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Introduction  
 
Health officials are currently taking steps to prevent the spread of COVID-19 into communities around 
the world.  By early April, 209 Countries and Territories around the world had reported a total of 1.8 
million confirmed cases, with a death toll of 110,000. 
 
The impact from this pandemic on the global zoological community has been severe.  Over 90% of EAZA, 
AZA, ZAA and WAZA institutions are closed and will be closed for a significant amount of time in 2020.  
Many of the members of other regional associations are in a similar situation.  It is possible some 
zoological facilities will reopen relatively soon, but any resurgence of the virus may cause additional 
closures in the months ahead.  It is not unrealistic to think our members will he predominantly closed 
throughout the year.   
 
Species360 members are sharing experiences of facility closures, visitor declines, staff layoffs, and 
concerns about resources required to sustain adequate animal care.  We anticipate that some members, 
especially those who do not receive government support, will go out of business.  We are clearly 
approaching a recession; and given the breadth of the economic decline that could result in an 
economic depression.  We anticipate economic and member recovery may take an extended period of 
time. 
 
During this time, Species360 anticipates that a large percentage of our members will expect or need 
membership fee reductions from us, if they are even able to pay any of their next membership fee. We 
are evaluating plans to provide this type of relief. 
 
While this crisis poses significant challenges, it is also an opportunity for Species360 to strengthen our 
leadership position within our membership base, and to provide much-needed support and assistance 
to our members.  Following is a COVID-19 strategic communication plan that identifies some of the 
challenges and opportunities.  It also provides recommended strategies and tactics for proactively 
communicating with key audiences to help mitigate the issues that will arise. 
 
Challenges 

• We are at the very early stages of this pandemic with much still needing to be known regarding 
the virus, its transmission/treatments/cure, and the human and economic impact.  The COVID-
19 outbreak was first declared a Public Health Emergency of International Concern on 30 
January 2020. 

https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/
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• Species360 member geographic diversity in 99 countries, and language and cultural differences, 
create communication barriers. 

• New information on this virus is arriving daily in an unmanaged fashion.  This makes it difficult 
for us to continually stay up-to-date with this information and respond quickly to any potential 
issues.  

• Competitive pressures are growing in the U.S. and global community which present an 
expanding list of alternative solutions to Species360 membership.   

Opportunities 

• COVID-19 will cause zoological facilities and their visitors to rethink our relationship with wildlife 
and result in new creative alternatives. 

• Demonstrate “a new day” in Species360 member relations through increased communication, 
service and product delivery, and support.     

• Show members that Species360 is responsive to their needs during and post-crisis with 
membership value and benefits.   

• Species360 is able to answer the increasing need for specialized, collaborative, remote-access 
products and services during a time of increasing pressures on zoological institutions to 
demonstrate their success and positive impact on species in their care. 

• Remind members that Species360 enables them to be a part of a global community that shares 
and benefits from having access to global information critical to species conservation. 

• Expand upon Species360’s successful, 46 years of service to the zoological community. 
 
Goals 
 

• Manage expectations of members during this time of high stress and change.   
• Stimulate and rebuild existing member interest in membership and use of ZIMS.  Attract new 

members/users to Species360 as the global solutions leader in animal care and conservation.   
• Build member confidence and support in Species360 and its product and services, and in the 

vital role that we fulfill in species survival. 
• Convert members into ambassadors for Species360.  
• Develop a communication approach to effectively manage our operational and reputational risk. 
• Assure members regarding the sustainability of Species360; and the continued security and 

access to members’ data. 
• We do have an advantage since we’re an organization with a long history of supporting 

members globally.  We know countries and regions will come back from this crisis at different 
times.  So when the time is right, we want to be positioned to support and grow with our 
members once they’re ready.  

 
Key Audiences  
 

• Species360 staff  
• Species360 members, including: 

o Institutions’ veterinarian, medical, hospital and animal care team members 
o Senior leadership and decision-makers in institutions 
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o Institution types such as zoo, aquarium, sanctuary, educational, museum, rescue-rehab, 
conservation entity, government 

o Members in different regions of the world who can benefit from customized 
communication to help meet their needs  

• Over 46 Regional Association Partners (including WAZA, EAZA, AZA, JAZA, ZAA, ALPZA, PAAZA, 
EARAZA) 

• Species360 Board of Directors 
• Species360 Conservation Science Sponsors 
• Other Conservation Partners, Corporate Sponsors, Grantors  
• Industry influencers 
• Prospective new members 

 
Strategies 
 

• Tell our story and be transparent. This includes proactively explaining to members that they will 
enjoy significant and continued membership benefits throughout this crisis.   

 Communicate future product and service enhancements and improvements.  We are 
working with product owners to share a roadmap summary.   

 Communicate with members to manage their delivery expectations.   
 Encourage members to provide an update and feedback on their situation. We recently 

spoke at length with TN Aquarium – for an article that had already been in the works – 
and included perspectives on how they are addressing unique challenges. 

 
• Member Fee Relief Approach 

 
 COMMUNICATIONS:   

• Launch member newsletters more frequently (monthly) by Member 
Communications to reinforce value from membership. 

• 2 months before member renewal send a letter re-stating the significant 
membership value. 

• Also include a motivating letter with each renewal invoice. 
• Standard payment follow-up communications from Finance. 
• Design transition of membership back to “normal” fee structure post-crisis.   

 
 IMMEDIATELY:  Temporarily suspend 4% renewal fee increase immediately (invoices 

distributed starting with June renewals) and indefinitely until members’ financial 
situation improves. 
• COVID-19 messaging: Be sensitive to member situations and burdens, and 

emphasize that we are here to help.  We continue to support husbandry, medical, 
species managers so they can provide the same exceptional animal care as always 
within each member facility.   

• Highlight benefits of membership and the contributions to the world community, 
animal welfare, species conservation, etc.   

• Ask members to let us know of any expected delays in their renewal payment. 
• Request donations from members in a stronger financial position to assist members 

in greater financial need. 
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• Assess individual requests for more fee relief as they arrive.  General approach is to 
positively approve any submitted member request for fee relief.      

 
 ASSESS INDIVIDUAL REQUESTS FOR DISCOUNTS:  Sequence of options so each request 

doesn’t need to be individually decided each time.  This will facilitate timely response to 
members’ need.   
• Present payment plan and payment arrangements -  time is variable based on need. 

o For payment plans and arrangements, pay a portion now spreading it over 
the next 12 months and then adding the balance to their 2022/2023? 

• Then offer a fee discount. 
• Reduce member fee to lowest level within their bracket (i.e.: down to $500, $1k, 

$2.5k, etc.). 
• Then waive the fee. 

 
 INTERMEDIATE TERM:  Evaluate various scenarios: 

• Flat discount:  Larger across the board fee discount for all members (i.e.: 10%, 20%). 
• Tiered approach:  Discount based on some metrics (i.e.: 2020 member fee tiers; or 

% decline in visitors; or closed day percentage, etc.) 
o Inverse to a created tier of member renewal amounts (based on member 

pyramid project), i.e. largest members get smallest %, smallest get largest%. 
• Increasing multi-year discount:  Plan an initial % discount this year, and then an 

additional % next year, 10% for 2020 and another 10% off for 2021. 
• Develop transition to return members receiving discounted fees back to normal fee 

levels at some future time. 
 

 SPONSORSHIPS BY MEMBERS 
• Species360 Community Support Program: Species360 Members in stronger 

financial position provide some support to other members in need.   
• Messaging – Detail what we’re doing to help members in need.  If a member is able, 

would they consider not taking their offered discount; instead pay their non-
discount/regular/normal fee to help us bridge the gap and keep us moving forward 
on key projects and initiatives. 

• Ask for donations to sponsor members in greater financial need. 
• Use member and third-party testimonials - these endorsements come with strong 

credibility.      
• Ensure that members have complete and factual information about Species360 and 

their membership.   
 

• Business Continuity Options - Refocus Teams - For Example 
 

 Member Development staff to proactively reach out to segments of existing members 
to help with specific retention issues.   
• Build contact programs, share useful information, continue to develop relationships, 

emphasize the ongoing benefits, and ‘re-establish’ the value from membership 
renewals.  
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• Work with Product Owners and Support/Training, to replace our cancelled in-person 
interactions at conferences (such as RAW’s husbandry and studbook workshops), 
with short webinars and virtual presentations.   

• Training events have been postponed – such at as Florida Aquarium, St. Petersburg 
Aquarium in Russia, Warsaw Zoo – so substitute with small group online workshops 
where possible.  

• Regional coordinators submit blogs on specific topic requests.   
 

 Member Communications to proactively communicate with our broader stakeholder 
group and serve as an information source. 
• Issue the Species360 Member Newsletter monthly to members and stakeholders.  

The April issue registered a 25% open rate, which is both higher than industry norms 
and an increase over previous issues.   

• Repurpose information already supplied by other parties, such as associations, and 
share with members.   

• Establish regular communications with Associations, regarding ZIMS data analysis 
relevant to their membership and region. 

• Evaluating:  Create a Member Lifelong Learning Program to show members how 
they can keep getting support from us with online meetings & virtual presentations.  
How to “push-out” our comprehensive online training library to increase usage.   

• Evaluating:  Rollout a Species360 Social Responsibility Program to pursue a goal 
that’s important at this time to the global zoological community.   

• We want to ensure members have a realistic view of what’s going on in the 
zoological community, in regions around the world, and within Species360.   

 
Communication Tactics  
 

• Develop Key Talking Points that reflect the membership benefits to members and in their work 
to help save wildlife and address conservation challenges.     
 To avoid confusion, keep messages and all supporting documents consistent.  
 Be explicit the communication channel(s) each message will be distributed and to which 

stakeholders 
 

• Develop a FAQ document to help ensure consistency in responding to questions about the new 
environment.   
 Information should reflect the key messages and provided to Species360 Board, staff 

members, regional association leaders to equip them to address questions and to talk 
about us with a unified voice.  Keep Board members continually updated on any issues 
that may arise with the product or service so they can be prepared for possible inquires.    

 Questions about member support and products 
 Questions about the impact from Species360 having all staff working remotely for the 

benefit of their safety and well-being.  Reinforce that our organizational continuity plan 
ensures our staff is performing as if they were in the office – so that they can deliver 
uninterrupted support to our global membership in 99 countries.  

 Anticipated concerns from members: 
 

• How will product bugs and enhancements be impacted? 
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• What if service/support falls short of the need? 
• What will happen to Species360 staff? 

 
• Support Team can informally survey members to seek feedback on the situation, and engage 

them in dialogue about their impressions, reactions, etc.  If we ask them, they are more likely to 
share their thoughts, and they will see that Species360 values their opinions.  

 Collect response information on a response sheet created to gather information that 
can be shared with and assessed by Species360 management. If concerns are identified, 
leadership can proactively reach out to address them.      

 This is also a good method for collecting testimonials that can be used in future 
communications with members.  

• Broadly distribute updates via newsletter and social media about our progress to build 
continuing interest and excitement.  

• Monitor key listservs to help identify issues with ZIMS or specific individuals who are expressing 
concerns.  Proactively reach out to individuals who are detractors to help mitigate their 
concerns. 

• Announce significant successes with distribution of a news release to trade media outlets, 
business partners, industry leaders and associations.   

Timeline 
 

• Suspend member renewal fee 4% increase:  Develop member communications.  Modify 
invoicing tool for June cohorts with 4% off 
Complete by: Immediately 

• Member fee relief plan:  Includes a menu of structured and sequenced options; breakdown of 
fee discounts, costs, and impacts; transition back to “normal” fees plan; Communications plan. 
Complete by: May  

 
• Develop Business Continuity Options:   

Complete by: June 
 

• Key talking points: For use by board members, staff and regional association leaders when they 
talk with members and other stakeholders. 
Complete by: May  

 
• FAQs: Concise answers to questions support is likely to get/worst case. (Will go to support, 

regional coordinators, other staff, Board, regional associations) 
Complete by: May 
 

• Member survey:  Ask representative group of members to assess and rate our service.  Create a 
feedback form to be filled out by support team to capture what they’re hearing from members - 
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positive and negative. Collect testimonials.   
Complete by: July 

 
• Newsletter and social media updates:  

Complete by: Monthly starting in April 
 

• Monitor key listservs:   
Complete by:  Monthly starting in May 

 
• Distribution of news releases:   

Complete by: Monthly 
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ADDENDUM 
SAMPLE:  Member Renewal Letter-Suspension of 4% Fee Increase 

 

 

Dear Species360 Member: 

The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic has thrust our global community into unknown territory.  This is a 
frightening time with so many in our community facing both health and financial impacts. You and all of 
our members should be recognized for working harder than ever to sustain the safety and well-being of 
staff, the animals in your care, and your communities as a whole.   
 
As we continue to navigate through these new challenges, our goal is to retain 100% of our 1,224 
members in 99 countries. We are here to support the community, and help share vital animal data and 
best practices in husbandry, medical care and studbook management. Species360 remains committed to 
our mission to advance wildlife understanding for species assessed as vulnerable, endangered, and 
extinct in the wild.   
 
As we send the attached renewal invoice for the coming year, we do so with awareness that your 
organization is very likely making difficult decisions regarding financial priorities. To help reduce the 
impact on your situation, and recognizing that renewal payment provide 96% of our annual operating 
needs, we are taking the following steps: 
 

1) To assist in your budget planning, your membership renewal fee 4% increase is temporarily 
suspended.  That discount is shown in the attached invoice.  

2) We ask that you please notify us of any expected delay in your renewal payment due to a 
significant financial impact from the pandemic.  

3) Asking members that can, to participate in a Species360 Community Support Program. If you 
are not currently facing significant COVID-19 related financial hardship, or are simply able to do 
so, please consider participating by paying your standard renewal fee with the 4% increase 
included; or by paying an amount at your discretion above that in the form of a donation. Your 
contributions will help reduce renewal fees for those members in greatest financial need. 

 
We are all in this together, and by working together, we will weather this storm. I am immensely 
grateful for your past membership support that makes our work possible. I hope that you, your family, 
and colleagues remain safe. When this crisis has passed, be assured that Species360 will be here 
collaborating with members to deliver science, understanding, and hope. 
 
Jim Guenter 
CEO | Species360 
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ADDENDUM 
SAMPLE:  THANK YOU WORD CLOUD TO USE WITH RENEWAL INVOICES 

 
 
 

 
 


