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HOW TO CREATE A GREAT 
VISITOR DESTINATION?
The best visitor destinations aren’t just for visiting.

Rather, they have the potential to create significant 
cultural, social, environmental and financial value –
now, and for years to come. They can connect with 
and inspire hard-to-reach audiences. They can 
generate income and improve livelihoods. They can 
experiment, innovate and pioneer change.

But how?

On the 12th September 2018, we co-hosted an 
evening seminar with the Roman Baths with speakers 
from Longleat, the Roman Baths, the National Trust 
and the Eden Project. Together, they answered the 
question:

How do we balance the 
competing demands of 
providing the best possible 
visitor experience whilst 
protecting assets for future 
generations and making a 
commercial return?



“When you know who you are, you will know what to do.” 

James, Longleat

The key to a consistently great visitor experience is delivering something truly 
authentic. Audiences can sniff out inauthenticity from 100 paces, and they don’t like 
it. When Longleat ran a series of animatronics events it didn’t go as well as it could 
have… “we don’t want animatronics, we want animals!”

“The Eden Project’s ethos is to connect people with each 
other, and with nature. As you get older as an organisation, 
you have to check your vision is right there with you along 
the way.” 

Caron, Eden Project

A vision can’t just be left to itself, it must be embedded. Jess, Head of Visitor 
Experience at the National Trust, talked about how her organisation embedded its 
vision by introducing a single KPI for visitor enjoyment. The new metric created a 
transformational culture shift and helped the Trust achieve substantial growth in 
visits and memberships.

KNOW YOURSELF

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

• Do you know your organisation’s vision or purpose?
• Is it believable? Do your employees know and believe in 

it?
• Has your vision changed over the years? Have you 

updated it?
• How are you delivering on your vision? How are you 

measuring progress?



“Staff, not stuff.” 

James Alexander, Locum Destination Consulting

All our speakers talked about employees as an organisation’s key asset. Friendly, 
helpful staff can make a visitor’s day, and they’ll often be mentioned by name in 
reviews. When the Roman Baths changed their recruitment tactics from hiring 
history buffs to friendly faces, it made a huge difference to their front of house 
performance. (After all, history can be taught.)

“Safari Bus Dave is called a legend across social media. He 
now has a tattoo of the safari bus on his forearm with the 
words ‘Safari Bus Dave, Legend’. People love it.”

James, Longleat

Investing in staff is critical. When your employees believe in your organisation, they 
aren’t just committed to its ongoing success, they become ambassadors for 
everything you stand for.

“At the Eden Project everyone signs up for five ‘Tricky Days’ 
a year. If thousands of extra visitors arrive on one of your 
Tricky Days (which can happen when it rains), you come and 
help. We’ve had the Finance Director cleaning tables. It’s 
amazing: everyone gets it, everyone is up for it.” 

Caron, Eden Project

IT’S ALL ABOUT PEOPLE

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

• Do you value your staff enough? If not, why not?
• How can you support your staff to create one-of-a-kind 

experiences for visitors?
• Are you measuring your employee wellbeing? Do you 

have KPIs in place?



“It might not make their day, but it could break it.” 

James, Longleat

As a major visitor attraction, you just can’t afford to get the basics wrong. At the 
very least, that means cleanliness, good toilets, catering and signage. Understanding 
your audience is an important part of this. If you know who’s visiting you, you can 
better understand and meet their needs and expectations.

“You can have a small thing that goes wrong, that becomes 
a serious issue on social media. A lot of trouble can be 
avoided through genuine visitor service, delivered with 
empathy.” 

James, Longleat

Getting the basics right isn’t always straightforward. How do you manage traffic 
jams when you have an unexpected influx of visitors? How do you manage mistakes 
on social media? A strong culture and committed employees are invaluably helpful 
with these kinds of challenges.

GET THE BASICS RIGHT

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

• Are you getting the basics right for everyone, not just the 
obvious groups?

• How do you prioritise what gets fixed first?
• How are you monitoring and evaluating visitor 

experience?  



With a clear vision in place, you can afford to be creative about how you deliver on 
it. For Longleat, a diverse range of events has helped increase attendance and 
income at less busy times of year. Headline events are also an opportunity to stand 
out on the world stage and connect with more diverse audiences.

“The Festival of Light has transformed our business. We now 
have a quarter of a million visitors in November/December, 
which used to be a much quieter time.”

James, Longleat

Be aware of ‘event-fatigue’. Too many events can dilute your core offer and distract 
from getting the basics right. It’s also risky: what if it rains during a major outdoor 
event?

“We had to make a decision about what adds value. There 
was an issue around the quality of the core offer – we had 
different events every week but loo doors with broken locks.” 

Jess, National Trust

ARE EVENTS WORTH IT?

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

• Is your event programme too quiet or 
too full? 

• Is it working with the rhythms and 
interests of the outside world?

• Do your events offer an authentic 
extension to your core offer?

• How do your employees and visitors 
feel about your events?



“Make it brilliant” 

Caron, Eden Project

As a major visitor destination, you have what it takes to offer something truly 
amazing. This doesn’t have to be an all-singing-all-dancing performance, it can be as 
simple as focusing on those audiences for whom you can do something really 
special. 

“At the National Trust, we focused on natural play because it 
was something we felt we could do really well. Eventually, 
our ‘50 things to do before you're 11 ¾’ became one of our 
most successful campaigns ever.” 

Jess, National Trust

Caron, Sustainability Consultant at the Eden Project, spoke about their new 
changing places. These are changing facilities that are available to anyone, of any 
age or disability, who needs them to use. 

“Instead of being white and clinical, we painted the walls 
bright orange and put art up. It costs no more, and it makes 
all people of all abilities feel welcome.”

Caron, Eden Project

SURPRISE AND DELIGHT

KEY CONSIDERATIONS

• What are your real strengths? What are 
your weaknesses?

• How do you come up with fresh ideas 
in your organisation?

• What are your visitors’ expectations? 
How can you exceed them?



1
Put your audience at the 
heart of your thinking. 

Remember: 90% of people 
make up their mind in the 

first 90 seconds.

10 tips to take away. 

2
Test your ideas in focus 

groups (and find out what 
your visitors really think 

about you).

3
Find ways to work 

dynamically with your assets 
– otherwise how will you 

keep people coming back for 
more?

4
Ensure your vision makes 
sense to everyone who’s 

working to deliver it. 

A FEW MORE NUGGETS

5
Invest in children’s education 

and experiences - they are 
the visitors of tomorrow.

6
Create a learning log of your 
mistakes, and check back on 

it for annual events.

7
Be ambitious in your goals 

and create a roadmap to get 
you there. Don’t worry if it’s 

a long one!

8
Play to your strengths and 

break a few records.

9
Collaborate with interesting 

partners – share your 
skills/status/ambitions.

10
Make every visitor feel like a 
VIP – they want experiences, 

not things.



STEPHEN BIRD MBE

Head of Heritage Services at Bath & 
North East Somerset Council

Stephen has worked in museums, 
heritage and tourism in Bath for many 
years. He is a Fellow of the Museums 

Association, past President of the 
South Western Museums Federation, 

a member of the Chartered 
Management Institute and of the 

Tourism Society. Stephen is a 
professional mentor and Fellowship 

assessor for the Museums 
Association; he sits on the Advisory 

Board of Avebury Museum, is a 
trustee of Glastonbury Abbey and is 
Company Secretary of the Roman 
Baths Foundation. Stephen was 

awarded an MBE in the 2018 Queen’s 
Birthday Honours List for services to 

museums, heritage and tourism.

JAMES BAILEY

Head of Marketing,                    
Longleat

James is Head of Marketing for 
Longleat Enterprises which includes 
the Safari Park and Stately Home as 
well as Cheddar Gorge & Caves. The 
Marketing department is made up of 

Brand & Campaigns, PR & Web, 
Education, The Studio and Events. 

Prior to Longleat James has worked 
for a number of attractions including 
Zoological Society of London, Science 

Museum Group, Natural History 
Museum and was Chair of the ALVA 
Financial and Quality benchmarking 

for five years. In 2013 he lived a 
lifelong dream by qualifying as a safari 
guide and working in Kruger National 
Park where he specialised on walking 

safaris.

JESS MONAGHAN

Head of Visitor Experience & 
Learning, National Trust.

Jess leads the development of the 
professional community learning & 
visitor experience staff to welcome 
audiences across the National Trust 
(NT). The NT currently welcome 25 

million visitors a year to our pay-for-
entry places, and an estimated 100-

200 million to open countryside. Jess, 
previously ran a major visitor 

operation (York Minster), and has led 
teams to develop plans for experience 
investments or changes including the 

interpretation plan for Chedworth
Roman Villa, and the Experience 

Design plan for Dyrham Park. Jess 
currently leads on the NT’s holistic 

approach to ‘master-planning’ 
experiences across whole sites. 

CARON JOHNSON

Sustainability Consultant, Eden 
Project

At Eden and in Cornwall, Caron has 
worked on many projects with high 

sustainability aspirations. She is 
experienced in working client side 

with project teams to set standards 
for projects and with architects, 

developers and contractors to deliver 
on these expectations. Social 

inclusion and buildings for people are 
key themes in the Eden approach.  
Caron is currently working with the 
Eden Project on site wide master 
planning and with Eden Project 

International on embedding the Eden 
ethos and way of working into a range 

of exciting projects.

SPEAKERS AND PANELISTS



MORE INFORMATION
This article was written on the content from an event 
hosted by Active Thinking and 3ADAPT at the Roman 
Baths. All proceeds from the seminar went to the 
Roman Baths Foundation to support the Archway 
Project, an HLF-funded scheme to create a World 
Heritage Centre and Roman Baths Learning Centre in 
central Bath.

If you’d like to stay in touch or share a learning, 
please get in touch via either the 3ADAPT or Active 
Thinking website.

We collaborate with people, synthesise data and 
draw on our experience of delivering best in class 
projects to provide simple, clear advice to help you 
stand out. We are sustainability consultants who 
operate across organisations, masterplans and 
buildings to deliver prosperous projects that are 
great for people and the planet.

www.3ADAPT.com

Active Thinking have a passion for delivering great 
customer experiences in the built environment.  They 
focus on how buildings are designed and operated 
from the point of view of customers and the people 
who work there; creating efficiencies, brand impact 
and improved space utilisation.  This often involves 
integrating stakeholders' requirements, particularly 
retail, into a great experience; turning designs into 
practical, resilient systems that actually work.

www.activethinking.co.uk

http://www.3adapt.com/
http://www.activethinking.co.uk/
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