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The Detroit Zoological Society (“DZS”) is a world-renowned leader in 
the distinct areas of wildlife conservation and animal welfare and is 
leading innovation around environmental sustainability and humane 
education. 

ABOUT THE DETROIT ZOOLOGICAL SOCIETY

A bold, courageous and compassionate institution, DZS has earned the reputation as 
one of the most respected and innovative zoos worldwide.  Delivering on its mission 
of “Celebrating and Saving Wildlife,” DZS is a leader in animal conservation and 
welfare. 

With over 200 staff and annual revenue of $50 million, DZS has made many 
groundbreaking decisions in its field and has also become a community leader across 
Southeastern Michigan. DZS has a strong base of financial stability, with the three 
neighboring government entities supporting DZS through a tax millage that has 
continuously been overwhelmingly approved and renewed. Those funds represent 
about 30% of the DZS operating budget.

The Detroit Zoological Society began in 1911, when three people met to plan a zoo 
that would be a source of great pride for the people of Detroit.  Their efforts were 
rewarded in 1924 when construction began on the 125-acre Detroit Zoological Park, 
the first zoo in America to place animals in naturalistic habitats. 
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DETROIT ZOOLOGICAL SOCIETY MISSION

DEMONSTRATE
Leadership in wildlife conservation and animal welfare.

Organizational excellence consistent with a commitment to 
outstanding service, progressive resource management and 
environmental leadership.

PROVIDE
A broad audience with outstanding and unique educational 
opportunities that lead to the appreciation and stewardship of 
nature.

Innovative zoological facilities that contribute to the region’s 
economic vitality.

INSPIRE
Community with engaging, meaningful and memorable 
experiences
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CAMPUSES
DZS’s campuses are known for being happy and fun 
venues full of accessible play areas, a 4-D theater, and 
innovative exhibits. The Detroit Zoo and Belle Isle Nature 
Center serve as gathering places for the community, 
with green spaces where community members spend 
their weekends and foster traditions. DZS is a staple of 
the Southeastern Michigan community and continues to 
foster an inclusive and welcoming environment for all.

Detroit Zoo and Belle Isle Nature Center are situated in 
the Detroit Metropolitan Area, an area home to over five 
million residents and reinventing itself with expansive 
green space, a regenerated downtown district and a 
booming arts and food scene. Detroit is a racially and 
ethnically diverse city, home to one of the largest African-
American populations in the country. Over 120 languages 
are spoken across the metropolitan area and this region 
is home to the largest concentration of Arab American 
residents nationwide. Energetic entrepreneurs have 
flooded the city and re-ignited a diverse music scene, 
markets and restaurants throughout the area. Living in 
Detroit offers residents all of the opportunities of a major 
city with a low cost of living, driving many to relocate to 
the area. DZS remains a key leader in the metropolitan 
area, partnering with civic leaders and other institutions 
to serve the city’s diverse communities. 
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THE DETROIT ZOO BELLE ISLE NATURE CENTER
The Detroit Zoo is one of Michigan’s largest family 
attractions, with:

• 125-acres of facilities;

• More than 50 major exhibits;

• More than one-million annual visitors and 54,000 
member households;

• Approximately 400,000 children visiting annually, 
150,000 of them with organized school groups;

• Another 10,000 children participating in formal 
education programs, from summer camps to wildlife 
art to humane education, which are conducted 
both onsite and in local schools, libraries and at the 
Children’s Hospital of Michigan; 

• Scientific research efforts at locations around the globe 
and well-regarded symposia that support the DZS 
mission; and

• Approximately 1,800 vertebrates and 5,000 
invertebrates, representing 270 species, making their 
home at the Detroit Zoo.

Today, DZS operates the Detroit Zoo and the Belle Isle Nature Center, 
both of which are bustling cultural attractions.

The Belle Isle Nature Center allows visitors to experience 
an insider’s view of an actual beehive and get an up-close 
view of Michigan wildlife. The Nature Center is situated on 
approximately 6 acres of Michigan’s forested wetland in 
Belle Isle State Park, and focuses on Michigan wildlife, flora 
and fauna. Belle Isle, a Fredrick Law Olmsted-designed park, 
is itself undergoing an exciting renaissance as the type of 
urban greenspace that Olmsted envisioned.
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In 2004, for ethical reasons, the Zoo made a 
landmark decision to become the first zoo 
in the country to decide to no longer keep 
elephants in captivity and sent elephants 
Winky and Wanda to a large sanctuary in 
California. This move drew widespread 
praise from animal welfare organizations, 
including a “backbone” award from People 
for the Ethical Treatment of Animals (PETA).

The Zoo opened the Arctic Ring of Life in 2001, 
one of North America’s largest polar bear 

habitats.  At 4.2 acres, when it opened, it was 
the world’s largest polar bear exhibit and was 

named the No. 2 Best Zoo Exhibit by the Intrepid 
Traveler’s guide to “America’s Best Zoos”. 

In 2000, the Zoo opened “Amphibiville,” 
home of the National Amphibian 
Conservation Center. It was the first major 
conservation facility dedicated entirely to 
conserving amphibians, a key example of 
DZS’s research commitment while giving 
visitors the experience of viewing them in 
naturalistic habitats. 

The Center for Zoo and Aquarium Animal 
Welfare and Ethics (CZAAWE) was created in 
2009 as a resource center for captive exotic 

animal welfare knowledge and best practices. 
It conducts research and workshops as well as 

providing a much-needed international forum 
for exotic animal welfare policy and ethics 

discussion/debate. It also recognizes captive 
exotic animal welfare initiatives through 

awards and bi-annual international symposia.

The DZS provided assistance in the largest 
animal rescue in U.S. history in 2010, where 
more than 27,000 animals were seized from 
an international exotic animal dealer in 
Arlington, Texas. More than 1,100 of these 
animals found sanctuary at the Detroit Zoo, 
including 696 amphibians of 45 species.

The DZS celebrated the single largest 
donation ever by announcing plans for the 

Polk Penguin Conservation Center, which 
opened in 2016. This center is the largest 

facility on Earth dedicated to the study of 
penguins. In 2017, the penguin center was 

awarded the 2017 Exhibit Award by the 
Association of Zoos and Aquariums.

DZS established itself as a leader in 
sustainability receiving the top honors from 
AZA in 2015 and WAZA in 2020. In 2017, DZS 
installed a biodigester to convert manure 
and food waste into methane, which powers 
the Zoo’s renowned animal hospital.
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DZS leads scientific research initiatives around the world and 
has the full support and backing of the Board of Directors to 
continue to make this research capability more visible. 

Each summer, DZS bird keepers assist with conservation efforts 
in northern Michigan for the federally endangered Great Lakes 
piping plover by artificially incubating abandoned piping plover 
eggs. DZS is frequently asked to help with the rescue of exotic 
animals from private owners, pseudo-sanctuaries, roadside 
zoos, and circuses.

Sustainability is a foundational value of DZS. The institution 
is committed to being a green leader, an active educational 
resource and a showcase in the community for the best 
environmental policy and action by integrating literacy, 
awareness and responsibility in all operations at the Detroit 
Zoo and Belle Isle Nature Center. It has committed to this work 
through the development of a targeted strategic plan that aligns 
with DZS’s commitment to progressive resource management 
and environmental leadership and maps the Zoo’s journey 
toward environmental sustainability. In addition to building the 
first zoo-based anaerobic digester in the country that converts 
500 tons of animal manure annually into energy, DZS is helping 
to keep more than 60,000 single-use plastic bottles out of 
landfills each year by no longer selling bottled water on its 
grounds.

DZS has exciting plans on the horizon. One of the initiatives DZS 
is considering is a Great Lakes Center for Nature, a facility in 
Macomb County, Michigan dedicated to water and wildlife of 
the Great Lakes. The CEO will have the opportunity to be a key 
decision-maker on this development as well as other emerging 
initiatives being driven across DZS. DZS also plans to develop 
and expand digital and virtual experiences in its next chapter.

For more information on the Detroit Zoological Society, please 
visit detroitzoo.org. 
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THE OPPORTUNITY
The Detroit Zoological Society is seeking a dynamic and 
innovative leader to serve as its CEO as it enters it next 
chapter of impact and success.  This leader will have the 
opportunity to step into a world-renowned institution with 
talented and passionate staff, deep partnerships across 
Southeastern Michigan and a reputation for being a leader 
in animal welfare.

This is a key moment in the history of the DZS and a rare 
opportunity to take the helm of a successful institution 
paving the way for humane education. This leader will 
join the organization amidst the development of a brand-
new facility and will lead the staff and Board forward on 
the organization’s investments in diversity, equity and 
inclusivity. 

The CEO will build on DZS’s strong foundation and position 
the institution as a leader for the future in the animal 
welfare landscape, shaping the conversations about 
conservation, education and sustainability in the region and 
well beyond

This is an opportunity to lead one of the most influential 
institutions in Southeast Michigan, an area rich in history 
and culture. Home to over half of the state’s population, 
Southeast Michigan has the perks of an urban metropolis 
with the affordable cost of suburban living all with a 
welcoming small-town feel. Given its location along the 
Detroit River, proximity to the Great Lakes and accessibility 
to 9 state parks, there are countless opportunities to 
explore the great outdoors and stay active.

Detroit has been experiencing a great renaissance over the 
last decade with a growing tech and start-up scene as well 
as a number of world-renowned chefs returning to metro 
Detroit to open restaurants in their hometown. The area 
also has a long-standing history of innovation with the auto 
industry as well as an award-winning food scene shaped by 
the cuisine of its diverse immigrant communities. Southeast 
Michigan has a deep history and an old soul mixed with 
humble grit and relentless persistence, making it the best of 
both worlds and a region on the rise.

The CEO will provide vision and leadership for DZS in 
service of its mission and will be responsible for the 
overall strategic, financial and cultural success of the 
organization and its campuses. The CEO will assume 
responsibility for articulating DZS’s mission, vision and 
values to all constituencies. This leader will understand the 
critical importance of innovative science and continued 
investments in research.

Reporting to the DZS Board of Directors, this leader 
will develop programs at the Zoo and nature centers to 
ensure that the Detroit Zoological Society is managed in 
a conscientious, principled and ethical manner in keeping 
with the vision and mission of Detroit Zoological Society.

This leader has the opportunity to partner with an 
extraordinarily talented and engaged Board that works 
closely with the CEO through a committee structure. In key 
decision-making moments, the CEO will have the unique 
support of a Board with deep expertise and a desire to 
roll up their sleeves alongside staff to support this vital 
institution.

Key responsibilities of the CEO include, among others:

• In partnership with the Board of Directors, act as 
a co-architect and co-guardian of the institution’s 
mission and vision and ensure it is managed in a in a 
conscientious, principled and ethical manner.

• Continue to position DZS as a leading education, animal 
welfare, conservation, sustainability and recreational 
organization.

• Successfully operate and manage a complex 
organization, its human and financial resources, and 
its care for animals in collaboration with the Executive 
Leadership Team to develop and implement plans for 
the operations, infrastructure, processes and personnel 
designed to accomplish the mission, financial and 
operational objectives of the organization.

• Serve as the organization’s key fundraiser and 
spokesperson, inspiring current and new donor support 
and revenue generation. 

8President & Chief Executive Officer, Detroit Zoological Society



CANDIDATE PROFILE
The ideal candidate will have the following professional and 
personal qualities, skills and characteristics:

A Passion for the Mission

• A creative thinker with an unwavering commitment to 
the mission of DZS.

• A demonstrable passion and personal commitment to 
biodiversity and the humane treatment of animals.

• An understanding of the balance between conservation 
goals and a mission to provide community 
entertainment, including how to drive both forward in 
a complimentary manner.

• An understanding of the history of DZS and a 
commitment to continuing to build its legacy in today’s 
world.

A Visionary and Strategic Leader

• An influential leader who is able to develop and 
articulate an innovative vision for the next chapter of a 
complex, iconic institution.

• An ability to work closely with a wide variety of 
constituents to develop and deliver a strategic plan 
that is implemented and evaluated.

• A collaborative partner to Board members and 
experience working closely with Board committees in 
an approachable and humble manner.

• A ‘big picture’ thinker who strategically seeks out 
partnerships and builds coalitions to advance the 
mission and strategic priorities.

• A confident and innovative community leader who will 
proactively seek out opportunities to increase DZS’s 
impact and reputation locally, regionally, nationally and 
internationally.

An Authentic Ambassador and Relationship Builder

• The ability to inspire staff, board members and 
the communities DZS serves through storytelling 
and media in order to achieve new heights for the 
institution.

• A natural ‘ambassador’ for the institution who is 
approachable and inclusive both internally with staff 
and externally with community members and other 
zoological institutions.

• An ability to build a culture of collaboration and 
support from a variety of constituents.

• A fundamentally positive personality and disposition; a 
charismatic leader who can establish rapport and open 
communication with all constituents and successfully 
convey DZS’s mission and objectives.

• A record of motivating and inspiring others to achieve 
impact through creativity, teamwork and leveraging 
individual strengths to meet organizational goals.
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CANDIDATE PROFILE

A Leader of Complex Institutions

• An influential leader who is able to develop and 
articulate an innovative vision for the next chapter of a 
complex, iconic institution.

• An ability to work closely with a wide variety of 
constituents to develop and deliver a strategic plan 
that is implemented and evaluated.

• A collaborative partner to Board members and 
experience working closely with Board committees in 
an approachable and humble manner.

• A ‘big picture’ thinker who strategically seeks out 
partnerships and builds coalitions to advance the 
mission and strategic priorities.

• A confident and innovative community leader who will 
proactively seek out opportunities to increase DZS’s 
impact and reputation locally, regionally, nationally and 
internationally.

A Fundraiser

• A chief fundraiser who can enthusiastically convey the 
importance of DZS’s work to existing and potential new 
funding sources including major donors, foundations 
and government agencies.

• Experience building a strong culture of philanthropy 
within a dynamic and large Board of Directors. 

• An understanding of how to leverage diverse 
revenue streams, with a particular expertise in 
visitor experience, program income and major gift 
fundraising.

• Ability to inspire trust and confidence and excel 
at developing strategies to amplify the brand and 
reputation of DZS in the field.
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Koya Partners, the executive search firm that specializes in mission-driven search, has been 
exclusively retained for this engagement. Alison P. Ranney, Kara Teising, Libby Cornelssen 
and Michele Ybarra are leading this search. To make recommendations or to express 
interest in the role please email dzsceo@koyapartners.com. All nominations, inquiries and 
discussions will be considered strictly confidential.

CONTACT

About Koya Partners

Koya Partners, a member of the Diversified Search Group, is a leading executive search and strategic advising firm 

dedicated to connecting exceptionally talented people with mission-driven clients. Our founding philosophy—The 

Right Person in the Right Place Can Change the World—guides our work as we partner with nonprofits & NGOs, 

institutions of higher education, responsible businesses, and social enterprises in local communities and around the 

world. 

Koya is an equal opportunity employer fully committed to creating an environment and team that represents a 

variety of backgrounds, perspectives, styles, and experiences. We encourage all to apply because we believe a 

diversity of voices leads to better discussions, decisions, and outcomes for everyone.

For more information about Koya Partners, visit www.koyapartners.com.

Just as we value and celebrate biodiversity, the Detroit Zoological Society 
celebrates the diversity of our human community. We are committed to ensuring 
that our programs and facilities are fully accessible to our diverse communities 
and audiences and that our staff and volunteers reflect the multicultural fabric 
that is the strength of Southeast Michigan.
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