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THIS MANUAL FOCUSES 
ON WHAT YOU CAN DO 

TO MAKE A MEASURABLE 
IMPROVEMENT TO HOW 
VISITORS EXPERIENCE 

YOUR HERITAGE SITE. 
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INTRODUCTION – WHY VISITOR EXPERIENCE MATTERS 

 
 

This Manual has been written to help heritage site managers understand and improve 

how visitors experience their heritage sites. It offers a practical and pragmatic approach 

suitable for busy people with businesses to run. 

 

It assumes customer/visitor satisfaction is a core part of business success and 

recognises that for heritage sites the quality of the visit experience and the insight that 

visitors gain into the story and significance of the place are key factors in building that 

satisfaction. 

 

This Manual shows you how to use interpretation to create better heritage experiences 

and have more satisfied visitors at your site. It focuses on you, your visitors and your 

site and what you can do to make a measurable difference. 
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BACKGROUND 

Ireland’s heritage is a key element of the broader tourism experience. It draws people 

here and is a significant part of what they enjoy once they are here (see Section 2). 

 

Two in every three of our visitors will go to a heritage site or visitor attraction during 

their stay; their experience of it will have an enormous influence on their overall 

satisfaction with Ireland. 

 

During 2009 Fáilte Ireland ran a series of workshops on using interpretation to improve 

the visitor experience at heritage sites and piloted a heritage interpretation mentoring 

programme. This Manual includes material from both these initiatives, and aims to 

complement the learning that participants took from them. It can be used either with a 

mentor or independently. 

 

ABOUT THE EXERCISES  

 “Sharing our Stories’ is in two parts. This Manual contains information about why 

interpretation and visitor experience at heritage sites matters, and advice on good 

practice illustrated by examples from successful attractions both at home and abroad.  

 

The Sharing our Stories exercises at the front of this Manual help you apply these to 

your site and lead you through the interpretation planning process. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF HERITAGE AND CULTURAL TOURISM 

 
 
1. Culture and heritage tourism encompasses the full range of experiences visitors can enjoy, which make a 

destination distinctive – the lifestyle, the heritage, the arts, the people. This Manual focuses on heritage,but 
that, of course, frequently embraces other aspects of culture. 

Heritage and cultural tourism1 is a large and 

fast-growing industry. The World Tourism 

Organisation has calculated that it represents 

35-40% of all tourism worldwide and that it is 

growing at a rate of 15% per annum (i.e. three 

times the rate of growth of more general 

tourism). This is a growth area with tremendous 

potential for Ireland in the future. 

 

SOME KEY FACTS 

• Two thirds of committed cultural tourists 

work in professional or managerial positions. 

The average income of cultural tourists is one 

third higher than the EU average. (Source: 

European Travel Commission 2005) 

• Globally, culture and heritage tourists include 

the full spectrum of ages. Two large segments 

are young people (20-29 years) and those in the 

39-59 years age bracket. (Source: European 

Travel Commission 2005) 

• The average cultural tourist spends €70 per 

day while on holiday (compared to just over €40 

per day for the city-break tourist). (Source: 

Mintel Cultural & Heritage Tourism Report) 

 

CULTURE AND HERITAGE TOURISTS TO IRELAND 

Culture and heritage tourism is one of Ireland’s 

leading indigenous industries. 

 

SOME KEY FACTS 

• It is estimated that up to €2.3 billion for the 

Irish economy is generated from overseas 

tourists who engage in Cultural and Heritage 

pursuits. (Source: Fáilte Ireland Survey of 

Travelers 2008) 

• Around two thirds (68%) of overseas visitors 

to Ireland (3.3 million people) participated in 

historic or cultural activities in 2008. In 

addition, there were approximately two million 

domestic visits. (Source: Fáilte Ireland Cultural 

Tourism Facts 2008, and Domestic Tourism 

Facts 2008) 

• 87% of these foreign visitors are in the higher 

ABC1 socio-economic category, compared to a 

rate of 79% ABC1 amongst the general tourist 

population coming to Ireland. (Source: Fáilte 

Ireland Cultural Tourism Strategy 2006) 

• Ireland’s main markets for culture and 

heritage tourism are the UK, US, France, 
Germany, as well as the domestic market. 
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The most important reasons for 

overseas visitors choosing Ireland as 

their holiday destination are: 

 

• friendly and hospitable people  

• scenery 

• unspoilt environment 

• safety and security 

• the range of natural attractions 

• the range of things to do and see 

 

History and culture, the anticipation of 

discovering a new destination and the 

prospect of a relaxed pace of life also 

rate highly. (Source Fáilte Ireland Visitor 

Attitudes Survey 2008.) 

 

THE POWER OF PEOPLE 

The single most important motivating 

factor that visitors to Ireland mention is 

the Irish people. The value of interaction 

with local Irish people in contributing to 

visitors’ experience cannot be 

overemphasised.  

 

The more that people and their stories 

are built into the experience at a 

heritage site, the higher the visitors’ 

satisfaction level. This is very significant 

for planning interpretation.  

 

A series of consumer focus groups 

carried out by Fáilte Ireland in 2008 

showed that visitors expect and enjoy 

opportunities to meet and interact with 

local Irish people. 

 

Given recent social and demographic 

changes in Irish society, visitors find 

fewer and fewer opportunities to have 

this interaction. If it can be introduced 

during their visit to a heritage site, that 

visit can become one of the most 

memorable experiences of their holiday. 
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WHAT DO OUR VISITORS EXPECT? 

Our target consumers are looking for active involvement in a heritage experience. They 

want to engage with a destination’s heritage through learning, interacting and doing, 

rather than simply observing it (Source: Fáilte Ireland Innovation Research,carried out 

by Genesis Marketing, 2007). 

 

For them a satisfying experience can include linking heritage sites to contemporary life, 

participating in festivals or arts performances, visiting atmospheric towns and villages, 

visiting places associated with famous people or other aspects of contemporary culture 

(e.g. locations of movies), and eating local food. 

 

Authenticity in heritage is very important to visitors who are looking for a genuine and 

distinctive experience. They particularly value aspects of a culture and heritage that are 

supported by the local population. 

 

Accessing ‘real’ experiences, which are enjoyed by the locals and connect to the local 

area, is important in their overall satisfaction levels with their holiday. 

 

Well-planned interpretation creates the active, engaged and authentic interaction with 

heritage sites that these consumers want and expect. Our visitors need easy access, 

both physical and intellectual, to our culture and heritage and they need interpretation to 

make that visit worthwhile, meaningful and memorable. 

 

INTERPRETATION AND BUILDING MEMORABLE EXPERIENCES 

Bringing the past to life so that it resonates with visitors, and gets them thinking and 

talking is the role of interpretation. It is a communication process that links factual 

information to the immediate, first hand experience of the place and to the 

contemporary lives of visitors. It sheds light on the present and gives meaning to the 

past. It links us to the stories of the generations who were here before us. These are the 

rewards that heritage sites can offer visitors, and interpretation delivers them. 

 

Of course, many factors come together to make a good visitor experience. How easy the 

site is to find both online and physically, how it is promoted, the welcome, the state of 

the toilets, the quality of the paths and physical access, places to sit and talk, and the 

attitude of staff, are all important parts of the experience at any attraction. But for 

heritage sites there is another element: 

 

visitors who are drawn to heritage want to know something about why that place 

matters, what has happened there and how that relates to them. They visit because 

second hand accounts, or reading books and websites are not the same as ‘being there’. 

 

Well-planned interpretation makes the experience of ‘being there’ richer and more 

relevant. It welcomes modern visitors into the rich heritage of your site and helps them 

appreciate its treasures. It engages visitors in activities and gives information that 

provokes their emotions, imagination and understanding. It sheds light on Irish culture, 

past and present, and provokes questions and dialogue. 

 

This need not be complicated. The best interpretation is often a well-informed person 

who is steeped in understanding of the site and passionate about welcoming visitors into 

its story. Welcoming, well informed, well-trained and responsive guides can give visitors 

that first hand contact with Irish people that so many find attractive. Of course, 

interpretation can use other media such as print (panels and leaflets in all their forms), 

audio, multimedia and others. (Section 8 considers this in more detail and will help you 

choose what will work best for you at your site.) 
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Interpreting heritage sites well will enhance visitor satisfaction levels and build 

memorable experiences of your site that they will want to talk about. Good interpretation 

translates into positive word of mouth referrals to other potential visitors, an invaluable 

asset to a tourism business. 

 

Interpretation, particularly if carried out face-to-face, can be ‘the voice of the place’. It 

can incorporate human-interest stories, local folklore, dialect and accent. 

 

We know that heritage visitors want ‘authenticity’. Getting as close as possible to ‘the 

real thing’ is vital – whether that is seeing local women weave carpets at Killybegs, 

County Donegal or hearing the documented stories of individual emigrants on the 

Dunbrody Famine Ship in New Ross County Wexford. 
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LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS OF GREAT VISITS 

 

Good interpretation doesn’t happen by accident. It involves careful planning: thinking 

about your site, your visitors and your organisation and then being creative about how 

you can communicate. 

 

None of these things are in themselves difficult but considering them all at the same 

time can be tricky. Following a clear planning structure is very helpful. 

 

THE FOUR P’S IN PLANNING INTERPRETATION 

 

 
 

Thinking carefully about these four issues will help you produce effective interpretation. 

 

People – you need to know who your visitors are, and what they want from you. Section 

4 considers this in more detail. 

 

Purpose – you need to know what your business or organisation wants to achieve from 

this communication. This includes knowing what message you want to get across, your 

key selling point, and the main story you have to tell. Sections 5 and 6 cover this in 

more detail.  

 

Place – your site, staff and collections are vital resources that you need to make the 

best of. Section 7 looks at this. 

 

Projects – When you have gathered information about all of the above, you can think 

about how to create enjoyable and appropriate interpretation for your site. Section 8 

looks at the tools and media you can use. 

 

This process, together with a system for measuring the impact of your projects, makes 

up your Plan. The Exercises will help you look at these four Ps and work on developing 

your own Interpretation Plan for your site. 
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A MECHANISM FOR COMMUNICATING WITH VISITORS – THE VISIT CYCLE 

 

 
 

COMMUNICATING WITH VISITORS – THE BIG PICTURE 

Interpretation is vital to help people understand and engage with a heritage site and 

make their visit something special. But of course it is not the only thing that happens 

during a visit. 

 

How well your interpretation works will depend on how the visitor is feeling. People who 

feel welcome, relaxed and comfortable with the visit are much more likely to pay 

attention to interpretation. Your visitors’ state of mind will be influenced by your 

promotion, the approach to your site, the welcome, the attitude of staff, customer care 

in all its aspects, the structure and accessibility of the site and many other things.  

 

Getting these aspects of the visit right will help people get the most from your 

interpretation. 

 

So, looking at the whole visitor experience is important for planning your interpretation. 

The visitor needs different information at different parts of their visit. 

 

A. PRE VISIT – PROMOTION 

This is probably the first communication from you that your visitors see. They read it 

before they set off on their visit, probably even before they have decided to embark on 

the visit. It needs to tell them that your place exists and persuade them that they would 

enjoy visiting. 

 

Promotion should answer questions like: 

• I s this ‘our sort of place’? 

• What will we do there? 

• How long should we plan to stay? 

• Will we be able to cope with it – physically and/or intellectually? 

• Where is it? 

• What will we do if it rains? 

• Can we get food there? 

 

The promotion raises people’s expectation of a good visit. 
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B. ON ARRIVAL – WELCOME AND ORIENTATION 

As soon as they arrive at the site people need: 

• reassurance that they made a good decision in coming here and that the expectations 

raised by the promotion will be fulfilled. 

• to be able to find what they are looking for and plan their day. 

 

The welcome is the single most important piece of communication – and is best achieved 

by a warm and genuine smile.  

 

If and when that is not possible, you have to use other media. The welcoming person 

may also give orientation, i.e. information that helps people work out where they are 

going to go. This will need to be reinforced by signage and/or maps because people will 

forget the verbal instruction. They will also, incidentally, forget the map of the site on 

the orientation panel in the car park. 

 

Visits to heritage sites are full of distractions and potential irritations. 

 

The welcome and attention to making the customer comfortable should continue 

throughout the visit. This is reflected in how staff treat visitors, and in the structure of 

the site, including seating, shelter etc.  

 

Orientation should help visitors relax by answering questions like: 

• How far is it to what we want to see/do? 

• What is this place about? 

• Are there any special events at particular times? 

• How long will it take to walk round? 

• Where can we eat lunch? 

• Where are the toilets? 

• Where can children let off steam? 

• Where can we sit down and rest? 

• Who can help us if we need help or want to know more? 

 

The welcome and orientation help people feel comfortable and relaxed, ready to 

explore the site. 

 

C. DURING THE VISIT – INTERPRETATION 

This is the communication at the core of the visit. It should use experiences and 

information to provoke the visitors’ curiosity, engage their interest and help them 

discover the story of the site. It will influence what they say about the place as they 

leave and whether they come back. It is vital to any successful heritage attraction. 

 

Interpretation can answer questions like: 

• Why does this place matter? 

• Why is it like it is? 

• What do I feel about this place and/or the people who lived here? 

• What was it like in the past? 

• What is happening here now? 

• What will it be in the future? 

 

Interpretation helps people relate to and understand what is special about the 

site. It informs and enlivens their visit and makes the place into somewhere 

meaningful and memorable. 
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D. END OF VISIT – FOLLOW-UP READING, APPEALS, EVENTS PROGRAMME 

At the end of a successful visit, visitors will want to find out more, to remember what 

they have seen, done and heard. They will be interested in future events and will be 

more willing to support your work through memberships and donations. They probably 

want something they can take away with them. This is a good opportunity to: 

 

• Sell experience-related merchandise/souvenirs 

• Promote visits to related sites 

• Encourage return visits 

• Attract support for your work 

• Recruit members 

 

The end of the visit should reinforce visitors’ connection with the site/your 

organisation and pave the way for the next visit. 

 

Once you have established this basic structure of information, you can focus on 

enhancing the visitor experience by adding extra elements – imagination, interaction, 

humour, drama, inspiration and personal touches – to the interpretation. 

 

EXERCISE 1 will help you look imaginatively at the whole visit for your site. 
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DEVELOPING A VISITOR FRIENDLY APPROACH TO INTERPRETATION 

All successful businesses set great store on knowing their customers and what they 

want. This is particularly true for heritage sites whose product is an experience. 

 

WHY DO PEOPLE MAKE LEISURE VISITS? 

Heritage sites are in competition with a range of other activities for a highly prized 

commodity – people’s leisure time. People want rewards from their leisure time and 

choose how they spend it carefully. Some of the main things that people are looking for 

from their leisure are listed below. Whilst an individual heritage attraction should not 

expect to tick all these boxes, you should think about how many of these desires your 

site can meet. 
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WHO ARE YOUR VISITORS? 

Like any business you need to know your audience. You probably already do – hopefully 

you or someone else talks to them every day. Make sure this customer care translates 

into good feedback about their experience that you can use to review and develop the 

interpretation. 

 

You should start by making sure that your existing visitors are happy and that they leave 

thinking and saying good things about their experience. If they do, there is a good 

chance they will repeat those things to someone else and we all know that word of 

mouth is powerful advertising. Find out what they like – and keep, or even enhance, 

those aspects. Pay equal attention to what they don’t like and try to change those 

things. 

 

But don’t stop there. Ask yourself if there is anyone else who could be visiting but who 

doesn’t reach your door. If so, what can you do to convert them into visitors? 

 

If you have a business plan you will have already identified your target markets and 

their characteristics; make sure your interpretation is aimed at the same people as your 

business plan. 

 

HELP WITH BUSINESS PLANNING 

The Fáilte Ireland website, www.businesstools.failteireland.ie offers a series of free 

online business tools, including How to prepare a Business & Marketing Plan. The site is 

easy to use and includes a selection of downloadable Word and Excel templates. 

 

Fáilte Ireland also offers a specialised mentoring programme to support tourism 

businesses, including heritage sites, develop a business plan. Further information on this 

service can be found at: www.bizcheck.ie 

 

AUDIENCES FOR IRISH HERITAGE TOURISM AND INTERPRETATION 

Fáilte Ireland’s Cultural Strategy identifies three broad categories of visitors to heritage 

sites, based on their levels of knowledge and motivation. 

 

MOTIVATED VISITORS  

These people have probably sought out your site as part of a holiday largely planned 

around culture and heritage. They are often well traveled and have experience of culture 

and heritage internationally. They have good background knowledge: they usually know 

what they are looking for, will know it when they see it and will understand its 

significance. Their expectations may be high in terms of how the story of the site is 

presented. Accuracy will be important to them. They may like to discuss their interest 

and/or have quite specialised questions. 

 

They are likely to ignore entry-level interpretation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.businesstools.failteireland.ie/
http://www.bizcheck.ie/
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INSPIRED VISITORS 

These people have made their holiday choice inspired by the range and breadth of 

cultural opportunities associated with a destination. Although they have a broad interest 

in culture and sightseeing their historical knowledge can be quite superficial. 

 

They are looking for an overview and to develop a sense of the place they are visiting. 

They therefore need a good introduction that establishes the site within the framework 

of their previous knowledge (through reference to nearby sites, a wider historical 

context, international links). 

 

Authenticity is particularly important to this group. This is almost always the largest 

visitor segment for a heritage site and is the main target for most interpretation. 

 

INCIDENTAL VISITORS 

These are people with low levels of interest in culture and heritage who visit your site for 

non-heritage related reasons (perhaps because someone else in their group is 

interested, or they are on a walk that goes through your site, or it is raining or a host of 

other reasons). These people did not choose their holiday for heritage and cultural 

reasons and are likely to assume they are not interested in your subject. They can often 

be engaged by an alternative approach; establishing relevant contemporary links to the 

heritage story can be important. Skilled site staff are often the best method of assessing 

and responding to the interests of these visitors. 

 

EXERCISE 3 helps you consider the relevance of these three audiences to your 

site.  

 

OTHER VISITORS WITH SPECIFIC NEEDS 

Some of your visitors need interpretation to be presented in a particular way. As well as 

considering their knowledge and motivation (see above) you need to think about the 

structural and organisational aspects of the visit. The following groups need different 

approaches; all could contain Motivated, Inspired and Incidental Visitors. 

 

FAMILIES 

Families are likely to be especially important for the domestic market. Interpretation for 

families should involve the whole family in active exploration and discussion. Both adults 

and children can have a range of motivations and background knowledge but many 

families are likely to fall into the Inspired category and so will need support in 

understanding what your site is about.  

 

A relatively high proportion of children may be Incidental visitors (they are the ones who 

feel they have been ‘dragged along’ by parents or grandparents!) and special initiatives 

may be required to capture their interest. Interpretation for families may also appeal to 

adult Inspired or Incidental Visitors. 

 

VISITORS WITH DISABILITIES 

This group includes a wide range of people including those with reduced mobility, 

sensory impairment and learning difficulties. 

 

The equality legislation places duties on providers of goods, services and facilities not to 

discriminate against people with disabilities. 



19 
 

 

Like everyone else, tourism providers must take reasonable steps to ensure that their 

practices, policies and procedures make their facilities and services accessible to people 

with disabilities. You must consider the needs of visitors with a disability and provide an 

accessible environment, accessible information and accessible communications. For more 

guidance on welcoming visitors with disabilities refer to the Resources pages. 

 

Accessible sites and interpretation also work better and feel easier for many visitors, 

including families, who do not regard themselves as having a disability. 

 

COACH PARTIES 

Organised coach tours are very important for many heritage businesses. They have the 

advantage of being predictable (i.e. they book in advance), often provide repeat 

business (if you satisfy their needs they will return) and are usually clear about their 

expectations. 

 

They often have very specific requirements, most of which arise from having a tight 

timetable and a large group of people. Thirty or more people arriving at the same time, 

all wanting to see the same thing and needing to leave on schedule can be challenging 

for small heritage sites. You will need to develop a strategy for dealing with this so that 

everyone has a good experience. This may well mean you have to divide the party and 

adjust the route of your tours so that you can run multiple tours at the same time and/or 

offer parallel activities.  

 

Good communication with the tour operators about what you can offer is important. The 

quality and capacity of your catering and toilets can be significant factors for them. 

Providing the coach driver with a relaxing environment separate from his party is very 

valuable in keeping the coach tours coming. 

 

SCHOOLS AND FORMAL EDUCATION GROUPS 

Schools share some of the characteristics of coach parties in that they are pre-booked 

and have a predetermined timetable for the visit. They usually have rather different and 

well-defined needs in terms of required outcomes of the visit, the curriculum and their 

activity. They fall into a different category from the leisure visitor and should be planned 

for separately, ideally by working with teachers. It is worth bearing in mind, however, 

that some materials and activities designed for school groups can be adapted to work 

well with leisure visitors.  
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INTERPRETATION FOR DIFFERENT AUDIENCES IN PRACTICE 

You need to know which of the above audiences are most important to you and whose 

needs you can meet. In practical terms, it is best to plan for no more than three target 

audiences. This helps you to stay focused and, so long as your audiences are different 

enough, will result in a good range of interpretive provision. 

 

For instance, many sites will identify that their targets are Inspired tourists, Family 

groups and Motivated tourists.  

 

This helps you to identify some things your interpretation must do. 

 

Inspired tourists  – your interpretation needs to be aimed at non-specialists with an 

emphasis on authentic experience, making links to local culture and people. 

 

Families – your interpretation must be interactive and social. (This may mean adding 

tactile, practical discussion and/or role-playing elements to a guided tour to make it a 

‘family tour’ or creating simple family self-guided trails around the site.) 

 

Motivated tourists – your interpretation needs to provide detailed information (but 

keep this separate from the information designed for your other visitors – for example, 

in more detailed leaflets, options on an audio tour, pdf downloads etc.). 

 

Every site has a range of visitors; the trick is to provide what each one needs, without 

compromising what is provided for others. 

 

People who want to pick up the headline points from your site on a quick visit should be 

able to do that. Those who wish to delve into the detail of the site’s history should be 

able to do that too. Providing appropriate opportunities for people with different levels of 

interest is called layering and is an important part of good interpretation. 

 

Meeting the needs of more specialised visitors can cause considerable concern for site 

staff and managers who fear the accusation of ‘dumbing down’. 

 

Knowledgeable visitors will probably want detailed information that is not appropriate in 

the general interpretation and may ask difficult questions. You need to be able to point 

them to the information they want. 

 

However, it is important to remember experts are a small proportion of your visitors and 

that too much detail will deter the majority who need a more entry-level introduction to 

your site and subject. 

 

Most knowledgeable visitors understand this and, so long as their own needs are met, 

are comfortable with it. 

 

Identifying your target audiences for interpretation is a vital part of the 

planning process. EXERCISE 4 helps you do this. 
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GETTING TO KNOW YOUR VISITORS 

Whoever your target audience is, you need to find out what they want as the first step of 

providing appropriate interpretation. This applies to people who are already visiting, 

people who you would like to visit, experts, families – and any other audience you can 

dream up for your site. 

 

You can talk to visitors in a number of ways. Organised groups for example, are 

relatively easy to contact. If coach parties are part of your audience, the tour operators 

will be able to give you precise feedback about how well your site meets their needs and 

how that could be improved. The same applies to schools where local teachers will be 

able to give you similar advice. 

 

The general leisure visitors are more diverse. To find out how they are responding you 

need to speak to them on site. You could use your volunteer and face-to-face staff to do 

this. Think about what information you need and plan your questions carefully. 
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Collecting this data before you install new interpretation gives you a baseline which helps 

you measure the impact of what you’ve done (see Section 9). 

 

SOME THINGS TO REMEMBER ABOUT PRODUCING VISITOR-FRIENDLY INTERPRETATION 

Good interpretation is planned around the visitors and responds to them. Whatever 

medium you use, the ollowing guidelines will help make the interpretation easier and 

more enjoyable for your visitor. 

 

 
 

EXERCISE 5 is about applying these guidelines to your own site. 

EXERCISE 6 gets to grips with the experience your site offers. It is probably the 

single most important thing in this Manual. If you don’t do any of the other 

exercises, make sure you do this one. And do it well! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



24 
 

PURPOSE – WHY ARE YOU DOING THIS? 

 

Before you embark on any new interpretation project you need to know why you are 

doing it. Interpretation can benefit your business in two ways: by helping you achieve 

your objectives and increasing customer satisfaction. 

 

It is almost inevitable that you will have to argue for resources internally and externally, 

so it is well worth your spending a bit of time identifying the benefits your project will 

bring to both your organisation and your visitors. 

 

WHAT YOUR INTERPRETATION WILL DO FOR YOU 

Interpretation can contribute to your business in various ways. The most common 

include: 

•Increasing the amount of time people spend on site 

•Influencing the movement of visitors around the site 

•Altering the types of visitors  

•Increasing the number of visitors in the low or shoulder seasons  

•Helping achieve high professional standards and/or recognition, e.g. through museum  

 accreditation  

•Highlighting the work of your organisation and gaining support for it  

•Increasing the number of repeat visits Your interpretation projects should be planned  

  to fit with your wider strategic, management and business goals. It can play an    

 important part in helping you achieve objectives relating to, for instance, winning public  

 support, sharing heritage with people, supporting the local economy through attracting  

 tourists, encouraging learning, increasing access and understanding, and/or building  

 community. 

 

Working from the basis of your strategic goals helps you focus on what your 

interpretation needs to achieve and how you will measure its success. 

 

The Work Example of Carlow Trails of the Saints on page 17 illustrates this. 

 

EXERCISE 7 helps you to work out what interpretation could do for your 

business. 

 

WHAT YOUR INTERPRETATION WILL DO FOR YOUR VISITORS 

Most of your business objectives for interpretation will depend on influencing visitors’ 

behaviour, attitudes, feelings or knowledge. 

 

Your new interpretation will, therefore, almost always aim to improve your visitors’ 

experience of the site. It can do this in a range of ways, including: 

• Providing accessible contact with heritage for new audiences 

• Encouraging visitors to go to different parts of the site 

• Increasing understanding of specific aspects of the past and/or present  

• Offering social and interactive experiences 

• Delivering your messages about your site and your organisation 

• Allowing visitors to share their responses to the site and engaging in dialogue with 

  them  

 

When working out your objectives for new interpretation, think about how you will 

measure the impact it has. 

 

Build monitoring and evaluation into your project plan (see Section 9). 
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The Case Study of The Cliffs of Moher illustrates how interpretation can change 

your visitors’ behaviour. 
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PURPOSE – STORIES AND MESSAGES 

You almost certainly know your site and its history, its strengths and weaknesses,its 

people and what theydid, very well. The chances are you could talk about it, with 

passion, knowledge and fascination, for hours. 

 

That is fantastic, but it is not what visitors want, or certainly not at the outset. What 

they need is a good clear, enticing introduction to this place and its world. 

 

So you have to do some sharp thinking about what really matters. 

 

SHARING OUR STORIES 

You need to think about how you are going to introduce your site, its character, its 

intricacies and complexities, to a visitor encountering it for the first time. Why should 

they bother spending time getting to know it and its stories? What do they need to 

understand to make sense of it? What has it to say to them? And most importantly, how 

can you tell them in ways that will make sense – especially to visitors who may come 

from the other side of the world, have limited time and passing interest. What do you 

want them to leave thinking and talking about? What do you want them to tell their 

friends when they get home? 

 

All over the world, people like stories and our history is like a big bag of stories 

(sometimes a bit mixed-up and muddled). 

 

Interpretation is rather like storytelling; it pulls the right story out of the bag, dusts it 

down and presents it to people in a coherent way. Stories often contain facts and truth 

but they draw on emotions, create atmosphere, encourage imagination and can provoke 

questions and debate. 

 

Good interpretation does all these too.  Any good storyteller knows that you have to 

know the point of the story before you can tell it well. Knowing why you are telling the 

story is the key to organising the narrative. Likewise, in interpretation you must know 

what you want to communicate before you can turn it into a visit experience. 

 

So before you begin thinking about all the exciting media you can use to tell your story, 

take some time to reflect on what you really want people to take away from the 

experience. Identify the core of your story, i.e. your message. Then plan your 

interpretation to tell that story in the best way you can. 
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SOME THINGS TO REMEMBER ABOUT MESSAGES 

Thinking of your message is not difficult, but there are a few important things to think 

about. 

 

 
 

EXERCISE 8 helps you create good messages for your site. 
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USING YOUR MESSAGE IN YOUR 

INTERPRETATION 

Your message is an important tool in 

improving your interpretation. You will 

use it, in various ways, throughout the 

development of new interpretation. 

 

In the example on this page, for 

instance, the message highlights that 

there are two important sub-messages 

involved in the Ros Tapestry; one about 

needlecraft and community 

involvement, the other about Norman 

history. Both aspects need to appear in 

promotional and introductory material 

and be developed during the visit. 

 

Your message should also guide 

decisions on what are the key points for 

a guided tour, or what objects should 

be included in displays, or what 

information will be included in an audio 

tour. It will form the backbone of your 

communication to visitors and so must 

be part of your brief to your own staff 

and to contractors. The delivery of your 

message will be one of the factors you 

evaluate. (Section 9). 

MESSAGES AND STRUCTURE OF THE 

VISITORS’ EXPERIENCE  

Good visits, like good stories, have a 

structure and your message is an 

important tool in 

building that. 

 

You need a great introduction that 

captures people’s interest and tells 

them why the history of your site is 

worth spending time on. Then you feed 

your visitors’ interest with further 

information and stories that fire their 

imagination, draw upon the physical 

resources of your site and engage them 

in interesting and relevant activities. 

 

Finally, you want to send them away 

with something to think and talk about. 
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This means that you present your message in its simplest and 

most provocative way at the beginning. Then you can draw the 

visitors into more detail. Identify how each part of your site can 

add something relevant to your main message. Each of these 

submessages should be related to something that people can 

see, do, hear or touch on your site.  

 

Linking information to your story and to the site experience 

makes it all more memorable. 

 

You want everyone who visits your site to engage with your 

main message. But we know that many visitors will not be in a 

studious frame of mind and are likely to be distracted by a 

range of other things. 

 

Therefore you need to do everything possible to make this 

basic message easy to understand. It should be: 
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MESSAGES AND MANAGING NEW 

INTERPRETATION PROJECTS  

In project management terms, the 

message is a crucial part of the brief. It is 

easy for the message to get lost in all the 

excitement of introducing new media, 

activities and people to a site. A well 

thought out message gives you criteria for 

assessing the work of your staff, designers 

and other contractors. 

A good message identifies the content and 

something of the tone of the interpretation. 

The above message for the Ros Tapestry 

(This tapestry tells the story of the 

Normans at New Ross, one of the first 

Norman towns in Ireland. It was 

embroidered by over 100 local people and 

weaves together a rich mix of history and 

legend about the Normans and the Irish 

people and their place in 12th century 

Europe.) for example clarifies that: 

 

• This is about storytelling (the 

interpretation should therefore include why 

local people choose to tell this story). 

•This is specifically about New Ross (this 

points to including why New Ross was built 

here, and identifying surviving evidence of 

Norman activity in the area). 

• This is about local people (including who 

got involved and the history of the project). 

• This will include history, legend and 

hearsay (with clear distinctions between 

them). 

• This will include links to other places in 

Europe. 

 

These message-based criteria should be 

part of a brief for any new work. Writing 

them into the brief helps any contractor 

understand what is expected of them and 

gives you clear requirements against which 

new interpretation proposals can be tested. 

 

EXERCISE 9 helps you identify how 

your message will work for you and 

what it tells you about what the 

interpretation must do. 
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PLACE – MAKING THE MOST OF WHAT YOU GOT 

Before you launch into planning exactly how you will develop new interpretation you 

need to consider your resources.  This will help you decide which media will work best 

for you.  This is not simply about what you can afford – although obviously that is a very 

important consideration. It is also about making the best of what you already have. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Visitors don’t come to your site just to listen or 

read. They can do that at home. They come to 

you because they want to have a fuller 

experience. You are well equipped to give 

them that. As a heritage site you have an 

authentic, usually physical, link with the past. 

You may have a building, objects, documents, 

pictures or images. 

 

You will almost certainly have stories, drama, 

and characters. Hopefully, you have 

enthusiastic and knowledgeable staff and 

volunteers. Your job is to make all of these 

resonate with the visitor.  

 

Spend some time looking critically at your site, 

your people and your other resources to see 

how they can enliven the visitor experience. 

 

MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR SITE 

Consider your site, not just as it is now but as 

it could be. You need to find the locations 

and experiences that can create enduring 

memories. Look in particular for places that: 

 

•offer the strongest link with people and  

  stories 

•are specific to your site and its story/message 

•offer a direct sensory experience 

•appeal to the imagination 

 

These are likely to be the locations with the 

most potential for interpretation. 

 

You need to think about how the physical, 

sensory, or emotional experience they suggest 

can be enhanced. 

 

When building up your understanding of how 

people experience your site, draw on what 

your visitors tell you (see Section 4). 

 

You can get this information from visitor 

surveys, on-the-spot interviews or from more 

informal contact with front of house staff, 

including guides. 
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MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR PEOPLE 

Your staff are likely to be the best (most accessible, most reliable, most enthusiastic and 

most versatile) resource you have for communicating about your place to visitors. Make full 

use of their knowledge, enthusiasm and skills. 

 

Listen to the experiences of front line staff. They are likely to know what visitors ask, where 

they go and where they spend most time. 

 

Encourage staff to contribute ideas for improving the visitors experience and understanding 

of your site. 

 

Find out whether your staff has skills and interests that could contribute to a more active and 

vivid visitor experience. Craft skills, performance skills, first hand life experience, a 

fascination with gadgets, writing skills, teaching skills and many others can all enhance your 

interpretation. 

 

Make sure that your staff have the training and support that they need to make the most of 

their skills. 
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MAKING THE MOST OF YOUR RESOURCES 

Look at your objects and artefacts and consider 

which could help bring the story 

of your site to life and make it into a memorable 

experience. Think about the following: 

 

 

 

EXERCISE 11 asks you to identify what 

authentic resources you have that could bring 

your story to life. 

 

EXERCISES 12 and 13 help you to review your 

site in the context of other attractions in your 
area. 
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PROJECTS: HOW WILL YOU DO YOUR INTERPRETATION? 

 

Really good interpretation involves both the analytic thinking covered in Sections 4 to 7 

and an enlivening spark of creativity. Knowing your audiences, objectives, core message 

and resources etc is vital. But it’s not the whole story. The best communication has flair 

and an energy that derives from the interpreters’ love of the place and their passion to 

share its story.  

 

At this point, you and your staff can begin to have fun with what you know and how you 

could present it. This is the time to be adventurous and experiment with ideas. 

 

This does not need to come only from the site team; the wider local community and 

contractors (including artists, designers, performers, storytellers and writers) may all be 

able to contribute here. 

 

Record all your ideas in EXERCISE 14. 

 

CHOOSING INTERPRETATION MEDIA FOR YOUR SITE 

There is no perfect medium for interpretation (if there was, we would all be doing it). 

 

Face-to-face guides are very often the best medium and other techniques are, to an 

extent, a substitute for their humanity, flexibility and responsiveness. If you have people 

who can interpret your site for you, value them, train them, invest in them and use 

them. 

 

Whatever media you use you will need to review how well it is working regularly. 

Interpretation goes stale, regular visitors get bored and change will be needed. Visitors 

have a range of needs, preferences and expectations – and these too change over time. 

The context of your site and what attracts visitors to the area may also change and your 

offer may well need to respond in the light of this. 

 

Choosing the right media is important but remember that all media can be done well or 

badly. Maintaining your focus on the visitors and how this piece of interpretation 

enriches their experience of the site is vital throughout the production. Draw on the 

planning work you’ve done in the exercises to do this. 
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CRITERIA FOR MEDIA SELECTION 

There is a wide range of interpretation media available so you need to think carefully 

about which will work best for you. Some of the most common and important criteria for 

choosing interpretation media are shown in the table below. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 



37 
 

ADVANTAGES AND DISADVANTAGES OF COMMON INTERPRETATION MEDIA 

Interpretation can use any communication medium. The following list includes the main 

categories of media, but it is not exhaustive, so do not let it limit your imagination. 

Remember too that interpretive media are often most effective when used in 

combination. 
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PRIORITISING YOUR IDEAS FOR NEW PROJECTS 

Hopefully you and your team will come up with a range of new and exciting ideas for 

interpreting your site. This is immensely important in creating lively and original 

interpretation. However, it is easy to get carried away by enthusiasm, so you must make 

sure that this creative phase of planning is followed by a reflective, analytic phase where 

you look critically at your ideas to see which best match your priorities. 

 

EXERCISE 15 and 16 show you how to do this. 
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DON’T FORGET THE ‘BIG PICTURE’  

Remember that interpretation does not work in isolation but relies on other functions 

including promotion, welcome, orientation and customer care (see Section 3). When you 

change your interpretation this needs to be reflected in how you promote your site, and 

in the on-site orientation. All site staff needs to know about the new interpretation and 

be able to talk to visitors about it. You need to plan these changes alongside 

implementing your new interpretation. 
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IS IT WORKING? 

 

Your interpretation must work for your visitor, your site and your business. 

 

You therefore need to assess what difference a new project has made, whether that is by 

increasing the number of visitors, attracting a new target audience, improving customer 

satisfaction or changing what people do or learn during their visit. 

 

EVALUATING YOUR INTERPRETATION 

Section 4 highlights the importance of surveying visitors as part of planning your 

interpretation. Evaluation is not a one-off process but should be part of your regular 

review of your operation so that you can identify new needs and weaknesses and how 

your visitors’ expectations are changing. You should therefore plan to resurvey regularly. 

 

When you introduce new interpretation you can assess visitors’ reaction to it. Obviously 

it makes best sense to do this at a stage when you can still change the product in the 

light of your findings. Most face-toface interpretation, including guided tours, can be 

regularly evaluated and adjusted according to visitors’ responses. It is harder to change 

fixed interpretation such as panels or exhibitions. It is therefore wise to build a period of 

trialing into the development phase where draft designs and/or text are shown to the 

public to see if they understand them. This can be particularly valuable for the more 

complex items such as interactives or maps and diagrams. 

 

You should also evaluate the impact of your interpretation when it is complete. 

 

This shows the impact it has had. It may not at this stage be possible to change the 

interpretation but the evaluation results will help you plan the next developments. 

 

EVALUATION METHODS 

You can use both ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ evaluation methods. Direct evaluation includes all 

methods where you talk directly with visitors, such as face-to-face visitor surveys, focus 

groups, and accompanied visits. Indirect evaluation methods do not involve interacting 

with visitors and are usually based on observation and measurement. 

 

DIRECT EVALUATION METHODS 

Talking to visitors is an obvious, and good way to find out what they are thinking and 

feeling about your site. You probably do this informally all the time but it is important to 

make sure you collect the information in a usable form (and that you then use it). 

 

You can do this in a number of ways but a simple visitor interview survey is probably the 

easiest. 

 

Section 4 identified some valuable questions that you can ask your visitors when you are 

planning new interpretation. This will give you good baseline data. Asking the questions 

again after your interpretation is in place can help you measure its impact. 
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EXERCISE 16 gives some questions to start you off on surveying how your 

visitors feel about your site. 
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INDIRECT EVALUATION 

You do not always need to talk to people; you can learn 

a lot by observing and counting them. If, for instance, 

your new interpretation aimed to increase the number of 

family visitors in the school holidays, you can best 

measure the impact by counting the number of families 

through your gate.  

 

Similarly, if you want to know whether your 

interpretation is encouraging people to stay on site 

longer you can measure the duration of their visits and, 

if possible, record where they go and where they spend 

their time. Obviously the value of all these 

measurements depends on your having baseline data 

from before the interpretation was introduced. 

 

How you evaluate will depend on the medium you are 

using. 

 

EXERCISE 17 suggests some simple observation 

techniques that you can use on your site. 
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NEXT STEPS FOR SHARING OUR STORIES 

We hope this Manual encourages you to take practical 

steps to create excellent visitor experiences at your site. 

If you haven’t done so already, work through the 

exercises at the front. 

 

Then it’s over to you and your team! 

 

Look at what you’ve learned and the ideas you have 

generated from this Manual and harness them to the 

passion and knowledge of your staff and the real life 

experience of your site. With this combination you can 

make your site a place that people will love visiting and 

want to talk about afterwards. 

 

Most of all, keep smiling. Remember to enjoy yourself and 

to appreciate the specialness of your site. If you do, your 

visitors will too. 

 

Good luck! 
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RESOURCES 

Books/Web resources 

Cultural Tourism – Making it work for you: A Strategy for Cultural Tourism in 

Ireland 

 

Fáilte Ireland 

www.failteireland.ie/Business-Supports/Tourism-Sector-Development 

 

Free online Business Tools for Irish Tourism Businesses 

www.businesstools.failteireland.ie 

 

Management of Interpretive Sites 

Tim Merriman and Lisa Brochu, 2005, InterpPress 

 

Creating Great Visitor Experiences – A Guide for Museum, Parks, Zoos, Gardens 

and Libraries 

Stephanie Weaver, 2007, Left Coast Press 

 

Interpretive planning – The 5-M Model for Successful Planning Projects 

Lisa Brochu, 2003, InterpPress 

 

Signs, Trails and Wayside Exhibits: Connecting People and Places 

Michael Gross, Ron Zimmerman and Jim Buchholz, (3rd Edition) 2006, UW-SP foundation 

Press 

 

Designing Interpretive Signs – Principles in Practice 

Gina Moscardo, Roy Ballantyne and Karen Hughes, 2007, Fulcrum 

 

Walking and Interpretation Toolkit 

Brecon Beacons National Park www.breconbeacons.org/communities/community-

walking-and-interpretationtoolkit 

 

Exhibit Labels – an interpretive approach  

Beverly Serrell, Altamira 

 

Planning for People in Museum Exhibitions 

Kathleen McLean, 1993, Association of Science-Technology Centers 

 

Disability guidance 

 

Designing Exhibitions to Include People with Disabilities 

Nolan Gail, 1997, NMS Publishing 

 

See it Right: Royal National Institute of the Blind Guidelines 

www.rnib.org.uk/xpedio/groups/public/documents/PublicWebsite/publicseeitright.hcsp 

 

Am I making Myself Clear; Mencap’s guidelines for accessible writing 

www.mencap.org.uk/download/making_myself_clear.pdf 

 

National Disability Authority/Centre for Excellence in Universal Design 

25 Clyde Road, Ballsbridge, Dublin 4 

Tel: 01 6080400 

Web: www.nda.ie 

 

 

http://www.failteireland.ie/Business-Supports/Tourism-Sector-Development
http://www.businesstools.failteireland.ie/
http://www.breconbeacons.org/communities/community-walking-and-interpretationtoolkit
http://www.breconbeacons.org/communities/community-walking-and-interpretationtoolkit
http://www.rnib.org.uk/xpedio/groups/public/documents/PublicWebsite/publicseeitright.hcsp
http://www.mencap.org.uk/download/making_myself_clear.pdf
http://www.nda.ie/
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The National Learning Network Ltd. provides training on communicating with 

people with disabilities 

Roslyn Park, Sandymount, Dublin 4 

Tel: 01 2057200 

Web: www.nln.ie 

 

Sources of advice 

The following are your local Fáilte Ireland contacts and your first port of call: 

 

Fáilte Ireland Dublin 

Amiens Street 

Dublin 1 

Tel: 01 8847136 

Contact: Maeve McKeever 

 

Fáilte Ireland East & Midlands 

Tel: 044 9348761 

 

Fáilte Ireland South East 

Tel: 051 875823 

 

Fáilte Ireland South West 

Tel: 021 4255100 

 

Fáilte Ireland West 

Tel: 091 537700 

 

Fáilte Ireland North West 

Tel: 071 9161201 

Also 

 

Shannon Development 

Shannon Town Centre 

Shannon 

Co. Clare 

Tel: 061 361555 

 

The following are possible sources of funding for the development of interpretation: 

 National Lottery Beneficiary Fund 

 The Heritage Council 

 Irish Leader Network 

 Fáilte Ireland 

 Culture Ireland 

 Arts Council 

 County Enterprise Boards 

 Local Authority Departments 

 Business Organisations 

 Volunteering Ireland could also provide support in sourcing volunteers to help 

in development and interpretation at your site. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.nln.ie/
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Photograph Credits for Case Studies 

 

Dundalk County Museum Courtesy of County Museum Dundalk 

Big Pit Courtesy of Amgueddfa Cymru National Museum Wales 

SS Great Britain Courtesy of Claire Champion, SS Great Britain Trust 

Maes Howe © Crown Copyright Historic Scotland www.historicscotlandimages.gov.uk 

Carlow Trails of the Saints Courtesy of Carlow Tourism 

Cliffs of Moher Courtesy of The Cliffs of Moher Visitor Experience 

Ros Tapestry Courtesy of Ros Tapestry 

Knock Shrine Courtesy of Stratford Photography 

Dunbrody Famine Ship Courtesy of P.J. Browne 

Irish National Heritage Park Courtesy of The Irish National Heritage Park 

Croke Park Stadium Tour Courtesy of the GAA Museum, Croke Park 

Dingle Oceanworld Aquarium Courtesy of Dingle Oceanworld 

St. Canice’s Cathedral, Kilkenny Courtesy of St. Canice’s Cathedral, Kilkenny 

Killybegs Maritime and Heritage Centre Photo by kind permission of Killybegs 

Maritime & Heritage 

The Highland Folk Museum Courtesy of Highland Folk Museum 

Lyme Park ©NTPL/Arnhel de Serra  

www.nationaltrust.org.uk 

 

 

While every attempt has been made to ensure information in this document is accurate, 

we are not responsible for any errors or omissions, but where these are pointed out, we 

will ensure that future editions are rectified. 

 


