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INTRODUCTION 

The visitor centre “industry” has grown rapidly in the last three decades as site and destination 
managers have sought to exploit an ever-increasing public desire to increase engagement with, and 
understanding of, our natural and cultural heritage. Visitor centres can be found at almost every 
form of protected area, from national park to nature reserve, from urban centre to wildlife refuge. 
They are also increasingly common in destinations – rural or urban – that are seeking to increase 
visitor length of stay, and spend, and thus develop a more sustainable tourism economy. 

In many cases these centres act, as the name implies, as a focal point for visitor activity at the start 
of, sometime during or at the end the visit. In some instances, such as the Lomond Shores 
Development at the southern end of Loch Lomond in Scotland, it is often only the visitor centre that 
is seen during the trip. In other cases, such as the Acadia National Park Visitor Centre at Bar Harbor, 
Maine, the centre provides an orientation function so well that it enables the visitor to engage with 
aspects of the area’s cultural and natural heritage in any part of the island without ever having to 
return to the centre, even if the tourist is staying on the island for a week. 

This paper explores some of the issues surrounding the role of visitor centres within the context of 
an individual’s or group’s engagement with the natural and built heritage.  In particular, it examines 
how visitor centres can help contribute to an appreciation of the ‘spirit of place’, a theme that was 
explored in some depth at an international conference hosted in Canterbury in the summer of 2007 
by ICOMOS-UK  and at which the author first explored the topic addressed in this paper.  

The paper starts with a brief review of how ‘spirit of place’ has been defined in the context of this 
paper, followed by an overview of why people build visitor centres.  Subsequent issues addressed 
include an assessment of the ways in which such centres can contribute to spirit of place and then a 
discussion of the opposing situation, where such centres can actually get in the way of the visitor 
experience. The paper concludes by presenting a checklist for potential developers to consider 
before they start on yet another visitor centre, in order to ensure that any future visitor centre 
developments can actually contribute to the ‘spirit of place’. 

The author is grateful to ICOMOS-UK for the opportunity to present his thoughts on this subject at 
the 2007 conference, and for permission to develop them into the form that they take in this ICRT 
occasional paper.   
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WHAT DO WE MEAN BY ‘PLACE’? 

I would suggest that there are four characteristics of any ‘place’:  

 location - a position in space, defined by a grid reference 

 physical space - the physical characteristics of the earth’s surface, its topography, geology and 
vegetation or the buildings upon it 

 time - all places have a past, a present, and a future. The past will have left traces in the 
landscape, the present is there to be seen, and the future can be guessed at 

 the sense or ‘spirit’ of place  

So what is the sense or spirit of a place? 

Take a time to contemplate the grid reference Latitude 48°51’ 30.06” N, Longitude 2° 17’ 40.83” E.  

As a location this is meaningless to all but a very few. However, when you are told that this is the 
location of the Eiffel Tower, it immediately becomes a place - defined by its meaning to each of us as 
human beings. Whether or not we have climbed or taken a lift to the very top, strolled along the 
banks of the River Seine with it looming over us, or just seen the occasional photograph in a 
magazine or on the television, it now means something – it has resonance.  

A place is defined by its meaning in human experience. The peculiarities of a place, and what makes 
it of interest to the tourist or visitor, are a consequence of the interaction between the people who 
live and visit there, and the land and its habitats.  So when thinking about the sense of place, we 
cannot divorce people from the natural (or built) environment). 

A key figure in the development of geographical thought about the relationships between people 

and their environments is Kirk1, who distinguished between a world of physical facts (real 
situations) and a world of social facts which are arranged according to cultural influences - motives, 
preferences and traditions drawn from an individual’s social and cultural background. The logical 
outcome of this is that the same place is quite likely to have different meanings to individuals from 
different cultures.  This brings with it real challenges for those seeking to protect, preserve and 
present such spaces and places to visitors.   

Relph (1984) argues that ‘place’ is interesting in its own right as an expression of man’s 
involvement in the world, and that improved knowledge of the nature of place can contribute to the 

maintenance and manipulation of existing places and the creation of new ones2.  

In distinguishing place from space, Relph argues that the essence of place lies in the experience of 
what he calls an ‘inside’ that is distinct from an ‘outside’. For him, to be inside a place is to belong to 

                                                             

1 Kirk, W (1963) Problems of Geography Geography 48, pp357-371. Geographical Association 

2 Relph, E (1984) Place and Placelessness 2nd Revised Edition.  London: Pion 



3 

 

International Centre for Responsible Tourism 
Occasional Paper 10, Autumn 2008 
 

it and to identify with it. From the inside you experience a place, are surrounded by it and are part 
of it. To experience a place in this way, in Relph’s view, you need to travel to it.  However, it is of 
course possible for people to ‘experience’ places vicariously by reading books, watching films, 
viewing paintings or photographs or listening to music. Relph refers to this as ‘vicarious insideness’.  

Another category of insideness identified by Relph is ‘empathetic insideness’.  Here he points out 
that although being physically present is necessary to guarantee experience of place, it is not 
necessarily sufficient. He argues that some deliberate effort of perception is necessary, a willingness 
to open up to significances of a place, a willingness to feel a place and respect its symbolism.  

It is perhaps here that we need to contemplate the role of visitor centres in helping people 
understand this sense of place, helping people from other cultures or with no prior knowledge of 
the location to engage with Relph’s ‘inside’ so that they begin to experience the ‘spirit of place’.  
Their role in interpreting heritage is key to helping people engage with what is around them.  

As mentioned at the outset of this paper, we are dealing here with the role of visitor centres in 
creating or supporting a ‘spirit of place’. There are perhaps as many different views on what 
constitutes ‘spirit of place’ as there are heritage professionals. For the purposes of this discussion, 
‘spirit of place’ is taken to be the feeling or feelings that an individual experiences when in the 
presence of a building, landscape or other heritage asset. It is thus perhaps the most intensely 
personal aspect of engagement with the heritage. Whilst one could argue that such feelings can be 
influenced by heritage site managers, it is unlikely that they can actually be directly created by an 
external agency. I would argue that whilst the wider environment creates the context and provides 
the raw materials, the actual spirit of the place is not a consistent attribute of that location but a 
personal response to all that the visitor perceives – in other words, Relph’s state of ‘empathetic 
insideness’.  

To conclude, therefore, the spirit of place will always vary between individuals as they react 
differently to the scenery, wildlife, buildings, weather and other aspects of the heritage site put in 
front of them. However, what is certain is that some people in any location will experience one or 
more of the following feelings: 

 Awe 

 Wonder 

 Pride 

 Serenity 

 Tranquillity 

 Discovery and adventure 

 A sense of belonging 

 A connection with the past 
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WHAT ARE VISITOR CENTRES AND WHY ARE THEY PROVIDED? 

A review of relevant academic literature and of the trade press revealed precisely no formal 

definitions of what exactly a visitor centre is.  Yale’s early contribution to the literature3 provides a 
summary of their main functions, which is perhaps as good a starting point.  

Visitor centres, in her view, should do one or more of the following: 

 Provide information, orientation and interpretation 

 Offer retail opportunities 

 Provide basic services such as toilets 

 Provide accommodation for site managers 

Interestingly, there is no mention of catering provision in her description of the typical visitor 
centre even though this often takes up a considerable proportion of the floor space and within the 
context of responsible tourism development, offers an obvious opportunity for celebrating local 
cuisine and engaging directly with local food producers. With this caveat, and remembering that 
visitor centres come in many sizes, forms and that the content can also vary considerably, it is now 
worth briefly considering why heritage site managers are often keen to provide a visitor centre.  

As indicated above, a useful introduction to the role of visitor centres in the tourism economy is 
provided by Yale (1991) who sees them essentially as wet weather facilities that acts as conduits for 
passing on information, and as physical facilities that accommodate management services.  She 
argues that they play a particularly important role in stimulating tourism or visitor activity at 
countryside or rural locations where visitor centres “provide the excuse (sic) for going to a particular 
location”.  

Yale does however seem to have completely overlooked the importance of setting – the physical 
environment and the feelings that it creates within us - in attracting visitors to a location.  For 
instance, she argues that without a visitor centre at Kitty Hawk on North Carolina’s Outer Banks, 
there would be nothing to attract people to the dunes where the Wright Brothers first flew in a 
heavier than air machine.   

Yale seems to be suggesting that unless visitors have the opportunity to be ‘spoon fed’ information 
inside a purpose-built facility, they would be unlikely to take the time to pull off the 6 lane highway 
that bisects the Outer Banks at this point.  I would disagree completely with this opinion. Turning to 
Kitty Hawk and Kill Devil Hills on the Outer Banks again, and having visited the 25m high dunes just 
to enjoy the view of the sun setting over the adjacent marshes, I would argue that a knowledge of 
the location’s importance in aviation history, gained through reading a couple of the interpretive 
panels at the site car park, is more than sufficient for many people. Moreover, this basic 
understanding will only enhance a visit that may already be on the way to being a ‘spiritual’ one, just 

                                                             

3 Yale, P (1991) From Tourist Attractions to Heritage Tourism. ELM Publications: Huntingdon 
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because of the magnificence of the view from the top of the dunes.  In this particular location, a 
visitor centre is not essential to either understanding or enjoyment of the ‘spirit of place’.  

This is not to deny that there are some locations where every bit of additional help is needed to 
make them appealing to the visitor.  

 

Source:  Askwith, D & Normanton, A (2005) Signs of Life  London: Harper Collins Entertainment 

 So why are visitor centres provided? On the basis of almost 20 years’ experience in the industry I 
would argue that there are four main reasons why the public, private and third sectors remain 
enamoured of visitor centres: 

 They say “we are a legitimate destination” – this is particularly important in emerging tourism 
destinations where visitors may find it difficult to access information on where to travel to, and 
on what makes particular locations significant (the self-promoters) 

 To provide information, orientation, interpretation and other visitor services (the altruistic 
ones!) 

 To generate income and stimulate spending, particularly in areas where the local economy 
needs strengthening (the hard-nosed ones) 

 Because the funds are available (the lucky ones?) 

Of course, in some cases most or all of these reasons can apply to the same centre. This is as true for 
World Heritage Sites – heritage resources in which ICOMOS has a particular interest – as it is for 
locally important landscape, nature reserves or archaeological sites.  I think that it would be 
interesting to examine stated motivations for providing visitor centres across different types of 
World Heritage Sites in different parts of the world, to see if site managers are really as altruistic as 
they would like us to think they are.  Another interesting research topic would be to examine 
whether WHS branding diminishes or even removes the need for visitor centres to be built, or 
whether in fact the use of WHS branding in promoting heritage destinations actually generates the 
need for additional visitor facilities. Both of these questions unfortunately must remain unanswered 
at this time.  
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CAN CENTRES CONTRIBUTE TO SPIRIT OF PLACE? 

Having suggested that the spirit of place is not an intrinsic attribute of the location, but rather the 
individual’s response to it, how then can visitor centres contribute to this feeling? I would argue that 
the key role here of visitor centres is not in the provision of information but in two other areas: 

 Through the provision of interpretation that actively encourages the visitor to engage with his 
or her surroundings.  This interpretation can take many forms, from interpretive panels to AV 
shows, from guided walks to public art 

 Through the provision of additional services of a type that augment what is already on offer, and 
that are of a quality that match or exceed the existing heritage asset. 

One of the champions of interpretation at heritage sites – Freeman Tilden – argues that 

interpretation should4: 

 Provoke 

 Relate 

 Reveal 

There are many wonderful examples of interpretation that provide the visitor to cultural and 
natural heritage sites with sufficient insight to enable them to understand, appreciate and enjoy the 
location. In so doing, the interpretation helps the individual develop their own reactions to the 
location. In effect, therefore, the interpretation helps to reveal the spirit of the place to the onlooker.   

Visitor centres that offer even basic interpretation in the form of panels, basic interactive displays 
(e.g. reveals; joystick operated cameras focused on nesting or feeding sites) and guided walks are 
particularly valuable in the countryside where the physical experience (and hence the spirit of the 
place) can change on a daily basis with the weather, as well as on a seasonal basis. National Park 
centres such as Brockhole in the English Lake District, and at Acadia National Park, Maine, USA, are 
exemplars of what can be achieved with even limited resources.   

At many historic sites, such as the Tower of London, a wide range of interpretive media is used to 
help visitors feel the spirit of the place as well as to justify the very high admission charges. 
Research by Historic Royal Palaces, managers of the Tower, confirms that overseas visitors 
particularly value the costumed interpretation as it gives them an understanding of the Tower’s role 
within British history, and thus is heritage significance.   

Other historic site managers have a more limited revenue budget and are restricted in their use of 
costumed interpreters or guided walks.  However, there are still opportunities to inspire visitors 
and to help them understand and appreciate the spirit of the place they are visiting.  At Helmsley 
Castle in North Yorkshire, English Heritage commissioned some public art that reflects the site’s 

                                                             

4 Tilden, F (1977) Interpreting our Heritage Third Edition. Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina 
Press 
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importance as a medieval fortification.  As well as providing a point of interest in an artistic sense 
and adding to the local sense of place, the public art piece will also be provocative to some, causing 
visitors to ask themselves: “were soldiers really that tall?” “did they really use weapons like that?”   

 

Interpretive public art at Helmsley Castle, North Yorkshire © Simon Woodward 

Other examples of public art that allows visitors to experience the spirit of place include James 
Turrell’s ‘Skyspace’ in Kielder Forest Park in Northumberland and his Deer Shelter in the Yorkshire 
Sculpture Park – both again in the UK. 

 

View from inside Skyspace, Kielder © Simon Woodward 
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The role of interpretation in stimulating visitor understanding and appreciation of the cultural and 
natural environment has been covered in some detail in the aforementioned Tilden book (recently 
re-issued and expanded) and also in Sam Ham’s 1992 book “Environmental Interpretation: a 
Practical Guide for People with Big Ideas”. 

There are times, however, when a visitor centre appears to be developed specifically to stimulate 
local economic development rather than to encourage greater visitor understanding of a landscape 
or cultural heritage site.   One UK example of this is the development of Lomond Shores on the 
outskirts of Balloch, some 20 miles west of Glasgow in Central Scotland.   This major destination 
includes a relatively small National Park centre, a signature building that originally housed an IMAX-
style movie presenting a mythological interpretation of the area’s natural and cultural heritage (and 
that now houses an aquarium) and a suite of shop units with Jenners, an up-market Edinburgh 
retailer, as the anchor-store (http://www.lochlomondshores.com). 

The location of this development, at the foot of Loch Lomond, is adjacent to a popular country park 
destination that for many years provided a perfectly adequate introduction to the area and that 
allowed people to engage with the natural and cultural heritage of the southern part of Loch 
Lomond and the so-called Highland Line.  

 

Lomond Shores, Balloch, Loch Lomond. © Simon Woodward 

Even though the design of the signature building that now houses the aquarium was supposedly 
based on the local vernacular, in fact it appears to take its inspiration from a Highland broch – a 
fortified dwelling that is found much further north and west.  In short, Lomond Shores is like so 
many other modern, purpose-built destinations that purport to build on sense of place – it is a 
pastiche that pays passing regard to the need to stimulate engagement with an area’s spirit whilst 
focussing on creating an essentially urban environment that is designed to achieve only the 

economic development goal rather than fill minds with wonder5.  

At the opposite end of the spectrum, a small visitor centre on the island of Gullkröna in the Finnish 
Archipelago was also built at the end of the 1990s with substantial EU funding support. The 
                                                             

5 For further thoughts on the role of shopping and retailing in tourism, see for instance Timothy, D.J.  
(2005) Shopping Tourism, Retailing and Leisure.  Channel View Publications 
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intention here was to create a new destination for sailors in the area. As can be seen from the 
illustrations below, the very modest scale of development and the low-tech approach to 
interpretation and visitor services does not intrude on one’s perception of the island and the wider 
archipelago as a place of real character, that offers time for reflection and a little fun.   

  

“Eva’s Museum”, Gullkröna, South West Finland © Simon Woodward 

WHAT IS THE DOWNSIDE? 

It is evident that there can be downsides to developing visitor centres in any type of destination. 
Some of the most important negative factors to consider are listed below. 

Some visitor centres can act as a substitute for the ‘real thing’, focusing attention on 
interpretations and re-presentations of genuine natural or cultural heritage assets that cannot, for 
reasons of time, personal preference or management intervention, be visited in person.  In such 
instances some visitors may feel ‘short-changed’, although others may in fact be perfectly happy 
with the substitute experience.  What must never happen is a situation where the visitor who has 
been denied a chance to engage with the genuine asset is hoodwinked into thinking that he or she 
has seen the real thing.  The marketing of the caves at Lascaux, France, part of the Prehistoric Sites 
and Decorated Caves of the Vézère Valley World Heritage Site, is an interesting example of where 
reality can get blurred around the edges, for example 

Visitor centres can create local competition for visitor interest, displacing spending and 
investment from, for example, local communities. For instance, would the public money spent on the 
Lomond Shores development have been better spent upgrading retail and leisure provision in the 
nearby centre of Balloch? 

Where visitor centres accommodate large numbers of people, and particularly where they offer a 
range of ICT-based interpretive and interactive media, there is a constant need for ongoing 
reinvestment that can be beyond the reach of some agencies.  This in turn brings a risk of the 
displacement of organisational spending and investment, diverting resources away from 
conservation & management  
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Centres themselves can intrude on the landscape, thus detracting from the heritage site and 
experience itself.  The National Trust visitor centre at Fountains Abbey & Studley Royal WHS in 
Northern England has won architectural awards and is appreciated by many, yet some 
commentators see it as a blot on the landscape that spoils the setting of the WHS (see for instance 
Giles Worsley’s critique of the project in the Independent newspaper review section dated 9th May 
19926).  

Another controversial visitor centre development project that has blighted the effective 
management and marketing of a WHS for years is found (or indeed not found) at Stonehenge. The 
effort and money expended on trying to deliver a high quality visitor centre that does not intrude 
too much on the setting of one of the world’s most iconic monuments demonstrates the challenges 
that arise when seeking to meet visitor expectations in an environmentally appropriate and 
financially sustainable fashion. 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

This paper has sought to raise a number of issues relating to the role that visitor centres can play in 
helping audiences or any kind engage with the destination they are visiting, and in particular the 
way that they can create and support a ‘sense of place’  - that elusive quality that often gives rise to 
the ‘golden memory’.  

In terms of positive impacts, visitor centres can certainly: 

 Encourage greater engagement with cultural and natural heritage sites 

 Support (and sometimes drive) local economic and community development 

 Directly support resource protection 

 Add real value to the visitor experience 

However, there do remain a number of downsides that should be borne in mind by communities, 
public agencies and other parties considering developing a visitor centre.  Such facilities can, if not 
properly planned, designed and managed: 

 Create local competition, displacing activity and income from existing heritage sites in the area, 
and from other businesses such as cafes and shops that can actually contribute to the ‘spirit of 
place’ in that destination in the first instance  

 Overload the site’s carrying capacity and thus degrade the resource 

 Overload the organisation’s capacity to deliver its statutory responsibilities – too much time is 
spent managing the centre and not, for instance, on conservation or research activities 

                                                             

6 http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/architecture-a-bold-addition-to-a-
fine-inheritance-the-national-trusts-visitor-centre-at-fountains-abbey-in-yorkshire-is-a-modern-
landmark-says-giles-worsley-1550193.html. Accessed 8th May 2009 

http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/architecture-a-bold-addition-to-a-fine-inheritance-the-national-trusts-visitor-centre-at-fountains-abbey-in-yorkshire-is-a-modern-landmark-says-giles-worsley-1550193.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/architecture-a-bold-addition-to-a-fine-inheritance-the-national-trusts-visitor-centre-at-fountains-abbey-in-yorkshire-is-a-modern-landmark-says-giles-worsley-1550193.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/news/architecture-a-bold-addition-to-a-fine-inheritance-the-national-trusts-visitor-centre-at-fountains-abbey-in-yorkshire-is-a-modern-landmark-says-giles-worsley-1550193.html
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 Replace the authentic with a pastiche, or less authentic experience. 

Nonetheless, having considered how visitor centres can help people appreciate the spirit of a place, 
it would appear to me that those iconic heritage sites that have most obvious sense of place, and 
hence appeal to the general visitor are: 

 Most in need of the services that visitor centres provide (i.e. reception/ welcome points, 
orientation, information, interpretation) 

 Least in need of additional presentation in themselves, because their intrinsic value is already 
evident to, and felt by,  many. 

However, the interpretation that visitors to these iconic destinations can receive from visitor 
centres may be the thing that stimulates an interest in our heritage amongst a wide range of 
audiences, for whom a little encouragement and information may make all the difference between 
“another day out at a disappointing ruin” and what could become a lifelong interest in Bronze Age 
archaeology or a professional career spent studying the lifecycle of a rare invertebrate.   

As long as there are people who are looking for a little more insight into our natural and cultural 
heritage, I think that we are stuck with visitor centres …….. 
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