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"It's like herding cat people: Managing Confrontation with Diplomacy"

It's like 
herding 
cat 
people:

Managing 
Confrontation 

with 
Diplomacy



Issues and people cat owners face

You know it’s going to be a rough day when…



Life with exotics is a PR battle

Difficult 
People

Difficult 
Situations



Difficult People

•
 

May or may not be intentionally disruptive
•

 
May come from the community, across the 
nation, or within your own organization

•
 

May be motivated by fear, politics, attention 
seeking…

Who creates conflict for you?



Difficult People may be from…
•

 
Community and Schools

•
 

Neighbors 
•

 
Animal rights activists

•
 

Disgruntled ex-
 employees or volunteers

•
 

Malicious people (ball 
throwers, pet the 
kitty/poison the kitty)

•
 

Sponsors of your org
•

 
People With Good 
Intentions 

•
 

City and county officials
•

 
State level fish and 
wildlife/natural resources

•
 

Permitting offices (from 
construction to zoning to 
animal transport)

•
 

Health departments
•

 
First responders



Difficult People

•
 

May be confrontational 
or passive-aggressive

•
 

May use the press or 
neighborhood groups 
against you

•
 

May try to subvert you in 
local politics

•
 

May mean well but suck 
away your time and 
energy (small projects, 
visitors, favors)

•
 

May be easily offended
•

 
May be important allies 
or supporters

Each person has his own motivation. 
Identify it, and you are a step ahead.



Difficult People

For people in your own 
facility:
Set limits. Require 
people to respect them.

Limit the time you 
spend at each 
appointment.

•
 

Have open hours
•

 
Visiting policy

•
 

Scheduling ahead of time
•

 
Chain of command

•
 

Keep key people informed
•

 
Be reasonably transparent

•
 

Make time to touch base 
individually with difficult 
people so they feel like they 
matter



DIFFUSE: TALK to People

•
 

Treat neighbors’
 

and 
officials’

 
concerns as 

valid.

•
 

Ask about their specific 
concerns.

•
 

Then explain why the 
things they fear are 
unlikely to occur at your 
place.

•
 

Anticipate people’s 
concerns and questions, 
and address them before 
they ask

•
 

Invite people to meet 
with you, and when 
feasible, invite them to 
see your setup.

•
 

Invite Animal Control 
and First Responders to 
visit “behind the scenes”



CONFRONT
 

when necessary

•
 

Passive-aggressive 
behavior, rumor 
spreading and fear-

 mongering do not 
easily survive a 
direct discussion

•
 

Current staff and 
volunteers

•
 

Ex-staff and volunteers

•
 

Community members

•
 

People from other 
facilities—we can be our 
own worst enemy



Security considerations
 Appearance vs

 
Reality 

•
 

Use signs (“live wire...”)
•

 
Use cameras and record

•
 

Have a physical presence
•

 
Management tools for 
animals can be useful 
when seen by people

•
 

Have friends in law 
enforcement who will 
make a phone call for 
you (“You were seen…”)

Warning:
Tampering with this animal 
may be a federal offense 
under the animal enterprises 
protection act of 1992. 
Penalties may include fines, 
damages, restitution and 
prison sentences from one 
year to life. --Ordinance No. 18 
USC Section 43 Public Law 102-346



Take the time…

•
 

Make a real 
relationship 
with some 
local 
officials and 
press. Do 
them favors 
NOW.



Humoring the press is a pain, 
but good PR if well managed. 
It also makes the reporter 
look good…which they don’t 
forget.





Difficult Situations
•

 
Old or rough looking 
animals on site

•
 

An injury to human or 
animal in front of the 
public

•
 

Escapes
•

 
Evacuations

•
 

Severe weather (ice, high 
wind)

•
 

Animal rights 
“undercover”

•
 

Rumors
•

 
Internet pics

 
or video 

that give the wrong 
impression

•
 

An incident that 
occurred elsewhere

•
 

Financial disaster
•

 
Staff infighting

•
 

Previous volunteers or 
staff being malicious

ANTICIPATE



Exciting + Animals = Bad



Methods of Management

PREVENTION: 
PLAN AHEAD

•
 

Written plans

•
 

Local contacts

•
 

Establish yourself 
as the expert

•
 

Use all available 
resources



PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD

Keep written plans

•
 

Escape
•

 
Injury

•
 

Evacuation
•

 
Other crises you may 
encounter-think 
location, weather, 
people

FILE THOSE PLANS 
where they will do you 
good: animal control, 
fire and rescue, 
sheriff’s office…



PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD

•
 

Written plans should 
include people in roles, 
not by name. People may 
change roles depending 
on who is available.

•
 

Written plans for your 
own records should 
include specifics on who 
will help you, where you 
may go, what materials 
and supplies need to go 
with you.

•
 

Written plans should be 
updated regularly and 
hand-walked to any new 
contact



PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD
•

 
Introduce yourself to 
local officials and law 
enforcement

•
 

Speak to first responders 
so they know what to 
expect from you. This is 
a good time to bring 
them your plan.

•
 

Anticipate problems and 
prevent them (old or sick 
animals on site-signs!)

•
 

Become part of the 
community: attend 
functions and 
fundraisers, offer to 
assist with projects or 
presentations, and 
become someone the 
neighborhood trusts

You don’t have to like 
them, you just have to 
impress them



An Ounce of Prevention…



PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD

Establish yourself as 
the expert by

•
 

Demonstrating knowledge 
of your animals

•
 

Making good handling and 
containment decisions

•
 

Acknowledging people’s 
concerns and addressing 
them appropriately

•
 

Making yourself available 
for training or demos



YOU Are the Expert

•
 

ACT LIKE ONE
•

 
Speak like a professional, 
with confidence

•
 

Have an educational web 
site, or provide 
educational materials

•
 

Submit articles to the 
FCF journal, area 
newspapers, etc.

•
 

Contact local colleges and 
universities about ways 
you can be involved 
(animal care committee, 
internships, class trips)

•
 

Contact local animal 
control and offer to hold a 
training session for their 
officers (handling and 
recapture, equipment use)

•
 

Take classes and 
workshops



PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD

Make yourself look 
like a trained, 
reliable resource

•
 

Have management tools 
on site. Have staff 
identifiable. Display 
certificates and awards!

•
 

Some items visible 
(radios, nets, catch poles, 
transport crates) 

•
 

Some only pull out to 
show appropriate people 
(drugs and guns...)



Would you call these people to help 
you deal with an escaped big cat?



PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD

•
 

Create a press kit 
•

 
Identify key players and 
their titles

•
 

Identify ahead of time 
who may speak for the 
organization

•
 

Perform taped mock 
interviews

•
 

Make photos and video 
available that emphasize 
your best sides

•
 

Have publications on 
hand that express your 
point of view clearly

•
 

Keep a list of all your 
licenses, permits, 
coursework, 
accreditations, etc.



PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD

•
 

FCF library and on line 
resources

•
 

On-line discussion groups
•

 
Other groups appropriate 
to your mission (wildlife 
educators, ZAA, regional 
groups…)

•
 

State Animal Response 
Team training

•
 

Legislative calendars
•

 
Federal register

•
 

Workshops and 
conferences, classes

•
 

Pet First Aid Classes
•

 
REXANO, NCAZS

•
 

Learn about activists’
 concerns by reading their 

material

Use Available Resources



What could possibly go wrong here?



The Internet is Everywhere

If something happens anywhere, be 
prepared to comment on it intelligently. 

Read about it, treat it seriously, and 
explain why it won’t happen with your 
facility. 



The Internet is Everywhere





Local Wildlife Incidents



Current Investigations and Confiscations



Handled well, it makes us all look good



The Internet is Forever

BEFORE YOU 
RELEASE THE 
PHOTO OR 
ARTICLE…

•
 

How will the 
untrained public 
see it?

•
 

What assumptions 
will be made about 
you because of it?



The Internet is Forever
Printed material and 
photos are permanently a 
definition of who you are. 
Make sure it is accurate 
and well edited. Ask to see 
it before it goes to press.
I took the photographer 
around to take shots of 
many animals, including 
wide awake lions and 
playing bobcats. The 
snapshot she took of the 
tiger she thought was cute 
while napping is the one 
she chose to use. Except 
on the front page of the 
paper, from the angle the 
photo was taken, Jacob the 
Tiger looks absolutely 
dead.  I was sure this tiger 
was alive and napping 
when we photographed 
him, but it sure didn't look 
that way on the front page 
of the local paper.



Appearance matters
Experienced people can interpret these situations 
correctly. We cannot expect the public to do so.



Appearance matters

What looks 
like people 
throwing 
things at 
lions…



Appearance matters

…is a birthday party.  Oh, what a dirty cage!



Appearance matters
Once you’ve done it, you can’t take it back.



MANAGING DISASTER 
AFTERWARDS

•
 

Containment

•
 

Documentation

•
 

Accountability

•
 

Future Prevention



MANAGING DISASTER 
AFTERWARDS

Containment

•
 

Understand that real containment 
is almost impossible

•
 

Know who was present 
•

 
Know who saw what

•
 

Anticipate who will hear about it
•

 
Know about footage taken (cell 
phones!)



MANAGING DISASTER 
AFTERWARDS

Documentation

When it hits the press, 
this will give you the 
tools to control the spin

•
 

Incident reports
•

 
Incident statements 
and liability

•
 

Photo document 
everything

•
 

Notify the people 
who need to know



MANAGING DISASTER 
AFTERWARDS

Accountability
•

 
Who was 
supervising?

•
 

Were standard 
procedures 
followed?

•
 

Exactly WHAT 
went wrong?



MANAGING DISASTER 
AFTERWARDS

Future 
Prevention

•
 

Do you need a new policy or 
procedure?

•
 

Do you need to retrain on 
existing policy and procedure?

•
 

Is there a repair or 
modification needed?

•
 

How will you reduce the 
chances of this ever happening 
again?



NEVER
•

 
Blame the victim

•
 

Attack another facility 
verbally

•
 

Guess what 
happened in an 
incident at another 
location

•
 

Say your animals could 
never

 
hurt anyone

•
 

Say your animal could 
never

 
escape, bite, etc.

•
 

Lie



ALWAYS
•

 
Assume the public 
knows nothing about 
ownership of exotics

•
 

Assume fear is the 
usual public response

•
 

Treat their fear as valid

•
 

Stick to known facts

•
 

Play down your 
emotional response--

 they will cue off you

•
 

Explain why this bad thing 
is unlikely to happen to 
your facility (Review your 
policy/procedure, all OK)

•
 

Explain the animal’s 
behavior

•
 

Express regret or sorrow 
over the situation, 
especially over people 
involved



In your own literature
•

 
Be careful not to undermine yourself with 
woeful claims

•
 

Promote your expertise without bragging
•

 
Saying private/pet owners are all bad reflects 
on you, private owner

•
 

Saying that if you don’t get money, the 
animals will die backfires in the long term 
(Boston area zoos this month) and is highly 
unprofessional



When we met her vs. Now
How can you spin this so the good work you have done is 
obvious, but so you don’t deride every other owner, or make 
them seem incompetent?



A positive change



Keep It Positive!

•
 

Focus on 
your 
successes

•
 

Look at what 
we’ve 
achieved

•
 

Acknowledge 
any issues, 
and show 
how you are 
overcoming 
them



When you make those relationships



It is always worth the time.


	Slide Number 1
	Issues and people cat owners face
	Life with exotics is a PR battle
	Difficult People
	Difficult People may be from…
	Difficult People
	Difficult People
	DIFFUSE: TALK to People
	CONFRONT when necessary
	Security considerations�Appearance vs Reality �
	Take the time…
	Slide Number 12
	Slide Number 13
	Difficult Situations
	Exciting + Animals = Bad
	Methods of Management
	PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD
	PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD
	PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD
	An Ounce of Prevention…
	PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD
	YOU Are the Expert
	PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD
	Would you call these people to help you deal with an escaped big cat?
	PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD
	PREVENTION: PLAN AHEAD
	What could possibly go wrong here?
	The Internet is Everywhere
	The Internet is Everywhere
	Slide Number 30
	Slide Number 31
	Slide Number 32
	Handled well, it makes us all look good
	The Internet is Forever
	The Internet is Forever
	Appearance matters
	Appearance matters
	Appearance matters
	Appearance matters
	MANAGING DISASTER AFTERWARDS
	MANAGING DISASTER AFTERWARDS
	MANAGING DISASTER AFTERWARDS
	MANAGING DISASTER AFTERWARDS
	MANAGING DISASTER AFTERWARDS
	NEVER
	ALWAYS
	In your own literature
	When we met her vs. Now
	A positive change
	Keep It Positive!
	When you make those relationships
	It is always worth the time.

