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Abstract
Visitors are integral components of zoological parks and their importance has led
to a research area devoted to understanding the people–zoo relationship. This
paper reviews, and provides a point of entry into, the literature relating to visitor
research in zoos. The field emerged relatively recently and is diverse and interdis-
ciplinary (it shares common ground with sociology, education, psychology, zoolo-
gy, and other academic disciplines). Several areas can be identified in the
literature (audience analysis, circulation and orientation, exhibit evaluation, and
interactions with animals), and these areas have revealed visitors’ demographic
and behavioral characteristics, people’s behavioral responses to endogenous and
exogenous factors, the impact of exhibit design, and visitors’ movements around
zoos. Limitations of existing work include independence between research areas,
lack of international studies, limited generalizability of results, and the minority
status of the field. Therefore, suggestions for future work include integrating dif-
ferent research areas, more research from outside Europe and America, and
increased interaction within the visitor research community.
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People and Zoos
ssociations between people and captive animals have developed during thou-

sands of years—from the early Egyptian animal collections through to the
contemporary zoological park; the modern-day zoo is an important social

and cultural institution (Hediger 1969; Mullan and Marvin 1987; Davey 2005a).
The importance of the people–zoo relationship has led to the emergence of a
research area devoted to understanding zoo visitors. Visitor research is also con-
ducted in a variety of other institutions, including museums, botanical gardens,
science centers, and commercial visitor attractions; the analysis of people at these
places is collectively known as “Visitor Studies” (Loomis 1988; Bitgood 1989;
Bitgood 2002). Studies of zoo visitors are invaluable for several reasons. They
help to understand how visitors engage with the zoo environment and interact with
animals, identify people’s needs, aid planners in developing and evaluating
appealing exhibits, understand and promote utilization of exhibit areas, attract a
broad representation of audiences, enable people to gain maximum benefits, pro-
vide adequate amenities, and also investigate the visitor market to aid the devel-
opment of business and marketing strategies (Ament 1994; Shettel and Bitgood
1996; Maitland 2000). Research is interdisciplinary and shares common ground
with several academic disciplines, including sociology, education, psychology,
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zoology, and market research. The majority of research has taken place in muse-
ums, and this bias is reflected in existing literature reviews that focus either on
museums specifically (e.g., Shettel and Bitgood 1996) or the field in general (that
is, many different types of institutions in which zoos are often grouped together
with other visitor attractions under the umbrella term “museum;” Bitgood 2002).
There appears to be no comprehensive summary of visitor-behavior studies exclu-
sively within the zoo setting. Yet, museums and zoos can be considered to consti-
tute distinct institutions with their own individual characteristics and, further,
museum visitor research is not necessarily applicable to zoo audiences (Bitgood
1992; Milan and Wourms 1992). Also, the wide-ranging diversity of the field
means that zoo-based work is scattered across the literature of different disci-
plines. To address this issue, this paper draws together zoo-based reports and sum-
marizes the main thrust of research to date. The field’s history and scope is
discussed and suggestions are offered to direct future research. 

The History and Diversity of Zoo Visitor Studies
The earliest visitor studies took place in the museum-setting by Benjamin Gilman
in the 1910s, Edward Robinson in the 1920s, and Arthur Melton in the 1930s.
Their work focused on the influence of the museum environment on visitor
behavior (Gilman, 1916; Robinson, 1928; Robinson, 1930; Melton, 1933, 1935,
1936). They studied visitor movement within museum galleries, the influence of
gallery design on behavior, and visitor interest. Although they launched visitor
research into the academic arena, they did not stimulate further work and instead
represent a cluster of studies until several decades later, when visitor research re-
appeared in the literature. There are several good historical accounts, although
they focus on museum-based research (e.g., Shettel 1989; Bitgood and Loomis
1993; Bitgood 2002).

Considering zoo studies specifically, research did not appear until the 1970s
and, prior to this, focused on animals. This was illustrated in 1969 by Heini
Hediger, an authority on zoos at that time, who wrote “Comprehensive analysis of
the public who visit zoos...are still part of the future” (Hediger 1969, p. .4). This
comment highlights the non-existence of even the crudest visitor studies as late as
1969. Even twenty-years later, in the late 1980s, similar consensus was prevalent,
perhaps evidenced by the comments by Marcellini (1987, p. 6), “Now what do zoo
visitors actually do at the zoo? Actually, we really don’t know. There are better
documented behavioral observations on the bush dog and dorcas gazelle than on
the zoo visitor.”

The earliest attempts to collect and reflect on visitor information involved mere-
ly counting visitor numbers at the zoo entrance. The emphasis changed somewhat
during the 1970s as the aims of zoos shifted. Their roles changed from displaying
taxonomic collections to housing and breeding endangered animals and raising envi-
ronmental awareness, and studies began to focus on these new issues. The 1980s
onwards witnessed an “explosion” in research, characterized by a dramatic increase
in visitor research, and diversification of researchers’ academic backgrounds. The
driving forces of this growth have been the shift towards financially self-supporting
institutions (this is particularly true in the United Kingdom where most zoos cur-
rently receive little or no government funding), higher numbers of visitors, increased
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leisure time, and also recent emphasis on zoos’ educational significance (Kotler and
Andreason 1991; Loomis 1993; Bartos and Kelly 1998). 

The diversity of research to date can be categorized into four areas. The most
topical area, audience research, is concerned with analyzing the demographic,
behavioral, and attitudinal characteristics of zoo visitors. Another research tradi-
tion has focused on understanding people’s movements around zoos and their
familiarization within specific locations. Third, exhibit evaluation focuses on
assessing the impact of zoo enclosure designs. An emerging body of evidence has
led to another research area about visitors’ interactions with zoo animals, and their
implications for visitors and animal welfare. 

Audience Analysis:The “Who,” “What,” and “Why” 
of People’s Visits
“Audience Research” endeavors to profile visitors’ attitudinal, behavioral, and
demographic characteristics, and analyzes relationships within them. Motivations
and attitudes underlying decisions to visit are also common research topics. This
area can be divided, arbitrarily, into two divisions: the first scrutinizes information
about visitors and is chiefly populated by market research professionals; the second
division involves behavioral observations of visitors by academic and zoo staff. 

Research about visitors’ characteristics has perhaps received most attention
(indeed, almost every visitor study includes demographic data). Visitor attributes
commonly studied include demographics, leisure values, interests, expectations, and
motivations (Hood 1983; Hood 1984; Whittall 1992; Morgan and Hodgkinson
1999). Who, then, visits zoos? A review of the literature reveals that the answer is
not straightforward: there is no “typical” zoo-visitor as such. The words of Morgan
and Hodgkinson (1999, p. 227) are perhaps very fitting; “attempting to profile the
average zoo visitor is probably futile.” Considering the literature collectively, cate-
gorizing visitors on the basis of demographic characteristics such as age, gender,
education level, and socio-economic status is impossible, and classifications that do
exist (e.g., Martin and O’Reilly 1989; Kellert 1996) are based on a very small num-
ber of studies. Generalization is problematic because of differences between sites,
lack of standardization in instrument design, and difficulties associated with com-
paring visitor profiles across zoos that operate differently and exist in diverse geo-
graphical regions (Patterson 1990; Ament 1994). Therefore, it is unlikely that a
standardized zoo visitor profile exists, even within specific geographic regions. Even
so, visitor profiles are useful for individual zoos: for example, to identify under-rep-
resented groups, aid development of strategies to attract specific audiences, and to
compare information with local visitor attractions and industry benchmarks.

The second branch of audience analysis, the observation of visitor behavior,
focuses on understanding how visitors utilize the zoo. Research themes include
time budgeting, interactions with exhibits, behaviors associated with reading signs,
and social interaction with other visitors (group behavior). Simple behavior princi-
ples have emerged that seem to hold true across zoos. They include the short dura-
tions and frequencies of visitor behaviors, predictable behavioral responses to
endogenous and exogenous factors, and also circulation and orientation patterns
(Bitgood, Patterson and Benefield 1986; 1988; Johnston 1998; Davey and Henzi
2004; Davey and Higgins 2005). For example, a large amount of work has focused
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on the numerous factors that influence visitor behavior. These factors are either
associated with the zoo environment, captive animals, or visitors. Animal factors
include their presence, activity, size, color, rarity, and visibility; exhibit factors
include design, location, age, sound, labelling, and signage, whereas visitor vari-
ables include demographic and personality attributes, as well as group influences
(Wolf and Tymitz 1979; Bitgood, Patterson and Benefield 1986; 1988; Bitgood
2002; Davey, Henzi and Higgins 2005). Most studies are limited because they
investigate only one or two factors using univariate statistical techniques. An excep-
tion was that by Johnston (1998), who investigated factors that influenced visitors’
viewing times at polar bear exhibits. The scale of the study (involving ten zoos, vis-
itor observations, ethnographic interviews, and discussions with zoo professionals),
the large number of variables (initially 50), and multivariate analyses, distinguish it
from previous work. Altogether, he found that twenty factors significantly affected
visitors’ viewing times; structural aspects of exhibit appearance had the most sig-
nificant effects, highlighting the important influence of exhibit design on visitor
behavior, although animal characteristics and some visitor characteristics also had
significant effects. However there were some aspects of his study that could have
been improved. For instance, only one visitor behavior was studied (viewing dura-
tions) despite the large number of predictor variables measured. The study also
gives the impression that the independent variables were not chosen on theoretical
grounds, and future studies should base choice of predictor variables on past
research (simply measuring lots of variables is somewhat meaningless). 

Orientation and Circulation
A second research tradition focuses on how visitors travel around zoos.
Circulation refers to patterns of visitor movement, whereas orientation character-
izes the ways people familiarize themselves within a zoo (Martin and O’Reilly
1989; Bitgood 2002; Davey and Henzi 2004). This includes tracking of people
during entire visits, within a specified area, or observations across a few exhibits.
Research has also investigated the influence of maps, directions, and visitor guides
on routing behavior (Martin and O’Reily 1989). Understanding visitor traffic is
important because results help to decide where to locate exhibits (poorly posi-
tioned exhibits will have low visitation rates), and to elucidate factors underpin-
ning changes in visitor interest. Another reason centers on animal welfare issues,
because large numbers of people at specific exhibits could threaten animals and
thus compromise their welfare (e.g., Mitchell et al. 1990; Davey and Henzi 2004). 

The earliest circulation research took place in the museum setting during the
1920s and 1930s (Robinson 1928; Melton 1933, 1935) and led to the identifica-
tion of characteristic behavior patterns. One principle, which has been identified
in zoo visitor samples, is the notion that the majority of visitors turn right upon
entering a gallery of exhibits, known as the “right-turn” bias (Melton 1935;
Shettel-Neuber and O’Reilly 1981; Davey and Henzi 2004). Indeed, Robinson in
1931 (p. 422) stated “we find this tendency to be so strong that left walls in long
halls and galleries are markedly inferior to right walls as places of exhibition.”
This means that exhibits located on the right side of a room receive high numbers
of visitors, whereas those on the left remain relatively unvisited. Davey and Henzi
(2004) demonstrated the existence of the direction bias in a primate house at
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Blackpool Zoo. They found that most visitors turned right when they entered the
gallery of primate exhibits, and the pattern was upheld during all times of the day.
More work is needed to explain why this turning pattern occurs, although recent
findings indicate that a visitor’s handedness (that is, left- or right-handedness)
plays a role (Davey, in preparation). 

Visitors have also been observed to determine their most popular routes with-
in a zoo. For example, Deans et al. (1981) and Martin and O’Reilly (1982) found
that the majority of people followed one path around a zoo’s boundary and some
exhibits were unvisited; following on from this, Martin, O’Reilly and Albanese
(1983) determined favorable places to locate exhibits based on popular routes
taken by visitors. In another approach, Mitchell et al. (1990) found that a primate
cage near an entrance was visited more frequently than a cage away from the
entrance. Another cage, even further from the main path, received less patronage.
All cages were almost identical in form and the location effects persisted even
when the animal inhabitants were changed. 

Another visitor behavior pattern is “museum fatigue,” which describes
decreases in visitor interest during visits (Davey 2005b). Museum fatigue is a
complex concept, and is characterized by several behavioral changes amongst vis-
itors. First, a visitor’s interest towards exhibits may decrease during an entire visit,
or within a smaller area (such as a succession of exhibits). Fatigued visitors tend
to cruise around exhibits, have rapid rates of viewing, and increased selectivity in
terms of the exhibits they view; and, specific exhibits receive greater visitor inter-
est earlier in the day (Davey, unpublished). Most research about the concept has
taken place in museums (Melton 1935; Falk et al. 1985; Serrell 1997, 1998),
although some zoo studies exist. Falk et al. (1985) observed people, during their
entire visits, for the occurrence of museum fatigue. They found that people’s inter-
est initially reached a high plateau, then remained constant for about 30 minutes,
and later decreased to a lower level. 

Davey (unpublished) observed visitor interest at a primate exhibit and found
that visit durations, viewing periods, and the proportions of people that stopped,
all markedly decreased as the day progressed. Museum fatigue seems a likely
explanation for this pattern because visitors later in the day are more likely to be
at later stages of their visits, and therefore display decreased interest towards
exhibits. The museum fatigue concept has be extended to include behavioral
changes within smaller areas (Davey 2005b). For example, Bitgood, Patterson and
Benefield (1986) described a situation whereby visitors in the reptile house at
Birmingham Zoo (USA) viewed the first reptile they saw for longer periods than
the second, and this pattern was upheld when visitor flow was reversed. Similarly,
Marcellini and Jenssen (1988) tracked visitors as they travelled through a reptile
house and also found that people viewed the first exhibit for longer periods than
subsequent exhibits. This pattern remained when traffic flow was reversed. They
stated (p. 235) “In normal flow, exhibits A–E were more attractive and held visi-
tors significantly longer than areas D–F....However, reversing the traffic flow dra-
matically reversed the situation. Areas D–F became more attractive and held
visitors significantly longer than A–E.” More research is needed to understand
museum fatigue in zoos, its causes, and how it can be counteracted. Particular
emphasis needs to be placed on animal welfare implications, because exhibits
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closer to the zoo entrance, and at the beginning of exhibit galleries, are likely to
receive greater visitor interest (Mitchell et al. 1990; Davey and Henzi 2004).

Exhibit Design and Evaluation
Visitor studies assess if zoos accomplish their goals with respect to the experience
they aim to provide. This process, termed evaluation, serves to measure, and iden-
tify, best matches between zoo services and visitors’ needs and expectations.
Evaluation is particularly important in exhibit design to ensure that exhibits are
interesting and enjoyable. Also, modern zoo enclosures can be very costly and it
is necessary to understand how these investments impact on people. Three types
of evaluation can be distinguished in the literature and they operate at different
times of exhibit development. Front-end evaluation occurs during the planning
stage, before any designs are chosen, and involves a potential audience. The next
stage is formative evaluation, which is a preparation stage usually involving trials
of prototype exhibit elements. Lastly, summative evaluation occurs when the proj-
ect is complete and uses the final exhibit to assess its effectiveness (Borun and
Korn 1999). 

During the past few decades, zoo exhibits have characteristically evolved from
the classic menagerie-type cages into modern naturalistic exhibitory that aims to
improve animal welfare standards (Hancocks 1980; Shepherdson, Mellen and
Hutchins 1998). Evaluation studies in the zoo literature have investigated the effects
of these changes on visitor behavior. They have shown that visitors sometimes
respond more positively to naturalistic exhibits with increased visit durations, view-
ing time, searching behaviors, social interaction, animal-related conversation, and
positive attitudes, and thus add support to the on-going transformation of exhibits
currently taking place in zoos (Price,Ashmore and McGivern 1994; Johnston 1998;
Wood 1998; Namiki 2002; Totfield et al. 2003; Davey, Henzi and Higgins 2005).
Recently, studies have surfaced from East Asian zoos—Namiki (2002) reported
increased visitor interest at modern exhibits in a Japanese zoo and, similarly,
research from Beijing suggests that Chinese visitors also respond positively (Davey,
Henzi and Higgins 2005). However, more international research is needed, partic-
ularly from developing countries that are home to most of the world’s biodiversity.
Furthermore, findings have not always shown that naturalistic exhibits enrich the
visitor experience (e.g., Brennan 1977), some results are not always clear-cut (e.g.,
Shettel-Neuber 1988; McPhee et al. 1998), and some visitors may disapprove of
enrichment features (e.g., Verderber et al. 1988; Ings, Waran and Young 1997), and
these concerns need to be researched further. 

There is evidence to suggest that visitors become more conservation-focussed
after visiting exhibits that have interactive elements linked to conservation issues.
For example, Swanagan (2000) found that interactive elephant exhibits motivated
people to return petitions and solicitation cards about elephant conservation. In
another example, Dotzour et al. (2002) measured an exhibit’s effectiveness at pro-
moting environmentally responsible behavior. Visitors that played an interactive
game at an exhibit at Brookfield Zoo reported greater interest in taking part in
environmental behaviors compared with visitors who did not play it. These find-
ings are important because they link interactive exhibits with conservation educa-
tion, and show that exhibits foster active support for conservation initiatives. 
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Interactions with Captive Animals
Some visitors interact with captive animals. These interactions have been studied
during educational demonstrations, animal rides, public feeding and at the petting
zoo (Kreger and Mench 1995), or at cages where people may try to touch or feed
animals. Interactive features have also been incorporated into exhibit designs; for
example, Throp (1975) described an interactive exhibit that allowed a “tug of war”
of a nylon rope between visitors and a captive gorilla, and Yanofsky and Markowitz
(1978) described a game that allowed visitors and captive mandrills to interact.

Cook and Hosey (1995) defined an interaction at an exhibit as a behavior that
is performed by the captive animal or human observer and is directed at an indi-
vidual of the other species. Studies of these exchanges have revealed intriguing
findings. For example, Mitchell, Herring and Obradovich (1992) found that cap-
tive mangabeys were more aggressive towards visitors of the same sex. Also, male
visitors harassed male mangabeys more than they did female mangabeys, but
female visitors did not harass female mangabeys more than males. Visitor–animal
interactions are not necessarily confined to single events, and interaction
sequences have been observed, defined by Cook and Hosey (1995) as a succession
of exchanges that come alternatively from two members of an animal–human pair.
The authors found that more than half of visitor-initiated interactions with chim-
panzees in Chester Zoo were prepared to exceed a sixth interaction, and food pro-
vision was the outcome in 25% of the sequences. They suggest that food
acquisition is likely to be the primary motivation for chimpanzees to interact, but
more work is needed to explain visitor motivations. Future research could investi-
gate if visitors with certain personality characteristics interact with animals in spe-
cific ways, because previous research has linked personality with attitudes towards
the treatment of animals (Mathews and Herzog 1997), and if the personality of
captive animals influences the interaction. 

Unruly visitor behaviors present problems for every zoo. Teasing, feeding,
shouting, throwing stones, vandalism, and even animal poisoning, cause distress,
or death, to captive animals (Hediger 1969; Thompson 1976). Fortunately,
research shows that these behaviors tend to be atypical and most visitors tend to
simply watch, talk, or point at an exhibit. However, research since the 1970s has
associated the mere presence, density, group size, and position of visitors, with
animal behavioral and physiological changes indicative of stress (Hosey 2000;
Davey 2005c). This relationship has dominated visitor research amongst animal
welfare specialists, who endeavor to reduce or eliminate the stressful situations.
Hosey (2000) reviewed the subject. He concluded that, in the main, studies do
seem to associate visitor presence with stressful effects, and there is not sufficient
evidence to support a contrasting hypothesis proposing that visitors are enriching
to captive animals. However, almost all studies are limited to behavioral changes
in captive primates, although a few have taken place with other animal groups
(Thompson 1989; Nimon and Dalziel 1992; Condon and Wehnelt 2003). Also,
recent studies have used physiological measures of stress (Wehnelt et al. 2004;
Davis, Schaffner and Smith 2005). 

There is a disproportionate amount of research across different visitor vari-
ables: most research has focused on the effects of visitor presence and density,
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whereas little work has explored the effects of size and position of visitors (Davey
2005c). Studies also seem to use vague and insufficient descriptions of visitor
variables; an example is the division of visitor groups into “active and passive”
(active groups are defined as “those in which at least one person attempted to
interact with the animal”; Hosey and Druck 1987, p. 23; Mitchell et al. 1991). In
another example, Davis, Schaffner and Smith (2005) used zoo attendance figures
as measure of visitor numbers at a specific exhibit, and drew conclusions about
the impact of visitors on urinary cortisol levels in primates. Research could be
improved by using more specific definitions, and measures, of visitor variables-
for example, a definition of active visitors could include different types of activ-
ity, such as pointing or waving, and different intensities of these behaviors.
Likewise, the work by Davis, Schaffner and Smith (2005) could be improved by
using absolute measures of visitor numbers at a specific exhibit, rather than
relying on attendance figures. This is important if research findings are to be of
practical benefit to animal welfare workers. 

Limitations and Future Directions
Although efforts to understand the psychology of zoo visits have increased during
the past two decades, there are several issues that limit existing work. They include
limited integration of different research areas, variation between zoos, lack of
international work, and the minority status of the field.

A major problem is the variation between study sites. Different studies
involve different visitor characteristics, enclosure designs, animal variables, and
research methods. This variation, which is difficult to control, limits the applica-
bility of studies and, as a consequence, studies tend to be descriptive and site-spe-
cific (Martin and O’Reilly 1989; Patterson 1990; Bitgood 2002; Davey 2006).
These problems may also impact on the perceived quality of zoo-based research,
with experimental design lacking scientific rigor (Dunlap and Kellert 1995).
Future research can partly resolve this issue by replicating studies in different sit-
uations and across institutions, to ensure the generalization of research findings. 

Comparatively few academics conduct visitor research in zoos. Although the
field is increasing in popularity, its size is relatively small. There are only two
major associations (Visitor Studies Association in the USA and the Visitor
Studies Group in the UK), and research is not widely represented in academic
curricula-for example there is no taught higher education degree in Visitor
Studies (Friedman 1995). The field’s minority status has fuelled debate about
whether visitor studies constitute a separate academic field (Loomis 1988;
Bitgood 1989). There are several justifications for recognition as a field, such as
the increasing numbers of researchers and professionals, an established and rap-
idly developing body of literature, and increased institutional support (Loomis
1988), but there are also weaknesses of existing research, such as those discussed
above. A Visitor Studies profession would offer support and resources such as
conferences and meetings, professional development opportunities, access to a
body of previous research, advocacy of professional aims, recognized standards
of practice, and recognition and acceptance by others (Bitgood 1989). Clearly,
more emphasis is needed to increase communication and networking within the
visitor studies community. 
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Visitor research represents a very diverse area and this situation causes prob-
lems for attempts to draw together these different strands. To exemplify the point,
since the 1980s two largely independent but overlapping research areas have
emerged: “Visitor Studies” (the study of visitors’ behavior) and “Visitor Effects”
(the study of visitors’ influences on, and interactions with, captive animals). The
independence of these two branches can be gauged from the different back-
grounds of their researchers, dissimilar research settings, and their publication out-
puts. The majority of “Visitor Studies” have been performed by non-zoologists,
are conducted in a variety of settings (e.g., museums, science centers, botanical
gardens, zoos, etc.), and research findings tend to be published in non-zoological
literature (typical journals include Curator, Environment and Behaviour, Museum
Management and Curatorship, and the Journal of Interpretation Research;
Bitgood 2002). In contrast, “Visitor Effects” research is more commonly con-
ducted by zoologists or animal workers, almost solely in zoos or other places
housing captive animals, and usually published in animal-related literature (typi-
cal journals include Zoo Biology and Applied Animal Behaviour Science).
Furthermore, researchers in one area rarely conduct studies or attend conferences
related to the other area, and the two sides rarely discuss, and therefore hardly
quote, each other in their publications. For example, Hosey’s (2000) excellent
review of “Visitor Effects” failed to discuss fully the findings of “Visitor Studies,”
even though there was substantial evidence to supplement his theoretical discus-
sion and, similarly, an equally good review of “Visitor Studies” (Bitgood 2002)
failed to acknowledge research on visitor effects. This independence is, of course,
not confined only to these two reviews but is a characteristic feature prevalent in
the majority of studies that form the background of this review. The independent
status of these two research traditions is worrying, because they cover overlapping
topics, and research would obviously benefit from interaction. Integrating both
areas is also likely to lead to the provision of more effective zoo programs and
exhibits. Exhibits are currently designed and evaluated by measuring and assess-
ing visitor responses. These studies allow planners to assess how exhibits meet
their original aims and probe the influences of proposed exhibits on visitor behav-
ior, but not “Visitor Effects” research. Indeed, many studies have offered exhibit
design recommendations that probably reduce animal stress. These include the
positioning of viewing windows, the height of cages, designing walkways, the
possibility of one-way viewing glass, the location of cages within zoos, the impor-
tance of visitor proximity, the creation of suitable signs, placing popular exhibits
in less-visited areas, and housing animals that are less responsive to visitors where
visitation rates are higher (Hosey and Druck 1987; Chamove, Hosey and
Schaetzel. 1988; Mitchell et al. 1990; Mitchell et al. 1991; Margulis, Hoyos and
Anderson 2003; Davey and Henzi 2004). Suggestions like these are valuable to
exhibit designers because they propose design features that probably enhance ani-
mal welfare standards. 

In order to foster integration, this review offers a conceptual framework with-
in which to integrate both research areas for the benefit of zoo audience
researchers and exhibit designers. The framework will be called the “Integrated
Zoo Research Model “ (IZRM). The model seeks to promote the consolidation of
visitors’ experiences, needs and expectations (Visitor Studies) with knowledge
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Figure 1. The IZRM framework aims to integrate the “Visitor Studies” and “Visitor
Effects” research traditions in the design of zoo situations, such as modifications to
enclosures, environmental enrichment, or other programs.The framework is educa-
tional rather than procedural in focus.The starting point of the model is an under-
standing of both visitors’ needs and expectations along with possible visitor effects
on animals.These areas are then merged to provide a “best fit” between visitor, ani-
mal, and institutional needs.The model is exemplified with exhibit design but can be
extended to other situations where an understanding of visitor behaviors and visitor
effects is important.
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The two plans recommend design aspects that inte-
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about visitor effects on, and interactions with, animals. The model (Figure 1) pres-
ents two arbitrary divisions: the first partition covers the “Visitor Studies” area and
requires zoo professionals (such as exhibit designers) to use visitor research to pre-
dict how visitors will behave at their proposed situation, such as a particular exhib-
it. These findings are then put into the context of the original scope of the project,
and a visitor-orientated plan is formulated that matches both institutional and vis-
itor requirements. The second section of the framework follows a similar
approach, but focuses on the possible effects of the predicted visitor behavioral
changes on animal well-being (Visitor Effects) and subsequent recommendations
for exhibit design. Both the visitor-orientated plan and the animal-orientated plans
are then pooled together and used to design a situation that offers a “best fit”
between both plans. 

Conclusion
This review has summarized the current status of zoo visitor research. The field
has revealed important information about people’s behavior in zoos, including vis-
itors’ attitudinal and behavioral characteristics, responses to exhibit design, and
interaction with captive animals. This information demonstrates the importance of
zoos as cultural and social institutions. However, although efforts to understand
the psychology of visitors have markedly increased during the past two decades,
an array of limitations constrain the impact of research. These issues need to be
addressed if the field is to establish deserved credibility. Some of the barriers dis-
cussed above can probably be remedied without difficulty: for example, this
review provides a tool (IZRM) to help integrate distinct areas of visitor research.
Zoos offer several advantages for visitor researchers-they are places where people
and animals are concentrated together, provide a variety of animals and human
subjects, and are generally low-cost in terms of field work. Zoo visitor research is
comparatively young and has come a long way in a short time. 
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