
The Role of Interpretation in Destination 
Development



An interpretive approach can connect people to 
place, differentiate your destination, and foster 
unforgettable authentic experiences for your 
visitors. 



Interpretation: a communications process that 
fosters emotional and intellectual connections 
between the interests of the visitor and the 
meanings in the landscape. 



The interpretive approach always asks,  
 
How can this (building, activity, sign, tour) connect 
visitors to the essence of this place? 



All can work toward the same goals: sustainable 
tourism and economic development.



Step 1: Goals. What are you trying to accomplish?



Increase visitation. Increase repeat visitation. Increase 
spending per visitor. Increase length of stay. Decrease 
environmental damage, litter, vandalism. Increase visitor 
satisfaction. Increase learning. Increase local commitment to 
tourism. Increase stakeholder engagement and commitment. 

Interpretation planning can have a role in all of these.



Step two: audience research. Who are the people 
who can help you meet your goals? 



What are their needs and interests? Where do they 
live? 



What is the way to their heart? 



Step 3: Defining essence of place and interpretive 
themes



Essence of place: the unique combination of 
culture, history, landscape, climate, geography, 
flora, fauna that define your site and set it apart 
from the rest of the world.



These values are sometimes called “heritage 
values.” 



Traditionally, they are defined by an expert. 



In a sustainable tourism model, stakeholders and 
residents define essence of place, with input from 
experts (historians, ecologists, etc.)



The process is inclusive. And yes, it must involve 
the Indigenous community. 



Iconic Images: six images that capture the essence 
of the place



Iconic features, tangible and intangible: “Without 
____ this place is no longer this place.”



Must-know facts about the place



From essence of place: themes, messages and 
storylines



An Interpretive Atlas



Crafting a visitor narrative: what does a perfect visit 
look like? 



Interpretive media: think beyond signs. Virtually 
every visitor experience is an interpretive 
opportunity. 



Think of…

• Cuisine


• Apps


• Tours


• Signs


• Self-guided experiences


• Training for hospitality workers


• Branding


•



Visitors are seeking authenticity and connection to 
place. Everyone in the community has a role to 
play in fostering it. 
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