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PREFACE 
 
This Brief Introduction to the Tourism Interpretation Planning and Management Manual is intended to 
provide destination and attraction managers with a guide to the process and the essential role of   
interpretation in tourism planning and development, as well as highlighting the importance of human 
and financial resources to ensure quality interpretation. The complete manual, which will shortly be 
posted online, will present case studies based on the authors’ and their teams’ own development 
and research work in Southeast Asia, demonstrating the importance of interpretation and             
storytelling.  
 
The definition of destination and attraction managers, as used in the manual, includes not only those 
who are responsible for the management and operations of a destination or attraction, but also the 
owners and those responsible for the stewardship of a destination or attraction. (In this instance, the 
use of the term ‘owners’ is intended to encompass government departments, municipal bodies, or 
nonprofit and commercial groups/entities who are responsible for the management of a destination 
or attraction.)  
 
In order to provide a focus for the publication, destinations and attractions referred to are primarily 
historical, natural and intangible in nature, largely within the public and nonprofit sectors. This     
manual takes as a basic premise that interpretation:  
 

Must be integrated into the management structure of a destination or attraction;  
Is a professional activity requiring careful research, design and implementation; and 
Ensures that the objectives of a destination or attraction are being met in an effective manner.  

 
The manual is not designed as a textbook, but is rather a go-to guide, highlighting salient points of 
which a destination or attraction manager should be aware. 
 
Originally developed for the Department of Tourism/Ministry of Tourism and Sports in Thailand, the 
manual recognizes the financial realities that many destinations and attractions face and therefore 
focuses on cost-effective approaches to interpretation and storytelling.  
 
In widely disseminating this Brief Introduction to the Tourism Interpretation Planning and             
Management Manual, the authors hope to encourage other experts to contribute to the ongoing    
development of the full publication. The manual is a work in progress and will benefit from further 
contributions that will add to future improvements in interpretation. The authors believe that           
interpretation can play a much larger role in the overall development of destinations and the visitor 
experience. In addition, the processes of traditional interpretation development can also be easily 
adapted to enhance marketing and advertising initiatives.  
 
The manual will be periodically updated as the authors and other experts continue to enhance and 
add to the content. When Walter Jamieson and Michelle Jamieson began work on this publication, 
they wrote an article that expanded on the processes and implications of interpretation within the 
larger planning context of a destination. This article will be published in the Tourism Development 
Journal in June 2017 and will be posted on www.walterjamieson.com.  
 
If you would be interested in contributing to any section of the manual, in providing insight through a 
case study, or simply commenting on the content and objectives of the publication, Michelle          
Jamieson at mj@greendoorsolutions.net would welcome your emails. Please also contact Michelle if 
you would like the full manual to be sent to you once it has been completed.  
 
Thank you in advance and we look forward to hearing from you.  

mailto:mj@greendoorsolutions.net


FOREWORD 
 

The more connected and engaged visitors are with a destination and/or attraction – whether natural, 
cultural, or man-made – and the more memorable, unique, accessible and authentic their              
experiences are, the longer they are likely to stay in the destination, and the more likely they are to 
return. It is widely recognized that tourism can help generate economic benefits for a destination and 
respective surrounding community, so longer stays and repeat visitation are all the more beneficial. 
Moreover, when these visitors return home, they are also more likely to tell friends and family about 
their experiences, motivating further visitation.  
 
Figure 1 highlights the different types of destinations and attractions that benefit from interpretation. 
Just as investment is seen as critical from a tourism development perspective, there is also a        
societal obligation to ensure that both domestic and foreign visitors leave any destination or          
attraction with a higher level of knowledge and appreciation of the nature of the resource.  
  

 

 
 

Figure 1: Different Types of Destinations and Attractions 
 
In the same way that translators interpret from one language to another, managers of destinations 
and attractions can interpret their attributes so that they are meaningful across diverse cultures.    
Interpretation – in other words storytelling, or explaining a destination and/or attraction’s story in an 
engaging, vibrant way – is a vital tool for tourism destination management. It can be used to         
encourage respect and appropriate behavior from tourists and can also promote feelings of pride 
and awareness within a community. 
 
Developing a program of interpretation also ensures that a destination and/or attraction takes control 
of how their stories are presented to others. Many other stakeholders are involved implicitly or      
explicitly in building a destination’s brand. The challenge for destination managers is to ensure that a 
consistent message is put forward, telling an authentic and a locally based story. An interpretive   
program also encourages tourists to really appreciate and value destinations and attractions, which 
can lead to a successful, healthy, and sustainable tourism industry. 
 
An interpretive strategy and program can also help monitor tourist behavior and influence              
expectations. If, for example, certain attractions or ceremonies are considered to be private or       
inappropriate for tourists, and site managers decide not to open them to the public, tourists may well 
resent it. But they are likely to be much more sympathetic if the reasons for this are clearly            
explained. 



Many tourists – sometimes referred to as ‘experiential tourists’ or ‘creative tourists’ – are looking for 
more than a whirlwind trip to a large city, or a few days on the beach. They want to learn about, and 
have a real sense of, the places they are visiting, to get to know and understand local communities. 
They are interested in experiencing other ways of life, and interpretation can help heighten these  
experiences. Nevertheless, it is important to remember that these tourists do consider themselves to 
be on vacation, not on a school or study trip. They do not need to become experts. But thoughtful 
interpretive programs offer the visitor a more meaningful experience than just a sunny beach or a 
nice view and, in the process, these programs reinforce and celebrate local heritage. 
 
Interpretation planning and development require a multi-stakeholder approach involving a wide 
range of individuals and organizations. For interpretation to be really successful, destination and   
attraction managers should be able to balance the need for conservation and preservation with the 
needs and wishes of visitors. They should consider themselves not only guardians of the              
destinations and attractions they manage, but also responsible for developing a customer-centric 
approach to visitor management.  
 



PART 1: INTRODUCTION TO INTERPRETATION  
 

What is Interpretation? 

 
Defining interpretation is difficult task, especially given widely differing perspectives and                
perceptions. Freeman Tilden, in his ground-breaking Interpreting Our Heritage, envisaged it as   
comprising three key elements, as seen in Figure 2. 

 
Figure 2: Freeman Tilden’s Three Elements of Interpretation 

 
Given this definition of interpretation, there are two ways to communicate with visitors: in a factual or 
an interpretive style. The difference lies in how information is presented, as opposed to what        
information is presented. An interpretive style reveals a story or a deeper message, whereas a     
factual style presents mostly facts.  
 
The goal of interpretation should be to change attitudes and behavior, to motivate and inspire, and 
to make information meaningful and exciting. Ultimately, using interpretation techniques to present 
information can make visitors more sensitive, more aware, and more understanding of a            
community’s point of view. 
 
The following is an example of the difference between factual and interpretive styles of               
communication. 
 

 

Interpretation is not just a matter of producing a glossy brochure, or developing appropriate signage, 
or a well-edited video; it is the art of telling the story of a destination and attraction. This ‘story’ is a 
collection of selected facts and experiences that can be given emotional and sensory meaning. All 
five senses can be used to enhance the experience of the visitor environment. As an example, the 
audience may be directed to feel the cool marble of a temple floor, smell a distillery or market, and 
hear the cries of street vendors. All too often the focus is solely, or almost exclusively, on sense of 

A European woman touring a temple complex points at a Bodhi tree and asks her 
guide “What kind of tree is that?” If the guide opts for a factual style, he/she will an-
swer “A Bodhi tree” and leave it at that. 
 
Opting for an interpretational style, he might say: “This is a Bodhi tree. This species of 
tree is very important to Buddhists because the Buddha sat under a Bodhi tree as he 
achieved Nirvana, a state of enlightenment that is the ultimate goal of Buddhism in the 
same way that heaven is the ultimate goal of Christianity. We believe that every Bodhi 
tree is holy because it is connected to the original one. People often decorate the tree 
and offer incense to it as a Christian might light a candle to a statue of a saint.” 
 
Which answer would the woman remember? Which one would spark her interest in 
the destination and attraction she is visiting? 



sight when presenting a new destination or attraction, even though it is through all the senses that a 
visitor is able to fully understand an environment. 
 
Effective interpretation has the power to inspire further exploration. Once a main tourist area has 
been visited, visitors may be directed on a self-guided tour to explore the destination more fully for 
themselves.   
 

Understanding the Audience 

An important part of interpretation planning and development is ensuring that a visitor’s travel       
experience include elements that are already familiar to him/her by using familiar comparisons and 
background information that will help the visitor identify with the message.  
 
Often it will be necessary to interpret across cultures and deal with gaps in knowledge, so it is    
helpful to know something about who the visitors are and where they come from. Each region of the 
world has a different way of understanding family, religion, food, time, etc. For example, if most    
visitors to a community know a lot about Buddhism, the interpretation for these tourists will be       
different than it would be for the average international tourist who knows little about the topic.   
 
In some cases, a familiar destination or attraction may need to be reinterpreted to interest the local 
population. Schoolchildren touring a temple complex, for example, may be inspired and interested 
by stories about the lives of novice monks throughout the ages. A site can be endlessly reinterpreted 
because there are many stories and perspectives from which to view it. However, each story should 
be consistent with the unique sense of place the destination, attraction and community want to    
convey. 
 
In general, visitor profiles are changing and so the type of interpretation adopted also needs to adapt 
to the changing visitor. In some cases, visitors depend entirely on technology to access information, 
which inevitably influences how they are able to interact with a site. Visitor profiles need to be careful 
researched and understood as interpretation plans are developed and redeveloped.  
 

Resources Inventory  

 
The first step a site manager should take is to research and make an inventory of the resources and 
attributes of the destination and/or attraction, working with subject specialists and visitor             
management experts. These resources may include historic buildings or everyday elements such as 
food preparation, a system of community land ownership, religious practices, festivals and customs, 
natural ecosystems. The objective is to determine what stories to tell. If this inventory is omitted, 
there is a danger that the interpretation will focus solely on the most obvious features, not            
recognizing the special, yet more subtle, qualities that give a community its distinctive sense of 
place. A methodical search of a destination/attraction’s physical and cultural features should be 
made, and areas/activities not appropriate for tourists should be noted. 
 

Subjects of Interpretation 

 
In some situations, it is not the managers, but rather the owners’ and managers’ objectives, that will 
determine what stories to tell. By way of example, an important collection of historic buildings or a 
distinctive artistic tradition could be a major component of a story’s theme. Good interpretation can 
make even everyday resources interesting by turning daily realities into interesting activities. In  
Thailand, an interpretive project run by the Thai Volunteer Service developed experiences that    
highlight daily life in several villages. Travelers have the opportunity of participating in activities such 
as grinding corn, working the fields, picking fruit, catching crabs, or learning cooking techniques. In 
the villages participating in this project, there are no temples or archaeological sites to draw        



travelers, but the project has worked to develop other resources from the village – the experiences 
of daily life. Travelers feel and experience very strong emotions when immersed in the daily life of a 
local village – emotions that are quite different to anything they might feel visiting a poorly             
interpreted temple.   
 
If a region or community does not have a major destination and attraction, other elements of the   
region or community can be discovered through imagination and brainstorming with various       
stakeholders. It may be surprising to many residents, and even politicians and administrators, to 
hear that visitors from other countries are interested in the daily life of the communities they visit, but 
it is often true. Cooking and building methods, for example, may be very different from those in the 
visitor’s home country. Presenting these aspects of heritage through interpretation creates a richer 
picture of the community. What residents may consider boring everyday life may be fascinating to 
tourists, and unlike anything they have seen before. 
 

Who Decides on What to Interpret? 

 
Everyone will have a different opinion about which heritage sites, living heritage resources, natural 
environments and artifacts are important, and how they should be interpreted. Experts in the fields of 
architecture, history, nature, ecosystems, music, etc. will have diverse but interesting perspectives. It 
is important to note that there may also be conflicting ideas and opinions within the region or      
community itself. A minority group, for example, may feel its contribution to the history and heritage 
of a region or community is undervalued. By working with experts and stakeholders who hold        
diverse views, however, all stakeholders can be represented, and a holistic vision of the destination 
and attraction can be presented to visitors as well as to the local public.  
 

Who Are the Visitors? 

 
In order to interpret a destination and/or attraction in a way to which visitors can relate, it is important 
to keep track of who those visitors are. In fact, depending on how the interpretive program is 
planned, a destination/attraction is actually able to control the types of tourists it attracts. The more 
information that can be gathered about visitors –e.g. where they come from and the motives and   
expectations of their visit – the easier it will be for planners to create programs and services that    
relate to visitors’ real needs and experiences.  
 
Knowing the type of visitor also helps to determine what kind of interpretive presentations will be 
used. If a sizable portion of a destination and/or attraction’s visitors are older tourists on a bus tour, a 
long, self-guided walking trail would not be the most effective style of presentation. However, if most 
visitors are young, healthy backpackers, this type of trail is ideal. 
 
In many situations, statistics on tourism are not often available, so alternative ways of information 
gathering may need to be developed. It is possible to evaluate the success of an interpretive        
program by asking local tour guides to survey tourists about what they learned and felt after their   
visit. And hotel owners can also get feedback from guests. If most tourists are on day visits, talking 
to bus or ferry-boat operators can help gather enough information to understand who is coming to 
the region or community and what kind of experiences they are having. Not only does this             
information help with planning interpretation projects, but it can also contribute to the design of    
strategies to increase or change the type of tourists that come to a destination.  
 

Who Decides the Theme? 

 
There are often outside pressures to develop a theme that may not seem appropriate to the local 
population. National governments and commercial groups, such as tour companies, may want to 



choose a highly symbolic or political theme at the expense of popular forms of cultural expression 
of locally defined importance. 
 
The UNESCO World Heritage Site Luang Prabang in Lao PDR, for example, may represent the old 
Lanna Kingdom to Thai visitors, or the colonial era to French visitors, but may also hold deep      
religious significance for Laotians. The combination of these attributes contributes to Luang        
Prabang’s sense of place, and interpretation may focus on the connections between these three 
different perspectives. Ultimately, however, site managers working with the local community should 
decide what to present as the most significant attributes or part of the destination’s story. 
 
Ideally, to ensure representation, all stakeholders should be consulted and be able to participate in 
the interpretive planning process. The dangers of not taking control of the development of a       
community’s theme are discussed in the following section.  



The full manual will be 

posted online shortly.  

 

If you are interested in 

contributing to the   

manual, please contact 

Michelle Jamieson at 

mj@greendoorsolutions.

net   

 

We would also be happy 

to send you the link to 

the full manual once 

available.  
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