection being a primary driver for traditional and exotic pet 
ownership, the degree of affection toward exotic pets can vary based on the perceived ability of 
the animal to communicate feelings, reflecting stronger owner/animal bonds within the more 
“expressive” species such as iguanas (Crowell-Davis, 2008; Hausman et al., 2023). However, a 
Chinese conservation survey of more than 300 members of the public found that respondents 
who viewed pets as capable of emotion or as filling an emotional role were less likely to 
consider exotic pet ownership an acceptable practice (Weldon et al., 2021). The disparity in 
these findings poses an interesting paradox as to the role of perceived emotions in animals, in 
that they appear to be a driver for both ownership and prevention. The exploration of those 
factors was beyond the scope of this study but may hold promising insights for future work. 

Additionally, the literature supports mental, physical, and social benefits gained by 
humans from their emotional connection to animals. Macauley and Chur-Hansen (2022) found 
health benefits from owning pets, either exotic or traditional, to be equivalent. However, these 
findings were based primarily on self-report and synthesizing anecdotal data. The parity across 
type of pet ownership could be used to further encourage traditional pet ownership over 
exotic. Related research in animal welfare has explored how factors such as pet ownership and 
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anthropomorphic perceptions can influence human empathy towards animals (Apostol et al., 
2013). While there have been far fewer studies on the psychological impact on exotic pet 
ownership compared to traditional pet ownership, emerging literature suggests the desire for a 
companionship bond with one’s pet is prevalent for both. 

Status 

Status and prestige are also recognized factors that contribute to the acceptability and 
desire for exotic pet ownership. For example, Burghardt (2017) suggests venues like state fairs, 
pet shows, and agribusiness contribute to the novelty factor of exotic pets and provide an 
outlet for owners to display skills, care, and collections. Exhibition participants gain a sense of 
pride of ownership as well as cultivate an air of expertise in a little-known field. The normalizing 
of exotic pet ownership through such venues can increase demand for exotic species. Crowell-
Davis (2008) also supports status and exhibition as factors for exotic pet ownership that is 
closely tied to owners’ bond to the animal and increased tolerance for difficult behaviors and 
costs. 

The “big cat” sector of the exotic animal trade is also heavily influenced by the quest for 
status. Bale (2021) cites cheetahs as being a symbol of status throughout history and culture, 
including ancient Egypt, the Italian renaissance, and the French jazz age, as well as a modern-day 
status symbol for the extremely wealthy in the Persian Gulf. Over 3,600 live cheetahs passed 
through the exotic animal trade black market between 2010 and 2019, with young cubs being 
particularly vulnerable to being captured and sold as pets in countries like Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, 
and the United Arab Emirates (Bale, 2021). 

Attitudes towards Animal Welfare 

Emotional connections to exotic pets can also influence the quality of care they receive 
from their owner. Owners who viewed their exotic pets as bonded companions were more 
likely to invest in specialized veterinary care (Klaphake & Smith, 2002). This is also supported by 
Burghardt (2017) who reports veterinarians needing to expand their practice to include reptiles 
and amphibians. When surveying Portuguese reptile owners, Azevedo et al., (2022) found that 
owners' level of attachment to their exotic animals, their commitment to continued ownership, 
and the reptile-owner bond was not unlike the bond between traditional pets and their owners. 

Additionally, the desire to care for/rescue an exotic, possibly endangered, species has 
been shown to be a key factor for owing exotic pets. Shukhova and MacMillan (2020) 
interviewed 27 Russian exotic pet owners about their motivations to obtain wild, threatened, 
or critically endangered animals. The data identified four paths to exotic pet ownership: 1) 
rescuing animal/forming a companion relationship, 2) seeking unique or new experiences, 3) 
creating a "collection" of species based on desired features, and 4) "accidental owners," who did 
not intentionally set out to own an exotic pet. However, these may vary across cultures. 
Kieswetter (2017) found variation across European countries as to types of preferred species 
and levels of acceptability for traditional and exotic pet ownership. These factors were 
compounded by retail availability and misrepresentations about ease of care. 
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These studies suggest psycho-social drivers (e.g., emotional connection, status, and 
attitudes towards animal welfare) and related outcomes (e.g., companionship and bonding) for 
exotic pet ownership parallel those for traditional pet ownership. And, while the principal 
driver of seeking a human-animal bond is high for exotic pet ownership, secondary factors may 
have a mediating affect. Furthermore, while these outcomes can be achieved from exotic pet 
ownership, data reveal variation based on species and context (Grant et al., 2017). 

Cultural Contexts and Conservation Impacts of Exotic Pet Ownership 

In addition to the above-mentioned psycho-social drivers of exotic pet ownership, 
several cultural and contextual factors have emerged as having an influence on the desire to 
own exotic pets. For example, one's sense of self or personal identity (such as cultural, 
religious, historical, and socioeconomic status) have been shown to powerfully influence the 
desire to own exotic pets (Alexander et al., 2023). 

Data is emerging from several countries (e.g., India, Hong Kong, Taiwan, and China), 
demonstrating how owning an exotic pet(s) can increase social status (see preceding section) 
and be seen as an enviable luxury (Spee et al., 2019). This is particularly evident within 
biodiversity hotspots and locations with concentrations of endemic rare and endangered 
species, such as ornamental fish in developed Asian nations (Harrington et al., 2022). 
Oftentimes the demands within local markets for rare endemic species, as owned pets, is a 
greater threat to biodiversity than international trade1 (Challender et al., 2023). 

The presence of exotic animals within regional natural areas can also impact local 
demand for exotic pets. Duarte-Quirgoa and Estrada (2003) conducted a survey of primate pet 
owners in Mexico City. Data showed 12 different species were owned across 179 respondents. 
Of that, 10 species were native to the region. Owners cited empathy for the primates' loss of 
natural habitat, the satisfaction of possessional ownership, and desire to increase social status 
(see preceding section) as primary motivations for exotic pet ownership. 

High demand within local markets may also create a normalizing affect for exotic pet 
ownership. This normalization can lead to broader shifts within communities wherein people 
begin to view animals (e.g., parrots, snakes, and primates in neotropical countries) simply as 
objects within one’s environment, as opposed to a member of one’s family or household (Daut 
et al., 2015). This type of normalization can also be seen in several European cities that function 
as hubs for legal and illegal animal trade, primarily amphibian and reptile trade shows and 
markets (Altherr & Lameter, 2020). 

One example of normalization is the emergence of exotic animal cafés. These cafés 
provide venues for patrons to have direct interactions with exotic species including otters, slow 
loris, hawks, parrots, snakes, and turtles. The popularity of animal cafés is skyrocketing across 
Japan, Taiwan, and other parts of Asia. As McMillan et al. (2021) point out, the ease of access 
and the casual human-animal interactions within these settings increases the desire amongst 
patrons to become exotic pet owners. Some have suggested the high demand to stock animal 

 
1 N.B. this is not inclusive of the current bushmeat crisis. 



  6 
 

 
 

cafés can improve captive breeding efforts for endangered species. However, it is more likely 
they compromise the sustainability of the trade market and/or lead to animal laundering 
(McMillan et al., 2021). 

Additionally, animal cafes often fall short of providing adequate animal care, which can 
have detrimental effects on the species within the venue. Exotic birds are a frequently housed 
species, and improper flight restriction, social interaction within their species, and 
overexposure to hand-rearing cause severe distress and subsequent deterioration of the 
animals, significantly decreasing animal welfare, and further hampering conservation efforts 
(Grant et al., 2017). 

However, many exotic pet owners report a strong conservation ethos, linked to 
empathy, as a key driver of wanting to own exotic pets. Many view themselves, and by 
extension the exotic pet community, as doing the “right” thing for the animals. Contina et al., 
(2021) conducted a global survey of the general public (N = 882, 7 continents) asking whether 
exotic pet ownership was an acceptable method of conservation, or the animal trade was 
hindering conservation progress. The study found younger respondents with less education 
were more likely to view exotic pet ownership as acceptable relative to older respondents with 
a graduate degree. There was no influence based on geographic location.  

Exotic pet owners may consider themselves as conservation actors, particularly when 
they reside in biodiversity hotspots. This perception poses an interesting conservation paradox. 
On the one hand, exotic pet owners are investing a tremendous amount of time and money 
into what they perceive to be a conservation behavior. On the other hand, they are stimulating 
demand for endangered species, potentially contributing to additional pressure on already 
declining populations. Additionally, they may not be able to adequately care for the individual 
animal, thus decreasing the animal’s overall quality of life. Furthermore, it is questionable 
whether routine care of exotic pets is an acceptable substitute for life in the wild. 

Media and Social Media Factors 

Long before the social media revolution, people's perceptions of what makes a "suitable" 
pet were driven by how animals were depicted in entertainment programming and traditional 
media outlets. The ability of mass media to alter perceptions of “suitability” and desire for 
exotic pets can be seen in animated movies such as Rio and Finding Nemo. The release of each 
occurred alongside a spike in demand for the species featured in each respective film (Bush et 
al., 2014). Cronin et al., (2022) suggests mass media has long influenced “public interest in non-
domesticated pet ownership.” 

However, Megias et al., (2017) asserted that while such claims have long been circulated, 
the notion that popular entertainment legitimately increased exotic pet ownership needed to 
be documented. Using the Harry Potter series as a case study, they investigated owl ownership 
in the United Kingdom while the series was active, monitored owl sanctuary relinquishment 
after the series concluded, and gathered data from multiple owl brokers and registries. The 
study failed to identify any definitive causal relationship between the Harry Potter movies and 
owl ownership. However, the authors posit the movie industry does possess the ability to 
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potentially impact the interests of its viewers, and as such, its impact on exotic pet ownership 
should continue to be monitored. 

More specifically, wildlife-based entertainment media has also been cited as an influence 
on exotic pet ownership. O’Connor & Vonk (2023) studied viewership (N = 675) of the 
streaming documentary Tiger King: Murder, Mayhem, and Madness. Respondents were asked to 
self-report on items related to perspective taking, fantasy, empathy, and distress. They found 
that for viewers with high levels of empathy, unaccredited zoos and the concept of exotic 
animal ownership was perceived as negative. Conversely, viewers low in empathy and high in 
narcissism held a positive perception of both unaccredited zoos and exotic pet ownership 
despite having witnessed the animal exploitation depicted in the documentary series. 

Alongside traditional media, social media is increasingly cited in motivation to own 
exotic pets. Photos and videos of wild animals as pets are plentiful across social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube. Sherman (2022) asserts that even 
seemingly innocuous "sharing" or "liking" of these posts can be dangerous, as it further 
perpetuates a narrative that exotic pets are desirable. While interactions and responses to 
exotic animal media are generally positive, posts depicting casual human/animal interactions can 
also convey the message that the featured exotic species are somehow “less endangered” in the 
wild than it may appear (Kitson & Nekaris, 2017). 

Further complicating the issue, many mainstream social media companies do not 
intervene when content depicts the exploitation of exotic animals, or when illegal ownership is 
being shared through their service. This tacit acceptance serves to inadvertently condone these 
behaviors as acceptable (Kitson & Nekaris, 2017), which can have tremendous impact given the 
volume of social media use. For example, YouTube has more than two billion users worldwide 
and approximately 3 billion searches per month, making it the second-largest search engine in 
the world behind Google (Wagner, 2017). However, the streaming platform (and the greater 
social media industry) remains poorly regulated regarding content guidelines around exotic 
pets. This leads to worldwide consumption of "cute" but misleading videos that subsequently 
erroneously influence public perceptions surrounding exotic pet ownership (Moloney et al., 
2021). 

Social media "influencers" are also a contributing factor to potential misconceptions of 
exotic pet ownership within social media use. In a study exploring YouTube's potential 
influence on otter ownership, Harrington et al. (2019) considered the reach of YouTube 
influencers who were exotic pet owners and included their pet otters in video content. The 
influencers' original otter content was re-shared globally, posted to national television channels, 
and received hundreds of thousands of views around the world. 

A similar study by Spee et al. (2019) investigated public perception of male Middle 
Eastern celebrities and well-known figures who featured endangered, exotic animals as pets on 
their social media pages. Results revealed an overwhelmingly positive response to celebrity 
exotic pet ownership, even with growing awareness of animal trade laws and penalties in the 
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Middle East. Ongoing research on social media as a general platform confirms its power to 
influence its users (Moloney et al., 2021). 

The Role of Zoos in Perceptions of Exotic Pets 

Research on human-animal interactions (i.e., where a reciprocal action or 
communication occurs between human and animal (Spooner et al., 2021)) has shown that 
positive animal experiences can increase feelings of well-being in humans. This includes zoo 
experiences where there is little to no physical interaction (Clements et al., 2019). However, 
public interest in visiting zoos remains high, as corroborated by the Association of Zoos and 
Aquariums (AZA and the World Association of Zoos and Aquariums (WAZA) accredited 
zoological parks and aquariums hosting more than 700 million visitors per year globally 
(D'Cruze et al., 2019). 

Accredited zoos must constantly balance conservation and visitation objectives. Zoos 
have predominantly shifted their mission from solely entertainment purposes, to adopting 
broad conservation initiatives such as mitigating extinction threats, protecting endangered 
species, and expanding public knowledge and support for wildlife endeavors (AZA, n.d,; Rhoads 
& Goldsworthy, 1979). Additionally, as Spooner et al., (2021) point out, zoos must find an 
equilibrium between ensuring the welfare of the animals, encouraging connection with the 
visitors, and advancing public wildlife education. 

While many visitors support these conservation initiatives, there is growing concern 
over animal welfare (Woods, 2002). Veasey (2022) contends that measuring the success of 
animal welfare strategies presents challenges in zoo management, as there is not a universally 
accepted standard or definition. Alternatively, visitors’ assessment of successful animal welfare 
is more instinctive, as it is based on the perception of animal happiness or well-being during the 
visitor's zoo experience. 

Citing a study by Ross (2011) where chimpanzees were perceived to be desirable pets 
when photographically depicted within human environments, Jacobson et al. (2017) contended 
that how animals were presented within a zoo environment had the potential to influence 
visitor perception of their welfare, endangered status, and unsuitability as pets. Zoos should be 
mindful that neither the habitat nor interactive experiences promote misconceptions about 
exotic animals. 

Similarly, zoo-led visitor/animal experiences can influence patron perceptions of animal 
behavior. When an exotic animal’s natural behavior (such as fear of people) is altered through 
their participation in visitor interactions, patrons may form a misconception about the tameness 
of a wild animal (Spooner et al., 2021). However, despite this potential risk, none of the 19 
peer-reviewed studies explored by Spooner et al. (2021) noted any such correlation. 
Furthermore, the findings from the literature review were mixed across studies, and no clear 
trend emerged supporting or discouraging the use of animal experiences. 

Alternatively, the use of ambassador animals in visitor interactions is widely supported 
by WAZA as a means of promoting conservation education. A similar study by Spooner and 
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Stride (2021) considered the impact of photographs containing both animals and humans 
(referred to as “two-shot” photos, and often utilized in zoo advertising) on the public’s attitude 
regarding animal welfare, conservation, and exotic pet ownership. They sought to address the 
concern that “two-shot” photographs may inadvertently promote desire for exotic species as 
pets (Spooner and Stride, 2021). The results of the study indicated that “two-shot” zoo-related 
photos (both zoo selfies and zookeeper images), elicited a negative desire for having the animal 
as a pet. This may be due, in part, to the professionalism conveyed by the presence of 
uniformed staff. 

Zoo theatre is also increasingly utilized to influence visitors’ understanding of wildlife 
and perceptions of animal welfare. Penn (2009) studied the impact of full-length productions, at 
exhibit performances, and children’s zoo performances at the Central Park Zoo in New York. 
Results support that the productions had positive impacts on visitor knowledge of 
environmental and wildlife issues for children and adults. Similar theatre productions have been 
employed to convey the realities of the animal trade and related animal welfare. See the case 
study below for details around a zoo theater production concerning primates. 

Future Zoo Messaging Considerations 

Zoos are uniquely positioned to address all factors discussed in this paper related to 
exotic pet ownership. Psychological, sociocultural, and media influences all fall under the 
purview of zoos’ strategic conservation missions. Zoos have the ability to redirect the 
perceived positive actions of exotic pet owners (i.e., investment of time and money), into more 
effective conservation behaviors. Simultaneously, zoos will need to point out the negative 
impact the global pet trade has on conservation, and the limitations of individuals to adequately 
care for exotic pets. 

This messaging segues well into topics of animal welfare and empathy for wildlife, which 
are key initiatives for AZA and WAZA institutions. Zoos can highlight the high quality of care 
they provide for their animals, which surpasses that of most, if not all, individual pet owners. 
Additionally, messaging can show how empathy can be better focused to achieve conservation 
goals. 

Similarly, the aims of zoo theatre are to connect visitors emotionally to wildlife, increase 
knowledge, and influence visitors’ feelings (Penn, 2009). Results from the Finley et al., (1998) 
study on visitor perceptions indicated that visitors see captive animals as restricted, tame, and 
passive compared to the same animals in the natural environment, which are seen as free, wild, 
and active. Zoos could create theatre productions specifically to combat potential demands for 
exotic pets, challenge perceptions of exotic pet ownership, and connect the impact that exotic 
pet ownership has on the health and wellbeing of the animal. 

Messaging Around Animal Care 

Zoos could also highlight how difficult it is for the average visitor to match the 
extremely high level of care zoos provide for animals in their care, the years of schooling and 
training of the veterinary and support staff, and the infrastructure support needed to care for 
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exotic species. Such messaging could help to highlight advantages of traditional pet ownership 
over exotic pets, as well as highlighting challenges of exotic pets over traditional pets. 

Additional programming to deter exotic pet ownership could address the potential 
human health hazards posed by wildlife ownership. Mild zoonotic diseases like ringworm are 
common in exotic animals, but severe viruses and disease outbreaks like monkeypox and 
lyssavirus have also been traced to exotic pets (Chomel et al., 2007). Research on dissuading 
exotic animal ownership indicates that increased education amongst potential consumers, 
particularly regarding zoonotic disease threats and treatment requirements, animal trade 
legalities, costs, and (to a lesser extent) animal welfare could decrease exotic pet demand 
nearly 40% (Moorhouse et al., 2021). Moorehouse et al. (2021) reached this projection by 
surveying 1,000 people in the United States, China, Brazil, and Vietnam, asking them to rate 
their desire to own an exotic animal before and after being presented with information about 
zoonotic disease, required specialty care, and/or legality issues. Additionally, laws on exotic 
animal care are sometimes unclear and can lead to precarious situations, as when a pet 
macaque was not tested for herpesvirus and was permitted to interact with children and other 
visitors, posing health risks (Hess, 2011). Zoo programming could incorporate information on 
the potential for zoonotic based illnesses, helping to deter exotic pet ownership. 

Zoo programming that conveyed the difficulty of obtaining necessary specialty veterinary 
care for exotic pets could provide a more complete understanding of exotic pet challenges. 
Grant et al., (2017) contends that a lack of exotic animal care information, improper animal 
husbandry, unrealistic owner expectations, lack of proper specialized medical care by both 
owners and veterinarians can lead to poor outcomes in exotic pets and their respective 
owners. Exotic animals often have specific nutritional, environmental, and behavioral needs that 
are difficult to duplicate in a home environment, increasing the importance of proper veterinary 
care and owner education (Hess, 2011). 

Veterinarians also discourage exotic pets. For example, Dr. Rivera (Zoo Atlanta) asserts 
that exotic animals should not be kept as pets because of their demanding special needs. This is 
advocated by several veterinarians who actively discourage clients from “non-domesticated” 
exotic pets/wildlife, and promoting “domesticated” exotic species (birds, small mammals, and 
reptiles) by providing educational materials about care, diet, and needs for those looking for 
nontraditional pets (Hess, 2011). 

Zoos could create programming that conveys similar messaging regarding the difficulties 
in providing necessary veterinary care, home care and enrichment, and behavioral management 
of exotic species in home environments. As a result of such challenges, potential exotic animal 
owners may not have the knowledge or support required to properly care for exotic pets. Zoo 
programming aimed at educating patrons on the high level of resources needed in exotic animal 
care may help discourage exotic pet ownership. 

Social Media Messaging 

The immediacy and brevity of social media messaging provides zoos a unique 
opportunity to broadcast their message to a global audience on an unending cycle. Developing 
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interpretive messages for social media that advance the zoo’s mission, while simultaneously 
correcting misconceptions around exotic pets is no longer optional. Zoos should take a 
stronger position in the social media universe and strategically capitalize on this free global 
communication mechanism. Staff involved in AZA initiatives such as NotAPet, Saving Animals 
from Extinction (SAFE) programs, and Species Survival Plans (SSPs) are all key stakeholders who 
can be brought together to develop strategic thematic messaging. 

While it is not reasonable to expect zoos to be able to un-ring the bell of social media 
and users’ foray into exotic pets, most zoos are active in social media and have a significant 
number of followers. Thus, they do have the opportunity proactively and intentionally be 
thought leaders and influencers in the social media universe about inappropriate ownership of 
exotic pets, responsible pet ownership, and conservation impacts. 

This literature review has identified several drivers (e.g., empathy, attitudes towards 
animal welfare), outcomes (e.g., human-animal bonding), and audiences (e.g., acting as 
conservationists) of exotic pet owners. Armed with this information, zoos could develop highly 
targeted and nuanced interpretation messaging that encourages proper outlets for human-
animal bonds (e.g., traditional pet ownership, zoo experiences, and ecotourism), and 
appropriate cultural/status perceptions (e.g., supporting conservation efforts vs. self-collecting) 
of human-animal relationships. Developing themes around topics such as these, combined with 
specific behavioral outcomes could produce a highly effective campaign toolbox that could be 
adopted by any AZA/WAZA institution. Each institution could adapt messaging to target issues 
most relevant to their location and/or audience. Additionally, as empathy has emerged as a 
driver of exotic pet ownership, this campaign could blend, where appropriate, with current 
empathy messaging and Advancing Conservation through Empathy for Wildlife (ACE for 
Wildlife) (Ace for Wildlife, n.d.) initiatives. This approach also would enact many current best 
practices for interpretation. 

Case Study: Zoo Theater – Muna the Monkey 

A collaboration between Barbary Macaque Awareness and Conservation and Monkeys 
Acting in Schools for Conservation sought to spread community awareness about the exotic 
pet trade and ownership, and conservation threats through theatre by portraying the journey of 
a macaque monkey (Iliff, 2012). The play followed Muna (played by a human actor) from living in 
the wild as a young macaque, to being captured and sold at a local market, to her new owners 
realizing she was unhappy, and in turn, seeking out zoos and conservation groups to help place 
Muna into a zoo sanctuary. 

Playgoers were meant to understand the animal trade from the point of view of the 
animal, thereby influencing their perceptions on animal welfare in captivity. Iliff (2012) noted 
that measuring the success of the production on conservation or animal trade attitudes is 
challenging, but viewer feedback data indicated that the show was informative and educational. 

The success of the play led to its adaptation from its original format for a British 
audience into a format suited for a Moroccan audience (adjusting content and names to reflect 
Moroccan cultural values) that has been more exposed to exotic pet trade, illustrating the 



  12 
 

 
 

potential for similar theatrical adaptations to be geared towards zoo audiences in various 
educational capacities. In both the original British and reimagined Moroccan versions of “Muna 
the Monkey,” great care was taken not to glorify the ownership of primates as pets (Iliff, 2012). 
Similarly, zoo programming would need to ensure that the takeaway messages about 
discouraging exotic pet ownership were clear to their intended audiences, rather than simply 
eliciting empathy for the welfare of owned animals. 

Conclusion 

The purpose of this literature review was to document drivers for exotic pet ownership 
and evaluate the potential that the zoo experience may influence exotic pet ownership. 
Understanding these drivers and the role of the zoo experience is critical, as exotic pet 
ownership continues to increase globally, which negatively impacts wildlife conservation and 
animal welfare, and fuels the global animal trade. Additionally, as global zoo visitation exceeds 
half a billion annual visitors, zoos can have a major impact on this conservation issue. 

While this literature review into the motivations behind exotic pet ownership was not 
exhaustive, consensus emerged around several key issues. Psycho-social drivers such as 
empathy, attitudes towards animal care, and status; cultural drivers such as national identity; 
and perceptions of animal characteristics are principal drivers behind the desire to own exotic 
pets. Secondary factors such as education and conservation ethics also influence the desire and 
acceptability of exotic pet ownership. Media and social media have also been shown to generally 
contribute to misconceptions of exotic pet ownership and cultivate undesired levels of 
acceptability. 

Literature reviewed for this study did not identify any established correlation between 
the zoo experience and an increased motivation to own exotic pets. While many zoo 
experiences can include human-animal interactions, this was not shown to stimulate a desire for 
exotic pet ownership. The zoo experience has been shown instead positively to influence 
visitor perceptions of animal wellbeing and welfare as well as increase conservation knowledge 
and understanding, and public education on wildlife issues. Additionally, zoo media and social 
media can contribute to visitors’ cognitive and affective knowledge of conservation issues. 
Taken in concert, this would suggest current zoo experiences, both onsite and online, are not a 
major contributor to the desire to own an exotic pet. 

There is a gap in the literature concerning the direct impact of zoos on the demand for 
exotic pets. Additionally, studies examining the connection between zoos and the consumer 
demand for exotic pets are lacking. This highlights an opportunity for zoos to take a proactive 
approach in deterring exotic pets both within visitors, and globally via social media. 

Further research in this domain is essential to understand the potential influence of zoos 
on the public's perception and desire to acquire exotic animals as pets. Such research may 
provide insights into the role of zoos in shaping societal attitudes towards exotic pet ownership 
and help develop informed strategies to promote visitor-based responsible and ethical wildlife 
conservation practices.  
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