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INTRODUCTION 

Heritage interpretation is a tool that allows visitors to get up close intellectual and personally 
with the heritage; therefore, it falls within the scope of strategic communication. Many 
institutions and public administrations have identified heritage interpretation as a key 
instrument for making heritage known to the public, and international organisations such as 
UNESCO, ICOMOS, IUCN, etc. promote its use in heritage enhancement processes. 

One of the main important objective of the heritage interpretation consists in establishing 
meaningful relationships between the public and the heritage elements. For this, it uses 
numerous techniques, means and activities, but always on the basis of providing an authentic 
and memorable experience based on emotions and feelings that pursue the development of 
attitudes and behaviours of heritage respect and appreciation. 

Heritage interpretation must be planned and conveniently embodied in programmes that 
usually fall within public use and tourism planning, as well as in communication programmes. 

This worksheet aims, firstly, to make a diagnosis of the site or element in order to know the 
initial situation in the development of interpretive activities, as well as the results obtained in 
their implementation. In the second part, it is detailed the necessary information to be collected 
in order to prepare an interpretation programme. It is clear that this worksheet should be 
completed alongside those related to heritage elements.  

This worksheet includes 7 sections which are described below. 

 

STRUCTURE OF THE WORKSHEET 

1. Name of the site or element/s to be interpreted 

Section 1 refers to the name of the site or element/s. It is necessary to record the different 
names by which it is known so as to avoid any possible mistakes regarding its denomination. 

 

2. Inspection data 

It is necessary to state the place and the date on which the data were collected in order to 
know how up-to-date they are. Moreover, for practical purposes, the recorder's contact details 
must be included to allow any further consultations that may be necessary. 

Comments and instructions for filling in the 
worksheet ‘HERITAGE INTERPRETATION’ 

141

Sustainable tourism and heritage



3. Interpretation diagnosis 

This section aims to explore all interpretative activities carried out in the site or element/s. 
Thus, it is proposed to identify documents that have included aspects related to heritage 
interpretation and define the extent to which they were implemented and their results. 

Visitor data are always very useful as they guide future decision-making as to which demand 
segments should be addressed in future actions. Knowing their socio-demographic profile and 
personality traits is fundamental for writing future interpretation programmes. 

Comments will include data on number of visitors, survey results, material and personal means, 
as well as existing on-site facilities (trails, interpretation canters, signage system, wildlife 
observatories, lookouts, etc.). 

Results of the implementation of the interpretation programmes can be considered if there are 
surveys on visitor satisfaction or through participants’ interviews, comments on the web or in 
social networks, etc. 

 

4. Interpretation planning 

Interpretative planning aims to create activities that, in addition to knowledge, transmit 
emotions and generate positive feelings in visitors so that they can develop attitudes and 
behaviours of appreciation for and enjoyment of heritage. 

In this section, firstly, interpretative planning objectives must be established. In this sense, it is 
proposed to take into account four types of objectives: cognitive, emotional, attitudinal and 
promotional. In an interpretation programme, it is not necessary to include objectives of all 
types, these are simply presented for illustrative purposes. 

Next question to be addressed is the definition of main messages, themes or ideas. For this, we 
start by identifying topics for heritage interpretation. A topic refers to the subject matter of an 
interpretative presentation (forests, water management, traditions, monuments, nature, fishing, 
agriculture, traditional uses, ancient civilizations, marine fauna, historical infrastructures, etc.). 

A theme or message is the main idea we want to transmit about the site or element. It is based 
on concepts or thoughts of transcendental significance (capable of recalling other concepts or 
facts) and relevance (the theme represents something personal for the visitor; it is a reality seen 
through one’s own experiences). It is based on the profound beliefs or universal values shared 
by all people (life, love, well-being, family, health, friendship, peace, knowledge, change, 
history, work, happiness, beauty, pain, fear, death, etc.). 

For these reasons, and for practical purposes, it is proposed to record all necessary information 
for writing the theme or message following a table, where each message or theme is related to 
its corresponding objective, with a topic, a universal concept, as well as the heritage element 
that best express the theme or message or that endow it with visibility. The choice will be based 
on its tourism assessment (what makes it unique, rare, special, worthy of the visit, etc.), its 
physical features (size, fragility, visibility, recreational carrying capacity, etc.), its placement in 
the sequence (route, itinerary, etc.), its potential to include it within a larger story or context, 
the intangible attributes that are associated with it, the public's perception of the resource, etc. 

Themes must be understandable, easy to process mentally and allow the visitor to connect 
emotionally with the heritage resource. These should be expressed in a simple sentence that 
develops the idea and must contain: subject, verb and predicate. It is also necessary to 
comment that there can be diverse themes linked to the same topic and vice versa, a message 
or theme linked to diverse topics. 
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In order to be transmitted, messages or themes need to be selected (maximum 3) by planners 
and managers of the site and/or element/s. To support this task, consultations with expert 
archaeologists, historians, naturalists, geographers, etc. should be carried out. 

Moreover, the most appropriate interpretative activities for the transmission of the messages 
need to be selected. These could be: interpretative tours, interpretative talks, drama activities, 
historical re-enactment, workshops, etc. In the comments field, their implementation 
opportunities and rationale should be included. In any case, regardless of the selected activity, it 
must not be forgotten that, beyond thematic and relevant, the interpretation must be pleasant 
and organised. 

An important part of the theme or message development is the narrative or storyline, whose 
purpose is to provide the context and argument for the message. A storyline should be 
structured in three parts: an introduction, a body or plot and a conclusion. In the introduction, 
key elements of the story are presented. The body develops arguments that deepen the 
message, using as physical support, for example, interpretative stations of a route or theatrical 
acts of a performance. The conclusions recapitulate on the themes or ideas developed and 
emphasise the main message as a final idea or reflection that allows the visitor to assimilate the 
results on the presented themes. 

When writing the storyline, interpretative copywriters (who are competent professionals that 
write interpretative texts for dissemination materials such as posters, leaflets, books, panels for 
self-guided routes, exhibitions, etc.) may use examples, metaphors, similes, personifications, 
and imaginary situations to facilitate the audience understanding. It is important to find the best 
way to articulate story elements to present them to visitors. The message or theme must be 
included, above all at the beginning and the end.   

It is recommended not to include more than three messages, as said before, in an interpretative 
activity so as not to saturate the assimilation capacity of a non-captive visitor who is voluntarily 
performing recreational activities during his leisure time and for no longer than one hour. In 
addition, the storyline must transmit the ideas in a personal way, so that they are remembered 
by the audience and perceived as a reality seen through their own experiences. 

When designing the storyline, the target audience must be taken into account because, 
although themes will be the same, the story will have to be adapted to the intellectual 
capacities of each audience (schoolchildren, specialists, etc.) to make sure that visitors connect 
with the transmitted message. Thus, in addition to the socio-demographic profile it is necessary 
to know their motivations, preferences, social group, travel organisation, personality traits and 
previous experiences and knowledge about the site or heritage element, etc., and the usual 
communication channels for each audience. 

Another important factor to consider is whether the storyline will be used in oral presentations 
by guides-interpreters, or whether it will be a written text for interpretive panels, leaflets or 
maps. In each case, it would be interesting to select the means that best transmits the theme to 
a particular audience, whenever possible. In either case, it is important to keep in mind that a 
clear and organised interpretative sequence is required for developing a story. Information 
must be transmitted in an organised way, following a more or less explicit scheme so that the 
public can establish links between the different information units, ranging from the simplest to 
the most complex, etc. For instance, in the case of interpretive routes, sequencing relies heavily 
on the design of the touring pattern in order to consistently organise the contents of the 
interpretation programme (interpretative stations, sequencing, visiting dynamics, etc.). A good 
touring pattern also avoids congestion problems, distributes better visitors’ volumes spatially, 
and avoids impacts on heritage. Within the touring pattern, interpretative stations (stops) that 
are part of the visit must be determined and assigned a clear message or main idea around 
which to organise the narrative discourse or story with other complementary ideas. 
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A very important aspect of interpretation is its relation to emotions. It is intended not only that 
visitors learn during the development of the interpretative activity, but also that they feel 
emotions. For this, the programme must be based on personal experiences. In this way, any 
interpretative activity that is designed must necessarily include an emotional component that 
personally connects the site and/or element with the visitor. A series of experiential props that 
can be generally applied is proposed. 

Interpretation means has to be chosen, distinguishing between personal and material means, as 
well as the required facilities for the implementation of the programme. This selection will 
depend on certain factors such as budget, themes or messages to be transmitted, audience, 
setting where interpretation will take place, etc. 

Regarding personal means, it is important to foresee a good training plan for guide-interpreters 
who will develop the interpretation programme, as this is the key of a successful 
implementation and of a quality tourism experience. 

 

5. Additional comments 

This section is to be used to provide any relevant information that, for whatever reason, has not 
been included in the previous sections. 

 

6. Bibliographical and documentary references  
List of bibliographical references, documents to consult and web addresses should be provided 
in order to show the basic sources of knowledge used to complete the worksheet.  

 

7. Graphical documents 
The worksheet must include any graphical documents needed to complete the heritage 
interpretation programme. Thus, photographs, maps, leaflets, interpretative guides, 
infographics, etc. will be included. 

 

Further Readings 

Carter, J. (ed.) (2001). A Sense of Place. An interpretive planning handbook. Ed. Scottish Natural 
Heritage/Scottish Enterprise/Highlands and Islands Enterprise/Scottish Tourist 
Board/European Life Programme, 50 pp. 

Ham, S. (2013). Interpretation: Making a Difference on Purpose. Ed. Fulcrum Publishing, 291 pp. 

ICOMOS (2007). The ICOMOS Charter for the Interpretation and Presentation of Cultural 
Heritage Sites. Ed. International Council on Monuments and sites (ICOMOS). 

Lancaster County Planning Commission (2007). Telling Our Stories. An Interpretation Manual for 
Heritage Partners. Ed. Lancaster County Planning Commission, 90 pp. 

Morales, J. (2001). Guía práctica para la interpretación del patrimonio: el arte de acercar el 
legado natural y cultural al público visitante. Colección Difusión. Consejería de Cultura 
(Andalucía), 315 pp. 

Tilden, F. (1957). Interpreting our Heritage. Ed. University of North Carolina Press, North 
Carolina, 119 pp. 
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HERITAGE INTERPRETATION 

145

Sustainable tourism and heritage



146

Sustainable tourism and heritage



147

Sustainable tourism and heritage





 

149

Sustainable tourism and heritage



150

Sustainable tourism and heritage



 

151

Sustainable tourism and heritage





TOURISM DEMAND 
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TOURISM COMMUNICATION 
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