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A NONPARTISAN CIVIC ENGAGEMENT PROGRAM  

  

T H E  L A K E  S U P E R I O R  Z O O  P R E S E N T S  

Mayor of the Zoo 

A nonpartisan program that helps young people build lifelong civic habits. 

The Lake Superior Zoo is one of the region's great gathering places for families, and Mayor of the Zoo puts 
that to work for our community's future. Young visitors cast a ballot for an animal mayor on a schedule that 
follows a real election, with a primary and a general. It is free, it is fun, and it is built to bring people back. 

★  WHY WE'RE DOING THIS 

People tend to form the habit of taking part in their community early in life, or not at all. National research 
shows youth participation is fragile: fewer than half of young adults voted in the last presidential election, 
and most young people who sit one out say they rarely or never take part. A friendly first experience of 
voting, years before it counts, can help change that. 

★  WHY IT WORKS 

★ 

47 points 
How much more likely a person is to vote 

again after voting just once. Casting a 
ballot is among the most habit-forming 
behaviors researchers have measured. 

★ 

Up to 5% 
The rise in adult voter turnout seen in 
communities that run student mock 
elections. Kids bring the conversation 

home. 

★ 

195 million 
Yearly visits to accredited zoos and 

aquariums nationwide, more than the 
NFL, NBA, NHL, and MLB combined. 

 
Programs like this reach well beyond the child. In established student mock elections, 60 to 70 percent of 
participants go home and talk with their parents about the election, and adult turnout rises as a result. A 
first vote at the Zoo is a small thing that research says tends to stick. 

★  WHY A ZOO 

Zoos teach through curiosity rather than lecture, and they reach families at a scale schools cannot. Ninety-
seven percent of U.S. zoos name education in their mission, and each of our candidates teaches a real fact 
about its species, so a child leaves knowing something new about a bullfrog, a fox, or a bear. The setting 
turns a civics lesson into a day out. 

★  WHAT IT GIVES THE ZOO AND THE COMMUNITY 

★   A recurring civic tradition that grows a little every year. 
★   An animal mayor who issues proclamations celebrating the achievements of area youth. 
★   A friendly, recognizable voice for the Zoo in the community and the press. 
★   Closer ties among the Zoo, local schools, and the families we serve. 

★   Small paws. Big civic habits.   ★ 

Sources: Gerber, Green & Shachar, “Voting May Be Habit-Forming” (2003); CIRCLE / Tufts University youth turnout estimates (2024–25); research 
on Kids Voting USA and “trickle-up” political socialization; Association of Zoos & Aquariums (2024). 


