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Welcome
Welcome to Issue 19 of Quality Edge. After 
what can only be described as a washout 
winter, we hear from businesses affected in 
our Facing the floods feature. Happily, at the 
time of writing, summer is turning out to be 
much brighter – ideal for cycle-mad England 
to get on its bike (see Wheels of fortune).

I’m delighted that Ruth Watson, known to 
many as the original hotel inspector, gives 
her top tips on dealing with online reviews. 
Staying with the online theme, Digital 
Digest introduces VisitEngland’s new Online 
Marketing Toolkit, which can help you realise 
the potential of online marketing. 

We visit a great little museum for Day in  
the life and light relief is provided in the 
form of our new Proprietor Q&A – you’ll be 
surprised to hear what found its way into a 
room at one hotel!

In our second round of Ask the experts, we 
answer questions on why TripAdvisor makes 
it into a number of our features and whether 
inheritance tax for self-catering has changed. 
Look out for further important updates in 
Legislation lowdown and be sure to access 
the new Pink Book Online.

Jane Duru’s Winning ways feature discovers 
the secrets to becoming a VisitEngland 
Awards for Excellence winner. Looking to the 
future, New England reveals changing visitor 
habits and The generation game explores 
succession planning with case studies where 
family businesses have been successfully 
passed to the next generation.

I hope you enjoy the issue.

Ross Calladine
Head of Business 
Support, Enterprise 
Team, VisitEngland
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Industry News

The Independent Hotel Show is returning to London 
Olympia for a third year this October. The event is 
aimed at all luxury and boutique accommodation 
operators, including self-caterers, and provides an 
opportunity to meet more than 250 suppliers and 
service providers. 

The show also features the popular and free-to-
attend Business Sessions, which offer insight and 
advice from industry experts on running a successful 
and profitable business, as well as the chance to 
share ideas with other operators. 

For more information and to register for free, visit 
www.independenthotelshow.co.uk. 

The 2015 special 40th edition Official Tourist Board 
Guides to accommodation will close to advertisers 
on 31 August. Operators can receive 
a 15% discount by referring to the 
advert in this issue of Quality Edge. 
For more information, go to  
www.visitor-guides.co.uk/advertise. 

The new Official Tourist Board 
Pocket Guide – Walkers & Cyclists 
Welcome – is also now on sale in 
all good bookshops. Tourism was a big winner in the 

Queen’s Birthday Honours Awards, 
with more than 20 people awarded 
for their services to tourism or related 
sectors. VisitEngland Chairman, Lady 
Cobham, was awarded a CBE.

Lady Cobham was honoured for 
her 40 dedicated years in tourism, 
with a career beginning in 1977 
when she opened her private home, 
Hagley Hall in Worcestershire, to the 
general public.  She went on to hold 
senior positions at English Heritage, 
the Countryside Commission, the 
Department for Heritage and Tourism 
(now the Department for Culture, 
Media and Sport), the V&A, British 
Waterways and the London Docklands 
Development Corporation. 

In 1993, Lady Cobham joined the 
board of VisitBritain and became 
Deputy Chairman in 2005. She joined 

VisitEngland in 2009 when the tourist 
board was created and has been 
instrumental in driving forward the 
objectives of the Strategic Framework 
for Tourism in England.

Other honours included a CBE 
to Colin Matthews, former CEO of 
Heathrow Airport, and an OBE to  
Dr Howard Hastings, Managing 
Director, Hastings Hotels Group.

Tracy Halliwell, Director of Business 
Tourism and Major Events, London 
and Partners, and Sandra Matthews-
Marsh, Chief Executive of Visit Kent, 
have received MBEs.

Valerie Bott, Chair of the William 
Hogarth Trust, and Elizabeth Jann 
Tucker, Chair of the Cadwgan 
Building Preservation Trust, also 
received MBEs, while Dr Michael 
Dixon, Director of the Natural History 
Museum, was given a Knighthood. 

Independent 
Hotel Show  
returns  
for 2014

2015 Official Tourist Board  
Guides to accommodation

VisitEngland Chairman 
Awarded CBE

21–22
October
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China is now the world’s largest outbound 
tourism market and the number of Chinese 
visitors to Britain has doubled in the past 
five years. VisitEngland’s sister organisation 
VisitBritain launched the GREAT China 
Welcome programme in March, which aims to 
make Britain the destination of choice for this 
rapidly growing market by helping businesses 
become ‘China-ready’.

At the centre of the programme is the GREAT 

China Welcome Charter, which helps Chinese 
visitors easily identify hotels, attractions, 
retailers and tour operators that offer 
information in Mandarin and other tailored 
services. The Charter is free to join for  
any UK business which meets the  
necessary criteria. 

Businesses can sign up to the Charter and 
find advice on welcoming Chinese visitors at 
www.visitbritain.org/greatchinawelcome.

In Issue 18 we ran a feature 
on Catering for All, which 
spoke generally about the 
dietary requirements and 
preferences of different 
religious groups. It is 
important to note that 
preferences can differ within 
these groups. For example, 
there are different preferences 
for seafood between Shia 
and Sunni Muslims. 

GREAT China Welcome
Catering for all 

The most significant event in the tourism calendar for 2015 is the Rugby World Cup. Taking 
place across ten English cities (as well as Cardiff) between 18 September and 31 October, 
it is the third biggest sporting tournament in the world in terms of global TV audiences 
(beaten only by the FIFA World Cup and the Olympic Games). 

More than 400,000 international visitors are expected and, given that the tournament 
lasts six weeks, there is plenty of time between matches for both domestic and 
international visitors to explore the country. Host cities include Exeter, Gloucester, 
Brighton, Milton Keynes, Leicester, Birmingham, Leeds, Manchester and Newcastle, 
while games in London will take place at Wembley and the Olympic Stadium as 
well as Twickenham.  

VisitEngland is keen to hear from businesses that have any interesting 
rugby links or associations, or that would like to discuss opportunities 
in more detail. Email rugby@visitengland.org to get in touch and for full 
details on the tournament itself, go to www.rugbyworldcup.com.

Rugby World Cup 2015 

Visit our new industry website, where you can 
find a range of business support and the latest 
VisitEngland research to help your business thrive. 
www.visitengland.com/businessadvice
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It’s important to VisitEngland 
that all scheme participants, 
whether visitor attractions or 
accommodation providers, 
get maximum value from their 
VisitEngland accreditation.  
On the back of feedback from 
the accommodation sector, 
we have been working with 

the Assessment team to enhance their knowledge 
of the ever-developing online marketing world 
through a series of workshops focusing on the latest 
booking engines, Online Travel Agents (OTAs), Google 
and TripAdvisor.  With a greater understanding of 
the different marketing opportunities, business 
models and commission structures – including free 
opportunities – the assessors can offer valuable 
advice to accommodation providers, particularly 
when an operator is new to taking online bookings. 
The newly launched VisitEngland industry website 
also includes a comprehensive Online Marketing 
Toolkit – find out more on page 14. 

In the same vein, VisitEngland is in discussion with 
OTAs and third-party website providers to encourage 
them to display (regularly updated) VisitEngland star 
ratings. The good news is that TripAdvisor uploaded 
the ratings in June and discussions with self-catering 
specialist Holiday Lettings are ongoing.  

Following the roll-out of the updated Visitor 
Attraction Scheme, six new assessors have joined 
the team with previous experience including senior 
positions with the National Trust, BBC Tours and 
Disney. Participants have welcomed the addition  
of scoring within the report and the new accolades, 
the first tranche of which were announced in July  
and include VisitEngland Welcome accolades for  
the Isle of Wight Steam Railway and the Roman  
Army Museum.

When VisitEngland was created five years ago, 
our first task was to work with the industry on 
a blueprint for growth. The resulting Strategic 
Framework for Tourism in England 2010 – 2020 
set some challenging, but achievable, growth 
targets for our sector. Nationally, tourism has 
performed well during that time – the sector 
has seen growth on the back of the recession, 
investment and an unprecedented set of 
national events, all of which have put England 
firmly on the potential visitor’s radar.  

We are highly aware that this is a  
fast-changing world and that to remain 

competitive we cannot be complacent. We know, too, that the 
operating environment is tougher than ever and that some areas of 
the country are not achieving their potential in tourism terms. London 
continues to be a great success story for tourism on the global stage, 
but the gap between London’s performance and the rest of the country 
is growing. Redressing the balance is one of our challenges. At our 
Mind the Gap! conference in Liverpool in June we began to gather 
insights and ideas from practitioners across the sector. From talking 
with industry and our colleagues across government, we will identify 
the issues that matter to you and key actions to take to assist our sector 
to thrive. A refreshed Strategic Framework will be published next year 
and we’ll keep you informed of the conversation.

VisitEngland Update
Enterprise

Quality 
Schemes

Pam Foden,
Head of 
Industry 
Development

Jenny McGee,
Enterprise 
Director
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Over the past few months 
we’ve been collating the 
figures that show how tourism 
has performed over the past 
year. This may seem like a 
slow process, but it involves 
interviewing thousands of 
people about their travel habits  
– something that takes time.

We know now that 2013 was 
a year of mixed fortunes. In the 
domestic market, there were 
declines in both the number 

of overnight trips (-3%) and the 
number of tourism day visits (-7%) – 
unfortunately the hot summer didn’t 
quite make up for poor weather 
at the start and end of the year.  
Despite this, the longer-term trend 
towards taking domestic holidays, 
or ‘staycationing’, held strong, and 
last year, even with a slight drop in 
visitor numbers, over 5 million more 
holidays were taken in England in 2013 than in 2008. 

Last year also saw a strong performance from 
international markets. A 7% rise in the number of 
overseas visitors and a 13% growth in visitor spending 
made it a record year for both volume and value.

At the time of writing, it’s too early to know what the 
rest of 2014 will bring, but there are positive signs for 
early summer. In interviews conducted just after Easter, 
over 90% of accommodation and attractions businesses 
told us that they felt confident about the early summer 
period, and 70% of accommodation providers described 
their forward bookings as ‘good’ or ‘very good’ – great 
news after the challenges of the wet winter months.

If you have a question, comment  
or idea for Quality Edge, email  
quality.edgeextra@visitengland.org  
to get involved.

VisitEngland will be making the 
most of some of the key events 
going on in 2014. A 100-page 
guide on cycling was inserted into 
the Guardian on 14 June which 
focused on families getting out 
on their bikes in the run-up to 
the Tour de France commencing 
in Yorkshire. We also brokered 
a partnership with Channel 5 
which saw a channel sponsorship 
over a three-week period in 

July. This was a great opportunity to showcase the great 
cycling product in England and we have added over 100 
individual cycling experiences on www.visitengland.com. 

With many events taking place across England in 2014 
to mark the centenary of the start of the First World War, 
the PR team welcomed 30 international media from 
North America, India, Australia and Europe in July. They 
previewed the Imperial War Museum London’s new 
First World War Galleries as well as Portsmouth’s newest 
tourist attraction opening in 2015, HMS M33, among 
other English attractions. 

The new www.visitengland.com website has also 
now launched and a wealth of experiences have been 
uploaded by destinations. If you can offer a great 
experience that sets you apart from the rest, please 
get in touch with your local Destination Organisation to 
ensure they are aware of it. 

There will be a number of campaigns going live from 
September, which will focus on getting families and pre-
family groups to put England at the top of their shopping 
list. These campaigns will see us working with various 
destinations and focus on food and drink, romance, 
heritage, planning your summer holiday and rugby. 
Please speak to your local Destination Organisation 
about how to get involved.

Research and Insight

Marketing

Sharon Orrell,
Head of 
Research and 
Insight

Tim Holt,
Head of 
Marketing

13%
growth 

in visitor 
spending

Visit our new industry website, where you can 
find a range of business support and the latest 
VisitEngland research to help your business thrive. 
www.visitengland.com/businessadvice
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W atch any past episode of Ruth Watson Means 
Business! and you will see the problems 
many accommodation providers face when 
customers turn to internet review sites to vent 

their complaints and frustrations. With the potential for an 
uncontrolled, unmitigated flurry of feedback about your 
business, it is no wonder accommodation providers can feel 
threatened by such sites. And like many hoteliers today who 
fight against the growing trend of online reviews, Ruth Watson 
also ignored the trend initially, hoping it would dissipate. But 
with more than 100 new contributions posted to TripAdvisor 
every minute, it is clear that online review sites are here to stay.

“It wasn’t until I used it myself as a customer that I saw its 
value,” says the owner of the Crown and Castle, in Orford, 
Sussex. “TripAdvisor became part of the lexicon, like ‘Hoover’, 
and I realised that I couldn’t ignore it.” 

Today, reputation management is about much more than 
providing good service and placating disgruntled customers in 

Ruth’s background
Ruth Watson bases her advice on an 
extensive career in the hospitality industry. 
Here are some of the roles that have helped 
to shape her insight: 

• The Hotel Inspector for TV Channel 5
•  Presenter of Channel 4’s Country House    

Rescue
•  Ruth Watson Means Business! for Channel 4
•  Food editor of the Daily Mail Weekend 

magazine
•  Author of The Really Helpful Cookbook,  

Fat Girl Slim and Something for the 
Weekend 

• Owner of the Crown and Castle, Orford

Online reviews

Under        
review 
In an age when every guest can 
tweet, post or blog,  managing 
your online reputation has 
never been so important, 
writes Kate Jenkinson  
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“Use your reply to sell 
what you want to sell by 
endorsing a comment or 
explaining your approach”

“Don’t hound 
customers for 
reviews”

“Always apologise 
for customers not 
enjoying themselves, 
but you shouldn’t roll 
over like a kitten”

“Always reply – to 
good or bad reviews”

Ruth Watson’s top tips for online 
reputation management:
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person. It involves the monitoring of online reviews and social 
media and responding in a way that ensures customers know 
that you care, without letting them walk all over you.

“In the past, if you received a bad review, it was usually 
between the business and the customer,” explains Ruth. But 
with the advent of public online review sites, the dialogue has 
become exposed. “Complaints were once private and the 
biggest difference is that they are now visible to everyone  
– it’s a game changer you can’t hide from,” she says. 

One issue for hoteliers with more modest means is the 
increased potential for heightened customer expectations. “Any 
sentient person will realise that TripAdvisor and its allies are  
driving a certain standard,” Ruth says. But by setting big chains 
and independent hotels side by side, online review sites can help 
to create an increasingly adverse perception of smaller 
businesses. Yet she also points out that just because a bad 
review has been posted, it is not necessarily all negative. 

From threat to opportunity 
Initially, Ruth sent customers email responses and simply 
copied them online, until she saw there was potential  
to do much more.

“You can and should apologise if the customer didn’t enjoy 
their stay, but I don’t roll over like a kitten,” Ruth says. “If you 
reply, you can endorse something by repeating or explaining it. 
It’s simple but business-like. Use the reply to sell what you want 
to sell. It then becomes another way to market your property.”

For example, at the Crown and Castle, Ruth has banned 
mobile phones and electronic devices in her restaurant. This is 
a deliberate move to encourage more customer interaction. 
Ruth makes no apologies for this rule, and has happily 
explained her reasons for enforcing it on TripAdvisor reviews 
that mention it. “By using your reply to reinforce some of the 
more unique features of your business that may not necessarily 
be to everyone’s taste, you will instantly attract those who seek 
that type of service and deter those who don’t,” she explains.

Another chance that Ruth took to highlight one of the 
differences in her Crown and Castle offering was to comment 
on the absence of families and small children. Not all travellers  
wish to be surrounded by the noise and excitement that 
families can bring to a holiday, and so the number of families, 

and therefore children, is restricted at the Crown and Castle.  
If you are confident in the audience you are trying to target, 
then you should not be deterred by complaints from those who 
fall outside this market. “The most important thing is for the 
proprietor to have a keen sense of the customer base they are 
trying to attract,” Ruth notes. 

Ruth wasn’t alone in her initial struggle to engage with  
online review sites. Once she’d got to grips with TripAdvisor, 
she was keen to share her strategy with the hoteliers she’s met 
over the years. “I became increasingly concerned by the number 
of owners who saw TripAdvisor as a real threat without 
understanding it could also be a huge benefit,” Ruth explains. 

Online review sites can be a blessing in disguise, providing 
real-time intelligence about what guests love and hate about 
their visits. Hospitality and tourism providers that actively 
monitor review sites are in a better position to make changes to 
policies, services and amenities based on customer needs. More 
sophisticated software is now available to help providers with 
all elements of online reputation management. Feefo and 
TrustYou are two such sites that collate customer reviews, 
providing operators with detailed insights to help guide 
business development.

According to British Hospitality Association (BHA) feedback, 
some hotels are changing their pricing and parking policies,  

“The timbre of your reply is everything 
to the reader of reviews. You have to 
answer everything, not just the ones 
you like”

Below: Inside Ruth’s Crown and Castle. 
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Steps for submitting potential 
blackmail reports to TripAdvisor 
•  Instruct employees to share any guest blackmail  

threats immediately
•  Submit a potential blackmail review report as soon as 

possible to the Management Centre
• Select ‘Manage your reviews’
• Click the link under ‘Dispute a review’
•  Complete the form and confirm that the issue ‘Report 

blackmail’ is selected
•  Provide the month and year of the guest’s stay, an email 

address and/or a name and as many details as possible 
about the incident

•  Retain as much documentation relating to the report as 
you can, such as emails and voicemails 

 For information, see TripAdvisor’s blackmail guide at 
www.tripadvisor.com/TripAdvisorInsights/n694/reporting-
potential-blackmail-tripadvisor-report-threats-immediately 

and even their remodelling plans, based on complaints and 
suggestions made on review sites and social networks. 

The black side of reviews
While the online review phenomenon does have some positive 
implications when handled properly, an unfortunate 
exploitation of reviews has developed, with some customers 
using the threat of a bad review to demand free or discounted 
goods and services. In other words, blackmail.

BHA Deputy Chief Executive Martin Couchman encourages 
accommodation providers who have been blackmailed to 
contact TripAdvisor and the BHA. “While it can be difficult to 
prove that somebody has blackmailed you, we would advise that 
business owners do not respond – or make free offers – to 
reviewers they suspect are malicious,” he says.  

But if blackmailers follow through, TripAdvisor might, 
ironically, provide a solution to the problem. A phoney review 
will often stand out and, in some cases, customers will actually 
help to marginalise the malicious ones. Ruth refers to a couple 
that “made it their life’s work to repudiate evil comments that 
abused the businesses they loved”. 

Keeping things in perspective
“At the end of the day, TripAdvisor is for the traveller, not  
the business,” Ruth points out, and so providers must keep 
a level head when approaching bad reviews. “There is usually 
something valid in a complaint; proprietors need to recognise 
this. They also need to realise that 95% of the complaints  

are utterly subjective and guided by personal opinion.”
The users of TripAdvisor are also able to use common sense 

when reviewing online critiques of your accommodation. A few 
bad reviews scattered among swathes of positive feedback are 
unlikely to transform the decisions of most travellers. “Readers 
will dismiss old reviews and those that are out of sync but they 
won’t ignore a rude proprietor,” says Ruth.

“The timbre of your reply is everything to the reader of 
reviews,” she adds. “You have to answer everything, not just the 
ones you like. Not replying suggests you don’t care.”

Overall, Ruth says she is generally surprised with how 
generous people can be when reviewing. After all, the average 
TripAdvisor review rating is 4.1 out of 5. 

Tools are emerging to help providers solicit reviews from past 
customers. TripAdvisor recently launched Review Express, 
which it describes as a tool to “make it easy to invite recent 
visitors to write a review on TripAdvisor”.  However, Ruth 
warns, “Customers don’t want hounding. They have enough 
to do without customer reviews. I don’t push for reviews; 
paperwork is for the owner, not the guest.”

Find out more in our Online Marketing Toolkit, at  
www.visitengland.com/onlinemarketing. 

“There is usually something valid  
in a complaint; proprietors need  
to recognise this” 
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Wrap your guests with 
the luxury of our quality 
towelling, bathrobes 
and slippers - soft, 
comfortable and 
warm.

A little luxury goes a long way.

A superb range of quality toiletries, bedroom & bathroom accessories, and guest 
information items for hotels, guest houses, B&Bs and more. Call 01233 658085 or 

email hotelproducts@geerings.co.uk to discuss your requirements.

www.geeringshotelproducts.co.uk

ACCESSORIES

BEDROOM ACCESSORIES

VERDI COLLECTION KEY FOBS TOILETRIES

PERSONALISATION

MENUS & PRESENTERS

PRESENTATION OPTIONS

TOWELLING LUXURIES

EBONY LONDON
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Online marketing expert Brian Dennehy 
explains how operators can engage with 
digital platforms to drive business

Marketing 
online

This summer sees the launch of 
VisitEngland’s new industry website 
featuring a Business Advice Hub with a wide 

range of tailored guidance, tools and resources.  
This includes a brand new Online Marketing 
Toolkit, designed to help operators get to grips with 
all aspects of digital marketing. 

Marketing online has never been more 
important. Online bookings have grown by 73% 
since 2008, Facebook and YouTube now have  
over a billion users worldwide and platforms such 
as Google+, TripConnect and Google Hotel Finder 
are growing rapidly. 

VisitEngland’s new Online Marketing Toolkit 
was produced in association with digital marketing 
organisation Social Media Synergy. Director Brian 
Dennehy gives us his views on the importance of 
digital marketing for tourism businesses.

Q: Why should operators focus on digital 
platforms as part of their marketing strategy?
A: A simple reason – it’s where their customers are. 
I work on the ‘party principle’; in order to know 
what people are saying about you to others, you 
have to be in the conversation to start with. The 
same applies to online marketing.

The rise of social media is one of three significant 
changes in recent years. The second is the rise 
of interconnectivity between online platforms, 
meaning businesses have to take a holistic view 
of their marketing – sites such as Facebook and 
TripAdvisor are increasingly connected and this 
is only going to continue. The third is the rise of 
platforms such as Booking.com. For many serviced 
accommodation providers, from small B&Bs to big 
chain operators, a big chunk of their new business 
is coming through an Online Travel Agent (OTA). 

Q: What advice would you give to operators who 
are using OTAs, such as LateRooms.com, but 
wish to reduce the commission they pay? 
A: OTAs can be particularly useful to help fill 
rooms during off-peak periods. However, if you 
are unhappy with the amount of revenue lost due 
to commission, you can seek to increase profits by 
driving more direct bookings from, for example, 
returning guests. Consider using a booking engine 
to take bookings through your website. See the 
‘Taking Bookings Online’ section of the toolkit.

Q: What are the challenges facing tourism 
businesses in this area?
A: While large hotels can afford to hire a marketing 
manager or even a whole team, this is unaffordable 
for many smaller businesses. The biggest hurdle to 
overcome for these operators is finding the time to 
work on generating business, despite the fact that 
social media offers a very powerful opportunity. 

Q: Where should operators start if they are new 
to using social media for their business?
A: Create – and put content on – a Facebook 
Business Page and Google+ page. We provide basic 
pdf guides (with videos and mp3s to follow) on how 
to set these up in the Online Marketing Toolkit.

Q: What is the Online Marketing Toolkit?
A: It’s a suite of step-by-step modules covering 
all aspects of digital marketing, from using social 
media to building a website, and guidance on how 
operators can work out the best online booking 
system for their business. 

When developing the content we worked  
closely with VisitEngland and their Moderation 
Team for advice on what operators were  Im
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Digital digest

asking for, as well as looking at best practice 
examples from tourism businesses.

Q: Who is the toolkit aimed at? 
A:  Generally it’s aimed at those with limited or no 
knowledge; particularly people who are afraid or 
unsure of where to start. We have tried to make it 
as accessible as possible, so somebody completely 
new to digital marketing can understand and learn 
from it. There are lots of useful tips and tricks for 
those who are already using online platforms, as 
well as information on what’s up and coming. 

Q: What sort of things should operators be 
aware of in the future?
A:  Increasing interconnectivity between platforms 
needs to be considered. There are also new 
initiatives such as TripConnect (see ‘Digital digest’, 
issue 18) and Google Hotel Finder that could be real 
game changers in digital marketing, and operators 
need to keep up to date with these.

Q: If operators are not as busy as they would like 
to be, what one thing should they do?
A: The quick fix for generating more bookings is 
to display availability in more places. Consider 
using  an OTA such as Booking.com, Expedia or 
LateRooms for quieter periods. I offered this advice 
to a property in Cornwall and within 48 hours they 
were seeing new bookings. 

Brian’s top tips

1.   Embrace Google. Ensure your 
Google+ page is properly managed 
and populated with content.

2.  Learn from the OTAs and make 
your website more ‘sticky’ with 

calls to action, encouraging people 
to make bookings there and then.

3.  Engage with potential customers 
through a variety of platforms, 
such as Facebook and Twitter. 

Find VisitEngland’s Online 
Marketing Toolkit at 
www.visitengland.com/
onlinemarketing 
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As major cycling events continue to 
capture the nation’s imagination, 
Emma-Jane Batey discovers how you 
can benefit from two-wheeled tourism

T he rapidly growing cycling market is expected  
to be worth £3bn by 2015, representing an incredible 
opportunity for accommodation providers. The 
2014 Tour de France Grand Départ from Yorkshire 

was just one of the fantastic opportunities for operators  
locally and nationally. 

Increasingly, cyclists of all ages want to explore the most 
beautiful parts of the country, discovering routes that push 
them to the limit or just let them enjoy the landscape at a more 
leisurely pace. To tap into this growing, profitable market, 
your products and services must be perfectly in tune with  
the demands of cyclists on the move. 

Plenty of tourism businesses have already worked hard to 
capture their share of this appealing market, which is growing 
by 10–15% each year. Buckland House, a four-star B&B in north 
Suffolk, is geared up for cyclists. Owner Frances Betts explains: 
“We are near to a good cycle track and, while cyclists are 
currently a small percentage of our business, it is certainly 
growing. We received the ‘Cyclists and Walkers’ pack from 
VisitEngland and found it really helpful in identifying the needs 
of these groups, such as knowing that cyclists of different ages 
require a different message, and understanding who our likely 
customers would be due to location and amenities. 

“As Suffolk is famously flat, it is usually the more mature 
cyclist that comes here – it’s not just seriously sporty types who 
like cycling. As well as individually lockable storage and plenty 
of cleaning facilities, we offer to drive guests to and from the 
local pub in the evening, as they often don’t want to get back  
on their bike after a long day of cycling.”

There are plenty of resources available for operators to learn 
more about capturing the commercial potential of cycling  
in England. Nurture Eden has created a useful online toolkit, 
funded by the Department for Environment, Food and Rural 
Affairs, designed for any tourism business that wants  
to find out more about how to welcome cyclists. The toolkit 
segments the cycling market into five ‘cycling tribes’, helping 

providers to adapt their facilities to suit different cyclists’ 
needs. Leisure cyclists, for example, are known for wearing 
their own clothes, while the exploratory ‘tourer’ is likely  
to sport a bike laden with panniers. You’ll soon have 
no problem telling your silent ebikers from your 
jersey-wearing roadies. 

Route to success 
For family-run campsite Bouncers Farm in Maldon, Essex, 
being near to a cycle route that featured in The Heart of England,  
a book by a Dutch cycling fan, has been as important as  
offering unique, cost-effective accommodation. Ann Bishop  
is the third generation of the Bishop family to run this car-free, 
cycling-friendly campsite that offers intricate gypsy wagons  
as well as camping pitches. 

Ann explains how she used her local Tourist Information 
Centre to capture the local market: “We wouldn’t be as 
successful as we are without the Maldon Tourist Information 
Centre; they’ve been tremendously supportive in helping us 
efficiently attract customers by making sure fans of The Heart  

Top tips  
•  Promote your accommodation as a great 

place to stop on particular routes 

•  Offer healthy, tasty carbohydrate and 
protein options, to meet big appetites  

•  Provide plenty of easy-to-access bike 
cleaning facilities, including quality extras 
like chamois leathers and wax

•  Provide sleeping options for singles, 
couples and families, and even 
dormitory-style rooms for groups on  
a budget

•  Cook hearty breakfasts for groups quickly 
– cyclists often want an early start 

•  Use social media to target cyclists 
attending events or riding local routes

•  Offer added extras such as a packed 
lunch or a soothing sports massage

•  Have plenty of interesting non-alcoholic 
beverages available for cyclists who want 
to keep a clear head

•  Team up with a cycling shop and agree  
a discount for your customers. 
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of England know where the gypsy wagons are! Even though we 
are off the beaten track, we still have cyclists coming across 
from Harwich because they’ve read about us in the book.”

Investing in healthy opportunities
The efforts of accommodation providers are being matched by  
a healthy investment in England’s cycling infrastructure, with 
the Department for Transport aiming to spend £148m before 
2015. The legacy of London 2012 is seeing impressive facilities, 
such as the recently opened Lee Valley VeloPark, make cycling 
accessible to clubs and individuals of all ages. Seaside towns  
are creating promenades with dedicated cycle tracks, National 
Parks are investing £12m in cycle paths, and new city-centre 
cycle hubs are in the pipeline up and down the country. 

The award-winning, eco-friendly Dales Bike Centre, located 
in Fremington in the heart of the Yorkshire Dales, offers 14-bed 
accommodation, a café and bike shop. It has invested heavily 
over the past six years to build a true hub for cyclists. Owner 
Stuart Price says: “We’ve been running a centre for mountain 
bikes here for over ten years, so we’re well known by cyclists. 
About six years ago, we decided to invest over £500,000 to 
create a dedicated cycling base for any cyclist who wants us to 
fix their bike, hire bikes or helmets, ask questions about the 
nearby routes... whatever. No two questions are the same and 
we have experts on hand to give professional advice.”

For the Dales Bike Centre, location is everything. Stuart 
continues: “We are at the crossroads of a number of different 
rides and routes and there’s nowhere else like us. But we don’t 
take business for granted. We’re active on Twitter to ensure 
potential customers know what we offer, we keep followers 
informed of local events and offers and we also send out an 
electronic newsletter regularly. We have a high retention rate.”

Cottages in the Dales
Diane Howarth runs three five-star self-catering 
cottages in the Yorkshire Dales and is actively 
targeting the cycling market and harnessing the 
opportunities 2014 has to offer. 

She says: “There are immediate opportunities 
and those from a legacy perspective. All of our 
luxury cottages got booked up within a week of 
the Tour de France Grand Départ announcement; 
we are well-positioned on Google using search 
engine optimisation, we have an excellent online 
booking facility, and we keep in contact with 
our past guests by email, telling them about our 
upcoming events and offers. We also advertise in 
the free magazine for our local National Park. 

“Our conversion rate of website vistors to 
actual bookings is over 90% and our feedback 
forms often gain us a repeat booking. We made 
the most of the increased visitor numbers 
during the Tour de France by having flyers that 
suggest people come back to enjoy our beautiful 
countryside at a quieter time.”

Cottages in the Dales has also teamed up 
with an ebike supplier to become a local hub for 
electronically-powered cycles. Providing storage 
and hire, Diane’s understanding that more mature 
cyclists often appreciate a little extra boost on 
hilly local routes means that hiring an ebike is  
a fun and welcome attraction for tired guests.

Left: A cyclist  
cleans his bike 
using special 
facilities at the 
Dales Bike Centre 
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Strickland Arms, Cumbria
Anton and Penny Flaherty, enthusiastic owners of the three-star Strickland Arms located just south of Penrith, really captured 
the spirit of Bradley Wiggins’ 2012 Tour de France success. 

Penny’s competition-winning idea to dress up teddy bears as Bradley Wiggins, Mark Cavendish and Chris Froome and 
picture them enjoying a pint in the Strickland Arms caught the attention of Team Sky. “We’d already built up an excellent 
reputation for great food for cyclists on the Coast to Coast route, including plenty of tasty, healthy protein like roast chicken 
and veggie options like spicy bean burgers,” Anton says. “When we knew we were getting presented with an award from 
some members of Team Sky, we contacted news agencies, emailed local TV and phoned everyone we could think of... there 
were over 700 people outside waiting to see who would arrive. Everyone went crazy 
when the whole team turned up, including Bradley Wiggins himself, who gave me a 
signed yellow jersey.”

Inspired by Team Sky’s visit, Anton and Penny have launched Wiggo’s Way, a new 
cycle route across Cumbria, with a dedicated website that is helping the Strickland 
Arms build its reputation as a cycling-friendly inn, with the food and drink to 
match. Anton adds: “We’re driving forward our marketing online, locally and with 
e-newsletters, to spread the word. We’re aiming to get Wiggins to come and cycle the 
route himself – and stay with us at the Strickland Arms!”

For information on making the most of the cycling market, visit  
www.nurturelakeland.org/nurture-eden/toolkit-and-resources.html

Keen amateur cyclist Jeremy Taylor, a member of Southwold-
based Sole Bay Cycle Sport, says: “What’s appealing is 
somewhere that makes it easy and enjoyable to stop and refuel. 
A well-stocked spares shop, cycling-friendly food and drink and 
smart guides to local routes are good. An on-site sports 
massage would be more than welcome too!”

Cycling 2014
This year is shaping up to be as exciting as 2012 for cycling in 
Britain, with heavily marketed events such as the Tour de 
France and L’Eroica Britannia, the famous Tuscan bike tour, 
whizzing through our glorious countryside and dynamic cities. 

Taking in some of the country’s most breathtaking scenery, 
the Tour de France Grand Départ featured the Yorkshire Dales, 
the Peak District and the Cambridge Fens, while L’Eroica 
Britannia stayed true to the original Italian race when it came 
to Britain on 20–22 June. Allowing only historic road-racing 
bikes built before 1987 to compete, the race, billed as one of the 
‘Top Six Events for the Great British Summer’, offered three 
stunning routes over three days across the Peak District 
National Park. 

This summer, VisitEngland launched a cycling campaign 
highlighting the exciting cycling events of 2014 and beyond, as 
well as giving tourists plenty of inspiring information. Run as a 
100-page Guardian supplement, Cycling Breaks in England, and 
with its own online section on the newspaper’s website, the 
campaign has helped to showcase the broad and high-quality 
cycling experiences offered across England. It represents a 
growing market for accommodation providers operating in an 
increasingly cycle-mad England. 

“We received 
the ‘Cyclists 
and Walkers’ 
pack from 
VisitEngland 
and found it 
really helpful”
Frances Betts
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Forward-thinking manager Paul Baker is making sure that the  
Framework Knitters Museum has a bright future, writes Zoë Slater 

Industrial rebellions and criminal activity probably aren’t 
the first topics you’d expect to see explored at a textiles 
museum, but they play a big role in the new exhibitions at 
the recently refurbished Framework Knitters Museum in 

Ruddington, Nottinghamshire. 
The uprisings in question are the Luddite rebellions, which 

took place in the early 19th century and saw disgruntled 
framework knitters smash up their machines in protest over 
their bad pay, poor working conditions and lack of voting rights. 
Manager Paul Baker, who joined the museum in July 2011, 
decided to dedicate a new exhibition to the Luddites, because he 
believes their story is not only interesting but also important. 

“Most people who visit museums are voyeurs who look at the 
past,” says Paul, “but what I’m keen to do is put the visitor into 

the story. The Luddite rebellions have many parallels with today 
– people still join gangs and engage in criminal activity and many 
workers in the textiles industry abroad still work in terrible 
conditions. This made me realise that we could do something 
quite dramatic and different with the museum.”

Having received £103,600 in funding to make improvements  
to the museum, including £71,100 from the Heritage Lottery 
Fund (HLF), Paul has worked with his team of volunteers and  
a variety of consultants to achieve a number of changes that are 
certainly dramatic and different. The museum now houses  
two new galleries – one focuses on the framework knitting 
machines (dating back to the mid-18th century) and the birth 
and decline of the lace industry, while the other is concerned 
with the Luddites. The other key change is the refurbishment  

Day in the life

Bringing 
history to life
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“If you make your shop and  
café destinations in their own  

right, it’s easier to attract more  
visitors and encourage them to 

come and see the museum”

Clockwise from above: A till in the museum shop; A fireplace from a framework 
knitter’s cottage; The museum shop; Crockery in the café 

of exhibition spaces to make them more interactive for visitors.
“I decided that we wouldn’t change our historic spaces,” says 

Paul, “ but augment them with subtle sounds and smells and 
replica items to help capture the spirit of the workers who lived 
there. I wanted to take a more theatrical approach so visitors can 
immerse themselves in the history.” 

Getting interactive
Another way in which visitors can learn about life as a framework 
knitter is by watching a new interactive video that every 30 
seconds prompts viewers to make a decision about what 
happens next. This means that the visitors confront the same 
social issues that the workers did. Paul hopes to start showing 
the video to young people who are at risk of offending in order  
to show them how the decisions they make have consequences.

Paul not only worked with a film maker and a scriptwriter to 
create the video, but also with a group of students from a local 
secondary school, Rushcliffe School. “Young people are so  
blunt and honest,” says Paul. “They had the scriptwriter  
tearing his hair out at points, but their input was so helpful.”  
The students have been involved with all aspects of the 
museum’s development since Paul approached the head  
teacher and put together a pupil panel, which is just one  
of many ideas he’s put into practice. 

“I got rid of all the usual museum shop items like pencils and 
rubbers and gave the shop over to local craftspeople,” says Paul. 

“After all, we’re a textiles museum that focuses on textiles from 
the past so it makes sense that our shop sells textile products 
that are made now. Too often museums focus on the past and 
give the impression that nothing is made now, but we provide a 
platform for talented graduates and local makers.”

The museum keeps just 20% of the profit that is made from 
the sales of the textile goods and Paul and the museum’s trustees 
have recently made supporting small-scale textile makers one of 
the museum’s charitable aims. However, having worked in the 
retail sector in buying and management roles for shops including 
Harvey Nichols, it comes as no surprise that Paul also sees the 
commercial potential of having a decent shop on site.

“Most museums have generic shops,” says Paul. “I’m trying 
to encourage people to be more bold in their approach and see 
that the shop should be as interesting as the museum. If you 
make your shop and your café destinations in their own right, it’s 
easier to attract more visitors and encourage them to come and 
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Day in the life

Clockwise from left: A demonstration area at the museum; A framework knitting 
machine; The Framework Knitters Museum

see the museum – it gives you a great opportunity to cross sell.”
There is also a partnership with the Ned Ludd pub in 

Nottingham, which is named after the leader of the Luddites. 
The museum includes the pub’s logo and web address in its 
leaflets and the pub gives the museum a small percentage from 
the sale of a limited edition beer named after the Luddites and 
from the sale of meals based on recipes sold by the museum.

Innovative ideas like this have helped transform the museum 
and achieve higher visitor numbers, although Paul is also a big 
believer in getting the basics right and he knows how sometimes 
the smallest changes can make the biggest difference. 

Going back to basics
“One thing I did when I started was employ a cleaner,” he 
says, “because I know what effect little things such as negative 
comments about toilets can have. Also, we used to have very 
poor sales in the tearoom but I realised straight away that this 
was partly due to the fact that some of my lovely volunteers were 
turning the lights off when no one was in there in order to save 
electricity. All we had to do was redecorate the room, keep the 
lights on and the doors open and promote it a bit more and we 
saw a big increase in business.”

It’s small and sensible changes like this that have helped  
the museum achieve its VisitEngland accreditation – it  
initially failed to make the scheme in 2010 before Paul started. 
Paul is a keen supporter of the Visitor Attraction Quality  



Quality Edge Issue 1924

A stitch in time
Paul takes us through  
a typical day at  
the Framework  
Knitters Museum

9AM I get to work at 9am 
and the first thing I do is 
open up. The museum consists 
of two cottages, two workshops 
and a chapel, so it takes a while.  
I like opening the museum myself, though, 
as it gives me a chance to check on everything.

10.30AM The museum is open from Wednesday to Sunday 
and I don’t work at the weekend, so on a Wednesday I will 
spend a long time catching up on the vast amount of emails 
we’ve had. We get a lot of people who find the initials ‘FWK’ 
on census records, so they approach us asking for information 
about framework knitters in the hope that they can find out 
more about their ancestors. Sadly, I often can’t help them 
much, but I will always respond. We also get a lot of technical 
enquiries about knitting, which isn’t my area of expertise, but 
I’ll always find out as much as I can and get back to them.

12PM I’m currently working on lots of different aspects 
of the HLF project and, in order to get them all done, 
I generally try to focus on one specific area, such as 
marketing or finance, each day. 

1.30PM If we have an event coming up, I’ll sit down with 
my volunteer coordinator and my group visit coordinator 
(also a volunteer) to try and get a handle on how we can 
make the most of the event.

3PM I have some design experience so if there’s a poster 
or something that needs to be designed, I’ll do that myself. 
I currently write all our press releases too – I do them as 
often as I can as it’s so important to get media coverage, 
especially after a re-launch. 

4PM A key thing that takes up quite a lot of my time is 
supporting volunteers on the projects that they’re running.  
We have quite a few students from Nottingham Trent University 
working with us and I give them guidance. I spend a lot of my 
day looking at what they’re doing and giving them advice – my 
name is often being called out by various people at the same 
time, so I do quite a bit of juggling! The skill is to be able to let 
go of something and go straight on to the next thing. 

6PM I normally work until 6pm or 7pm in the winter and 
later in the summer. I’ll sometimes leave earlier but get 
back to work on my laptop after my son has gone to bed. 

Scheme and he makes the most of the assessments and reports.
“It’s really important to me that the staff and volunteers have 

no idea that the assessor is coming,” says Paul. “In fact, when 
Hazel [the museum’s assessor] phones up and says she’s coming 
to visit, I purposely don’t put it in the diary. I think she thinks 
I’m joking when I appear surprised to see her, but I like to have a 
really accurate report, as it becomes an invaluable development 
tool. It’s so helpful to be able to share the report with the 
volunteers, so they can clearly see what needs to be done.

“The areas for improvement in last year’s report were far 
shorter than before and, if I’m honest, I was a little disappointed 
that we had less of a toolkit, although I guess it shows that 
we’re doing something right.” Having been told about the new 
VisitEngland accolades, Paul is keen to work towards one of 
these. “Hidden Gem, aimed at small, well-run attractions, seems 
ideal, so we will be getting some feedback from Hazel on her 
next visit about how best to go about achieving this.” There are 
other accolades too, such as the Gold accolade, which recognises 
top-scoring attractions where visitors can expect a really 
memorable experience.

Paul and his two fellow part-time co-workers and team of 
more than 50 volunteers are certainly doing many things right, 
but there’s no room for complacency – or standing still. From 
doing more with social media (the museum is currently on 
Twitter and Facebook) and growing the amount of events the 
museum holds, to hopefully expanding into the building next 
door to create a larger café and shop, there are plenty more 
exciting plans afoot. Ph
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 Bumper 40th edition guides, Golden Ticket promotion  
 national press campaign with features by leading  
 travel writers

 Guide websites; powered by Guestlink, with  
 commission FREE booking and over 1-million  
 views in 2013 www.visitor-guides.co.uk

 Show me App - for iPhone, iPad and  
 Android, find & check great places to stay

OFFER CLOSES 31st AUGUST 2014

ADVERTISE TODAY
01733 296913

VEGuides@hudsons-media.co.uk

ADVERTISE & SAVE 15%
40th Special Edition Official Tourist Board Guides

Promoting star-rated accommodation
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Interview

Proprietor

Name: Pamela CullinaneJob title: Duty ManagerPlace of work: The 3-star Chiltern Hotel, LutonYears in the business: 32Previous job: Owner of An Fheadog restaurant in Clifden, ConnemaraQ Best thing about the job?
No day is the same. You have different faces 

every day, and each person has different needs to be 
met, to make their stay a more comfortable experience. 
I like to think I can read people. My favourite position is 
at reception at 5pm awaiting the arrivals. I’ll greet them 
with a welcoming smile, assist them with check-in, 
then ask how their day went. If they say “bad”, I will tell 
them to put their bags up and come down to the bar, 
where I’ll have a drink waiting and will make sure they 
have a nice dinner and relaxing evening. It works! They 
feel appreciated and welcomed, and most definitely do 
return to us.

Q Worst thing about the job?
Knowing that you will not please 

everybody every time. You can have 
positive feedback from 99 people 
and a negative comment from just 
one but it’s the negative you will 
remember on the way home.

Q Most memorable thing a 
guest has left behind?

Many years ago I worked in Renvyle 
House Hotel in Ireland. Once, upon 
a departure, the housekeeper went to 
clean a room, and she found a donkey! 
To this day, we don’t know if the donkey 
somehow wandered in of its own accord or 
if somebody put it there as a joke. Needless to 
say, my General Manager wasn’t happy as he had to 
re-carpet the room.

Q Strangest request you’ve received?
There was a lady in the bar one evening and she 

didn’t look very happy. I asked her if everything was all 
right, and she said “yes”. About half an hour later she 
came up to me and said, “Can you come to my room 

with me? It’s my back. I have a very bad back and it 
always clicks out. I need you to stand on my back so 
you can click it in.” I said, I couldn’t do that, but she 
begged me. She lay down on the floor, I stood on her 
back and she told me to press my heel in. I actually 
did feel it click in! The next minute she’s crying and 
hugging and kissing me. She followed me to the bar 
to buy me a bottle of wine. So that was the weirdest 

thing, walking along her back.

Q Number one bugbear?
No place is perfect. I always 

say don’t judge me on the problem 
that you’ve had, judge me on how I 
fixed your problem. That’s what’s 
important. We do want to put you 
first so we will go out of our way to 
make sure you are comfortable but 
unless you tell us that you’re not 

happy with something, we can’t  
fix it.

Q Advice for other operators?
Get to know your guests. Greet 

regulars by name, and introduce yourself to 
new guests. Try to meet and greet them at check-

in, let them know if you have managed to give them 
their favourite room, or if their favourite dish is on 
the menu, it makes them feel special and everybody 
likes to feel special when they are a guest. 

Once, the housekeeper 
found a donkey! 

We don’t know if it 
wandered in of its own 
accord, or if somebody 

put it there

Q&A

If you would like to feature in our 
next edition of Proprietor Q&A, email 
quality.edgeextra@visitengland.org
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Bed & Breakfast Insurance... 
Have you got it covered?

call the team on
0800 083 6487

or e-mail hospitality@ryan-group.co.uk

www.hospitality-insurance.co.uk

Ryan Insurance Group Ltd is authorised and regulated 
by the Financial Conduct Authority 

Whether you have a B&B in Bath or a 
Guest House in Gretna, we’ve got a solution.

Let us take care of your insurance so you can
take care of your guests!

cover also available for

Holiday Homes
Self Catering Accommodation

Listed Properties
Non Standard Construction

Let Properties
Beach Huts

Travel Insurance
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Hallmarks of an  
award-winning 
business

• Add value
• Provide an experience
• Act on feedback
•  Create a service culture 

among staff
•  Work in partnership with 

other businesses
•  Reinvest and refurbish
•  Provide a greener 

experience
• Give attention to detail
• Provide a personal approach

 W hat makes a business not just good, but great? 
The winners of the VisitEngland Awards for 
Excellence seem to have discovered the 
secret. Selected by a panel of tourism industry 

experts, the awards are now in their 25th year and showcase the 
very best of England’s tourism sector. Visit any of the winners 
and you might come away thinking that excellence is effortless, 
but behind the scenes you’re guaranteed to find hard work, a 
well-targeted strategy and impeccable service. With consultants 
PwC estimating that 14,000 extra rooms will become available 
in 2014, the market is getting ever more crowded. Maintaining a 
competitive edge has never been so important.

It’s the little things
Many businesses like to shout about their main offering – 
excellent food, the top-notch facilities – but the devil’s in the 
detail. Having won 32 accolades over the past three years, 
including Tourism Pub of the Year Award, the Feathered Nest 
Country Inn in Oxfordshire is clearly doing something right. It’s 
known for its sophisticated food offering but, to owner Tony 
Timmer, the small things are key. “The customer is getting much 
more fickle,” he says. “For me, it starts from the minute you look 
at your road sign. If it’s dirty and unkempt, you already know 
there’s no interest in the place itself.” Messy signs, beer barrels 
left in the car park and cigarette butts on the ground may  

Some of this year’s VisitEngland 
Award winners share their tips 
and advice on how to become  
a successful establishment  
with Jane Duru

give the impression to customers that a business doesn’t care. 
Philip Callan, General Manager at the four-star Hell Bay Hotel 

on Bryher, Isles of Scilly, which won a Highly Commended 
Award for Small Hotel of the Year, echoes this sentiment. “Our 
recent success has been because we listen. Ten years ago, our 
guests’ expectations were much easier to fulfil; now they are 
more diverse, but we’re learning to adapt.” Honeymooners at 
Hell Bay not only receive the usual champagne and flowers but 
also a special ‘honeymoon box’ of goodies, and Philip makes sure 
their suite has a sofa rather than just individual chairs – a small, 
but significant change which came about through listening to 
feedback. “It’s not about what you want to give guests, it’s about 
what they want from their stay,” he says. 

Make staff stakeholders
Excellent staff are the linchpin of any customer-facing business, 
but a lack of training can often mean a less-than-desirable guest 
experience. Recruiting the right people, investing in them 
and making sure that they are advocates for your values and 
ethos are paramount.

Jane Kelly, Marketing and Business Development Manager at 

Highly 
Commended

Winning ways
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Sandcastle Waterpark in Blackpool, believes that 
excellent staff culture is what propels a business 
from being good to great. “There’s a culture 
involved in the business that runs right from the Managing 
Director all the way to the guys who clean the changing rooms, 
and that is commitment, service and tourism for all.” With staff 
undergoing rigorous disability awareness and guest service 
training, Jane believes this focus is what elevated Sandcastle 
Waterpark above others to win VisitEngland’s Gold Award for 
Access for All in 2013 and Silver in 2014. 

Award-winners have another characteristic in common  
– sharing their wisdom. Coming from a commercial banking 
background, Nicola Burley, Executive Director at the Galleries of 

Justice Museum in Nottingham, which won Gold for Small 
Visitor Attraction of the Year, can’t stress enough the 
importance of partnerships. “Don’t be frightened of working 
with other attractions on campaigns,” she says. “Sometimes you 
see people as competition rather than allies, but in the heritage 
and arts sector you’ve got to work together to survive, and we 
try and do that wherever we can.” Running promotions and 
marketing campaigns with other organisations has led to the 
diversification of the museum’s offering and it now holds regular 
beer festivals, street markets and after-dark events, all of which 
have helped visitor numbers increase from 22,000 to 30,000 
over the past three years.

Diversification has also helped the five-star Gold East View 
Farm Holiday Cottages in Norfolk to exceed customer 
expectations – guests can drive a steam train and local spa 

Providing  
a positive 
customer 
experience

“I usually say we acquired the place by 
accident, which sounds quite careless, but 
that’s what happened,” says Jeff Sutheran, 
of his decision to buy a 200-year-old 
Presbyterian church in Northumbria with 
wife Jill, and convert it to St Cuthbert’s 
House B&B.

The aesthetic appeal of the building is 
no doubt a factor in the success of the 
B&B, which won the Gold Award for Bed 
and Breakfast of the Year. But it’s only 
one part of the story. “What we’ve learnt,” 
says Jeff, “is that people don’t just want 
a comfortable bed; they can get that in 
any number of places. People want an 
experience. We aim to give them that.”

Attention to detail is what he believes 
sets them apart. At St Cuthbert’s, every 
bedroom contains a small washing-up kit 
and a tea towel in the bedrooms, saving 
guests from having to use a dirty mug for 
their morning cup of tea. “You wouldn’t 
believe how many people comment upon 
that!” he laughs. Jeff advises fellow B&B 
owners to “take care of the fine detail 
and the big stuff will take care of itself”.
Marketing is important, Jeff says, but the 
internet has changed everything. For St 
Cuthbert’s, online activity is beginning to 
take precedence over print, where the 
return on investment is hard to measure. 
Jeff recommends boutiqueandbreakfast.com, 
whose online audience matches the  
St Cuthbert’s client base. 

Jeff sums up his strategy simply: “We’re 
just trying to give people the experience  
we would want if we were in their place.” 

“What we’ve learnt is that people don’t just 
want a comfortable bed; they can get that in any 
number of places. People want an experience”

Above: The 
Galleries 
of Justice 
Museum 
team collect 
their award

Left: Hell 
Bay Hotel  
on Bryher, 
Isles of 
Scilly

Gold 
Winner

Gold 
Winner
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companies will come to them. “It’s up to you as an owner to add 
value,” explains proprietor Jane Pond. The cottages won Silver 
in the Self-Catering Holiday Provider of the Year category. 

Running an award-winning business also means keeping your 
property up to date. Reinvesting some of your profits into the 
business, says Jane, is key. “Too many cottage owners just have 
the property there and let things get tired.” Having spent 
thousands refurbishing two cottages twice in the past decade, 
Jane’s advice is to start with kitchens and bathrooms; these 
show wear faster than other rooms and are the first things 
people notice.

Last, and often least for many proprietors, comes sustainability. 
However, a 2012 report by the Travel Foundation and Forum for 
the Future found that 70% of consumers believe companies 
should be committed to preserving the natural environment  
and 66% would like to take a greener holiday.

To Rosie Hadden, owner of the five-star Gold Little White  
Alice in Cornwall, and Gold winner of VisitEngland’s Sustainable 
Tourism Award, it’s more than just ticking a corporate social 
responsibility box. Here, everything is done with environmental 
impact in mind. The six cottages feature heavy insulation, with 
solar panels and a small wind turbine generating electricity. 
Woodburning stoves and a woodburning hot tub are fed by 
off-cuts from the local builders’ merchants, while water is 
recycled through the use of a reed bed sewer system. 

Rosie advises businesses to start small and join like-minded 
organisations to get ideas before embarking on expensive 
overhauls, as she did with the Cornwall Sustainable Tourism 
Project. “Over the past three years, I’ve noticed people coming 
to us because we’re a sustainable option, and not just because 
it’s a nice place,” she says. There’s a big shift in awareness.” 

“Ten years ago, our guests’ expectations 
were much easier to fulfil; now they’re more 
diverse, but we’re learning to adapt”

Luxury treatment
Having given up dairy farming in 2004, 
Liz Pursey set out to convert a former 
calf-rearing granary into a five-star 
holiday let. Trevase Cottages was born in 
2007 and a second property, Penblaith 
Barn, opened in 2010.  

It cost about £700,000 and Liz decided 
early on that while preserving the barn’s 
character was key, all eight bedrooms 
should have en-suites. “The fact there’s 
a bathroom with every bedroom is the 
most sellable thing,” she explains. Each 
bedroom is individually decorated, and 
luxuries such as Egyptian cotton sheets 
and light fittings imported from South 
Africa appeal to the upmarket clientele 
that she caters for; design provides 
another chance to differentiate the 
cottages from the identikit styling you 
might find in a chain hotel. 

The success of Trevase Cottages has 
mainly come from repeat custom,  
via word-of-mouth recommendations.  
“I don’t do any paid advertising,” says 
Liz. “I’ve got a good website and we’re 
with Premier Cottages.” 

From meeting and greeting every 
guest to providing information on the 
website, Liz emphasises how important 
it is to take “a personal approach”. 
Getting involved with every aspect of the 
business is especially important when 
handling the negatives. “You have to like 
meeting people and be approachable; if 
you’ve received some criticism, deal with 
it,” she says. “It’s a good business to 
be in, but you have to be prepared to 
go the extra mile.” 

How to apply
Go to www.visitenglandawards.org for 
more information on the awards. Details 
of how to apply for the 2015 awards will 
be available in September.

Below: Little 
White Alice 
in Cornwall
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New research from VisitEngland shows that visitor habits are 
changing and accommodation and attraction operators need  
to adapt, writes Chris Alden

The past, for the English travel business, 
is a foreign country. It was a world 
where couples with 2.4 children saved 
up for the annual two-week break; 

where domestic holidaymakers drove around late 
at night looking for a sign saying ‘B&B’; where 
customers scoured newspaper travel sections for 
small ads and called up to ask for a thing called a 
brochure. Those days are gone.

The future of English travel is an altogether 
different world, according to a report 
commissioned for VisitEngland on the trends 
facing English tourism over the next decade  
– and available now to download and discuss at 
www.visitenglandtrends.com.

Change is already under way and research 
suggests that England is increasingly a place 
where ageing baby boomers are important in 
purchasing decisions, often joining their families 
on holiday as a part of multi-generational groups. 
It’s a place where people take short breaks with 
increasing frequency and where consumers 
prioritise leisure, but still seek a good deal. And 
needless to say, it’s a place where mobile, internet 
and social media – with all the consumer 
expectations they engender – are facts of life.

That is the changing landscape that faces 

Adapt for the future
• Aim to add value rather than getting sucked into competing on price
•  Get a mobile-enabled website. One method is to seek a ‘responsive’ 

design that adapts to different devices 
• Add value by recommending local businesses to time-poor customers
•  Offer secure wireless internet, as customers expect to research and 

book activities while they’re away
• Offer short breaks to attract visitors

tourism businesses as they navigate to 2020 and 
beyond. However, the future can be bright for 
those who are able to adapt.

Bring on the baby boomers
Perhaps the most inevitable of the trends are the 
demographic ones. It’s no secret, for example, that 
we’re in an ageing society – yet retiring baby 
boomers may well have a younger outlook than 
previous generations of retirees.

“If you’re a business that historically had a 
slightly older clientele,” explains Sharon Orrell, 
Head of Research and Insight at VisitEngland, 
“consider that what ‘old’ means is changing 

New England
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quickly, as baby boomers retire. The sorts of 
things that 75-year-olds might be enjoying now 
are not what 75-year-olds in five or ten years’ 
time will want.”

In many cases, according to the research, baby 
boomers are more affluent than previous retirees; 
perhaps, then, these customers may be more 
focused on the quality of food or fittings. Or, they 
may be more active than previous generations, 
 and keen to discover cycle routes or walks.

One thing they will prioritise is time with 
family. Alun Moore, who runs Beacon Hill Farm, a 
group of four-star and five-star Gold self-catering 
cottages in Northumberland, says he has noticed 
an increased number of multi-generational groups 
– ‘vertical families’, to use the demographic 
parlance – at his cottages. With 15 cottages on a 
360-acre site, he is able to offer something for 
everyone travelling together: a Harry Potter  
trail for the kids; a spa for stressed-out workers; 
and cottages on a single level for anyone less 
mobile (four of which are rated suitable for 
part-time wheelchair users under the National 
Accessible Scheme). 

“Because we have 15 cottages, we get different 
generations staying in the same house, or spread 
among different houses – it happens all the time,” 
he says. And he recommends that businesses 
should position themselves to attract all ages and 
types of customer: “Young people, old people, 
disabled people, whoever you can.” 

Tightening belts
Economically, too, times are changing – if slowly. 
Although consumer confidence is rising, the sheer 
length of the downturn, according to the research, 

As you’d expect from a family-focused science centre, At-Bristol offers discounted tickets for family groups. But the attraction 
has also introduced innovative ‘grandparents’ family tickets’ – allowing two grandparents and two grandchildren, or one 
grandparent and three grandchildren, to get an extra discount of more than 5% on the family group price.

The move follows the trend towards multi-generational day trips as active grandparents take on the 
task of childcare, either on ‘inset’ days from school or on a daily basis.

“We recognised that our grandparent audience was growing,” explains Lydia Ladbrooke, Commercial 
Manager at At-Bristol, “but because when you’re over 60 you can have a concessionary [individual] 
ticket, grandparents weren’t benefiting then from family tickets. So we introduced the grandparents’ 
family ticket so that they could not only be a concession, but also benefit from being a family group.”

means a focus on 
bargain hunting will 
remain entrenched. 
“We’ve all tightened 
our belts,” notes 
Sharon “and that’s 
not going to 
disappear overnight.”

Alun – whose 
facilities at Beacon 
Hill Farm include a 
pool, fishing, cricket 
nets, a football pitch 
and more – believes 
the way forward is to 
add value, rather than 
compete on cost.  
“I was a director of 
Premier Cottages for 
years, and I remember 
someone in marketing 
saying: ‘You can either market on quality or on 
price. If you start marketing on price you’re in a 
jungle. But if you’re marketing on quality, it’s 
much easier to compete.’ It’s right.”

The fastest-moving trends, though, are 
technological. Once it was just fine to have 
a website: now you need to ensure that your  
website can be browsed from any mobile device. 

“Our research suggests that half of the UK 
population own a tablet device and three-quarters 
own a smartphone,” says Sharon Orrell. “So, if 
your website is not mobile-enabled and people try 
to access it that way, they might just walk away.”

The internet and the economy, of course, are 
both drivers of consumer behaviour; so little 

“Three- 
quarters 
of the UK 
population 
access the 
internet via a 
smartphone”

Moving 
changeover 
day to Friday 
can help 
you attract 
guests taking 
advantage of 
the growing 
trend towards 
weekend 
breaks

SA TURDAY

9

8
FRIDAY

SUNDAY

10

Appealing to all ages
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wonder that people are taking more frequent, 
shorter breaks. On the one hand, it’s easier for 
customers to organise a shorter break at the last 
minute than ever before; on the other hand, as 
Sharon points out, short breaks “allow you to 
spend a bit less, each time”.

Technology rules
But technology doesn’t only drive consumer 
behaviour; it allows businesses to meet consumer 
needs. Key trends in the research are about ‘value 
for time’ – the sense that life is complex and time 
is short, so businesses should make things easy 
for their visitors. That’s why the Montpellier 
Chapter, a four-star boutique hotel in 
Cheltenham, uses iPads to check in guests. 

“Our team always check in guests using iPads 
– meaning this can be carried out in the lounge, 
the bar or even in the guest rooms if they are keen 
to head straight there,” says General Manager 
Barry Watson. “Many guests may have had a long 
journey so the first thing they may like to do when 
they arrive is head to the bar for a drink rather 
than queuing at a reception desk.”

There is also an iPod Touch in every room, 
allowing internet access and guides to the local 
area – tapping into the trend for customers to 
research leisure activities while they’re enjoying 
their break.

The report identifies 39 trends in all, with 
lessons for every hospitality and tourism 
business, so visit www.visitenglandtrends.com. 

Attracting short-break 
visitors

Steve and Jill Woolley of Near Howe Cottages, 
a four-star self-catering business in the Lake 
District, have taken advantage of the trend 
towards short breaks outside peak season by 
moving the property’s changeover day from a Saturday to 
a Friday. That way, they can accommodate people who want to stay  
on Friday and Saturday nights, without breaking into two full weeks.

“It smoothed things significantly,” says Steve. “We have noticed a 
trend that people have been booking later and looking for more short 
breaks on a more frequent basis.”

The Woolleys use a guest booking system called SuperControl, 
which shows availability on a day-by-day basis, allowing customers 
to retain control of the booking. “It is very intuitive as far as short 
lets are concerned,” says Steve, “and it’s easy to integrate with our 
website; we are able to show availability easily.”

Get ready for  
more older guests
• Invest in accessibility, but be 
aware that retirees may be more 
active than earlier generations. VisitEngland 
provides tools to help operators accommodate 
people with access needs, such as an Access 
Statement tool and the National Accessible 
Scheme. Find out more at  
www.visitengland.com/access
• Prepare yourself for the needs of larger, multi-
generational groups

It’s easier for 
customers to 
organise a 
shorter break 
at the last 
minute than 
ever before
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Ask the experts
From questions about access to 
understanding how to make the most 
of your website, our panel of experts are 
here to respond to all your enquiries

Legislation: Kurt Janson 
Policy Director of the  
Tourism Alliance

Research & Trends: Sharon Orrell  
Head of Research and Insight, 
VisitEngland

Digital Marketing: Brian Dennehy
Director of Social  
Media Synergy

Accessibility: Ross Calladine 
Editor and Head of Business 
Support, VisitEngland

Quality Schemes: Pam Foden  
Head of Industry 
Development, VisitEngland

Sustainability: Jason Freezer  
Head of Destination 
Management, VisitEngland

Q: I read with interest the latest Quality Edge and was quite 
shocked that you gave space to TripAdvisor. Many people in the 
tourist trade believe it is one of the biggest problems facing many 
businesses. David Pybus, Pysemead Farm

Ross: I certainly agree that TripAdvisor divides opinion among 
operators. However, it has witnessed tremendous growth from 
purely a review website to the largest travel meta search site in 
the UK, with nearly 260 million unique users in the first quarter 
of 2014. The changes implemented by TripAdvisor have the 
potential to impact upon tourism businesses both positively and 
negatively. By keeping operators up to date, we believe they 
can make informed decisions to minimise any negative impact 
and maximise the opportunities provided by this increasingly 
influential platform. Ultimately, it is the operators’ own choice as 
to what they do with the information we provide.

Q: I had a call from a police officer advising me that a sex offender 
would be coming to stay in my B&B but they didn’t give me any 
information on who they were or when they would be staying. 
Could I have refused the booking? Paula Ryan, The Rutherford

Ross: You could have refused the booking as you would not be 
discriminating on the grounds set out by the Equality Act. The 
difficulty in this case is that you could not identify the guest to 
refuse the booking.

Registered sex offenders are legally obliged to inform their 
risk management officer if they plan to take a trip away from 
home for seven or more days. However, managers often expect 
to be told about all holidays. The officer most likely called you 
to assess the risk. VisitEngland understands that if you had 
demonstrated a risk to the public and it was deemed to be high, 
e.g. a family-orientated establishment, the manager may have 
sought approval to disclose the offender’s identity to you so that 
you could refuse the booking. Alternatively, if you had a general 
policy not to accept sex offenders the manager may have advised 
the offender that they should not stay at your establishment 
irrespective of the level of risk.

Lincolnshire Police perceive the risk to be high at caravan parks 
and has advised parks to include a policy in their T&Cs. As a B&B 
you could state: “We do not accept bookings from convicted 
child sex offenders or anyone on the sex offenders register.”

Our experts
If you have a question, why not send it to  
quality.edgeextra@visitengland.org. We’ll give  
a prize for our favourite. 
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Fantastic Theatre Tokens 
Paula Ryan’s letter on this page and the interview with 
Pamela Cullinane on p26 have won them both £100-worth 
of Theatre Tokens. But don’t worry if you’re not a winner; 
it’s easy to purchase your own.

Theatre Tokens are unique theatre gift vouchers that 
can be used at 240 theatres nationwide including all of 
London’s West End. So, not only does that mean 240 
different shows to see, but your recipient can choose to 
stay close to home or try somewhere completely new. 
Tokens are available from as little as £5 so you can give a 
little theatre, or a lot. 

It is simple to buy at www.theatretokens.com 
or by phone through the dedicated Tokenline 
on 0844 887 
7878. You can 
also buy locally 
from participating 
theatres, selected 
branches of 
WHSmith and 
Waterstones, 
and at TKTS in 
Leicester Square.

A perfect gift 
for any occasion 
because… there’s 
a little theatre in 
us all!

Q:  A previous edition of Quality Edge stated that, "For 
inheritance tax purposes, the (self-catering) business 
is known as a business asset and can be passed on 
to your heirs tax free." I would be very interested 
to know what your views are as a result of the case 
between HMRC and the Pawson family, where the 
business was deemed to be a rental property and 
therefore subject to inheritance tax.  Anonymous

Kurt: The Pawson case was a bit problematic, in that 
the level of service provided by the self-catering 
operator was extremely low – even by self-catering 
standards (for much of the time, even linen was not 
provided). HMRC was able to argue that the level 
of service provision was so low that it made the 
property virtually indistinguishable from a buy-to-
let property. Therefore, it should be treated as a 
property investment rather than a trading business 
for the purposes of inheritance tax.

This leaves us in the situation of knowing that self-
catering properties that provide almost no services 
will be treated as a property investment business 
when it comes to inheritance tax. It also means that 
self-catering businesses that provide a large range 
of services will be treated as trading businesses and 
therefore not subject to inheritance tax. What we 
don’t know is where the boundary between the two 
lies. So, for example, what level of service is seen by 
HMRC to make a property a trading business.

As we don’t have a legal test case on a ‘normal’ 
self-catering property, it is problematic for operators 
to know what they need to do. The best advice I can 
give is that operators should discuss this with their 
accountants, who should have some specialism in 
self-catering and will be able to advise as to what 
level of service provision they think is appropriate. 
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Innovation

Life begins at breakfast...

Free display tray when you buy two 
cases of variety packs

Available to new and existing customers

Free p&p on orders over £50

Delivery within 3 working days

Simply enter the code ‘QEVPTRAY’
to automatically add to your basket 

We have teamed up with a local Dorset 
craftsman to create handmade wooden 
display trays to help present our single 
serve packs. Made from untreated Beech 
wood it will put a bit of Dorset on your 
breakfast table.

www.dorsetcereals.co.uk
kate@dorsetcereals.co.uk
01305 751028
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Many tourism businesses were disrupted by flooding and coastal 
surges this year. Ruth-Ellen Davis looks at how businesses coped 

with the deluge and gives tips for business resilience 

Facing the floods

I t was a devastating start to the year for many businesses, 
with an exceptional run of winter storms battering the 
coastline and putting chunks of England quite literally 
under water. Months later, many are still drying out  

and trying to rebuild their trade.
But while dramatic scenes of waterlogged towns and 

countryside alike provoked a national outpouring of sympathy 
and support for those affected, the public perception that 
businesses were closed and that parts of the country were  
no-go areas put about 10% of consumers off from taking trips  
to affected areas – arguably creating more damage than  
the floods themselves.  

The clear message from proprietors, tourist attractions and 
tourist authorities is that preparing your business for severe 
weather conditions is not just a case of practical flood action.  
A strong online and media presence is essential – especially  
when public perception is not quite in line with the reality  
on the ground.

One popular tourist attraction that felt the full force of the 
coastal storms was Blue Reef Aquarium in Newquay. “We  
had our first flood in the first weekend of January,” says General 
Manager Steve Matchett. “It flooded through the aquarium’s 
entrance area and smashed out the window frame and  
bottom panels. Outside, the storms ripped off the building’s 
drain pipes and guttering.”

Though it was only closed for a total of eight days, Steve says 
the building’s bruised exterior and the damaged promenade 
nearby continue to put off potential visitors. “We’re currently 

Flooding

Find out if you are in a flood risk 
area and register with Floodline 
Warnings Direct: call 0845 988 1188. 

 Identify actions to climate-proof 
your business against flooding, 
heatwave, drought and coastal 
change at www.climateprepared.com.

 Make a flood action plan, including 
a list of key items such as 
computers and artwork that will 
need to be protected.

 Make sure your insurance covers 
flood damage, business interruption 
and lost revenue. Sources of advice 
include the National Flood Forum  
www.floodforum.org.uk. The  
British Insurance Brokers’ Association 
has a Find a Broker Helpline on 
0870 950 1790.

 Learn how to use sandbags and 
store things like plastic sheeting, 
wooden boards and nails. Ensure 
that toilets and drains are fitted 
with non-return valves. 

Top five ways 
to prepare for 
intense weather

2

3

4

5

1
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A wet beginning 

On paper, a flood-hit winter 
doesn’t sound like the 
best time to launch a new 
company, but Andy Benham 
at South Devon Wine Tours 
found invaluable business 
advice when he attended one of 
the VisitEngland flood workshops.

“We went along as a new business and received good-
quality free advice. It really helped us get the business off 
the ground,” he says. Particular highlights of the seminar 
for Andy included networking and sharing experiences and 
tips with other businesses in the area, and information on 
how to use online marketing effectively. 

“Online marketing makes it so much easier to set up a 
very small, very tightly targeted business,” he explains.

“As well as helping us to improve our online marketing 
through things such as as Google AdWords and the 
structure of our website, we learnt about the benefits of 
having a regular presence on social media, setting up  
a Google+ page to engage with potential customers and 
optimising our position in search engine results. 

“We came away thinking, wow, someone is actually 
taking the time and effort to look after a fledgling local 
business and really giving us a bit of a break.”

battling to get the insurance money so we can make more 
repairs,” he says. “It’s without doubt affecting our business, 
because the state of the exterior makes people think we’re closed. 
But on the inside, all the displays with the fish are completely as 
they were. We’re trying everything to tell people we are open.”

That sinking feeling
While images of flood-hit England continued to dominate the 
headlines in January and February, the experience for some was 
of no one coming to their area, with communities in the South 
West in particular feeling cut off from the rest of the country. 

“It was as if someone had pulled the plug on the phones,” said 
Tony Smyth of Sonachan House in Paignton, Devon. “We were 
not flooded in the slightest, but had weeks and weeks of it being 
utterly dead because people were assuming there was no way to 
get to the South West. From the images hitting the headlines, 
such as the swinging train line along the sea wall at Dawlish, they 
thought it was inaccessible – which was completely wrong.”  

Another well-reported scene from this year’s flooding was the 
waterlogged Somerset Levels. John Turner, Chief Executive 
Officer at Somerset Tourism Association, explains that while Police 

officers in 
drysuits at 
the village 
of Moorland 
on the 
Somerset 
Levels 

there was severe flooding in part of Somerset, the area has  
really suffered from the focused media coverage, and a huge 
communal effort is under way to communicate the real  
state of affairs there.

“Yes, 40 square miles of Somerset was under water. But 
Somerset actually equates to 1,600 square miles,” he explains. 
“Some of the pictures were incredibly dramatic. Everyone I spoke 
to thought it must be a disaster zone here, which was just not the 
case at all. All the businesses that were closed are now open, 
which is great. But actually 90% – even 99% – of businesses were 
open at the time.”

Rain, rain... go away
With a grant from Somerset County Council to help them on 
their way, John and his team have been going, as he says, “back to 
basics” with their marketing strategy, making sure they are 
targeting the right demographic and offering the right kind of 
package for their customers.

“We’re still not out of the woods yet,” says John. “A lot of 
smaller bed and breakfasts and hotels that don’t have the 
elasticity in their funds and their budgets like some of the larger 
attractions are currently reliant on repeat visits and discounting 
heavily. And that’s tough. It’s a precarious time at the moment.” 

For any business affected by the flooding, John’s main piece of 
advice is to engage with the media. “You don’t need to spend a 
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Flood defences
Someone who knows 
only too well what 
it’s like to recover from 
severe flooding is Edward 
Sinclair at Croft Guest House in 
Cockermouth, Cumbria. At the end of 2009 
he was put out of business for ten months 
when torrential rainfall caused widespread 
floods across Cumbria, with Cockermouth 
one of the worst hit areas. 

“We weren’t expecting it to be as bad 
as it was,” he explains. “We had 4.5 feet 
of water flood our guest house on the 
Thursday. We lost everything on the ground 
floor. Then, on the Sunday, part of the main 
road in front of us disappeared and went 
down the street, and all we could see was 
pipes. We were told we had to leave the 
property in case of an explosion.” 

After receiving financial and practical 
help from the local chamber of commerce, 
Edward and his wife were able to install 
flood gates on their doors and had a new 
website made. Cockermouth itself has since 
had more than £4m spent on flood defences 
and the river has been dredged, which 
Edward says has made a huge difference. 
“Every time there is heavy rain, we head 
down there to take a look and it’s still 
flowing freely. Very reassuring!”

huge amount of money to get that message out,” he says.
A big success story in terms of getting the message out there 

was the Open for Business campaign that ran in the South West. 
One element of this came about when Twitter users started using 
the hashtag #openforbusiness. Maureen McAllister who oversees 
the @SouthWestUK Twitter account, started retweeting them 
and the response was phenomenal. 

 “It soon became absolutely massive. I was retweeting from 

7am until 10pm,” she explains. “It gave a route for people 
affected by the flooding to communicate with a wider audience. 
It didn’t matter who they were. They could tweet with that 
hashtag and it would get retweeted to our thousands of followers, 
as well as via the many destination Twitter accounts.”

 The Chartered Institute of PR soon got in touch and several 
PR agencies offered some of their time to help manage the load. 
Even celebrities got involved, with names like Alan Davies, 
Richard Osman and Kirstie Alley all retweeting that the  
South West was open for business. “It backed up all of the hard 

“Some of the pictures were incredibly 
dramatic. Everyone I spoke to thought 
it must be a disaster zone here ”
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work the different destinations were 
doing and really kept the message 
going,” says Maureen.

Flooding support 
Flood-affected tourism businesses 
across the country were supported 
by a £2m government support 
package. It included Spot on 
England – a multi-platform 
campaign aimed at boosting spring 
trade by promoting great value 
offers across 39 destinations and 
organisations – as well as an 
extensive free online resource 
detailing how to respond to  
extreme weather. 

It also included face-to-face help for businesses at the 
VisitEngland flood support workshops. These free sessions  
offered specialist advice to those in need.

The sessions, which ran in areas across the country, aimed  
to equip businesses with all the tools necessary to effectively 

recover from any current flood damage, to prepare 
for future severe weather conditions, and to build up 

important skills for promoting their businesses and 
communicating with prospective customers.

After his lack of custom, Tony from Sonachan House found 
the course helpful in boosting his online presence. “We are 
certainly using social media more effectively since attending 
the workshop with VisitEngland and have seen a definite rise in 
people who are interested in what’s going on down this way. 

Things are finally looking up.”
Again, the key advice he learned is 

to get your message out there. 
“One big thing we got from 
the seminar was the power of 
working together as an area 
to try to get over the 
negative press. Tell people 
you are there, and tell 

people there is still 
plenty happening.” 

“We were not flooded in the 
slightest, but had weeks and 
weeks of it being utterly dead”
Tony Smyth

Flooding

 Tell customers if and how long 
you may have to close and your 
cancellation policy. If you are 
open, give transport information 
and let customers rebook if they 
can’t reach you.

  Work with other local businesses 
to share tips and advice and 
develop a common response  
for your area. 

 Take photographs of all the 
damage to help insurance 
companies assess your claim.

  See VisitEngland’s guide to dealing 
with flooding at www.visitengland.
com/biz/crisis-management 
 
 Let people know when you’re back 
in business through your website, 
social media, local press and  
word of mouth.
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Five things to 
do when your 
property floods
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The 
generation 

game
Passing on a family business to 
your children has to be handled 

with care if both your family and 
your business are going to reap 
the benefits, writes Lucy Smith

There are about three million small and 
medium-sized family businesses in the 
UK and they are a vitally important 
sector, accounting for a quarter of the 

UK’s total GDP. Passing a family business from 
one generation to the next, however, can be a 
tricky issue and one that must be handled 
carefully to ensure that neither the business  
nor the family is damaged.

So how do you decide when to bow out and 
enjoy the fruits of your labour? Do you gradually 
ease yourself out or make a clean break? 

Mark Hastings, Director General of the 
Institute for Family Business, says: “The key  
to successful succession is planning early, 
communicating clearly and having engagement 
across the generations. Things tend to go  
wrong when people haven’t started the process 

early enough, or when there are issues following  
a sudden death.”

At Fishers Adventure Farm Park in Wisborough 
Green, West Sussex, the transition between 
generations is taking place gradually. For the past 
ten years, Tim and Trina Rollings have worked 
alongside son Tom and his wife, Kate. “The energy 
and IT marketing skills of Tom and Kate 
complement our business experience,” says Tim, 
“and they are closer in age to our visitors. This 
meant that Tom was the perfect person to help us 
rebrand the business to appeal to our guests, 
while Kate has pioneered the use of social media.”

Tim and Tom are fellow directors and Tim adds:  
“You have to share the passion and, if you don’t 
get on really well or have mutual respect for one 
another, you don’t stand a chance.” He is currently 
looking into the complexity of capital gains and 
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inheritance tax. “These matters have to be dealt 
with at an early stage to ensure the future of the 
farm,” he explains.

Enjoying the rest
At some point, however, most people want to put 
their feet up and enjoy their retirement, and that 
means handing over the reins entirely. At the 
four-star Grange Farm Cottages in Rosedale, 
Yorkshire, Henry and Jane Brown run B&B and 
self-catering cottages on their farm. After 25 
years, Henry’s parents retired and moved away, 

leaving Henry and Jane to continue the farm, 
timber business and self-catering cottages. It was 
a smooth transition, because Henry had been 
involved since 1997 and he and Jane brought  
a new energy to the business. 

“We have replaced the old website, which  
was looking a little lacklustre, and included 
professional photographs to show off the updated 
rooms. Jane has been keen to offer B&B for some 
time, so, since my parents left, we have offered 
two rooms as well as self-catering. We now use 
booking agencies as well as taking direct bookings 

Four generations
Potters Leisure Resort near Great Yarmouth,  
which features the 2014 VisitEngland 
Tourism Superstar Award winner Buzby 
Allen, is now run by the fourth generation 
of the Potter family. It has grown from a 
small, seasonal holiday camp founded in 
1920 to an all-year-round holiday resort. 
Brian Potter, Chairman of Potters Leisure, 
says: “A smooth transition demands a 
structure and a good management team.”  

He adds: “I entered the family firm 
because it was in my blood and I didn’t 
think there was anything better. It was a 
bit of a struggle to make my mark on the 
business. My father didn’t delegate, but 
finally, three years before he died in the 
early 1980s, I convinced him that the way 
forward was to move to an all-year-round 
season and create a management structure 
to cope with this expansion.” 

This transformed the business and  
led to its success. When his son John 
entered the business, Brian was delighted. 
John is now Managing Director. Over the 
years, they have invested in new  
projects and the business now has a 
turnover of £20m. 

“If you don’t get on really well  
or have mutual respect for one  
another, you don’t stand a chance”

Left: Catherine Clifford’s 
grandparents, great 
grandfather, his business 
partner and friends at the 
Lansdowne Hotel. Above:
Catherine with her uncle 
(see overleaf )
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and we are aiming for a much higher occupancy. 
Plans for the future include building a new pier on 
the lake and possibly to offer fishing.”  

Choosing a leader or manager needs to be based 
on what is good for the business. Consider which 
family members have the necessary leadership 
skills to take things forward. If there is not a 
natural successor, do you need to employ an 

external professional while a family member  
gains experience elsewhere or improves  
his or her qualifications?

Sales and Marketing Executive Catherine 
Clifford is the fourth generation of her family  
to run the three-star Lansdowne Hotel in 
Eastbourne. She is now working alongside her 
uncle and a general manager. Catherine studied 

To the manor born
Tony Varley founded Aynsome 
Manor, a three-star Silver Award 
country house hotel in Cartmel, 
Cumbria, 33 years ago. He believes 
you should only hand a family 
business down through the 
generations for the right reasons. 

“The potential partnership 
should enhance the business 

and be for the benefit of all concerned. A parent must 
be prepared to accept new ideas and not treat a son or 
daughter as cheap labour,” he says.

Tony insisted his son was well trained for the business 
to counter any suggestion of nepotism from existing 
staff and drew up a legal partnership so they could 
share in the profits and liabilities. He believes that 
frank discussions over retirement, pensions and wills 
should not be avoided and a balance needs to be found 
between what the senior partners may wish to draw 
from the business and what the partnership can afford 
to pay. Early pension planning is the answer to this. 

Tony goes to the hotel a couple of times a week to see 
staff and guests who have become friends. For 20 years, 
Tony and his wife, Margaret, and his son, Chris, and 
daughter-in-law, Andrea, have “survived the usual ups 
and downs because we have respect for each other”.

hotel and catering management and spent several 
years working in hotels. Because she recognises 
the importance of family heritage to the business, 
she is keen to prepare a succession plan with 
external advice to ensure a secure future for the 
hotel and perhaps for the fifth generation.

Once you have drawn up your plan, you will 
need to seek expert advice on the legal, tax and 
financial implications. By planning ahead, you can 
take advantage of tax exemptions and reliefs such 
as lifetime gifts, provided you survive seven years 
from the date of the gift, or business property 
relief, which can reduce the amount of inheritance 
tax payable. Revise your plan as circumstances 
change – it should be an ongoing process. 

The Institute for Family Business offers Family 
Business Challenges guides, including succession 
planning, at www.ifb.org.uk/research-foundation/
family-business-challenges.aspx. 

“A parent must be prepared to accept 
new ideas and not treat a son or 
daughter as cheap labour”

Top five tips for  
succession planning 

•  Start planning well in advance and be 
open with family about your intentions 

•  Talk to your family about their future 
expectations in the business

•  Your vision for the future – be clear with 
all concerned about your timetable for 
moving on from the business, to what 
extent and when

•  Separate ownership and management 
issues and choose leadership that is 
right for the business

•  Once the plan is established, get  
some expert legal, tax planning  
and inheritance advice
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VisitEngland’s Visitor Information Manager, 
Tracey Taylor, explains how Tourist Information 
Centres can help raise awareness of local 
businesses and generate sales

Tourist Information Centres (TICs) – or 
Visitor Information Centres as they are 
often known – have experienced a 
challenging time over the past few 

years. Many have closed or had their budgets cut 
by the public agencies which typically finance 
them. However, there are still 400 visitor centres 
in England, which welcomed 33 million people  
in 2012. They handle an estimated 20.5 million 
enquiries a year – the majority (86%) being face to 
face – and they offer a warm welcome to visitors.

In addition to being a great source of 
information and ideas for visitors, their role  
as a useful platform for local business promotion 
is possibly less well known. Many visitor centres 
support local tourism businesses by encouraging 
longer stays and greater spend.  

So, are you in touch 
with your local visitor 
centre?  Do you know  
who the manager is and 
what they can offer  
to your business?  

While the support 
available for business 
promotion can vary 
widely between  

different visitor centres, Giles Adams, publisher  
of What’s On Somerset, believes many visitor 
centres are switched on to social media 
 “Visitor centres have possibly been undervalued 
of late but those that remain are really quite 
engaged with social media and follow very 
astutely the rules of social media engagement – 

“Information 
centres that are 
merely ‘nice people 
with leaflets’ are a 
thing of the past”

Barbara Hunt, Manager of the Royal Windsor 
Information Centre, says that getting in touch with  
the centres can be very worthwhile.

“Frequently located in central locations, visitor 
centres are great places to advertise. The staff answer a 
myriad of questions and can promote established and 
new businesses to visitors and local residents alike.

“In Windsor and Maidenhead, in addition to poster 
and leaflet space, we offer website listings, smartphone 
application listings (iApp) and, of course, promotion via 
social media. We communicate with our stakeholders by 
business e-newsletter and hold sector meetings to keep 
businesses up to date with local trends and events.

“We work closely with all sectors of the industry, 
have a concierge service for local hotels and act as 
box office for many events and attractions. Information 
centres that are merely ‘nice people with leaflets’ are a 
thing of the past; we are here to promote your services 
and work closely with you.” 

Tourist Information Centres

Centres    
of excellence
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The 10 
participating  
pilots
Beverley 
Bridlington 
Durham 
English Riviera (Torquay) 
Liverpool 
Morecambe
Once Brewed (Northumberland 
National Park) 
Peterborough
Rye
Sheffield 
Get in touch to be part of this 
initiative. 

you really feel there is a person at the other  
end. In a way, many of them are on the button  
all the time.”

There is an opportunity for tourism operators 
to make contact with visitor centre 
staff and keep them supplied with 
information. Tourism businesses  
that are proactive in making contact 
are most likely to secure the  
potential benefits.

According to Catherine Esbester  
at Ginger Fig Gifts and Gallery, 

Taunton, once a relationship is formed with your 
local visitor centre it can be fruitful. “We do not 
benefit from a strong high-street presence but the 
local Tourist Information Centre is very proactive 

Gail Archer is Manager at Swadlincote Tourist Information Centre, which offers support for local tourism operators            
“TICs are especially valuable to companies that don’t have large marketing budgets or online profiles – smaller businesses, 
farm diversifications and new starts.  

“That’s not just attractions and accommodation providers, but also retailers, event organisers and food and drink 
operators. Often when starting out they are new to the tourism sector and have limited funds available for marketing.  
We can promote their business directly to potential customers.  

“Our relationship with business owners in the sector means we are well placed to advise them of initiatives and 
activities from which they could benefit. We can highlight opportunities to work with quality organisations and local 
destination marketing campaigns – in our case the National Forest & Beyond – where for a small fee they can become 
part of a much larger promotional campaign that will reach many more people than they could alone. We can also point 
businesses towards other assistance, such as grants, advice and training.”  

in pointing visitors who want to experience 
shopping in the area towards our business.”

The future of visitor 
information
In recognition of an ever-increasing 
number of mobile device users, 

VisitEngland launched a new pilot project in  
June – in partnership with Twitter – focusing on 
developing the in-destination visitor experience 
through the provision of responsive, real-time 
visitor information. Latest research from  
@ResearchNowUK reveals that Twitter users like  
to use the social media platform while on holiday, 
with 46% looking for local information and one  
in four seeking restaurant recommendations.

The project aims to reposition visitor centres  
as a central platform from which small businesses 
can target visitors, bringing the local offer directly 
to their mobile devices.

The ten information centres participating in the 
pilot project will be given best practice guidance 
and support to broaden their reach and help local 
businesses to share their announcements, offers, 
updates and reasons to visit. The project aims to 
demonstrate the difference a modern, digital 
destination can make to the local economy. 

The pilots will run for six months and a final 
report will be shared with industry partners at the 
beginning of next year. The report will identify 
opportunities for information providers to 
develop their digital capabilities, share  
their knowledge with consumers, and help  
businesses and local areas to deliver great  
tourism experiences.  

Tourist Information Centres

“TICs are especially 
valuable to companies 
that don’t have large 
marketing budgets”
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VisitEngland’s legislation expert Kurt Janson 
gives an update on the latest regulatory changes 
affecting the hospitality industry

Kurt Janson, Policy Director 
of the Tourism Alliance

Legislation  
lowdown

Important changes on allergens 
If you serve food to your customers, there are significant 
changes under way regarding the information that you have to 
supply to your customers if your food contains any of the 14 
most common allergens as ingredients. These changes come in 
two stages – for pre-packaged food and unpackaged food. 

Pre-packaged food
The requirement to provide information on allergens in  
pre-packaged food has already been introduced and will not 
affect you unless you are producing food products for sale, such 
as preserves or pre-packed sandwiches. In this case, any use of 
these 14 allergens must be highlighted in the ingredients list. This 
means that you are no longer allowed to just have a sign by the 
food that warns customers that it contains the allergen. Similarly, 
a warning on the packaging that it contains an allergen (such as 
“may contain nuts” ) is insufficient if you haven’t highlighted nuts 
in the list of ingredients on the back of the packet. 

Unpackaged food
Much more important to most accommodation businesses are 
the upcoming changes to providing information to customers 
about the use of allergens in unpackaged food. For example, 
food prepared on the premises and served in a restaurant, 
dining room or across the counter.

From 13 December 2014, businesses will be required to 
provide information on whether any of the 14 main allergens  
are used in any of the food that they serve. You can provide  
this information in a range of ways, such as printing it on  
the menu, writing it on a chalk board or asking your staff  
to tell customers when they are providing the menu  
or taking orders. 

Where the information is not provided upfront (on menus, 

Legislation

signs or if staff don’t proactively tell customers), you must 
provide clear guidance as to where customers can get the details 
on allergens. For example, you could put a notice in your menu 
telling customers to ask a member of staff about the use of 
allergens in any of the items on the menu.

These new requirements will make it very important that 
there is good communication between the kitchen and front-
of-house staff about the ingredients used in the food that 
you serve, so that the information provided to customers is 
consistent, accurate and verifiable if a customer challenges you 
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The allergens that you 
will need to provide 
information on are:
• cereals containing gluten
•  crustaceans, such as 

prawns, crabs, lobster 
and crayfish

• eggs
• fish
• peanuts
• soybeans
• milk
•  nuts, such as almonds, 

hazelnuts, walnuts, 
pecan nuts, Brazil nuts,
  pistachio, cashew and 
macadamia nuts

• celery (and celeriac)
• mustard
• sesame
•  sulphur dioxide, which is 

a preservative found in 
some dried fruit

• lupin
•  molluscs, such as clams, 

mussels, whelks, oysters, 
snails and squid

The 14 most common allergens
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later. This is even more important if you employ temporary or 
casual staff and if your menu changes on a regular basis. The 
Food Standards Agency, which administers the new regulations, 
is developing guidance for businesses on how to fulfil the new 
requirements and this should be available for you to download 
from its website (www.food.gov.uk) in September.

Flexible working
From 1 June 2014, new requirements came into effect regarding 
flexible working.  From now on, any worker who has been 
employed for at least 26 weeks will be able to make one request 
per year to undertake flexible working for any reason.

You are able to refuse an application for flexible working  
if you can show that there are valid business reasons for doing 
so. These reasons can be:
•  The burden of any additional costs would be unacceptable  

to the business
• An inability to reorganise work among existing staff
• An inability to recruit additional staff
•  The change would have a detrimental impact on the 

performance of the individual or organisation, or the quality 
of the service or product provided

•  The change would have a detrimental effect on the business’ 
ability to meet customer demand

•  There would be insufficient work during the periods the 
employee proposes to work

• Planned business changes might not fit with the worker’s  
   request

It is important to note that there is a new requirement for you 
to handle requests in a reasonable manner. You must consider 
any application for flexible working objectively and try to find 
ways to meet the employee’s request. You must also be careful 
not to inadvertently discriminate against employees with 
protected characteristics (e.g. disabled people) where flexible 
working would be a reasonable adjustment.

Guidance to the new regulations is available on the ACAS 
website www.acas.org.uk.

Proposed relaxation for the sharing economy
The ‘sharing economy’ is a new form of business model based on 
the premise that individuals have assets that are not being used 
all the time and that other people will pay to use. The two main 
businesses that work on this principle are Uber (which provides 

an app that allows people to use their car as a taxi service) and 
Airbnb (which provides a platform for people to rent out their 
home to visitors).

While the sharing economy allows people to make additional 
income, it has drawn significant criticism. Generally, for 
the business to work, the people providing the taxi or 
accommodation service have to avoid the raft of legislation that 
applies to traditional business providers. In London, there is the 
additional problem of specific legislation that prohibits home 
owners renting their property to anyone for less than 90 days.

However, the Department for Communities and Local 
Government has announced that it will be repealing this 
legislation as part of the Deregulation Bill that is going through 
Parliament. In order to stop private homes being run as de-facto 
hotels as a result of removing the legislation, it plans to limit 
how many days per year an owner can rent their property to 
visitors – although it is unclear as to who will be keeping  
count of this. ■

“You must consider any application for flexible working objectively and try to find ways to meet the employee's request”
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The Pink Book, the complete guide to legislation 
relevant to accommodation providers in England, is  
now available on the VisitEngland industry website 
at www.visitengland.com/pinkbookonline (previously 
available as Accommodation Know How). The Pink Book 
is also available as a printed copy and a fully updated 
edition will be published in late summer.

Pink Book Online launched
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