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SeSSion 014
eXHiBiTinG PASSion AT THe Zoo WiTH BiLL MooRe

Beth: Hello and welcome to Driving Participation. I am happy today to have Bill 

Moore with me who is the President and CEO of The Zoological Society of Florida 

which is the support organization for Zoo Miami. Bill and I met when Bill was back 

here in Philadelphia and he has since gone on and done a number of really interesting 

things and I’m thrilled that we were able to stay connected so that I could have a 

chance to talk with you today and share some of the things that you’ve been doing 

to get people involved in organizations that you’re involved with throughout your 

journey so thank you Bill.

Bill: Oh you’re quite welcome Beth and glad to be able to participate and hopefully 

I’ll learn a few things along the way, too.

Beth: Absolutely. I think when we first met, were you with the Valley Forge Visitors 

Bureau? Is that sort of the, I can’t remember what you were doing back here in 

Philadelphia.

Bill: Yeah, I was. Short story – I spent about thirty plus years in the theme park 

business since high school and left the theme park world and was looking for 

something new and different to do and ran into a non-profit group on Independence 

Mall in Philadelphia. It was newly formed and in fact I was their first official employee, 

and our official job was to create the Independent Visitor’s Center, which is there at 

the corner of 5th and Market Streets in Philadelphia and we created the first visitor’s 

center that served not only the national park there in Philadelphia, Independence 

National Historical Park, but also served the City of Philadelphia and we were able to 

serve the five surrounding counties including Philadelphia so we reached up to Bucks 

and out to Montgomery County and Chester and Delaware and all of those were part 

of getting people engaged and to exploring the Philadelphia region.
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Beth: Right, I mean it’s a huge thing and it’s really grown bigger and bigger for 

years up here. I know my mother even happens to be a volunteer with the Friends of 

Independence.

Bill: Yes, I was on the Friends of Independence board for a while and I was Board 

Chair of Historic Philadelphia for a while, so I was Board Chair of the Old City District 

for a while. It’s a great area that you’re in and so many historic sites felt so modern. 

Robust Metropolitan area and some of the buildings that weave people through 

and create an atmosphere. We were about the visitors or the economic engine of 

Philadelphia was getting more people to come and see. We lived in the shadow of 

New York and Washington obviously so a lot of people went by, but not as many 

people were stopping so we created this non-profit organization working with all the 

different agencies in Philadelphia, and it turned out to be a very successful project 

and it grew a lot while I was privileged to be there and then I still stay in touch with 

them and some of the, many of the staff that grew up there are still there and have 

done amazingly well and have blossomed out to satellite locations and City Hall 

and elsewhere. They do some work at the airport and also it’s neat to see how it’s 

blossomed into a real, original business for the city.

Beth: I think one of the things that is so interesting about it is that it’s this interesting 

cross section of a non-profit organization that has to get people involved and get 

volunteers and fundraise with sort of an attraction that has some crossover and 

involvement with tourism and with sort of city and government so you touch on 

sort of an interesting combination of things to try and get your involvement and 

engagement that maybe there are some areas that people in other types, say your 

Rare Disease Association or some sort of another type of organization being a cultural 

organization like that is a little bit of a difference, but I always think that there are 

things that are true across all organizations and you never know what you might learn 

from somebody that has just a slightly different experience that you could then adopt 

really in any type of an organization.
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Bill: Yeah, I think that’s a great thought process. I think the things I that I learned, 

because I’ve done two more of these mini dimensional relationships and the 

corporate world that I grew up in was pretty single dimension. You worked for a 

corporation, they were large and some were publicly traded, but basically it was a 

single process. It was pretty clear who your boss was and it was pretty clear who 

owned the company and it was pretty clear what the goals were. When I got to 

Philadelphia you are working with government and working with a number of levels 

of federal government, with the National Park Service, the City government, the 

City of Philadelphia, a state government which in part was part of the land and the 

street belonged to the state, a lot of different local organizations such as others, 

Commission of Visitor’s Bureau because they have a great deal of interest of how we 

promoted the region, a board and then of course the visitors and the staff so you 

had all these audiences that you constantly were juggling a little bit to make sure 

you were meeting their needs and at the same time trying to maintain your focus 

for progress ahead so that was really an important process and that enabled me I 

think quite frankly when I looked for other opportunities, I went down to work for 

a for-profit company again, but we had a contract with NASA, the Kennedy Space 

Center and so again I’m back into one foot in the corporate pocket, one foot in the 

governmental pocket and again very different goals for both groups. One group was 

there primarily for financial success for its shareholders and stakeholders and the 

other group is there sort of as this international worldwide mission to explore space 

and educate people about space and benefits and all of the sort of things that come 

from NASA, which just does an amazing array of very cool things that you can get 

caught up in and when I left there after having just a great experience there going 

down to Zoo Miami, which again is owned by the county - Miami-Dade County - and 

is operated by the county. We’re a non-profit. We do three primary things to support 

Zoo Miami. We raise money for it. Zoos are amazing places, but they require a lot of 

capital to keep going. There’s always an exhibit, a new exhibit you want to build, take 

care of existing exhibits, education and then behind the scenes you’ve got quarantine 

pens. You’ve got an animal hospital. We’ve got an animal commissary where we feed 

2,200 animals a day. There’s just so many places and so many needs and so you’re 

again working with the county and government officials with a board. We also had 
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visitors and their needs. It’s not their problem how the animals get fed. They just want 

to make sure the animals are taken care of and they want to see certain things so I 

guess the more I’ve been in those roles, you’re constantly trying to evaluate where 

you are and things change, so it creates a real good training ground to be adaptable 

and to really think on your feet quickly and to be able to alter the course of all that 

because you’re gonna have a lot of people helping to find that course of success.

Beth: And one of the things you said I think was really interesting that I think applies 

to a lot of organizations is you’ve got those things, especially at the zoo, that are real 

sort of public facing. You know, the animals are there, the exhibits are there. There’s 

all the things that people think of that people come to the zoo to see, but yet there’s 

all these other things that are big and behind the scenes that are going on that are 

instrumental to your ability to deliver that forward-facing experience, that people 

don’t always think about it. I think that that’s true in all organizations.

Bill: Oh absolutely.

Beth: I mean it’s so funny because people think, “Oh it’s a zoo. It’s totally different 

from us,” but in a lot of ways it’s really not. There’s all that sort of backstory stuff that 

has to get done and requires just as much funding if not more in some ways and you 

know nobody wants to put their name on the bucket that goes to feed the animals. 

They want to put their name on the big giant cat walkway or something like that, but 

the other stuff is just as important. 

Bill: You’re right. This past Saturday we had some potential donors and we took 

them on a tour and we spent I would say 80% of the time behind the public’s eye and 

showing them the process that’s how the zoo functions and where you’re breeding 

birds and animals and where you have animals in quarantine and where—animals are 

like people, they don’t always feel good and so when they get stressed out, no matter 

what the animal is, you don’t want them out in the exhibits so you have to have a 

place to put them and some of the animals are quite large. We have an elephant 
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population, we have a giraffe population and we have big cats. Big cats don’t get 

along. It’s not like you can walk in there like dogs and separate them. These animals 

are very different so the staff, one thing I think is true about all of these things and all 

of these experiences is that people have an amazing passion for what they do and our 

job is non-profit so I think it’s just a level of passion. When we were in Philadelphia it 

was the level of passion for history and pride of the city and the region and you had 

to leverage that in order to raise money. You had to leverage that in order to and you 

had to deliver. You can’t just raise money and then not use it. You had to deliver the 

end result and I think at NASA there was a tremendous passion and they were very 

smart people who created amazing systems and I learned very quickly that some of 

the best ideas came from, not from the shiny offices, but came from some person out 

in the field working on something who had a better idea that either saved a lot of 

money or made it safe or helped get a product, a satellite or something into space 

that was before that difficult to do. And here, the passion is about the animals and 

it’s not just about as you mentioned, it’s not just about the animals on exhibit, but 

the keepers here you know, it’s their job for sure, but it’s not unusual to see a keeper 

if an animal is not feeling good or there’s something going on in their exhibit, they 

don’t work hours based on, “It’s Friday and I’ve got to go home,” they work around 

the animals so if the animals need care overnight and somebody has to stay with it, it 

doesn’t feel well, you’ll see the keepers out on their off day many, many times just to 

make sure because the animal becomes part of their family in a way.

Beth: I think that’s really sort of true that the passion is so critical in all the different 

organizations that you’ve worked for and that everyone works with and one of the 

hard things though is to kind of identify what aspect of the passion that your current 

people have and how to then utilize that to engage people and draw new people 

in and keep the people that are already in excited in a way that they move deeper 

into their circle so they move from being somebody that just comes for that one time 

visit to somebody that then chooses to become a member and I always use that term 

very non-literally. A member to me is someone that says, “Hey I’m raising my hand 

to say I want to be involved with you and I want to come back and engage with you 

on a regular basis. What do you have for me? How are you going to engage me and 
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help me get more connected to your organization?” How have you used, how have 

you ferreted out those passions and figured out how to use them to connect your 

audiences to what they really care about?

Bill: Well I think that’s in some ways the hardest thing to do, but also the most 

important thing to do. When you find people that are really passionate about what 

you’re doing, they’re gonna do that their own way, which means they’re not gonna 

do it the way you would like them to many times because of their own thinking 

about the organization that you’re serving so they tend to be challenging so if you 

were thinking, “We’re gonna do things a certain way” and they come in the store 

bringing new ideas, it can on the one hand be, I don’t know if it’s frustrating because 

sometimes you’re caught off guard because they come up with ideas that didn’t fit 

into where you as a leader thought the organization should be going, but on the 

other hand it opens up lots of new ideas and new windows that you can begin to 

capture and in our case here at the zoo, we have members so that’s a term that makes 

perfect sense to us, but sometimes you can for example, we’ll see people at a certain 

exhibit every day or almost every day we’ll see them out there and it doesn’t take 

long before you go, “Let’s go talk to this person and see what drives them to come 

see this exhibit every day” and oftentimes it’s a particular interest in a particular 

animal and then how do you move to get them excited about supporting your mission 

and how to get them deeper in the organization. When you raise money and you’re 

trying to get people engaged whether it’s through their labor, through volunteerism 

or through financial support or whether it’s advocating for your organization, you 

need to figure out how they can help and how they want to help. Not necessarily how 

you want them to help, but how they want to help. I think going through that process 

and learning is really important. The great thing about non-profits having had the 

privilege of being on the non-profit side and the corporate side, non-profits are so, 

we’re all doing the same work. We’re all trying to support a single mission so the job 

titles tend to not be quite as important. It’s really about getting the task done that 

we’re engaged in, so for us it doesn’t often mean, “That’s not my role. There’s another 

department that does that.” It’s, “What do we need done today or that week or that 

month” and it’s the same thing with donors. We find donors who will react better to 



www.iriscreative.com   |    subscribe on iTunes: http://bit.ly/DPpodcast

someone on the staff that may not even work in that area. They just get along with 

them well and you have to adapt and say, “You know what? You’re gonna manage 

that relationship because they really react well to you.” My counter-part here, the zoo 

director, we spend a lot of time usually every day for a few minutes anyway talking 

about people who want to get engaged and it can come from anywhere. I saw so and 

so at a restaurant last night. They haven’t been to the zoo in awhile and I think they 

want to come out. So you start the process of trying to understand that. It all starts 

with their desire to really help engage and zoos are really neat. This is my first foray 

into the live animal world of zoos and how fast you learn. I thought I knew a little bit 

about conservation and taking care of our planet from NASA and other places that 

I’ve worked. It is at another level here because you don’t think about conservation as 

a theme or goal. It’s how you live here. We don’t even think about it necessarily here. 

We have programs that we support in other countries to help create an atmosphere 

in a distant land to allow a species that is threatened to survive because the country 

doesn’t necessarily understand how that particular species fits into the world because 

they don’t see it that way and it can be very simple. Sometimes we’ve bought dogs to 

go work in certain pieces of farmland so the dogs can keep invasive species out from 

destroying the crops because the farmers before that were just shooting the species 

and so the species was dwindling very rapidly and we had to teach the farmers there 

is another way to do this and so we get engaged. Zoos all over this country do that. 

It is really fascinating the desire to keep the creatures that are very small and very big 

right down to the smallest frog and lizard up to these giant elephants and giraffes and 

gorillas and to keep them and their species alive and well and I know some people 

struggle with the notion of captivity, but we have giant exhibits here. We all work hard 

in this industry to keep exhibits fresh and looking good, but also to give the animals 

a place to live and give them as much space as you possibly can. We have some 

animals here that probably wouldn’t be alive today if it weren’t for the care they are 

given. We have an Australian Tree Kangaroo that I was showing off to somebody this 

past weekend and this little guy is 25 years old. In the wild he would have been gone 

by 14 or 15, but it’s things that you can do here, like protecting them, that maybe you 

can’t in the wild as much as you would like.
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Beth: And that I think is a very applicable story. Most people probably think, “I’m 

gonna go to the zoo. I’m gonna bring my kids or grandkids and we’re gonna have a 

nice day at the zoo looking at the animals,” but there is a huge story of conservation 

and international work that maybe a lot of people don’t even know about. How do 

you get that message out? Do you have any sort of formal communication processes? 

Newsletters or video series? What communication tactics are you utilizing these days 

to help let people know we’re so much more than just these tourist forward facing 

exhibits? 

Bill: That’s great and we’re in the process of transitioning some of those things 

now because thank God for the Internet. These days it gives us all a platform to 

communicate quicker and faster and in most cases much cheaper than we could 

before. We live here. We’re not many miles away from the Everglades and the 

Everglades is one of the most amazing pieces of eco-systems that exist in the world 

today. There is only one of them and it’s very, very unique and the water level there 

is key to life. There are birds there that sit on these mangrove trees and they do 

however they were conceived and raised on this earth as a species, they thrive on 

the water being a certain height. They put their feet on the trees and lift out the 

small nutrients in the water and they bend over and have very flat bills and they go 

through the water and get their nutrients and they survive that way. If the water levels 

were too high, they don’t fly too well so they will actually drown sitting on the tree. 

If the water level is too low, nobody understands totally why, but they don’t step 

in the water so they can’t reach the water so they’ll starve to death sitting on the 

tree. The balance of nature that you learn and it’s not just don’t worry about it right 

here in southern Florida, it is waterways that go all the way to the top of Florida and 

rainfall and hurricanes and water management districts, and how to make sure that 

the federal government manages how we make sure that the water in the Everglades 

stays at the right place with the right nutrients and that it’s not polluted and the 

water is sustainable. It’s the only place in the world that alligators and crocodiles live 

side by side and don’t bother one another. On the entire planet, only one place that 

does that and that’s the Everglades. It’s trying to take care of some of these animals 

like the Florida Panther, which the males have a very large area that they will roam 
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in and only one male will be in this big area. Well, Florida is growing and so there is 

always development pressure and pressure for development with places for people 

to live increases, the ability to protect those animals gets harder because they end 

up inevitably, I know in your area deer is a big challenge and Canadian Geese and 

we protected them. We protected them so well they’re everywhere! They are very 

well protected now. That balance of doing that is key. So how do we communicate 

that? We think about the audiences. We have audiences that have been donors and 

supporters and interested in the zoo for a long, long time since before it used to be 

over on the Key Biscayne side of Miami and then moved here and then Hurricane 

Andrew came through and almost obliterated the zoo and it was rebuilt thanks to 

donors and they had such a passion for this place, but many of them are older now 

so they’re not as computer savvy so for them it’s pictures and it’s getting them out 

and showing them around. Sometimes we have to do things in a more challenging 

way because maybe their physical mobility is not what it once was so they like phone 

calls, they like personal visits, they like pictures, they like to see and sometimes if 

they can get here they like to come and touch and see what’s going on. Then you 

have those that are maybe close to retirement age and they are very much into 

computers and social media, but they’re not as near savvy as the young folks are 

today and so you have to have a communication method to cover all those areas and 

it is constantly changing. Mail used to be a great way for memberships and there are 

people now that don’t even open their mail. It’s not something personal to them. 

They’re either getting their power bill through electronic means so really to them 

mail is not important and you think about, “What does that mean for an organization 

that relies on mailings?” It means you better be changing how you deliver. It doesn’t 

mean you give up on mailings. I’m often times frustrated that there is no switch. We 

can’t say “Stop mailing and start doing this”. You have to constantly be doing old-

fashioned ways if you will, mailing and personal communications and then you have 

to move into electronic means and then this whole video thing is the proliferation 

of well-known different camera brands that are out there that are very light. People 

strap them on their heads, they put them on when they ski, they put them on when 

they swim, they put them anywhere and they capture their lives and so to them, 

they want to see a video. That’s great because video works really well and in a zoo 
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environment because we have a lot of great things to video and show people, but 

you can’t say, “I’m just gonna video now and stop doing these other methods.” You 

have to do them all and I find that part of the trick to being part of the things to make 

sure we have staff that thinks across all of those areas and then we have to be smart 

as those that help manage and guide organizations to be open minded enough so 

that the way we used to do it may not mean a heck of a lot anymore and you have 

to be adaptable enough to listen to a 15-16 year old these days sitting in your office 

and going, “This is the way you need to do this.” You’re like, “Really? I’ve been doing 

this for a lot of years,” but they may be smarter and more accurate than you are and 

you need to be able to listen and adapt. If you’re not adaptable you could be left out 

and I think that’s the fear in technology. If there’s something new out there some of 

us kind of look at that and say, “I don’t know if I’m gonna learn one more thing,” but 

sometimes I think we just have to in order to stay current. 

Beth: Absolutely! I really like what you’re saying. It sounds like what you’re saying is 

that everything still needs to be integrated, but it’s not necessarily that every single 

communication cycle needs to include a little bit of everything and depending on the 

audience, you need integration. Maybe you need email and mail for one segment of 

your audience and another segment of your audience might need web and video and 

email as opposed to not wanting anything from print so you have to look at how you 

can blanket an audience and communicate with them thoroughly and touch them at 

all their different touch points, but not necessarily all of the touch points that exist in 

the world.

Bill: I think you’re spot on and I also think it’s very hard. I think if it worked well this 

year, it means absolutely nothing for next year.

Beth: That’s really key and that’s really a hard thing for people to accept.

Bill: It really is hard because you tend to do your planning cycles based on success 

from previous years. While we try hard to rethink, I think everyone gets caught a little 
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bit in “we had this new campaign last year and it was really effective” and we kind of 

want to repeat that again because it’s like when you go out to go fishing somewhere. 

You have your favorite spot and you want to go back because you had a good success 

and sometimes when you go that second or third time you find that you don’t have 

that same success and you can drive yourself crazy trying to figure out why not, but 

I think failure is one of those things that is hard to teach and hard to get people to 

understand. If you’re not failing, you’re not moving ahead. You have to try things and 

create an atmosphere with staff or with constituents and even if we have a partner like 

we do here at the zoo with the county, we’re gonna try this. There’s a 50/50 chance 

that it’s not gonna work, but we think it’s the right thing to do. Then you learn from 

your failures more I think than you learn from your successes. The ability to think 

about, I say to the staff sometimes, “Fail small and succeed big.”

Beth: I like that! That’s great!

Bill: You don’t want to bet the whole company on an idea that you don’t have a good 

data point, but try some small things to see if they’re effective that have limited risk 

so you’re not really putting the company or organization at substantial risk, but if you 

don’t think big and bold and try some things, you’re really gonna have a hard time 

growing. I see so many people in this non-profit world who take just amazing risks 

and when you meet them and talk to them they really don’t want to think about the 

possibility that they could fail. They’re so convinced it could work and often times 

that passion will drive a social idea to be very successful because they almost will it 

to make it good and it’s great when you see people that passionate about sending 

a conservation message or a particular animal or any non-profit. In the City of Miami 

like in the City of Philadelphia there are so many non-profits that do amazing things. 

I’ve met several of them. I met the lady that does Habitat for Humanity here and that 

was her whole life. She spent her every waking moment thinking about, “How can I 

get people who can’t afford it into a home because I think it would change their life?” 

When you have people like that, they can take challenging times and make success 

just because they have that passion to do so.
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Beth: I think that’s absolutely true. Is there anything that you tried that did turn out to 

be either something you thought was going to be an experiment and then it ended 

up being a great success or something that you had really high hopes for that just 

tanked and you learned something really valuable from?

Bill: Well, I’ve had both. We had Philadelphia. I had the idea that I came out of the 

theme parks and I was a numbers guy and I thought a lot of people should come 

to the Visitor’s Center and we opened right after 9/11. We opened in November of 

that year and I remember the parks service and rightly so asking a lot of questions 

about security and should we put metal detectors in and have armed guards in all 

the doors. We had a big debate about it and I was just so turned off by that idea that 

I couldn’t imagine. I understood the risk that the world might have changed and I 

missed the memo and that some bad person could come in and blow up something 

or do damage or harm to the buildings or the people and I knew that. That’s not 

a little bitty risk. That’s as big a risk as it gets, but I also knew that if we did that, 

I was convinced that people would not come in. Visitor places are there to create 

excitement and create passion about an area and it’s like going to fly somewhere. 

Think of your airport experience. You used to sort of look forward to a flight. These 

days you look forward to getting on the other side of the security process so that you 

can just get on your plane. We all joke about it. We have all kinds of things that we 

say about it, but the fact is that it’s taken away a little bit of the romance if you will 

of taking a flight. I fought really hard and it was challenging because the board was 

like, “What if you’re wrong?” and I said, “Well if I’m wrong it’s not gonna be pretty, 

but if we’re right we’ll be a success” so we battled with that for awhile and the Park 

Service is a big organization so you have to convince local people and there’s regions 

involved. They’ve got security people all the way to Washington, DC. The country was 

still in a very, very proactive be safe sort of mode and so it was not an easy thing to 

get done, but we believed it was the right thing to do and the result after that within 

a year or two we had about 2 million people coming through there and nobody asked 

it again. We did all the right things. We did all the secret kinds of things to monitor 

security that I wouldn’t talk about to this day, but we did everything we could to lower 

the risk for the organization and our visitors, but we knew that it was the better of 
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the choices of that rather than this armed sort of camp that you had to go through in 

order to get information. I always wanted people to be happy and feel good about it. 

When you go see the Liberty Bell or the Peninsula and all that, those are the only two 

places in the world you can have that experience and people from other countries see 

that and understand how important it is to them a symbol and an understanding of 

our own history. You want to do that in a way that invites them in. While we put some 

security in through the Bell and the Hall for obvious reasons, you wanted that one 

place to be a place of freedom so come visit your center, come get a cup of coffee, 

talk to some of the volunteers, get some of the staff to get you going for the day 

and then go out and have a good time without that sort of odd feeling that you have 

hanging over your head. That was one that we did that worked out really well. Boy 

I’ve got a lot of things I failed at! I tried lots of different ways to engage things that 

didn’t work. In Philadelphia we tried a lot of things in the building that just never took 

off. We tried some movies that really didn’t take off. We had the Magna Carta. There 

are so many of those things in the whole world, not many, but Ross Perot wanted to 

be - he agreed with us to put it on display. It’s an amazing document. You’re talking 

about this just hundreds of years old and all these kings at the time had signed it and 

history that I had long since forgotten, but we put it in thinking we were just gonna 

have crowds lined up for days and nobody really came to see it. If they were in the 

building they took a peek at it, but it wasn’t driving them. To this day I don’t know if 

it was because we didn’t market it well enough or that the subject was not relevant 

to the Hall and the Bell or the City of Philadelphia or whether we just displayed it in 

a bad place. This is one of the things you’ll never know, but fortunately financially it 

wasn’t a terrible loss for us. We had to buy some insurance for it, but I was puzzled. I 

thought everybody would want it so other than the archives in Washington, DC they 

don’t have a place where you can see one so I thought that’s pretty cool. Every time 

you can get one of something it’s kind of neat. You go, “Okay that didn’t work.” Now 

I think if they put it up at the Constitution Center it would have been a big hit so 

maybe it was not a building that people felt like that’s a good place for that document 

to be and so we learned and moved on. Here at the zoo I make mistakes every day. 

We’re rebuilding staff and I think that that takes me to one of the things that I’m really 

passionate about it is I’m not that smart, but if I can hire really smart people, it makes 
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such a huge difference. I believe hiring the right staff is particularly in a non-profit is 

one of the most important things that we do. Most of us don’t have huge staffs. Most 

of us need people who can be resilient, multifaceted and do more than one thing. 

Certainly you have to be adaptable. What they were hired for and what they end up 

doing often times changes so when you bring a staff person on board, it’s one of 

the scariest things. I’ve given this a lot of thought over the past twenty years or so 

and if you think about the interview process, you interview somebody for an hour or 

two and maybe you bring them back and interview them for another hour. Maybe 

you do another discussion with them by phone, you call a couple of references and 

maybe you spend a total of four hours, which is a lot for interviewing or maybe five 

or six. The first day they work for you, they’re there for eight hours plus. More than 

you spent the whole time to get them on board. The first week they’re there they 

work forty hours and you think about that. What are the odds that you made the right 

choice in the limited period of time for somebody who is gonna spend a couple of 

thousand hours with you in their first year? I find that kind of scary.

Beth: Me too.

Bill: When you interview someone, if you think of it that way, I think it makes you 

really focus on, in some ways we spend so much time on our staff and they’re part of 

your family and while we didn’t get to pick our kids, we did get to pick our spouses 

and in most cases our partners so it’s like that. You better think of it like that because 

you’re gonna see this person in good times and you’re gonna see them in bad times 

and you really want to make sure they’re the person who can step up and be a 

resource for your organization, who can partner with you, who can be a leader, who 

can be a follower, who can be innovative and I think when you don’t have all that 

going, it’s challenging.

Beth: Absolutely. One of the things I always say when I’m looking to hire is “I don’t 

want people who want to work, I want people who want to work here.”



www.iriscreative.com   |    subscribe on iTunes: http://bit.ly/DPpodcast

Bill: Absolutely. I’m hiring some development people and I’ve been through the 

numbers will just make you crazy, but I looked at a hundred and fifty something 

resumes, I interviewed forty people and I finally found two people who I think are 

gonna do good, but I called their references and these aren’t “did he work there” or 

“was he a good person” kind of thing. I try to ask pretty probing questions because 

once they’re on board, it’s not like you can just throw them out. You can’t just say, 

“Hey I made a mistake. Sorry.” You feel an obligation to this person and so if you 

made a bad hire not only are you somewhat having to use organizational resources 

that aren’t helping, it’s just such a key process. I think it’s so important for us to think 

about the importance of hiring because again as you make mistakes having a good 

person to help you make those mistakes as opposed to someone who is not fully on 

board can make a big difference on recovery from that.

Beth: Absolutely. I can’t state enough how important it is to have someone in 

your position. As President and CEO who has even spent a good portion of 

this conversation talking about the value to be found in failure and to create an 

environment where people are obviously looking for success, but knowing that failure 

is an acceptable path to get there, it just creates an environment where people are 

willing to try things and bring new ideas to the table that can be evaluated by a group 

and to know that they have the support to say if this doesn’t work out, this isn’t my 

job on the line and that we’re always moving towards the goal of improving things, 

but knowing that someone in your position is gonna accept and support taking some 

risk is incredibly valuable for an organization.

Bill: I think it’s neat. I get innovated I guess by being in the theme park business, one 

of the things I loved is every year, we were seasonal and so every year you got a new 

crop of employees and most of them stayed the same age year in and year out. Every 

year I got to be a sort of, get my own body going again because with these young 

people around you and so I just hired a new membership manager and he’s not even 

thirty yet and he’s working on his Masters in Business, but I’m excited because I know 

he’s gonna do some great work with him, and so I ask him to think about don’t let 
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my goals be your goals, but think about membership as a business and you’re—he’s 

in this Masters program for Business and so I said, “Just take this on as one of your 

Master’s projects and tell me marketing wise and dollar wise and communication 

wise, and how we’re staffed and our labor to revenue ratio, all those kinds of things, 

you go on there and tell us what we’re doing right and what we’re not doing right 

and then tell me what you want to change” because I think asking him questions and 

letting him think through it, he’s gonna own that business and I can see that already. 

He’s been here about two weeks now and he’s working very, very hard to be a success 

and so I want him, he’ll be the person who gets celebrated. I tell people the first time 

they move into one of these CEO jobs that people in some cases try to do that and 

that’s their goal their whole life, not everyone is cut out for it. One of the first things 

you learn is, and I still remember my first one, if it’s good news they’re not coming 

to your office. They don’t run down the hall and go, “Let me tell the boss this great 

news.” They want to celebrate themselves so they tell their peers and tell everybody 

else. If it’s bad news, they can’t wait to get to your office because they want to get 

that problem off of their back and onto your back and one of the challenging parts 

of being a leader is to not necessarily, there was a great book written long ago and 

I forget the name of it, but don’t take the monkey’s off everybody else’s back. Leave 

them where they are, but help them work through the problem and give them some 

good direction thinking you’re not leaving them on their own, you’re very supportive, 

but don’t be the answer man in your office. It’s not our role. 

Beth: Right.

Bill: Our role is to be a guide or a mentor, a place of advice, a place to think through 

issues, strategize, but don’t just answer the question with do that instead. I mean 

that’s easy and they’ll certainly go do that, but you’re missing the opportunity of their 

creative processes.

Beth: You mentioned one book that you thought had been helpful. Do you have 

any other places that you’ve learned? Not everybody who is a leader is like this and 
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creating people who lead from this frame work of everyone is always learning and 

to support other people’s growth and development so that they can contribute their 

independent thinking to the whole and that everything becomes better because of it 

is such a holistic and healthy way to grow a strong organization that keeps you as the 

leader from having to make all the decisions and have to do everything. Where have 

you learned from? Are there any great resources or books or programs? How did you 

come to this?

Bill: Well I think a couple of ways. One is I’ve been lucky to work with and around 

people that are really good people. They could be a board member, they could 

be a peer, they could be a friend or neighbor. They could be anywhere. I find that 

watching other people and learning from them as you mentioned Beth is a never-

ending process. I remember back when I was much younger, when we were out of 

school for the summer we had so many books to read. I’ve been a reader my whole 

life from a very, very young age. As long as I can remember I was always reading 

books and I still do that. Thank God for the Internet and ebooks because I’m not sure 

I would have room for all the things I like to read. I’m a commercial pilot as a hobby 

so I read a lot about flying but flying is a good risk adventure. There’s lots of ways to 

kill yourself in a plane, but there’s also a lot of ways to stay alive so you spend a lot of 

time thinking about that - about being successful and I find that the work life and my 

flying hobby go together a little bit because managing a business is also about risk 

and it doesn’t always work, but if you think about ways out, people that I used to read 

a lot early on in my career, his career has been somewhat under question because of 

questionable degrees and whatnot, but I like just thinking in respective to all that. The 

guy’s name is Denis Waitley who used to do, they were sort of motivational books, 

personal motivation, I even had them on cassette tapes back in the day and I would 

listen to them in my car and I would listen to them when I ran and I listened to them 

at other places. He was very good about motivating about success and about one of 

his things that he always talked about was visualizing success and so when you think 

about a new job or a problem that you’re dealing with and I do the same thing when 

I’m flying, visualize what a successful outcome looks like and what do I need to do. 

You’re always thinking, all of us are in these jobs. Of course I read a lot of Stephen 
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Covey, a little bit from the son now. I think some of those books are like evergreen 

books now. You can pick them up at any time and open to any chapter and just start 

reading and find something that if you’re off track a little bit, that sort of moves 

you back into track. I’ve had a couple of different in bigger organizations executive 

coaches that have really been helpful and they’ve turned into life long friends. I have 

a fellow in Philadelphia named Hank Warrior who runs a small company there that 

did executive coaching and he came in and helped our company quite a bit. He was 

able to, I couldn’t communicate my ideas as effectively and he could help me to do 

that and also help our team and so we did a lot of good things with Hank and it was 

a neat resource. I had a lady at NASA, Theresa Ray, she was out of Arkansas and so 

she spoke a bit southern – which is where I grew up – so I could understand her very 

well. She was just a very nice looking lady, but she would sit in her office and ask you 

the hardest questions and you’d sit there and you’d talk to her about your challenges 

and maybe a personnel challenge and she would just sit there and smile and go, 

“So what are you doing about that?” and she would just keep going and you would 

realize that it’s all in your control. If you feel powerless or helpless or not taking care 

of something, you’re the answer to the same question that you’re asking yourself. 

What’s somebody gonna do about that? Well, that somebody happens to be sitting 

in the same chair that the person asking the question is and often times we don’t 

give ourselves the ability to take the right steps. Maybe you have an employee that 

is really struggling and not doing well and we all hate those conversations. We avoid 

them at all costs. Sit down so and so and tell them that they’re not doing a good job 

and I hate reviews and you rarely find a leader who says “I can’t wait to do personnel 

reviews.” Most of us drag our feet because they’re hard. You want to say nice things 

and so in one of the companies I worked for we called them ‘difficult conversations’ 

because they are hard and so over the years I’ve been training myself and listening 

about sitting down with somebody early and often and saying, “I’m surprised we’re 

not where we need to be. Why do you think that is?” and walk that through with them 

so that when you read things about motivating people, again hiring the right people 

and keeping them motivated and making sure you’re not in their way is something I’d 

spend some time reading. I get everything I can find on non-profit and newsletters. 

We hate our email boxes. You don’t have to read every single one, but in the morning 
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sometimes I get up early and I read a couple of different things and every now and 

then you click on a link and find a little more data. It’s a paragraph or a page and a 

half and I’ll find myself sort of grabbing that idea and using it a little bit so I think 

you never stop information gathering and you never stop learning. It doesn’t have 

to come from someone who is smarter or bigger than you are. It can come from 

anywhere and if you stay open to that, I think you can get a lot of help in making sure 

that you’re making the best decisions you can. None of us are perfect. The sooner we 

all figure that out, the happier we’ll all be.

Beth: Absolutely. Bill this was phenomenal. Thank you so much. I love doing these 

calls because I feel like I always learn a ton of things and sometimes you just come 

away really inspired and it’s such a pleasure to speak with you. I’m so glad to hear 

about all of the wonderful things that you’re doing. I think you probably moved as 

about far south to get warmth as you can before you have to go back to getting cold 

again.

Bill: Right. 

Beth: I really look forward to seeing what you do next at the zoo and in your life and 

it’s just been terrific to catch up with you. I’m sure people will really benefit from 

hearing your story.

Bill: I hope so. We’re all in this together so I don’t think anybody has all the answers. 

I don’t know that I have any of them, but you share your experiences and if it helps 

somebody that’s always great and I look forward to learning as well from listening to 

the other folks so I appreciate you asking me to be involved.

Beth: Thank you so much. 
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