Benchmarking Visitor Attractions

Improving visitor satisfaction and attractions'financial health

Spurred by government demands for Best Value and the increasing competitiveness of the attractions industry, an
innovative benchmarking scheme for small to medium sized museums and attractions (up to 200,000 visitors) has been
developed by Regional Tourist Boards and Locum Destination Consulting. It is based on an initiative piloted by the
Southern Tourist Board and Locum Destination Consulting in association with a local partnership comprising Hampshire
County Council, the South Eastern Museums Service, the Dorset and New Forest Area Tourism Partnership and
Hampshire Training & Enterprise Council. The scheme was piloted through 33 attractions in Hampshire and Dorset in
1999-2000 to test and refine the methodology, and now has the support of the English Tourism Council. Sean Young, a
Director of Locum Destination Consulting, who has been closely involved in the piloting and further development of the
scheme, explains the range of benefits it offers to participating attractions.

The overarching benefit of attractions benchmarking is that it can
provide both an external customer-focused and internal
management-focused basis on which to set priorities for action. The
sharing of good practice then serves to help the attractions identify
what they should do to improve over time.

The pilot project demonstrated its usefulness both as a guide to
good management and operation, and as a tool for monitoring
improvements over time and learning from comparable
organisations.

The key uses of the new benchmarking service being offered by
Locum Destination Consulting, in association with the Regional
Tourist Boards and with backing of the English Tourism Council,
include:

e |dentifying strengths and weaknesses: in terms of the visitor
experience, management processes and market and financial
performance.

® Influencing decision makers and securing resource: under-

performance against visitor expectations and against other
attractions can be a powerful influence on the organisation's
key decision makers and can help secure additional resources
for poorly performing areas.

®  Supporting funding applications: the findings of the visitor
survey and results of the management and financial
benchmarking is a very useful tool to demonstrate need for
financial support or to demonstrate the competency of the
attractions management team.

e |dentifying trends in the marketplace: the market and financial
performance indicator results are useful for tracking
improvement over time and also any trends in the wider
attractions marketplace e.g. did other attractions experience
the same difficulties you did last quarter?

e Best Value: for local authority attractions and museums the
benchmarking scheme can serve to meet the needs to consult
with visitors and compare an authority's performance with
others.
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The attractions benchmarking service

The Regional Tourist Boards and Locum Destination Consulting are
now offering a full attraction benchmarking service in 2002 and
beyond. A key feature of the service is the standardised
methodology which ensures a common approach to information
collection and reporting. This allows participating attractions to
compare their own performance against the maximum, minimum
and average performance of comparable attractions - via a central
database.

The services available to attractions are detailed below. It is
possible to choose any of the particular services, depending upon
the specific needs of the attraction manager, or a complete package
of services.

1. Visitor satisfaction benchmarking
Following an on-site briefing for staff, the attraction receives an
attractive, standardised self-completing visitor questionnaire, shown
right, for distribution to visitors during the core period of June to
the end of August. Upon completion, each attraction receives a
confidential report providing its own results alongside the
maximum, minimum and average for all attractions. Comparison is
also available for attraction categories and other variables
depending on the overall volume of participants which we
anticipate will build year on year.

The questionnaires may also be used for a face-to-face
consultation process if desired by the attraction manager.

2. Market and financial benchmarking

The attraction manager receives a standard self-completing
questionnaire twice a year, which gathers key performance data on
market, income and profitability indicators. Upon completion the
attraction receives a confidential report providing its own results for
the period alongside the maximum, minimum and average for all
attractions and relevant categories of attractions. Details of past
results are also provided so that the attraction can monitor its own
performance and wider trends over time.

Attractions also receive a ‘Good Practice Management Manual',
which focuses on common and comparative processes that are key
to the financial performance of small and medium-sized attractions.
The areas of operation that are examined in detail are marketing,
financial management, retail, catering and 'other areas of income
generation’ The attraction manager can carry out a review of
current performance by 'scoring' their attraction's performance
against a range of identified good practice processes.

Attractions taking part in the market and financial benchmarking
can also access a website, which includes a step-by-step guide to
action planning to help the attraction to interpret their results and
translate them into actions. A useful reference guide providing
information on publications and organisations that may serve to
help the attractions is also on-line.
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3. Sharing good practice

One-to-one site visits

As benchmarking is about exchanging information and experience in
order to improve performance, all participating attractions within
the scheme are encouraged to visit each other's facilities and
exchange information face-to-face. This process is facilitated
through the provision of guidelines for ethical conduct between
benchmarking partners and the Regional Tourist Board acts as a first
point of contact for attractions that are interested in hosting or
conducting site visits.

Specialist seminars

Attractions can also sign up to take part in a series of seminars
focusing on the key issues addressed in the benchmarking scheme.
These include expert-led workshops on marketing, business planning,
retail, catering and other forms of income generation. The guiding
principle behind the seminars is to keep the discussion practical and
action-oriented.

Expert market and financial review

Finally, an attraction wishing to get additional assistance can request
an expert financial review. A recognised expert in the field will
analyse the attraction's benchmarking results, undertake a site visit
to discuss the attraction's own action plans and provide feedback
from the consultant's own experience. A short action-orientated
report will be prepared by the expert focusing on the weak areas
identified in the benchmarking process.

Support for the benchmarking service

‘Participation in the benchmarking scheme has enabled us to
identify areas where we can improve the experience for our
visitors and better some of our income generating services. |
particularly welcomed the opportunity to share good practice
with comparable attractions facing similar challenges.’

David Butt, Director, The Tank Museum

'| found it very interesting to see how the attractions group as a
whole had performed and to monitor wider visitation trends.
The project brought together and helped to unite local
attractions.’

Sandra Palmer, Director, Farmer Palmer's Farm Park
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‘We used the benchmarking results to great effect in the
preparation of our funding application to the Heritage Lottery
Fund. The Good Practice Management Manual is a useful
reference guide in its own right.'

Cdr Jeff Tall, Director, Royal Naval Submarine Museum

‘The site visit by the expert consultant gave me comfort that we
were on the right track and helped me prioritise within my
action plan for the coming year.

Patrick Cooke, Proprietor, Athelhampton House and Gardens

Want to know more?

If you are interested in the opportunities offered by attractions
benchmarking and want to know more about the service and how it
is being delivered in your area, contact your Regional Tourist Board.

01473 825 613
01905 761 100
0191 375 3000
01942 821 222
01892 540 766
02380 625 400
0870 4420 830
01904 773 331

East of England Tourist Board:
Heart of England Tourist Board:
Northumbria Tourist Board:

North West Tourist Board:

South East England Tourist Board:
Southern Tourist Board:

South West Tourism:

Yorkshire Tourist Board:




