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Welcome
Welcome to the 18th issue of Quality Edge. 
This is my first edition as Editor of the 
magazine, taking over from my colleague 
Pam Foden, who I am sure you will agree has 
produced 12 excellent editions. I’ve taken the 
opportunity to review your comments from 
the last reader survey and I’m delighted to 
implement a number of your suggestions.

We open, as always, with a news round-
up that now includes an update from 
VisitEngland. There is a new regular Ask the 
experts feature, where our experts respond 
to your questions.

 You told us that digital marketing and 
legislation are key topics, so we’ve  
introduced Digital digest as a regular  
feature and Legislation lowdown brings  
you essential regulatory updates in 
association with The Pink Book: Legislation 
for tourist accommodation.

With the weather having been a little 
wild of late, we look at ways to embrace the 
changeable English climate. Customers are 
becoming more discerning when it comes 
to food choices and our feature on Catering 
for all explores meeting the needs of people 
with allergies, food intolerances and religious 
beliefs that affect their diet. 

Day in the life is down on the farm with the 
animals at Hoe Grange Holidays in Derbyshire 
and we take a look into dog-friendly holidays. 

So, enjoy reading this edition and I look 
forward to receiving your comments,  
ideas for articles and questions for  
our experts.

Ross Calladine
Head of Business 
Support,
Enterprise Team,
VisitEngland

Let’s have
a proper brew

For more information on our extensive product range call 01423 814006 
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Industry News

Congratulations to Hull, which has been chosen as the UK City of Culture 
2017. Hull is the gateway to Yorkshire for many European visitors, has 
a rich maritime heritage and also boasts a world-class aquarium, The 
Deep, which won Gold in the Access for All Tourism Award in the 2011 
VisitEngland Awards for Excellence. The Deep is also a member of 
VisitEngland’s Visitor Attraction Quality Scheme. We wish Hull all the best 
in maximising the potential of the city’s cultural heritage and look forward 
to the many celebrations and events to come.

The new 2014 Official Tourist Board 
Guides to accommodation are now 
on sale. The guides are an extension 
of the Official Tourist Board Guide 
website, visitor-guides.co.uk, where 
all independent VisitEngland star-
rated accommodation is featured. 
For more information on promoting 
your listing online and in print, email 
VEGuides@hudsons-media.co.uk or 
go to the Visitor Guides website.

Are you and your staff able to communicate effectively with deaf people? With 
around ten million people in the UK with hearing loss, learning some basic British 
Sign Language phrases would help you to welcome this lucrative market and meet 
your legal obligations under the Equality Act 2010.

YouMeSign has produced a series of products to help operators and customers 
interact by following easy visual instructions, without the need for formal training. 
These include welcome mats and mouse mats, which depict basic sign language 
related to the service industries. For more information, go to www.youmesign.co.uk.

A recent complaint received by VisitEngland also underlines the importance of 
subtitle availability on televisions for deaf customers. Providers should be aware  
that following the digital switchover in 2012, subtitle settings may need to be 
updated. Check availability on your TVs and contact your service provider for  
more information.

For tips and advice on how to welcome customers with hearing loss, you can 
request a free printed Listen Up! guide from VisitEngland. For more information, 
email qad@visitengland.org or visit www.visitengland.org/access.

Hull is UK City of Culture 2017

New guides  
now on sale

Welcoming customers  
with hearing loss

Tourism vital  
to UK economy

A report commissioned by VisitBritain and published by Deloitte in November 
2013 highlighted the importance of tourism to the economy. Tourism: jobs and 
growth revealed that the industry supported three million jobs throughout 
the UK in 2013 – accounting for 9.6% of UK employment – and is set to grow 
3.8% per annum, faster than manufacturing, construction and retail. Forecasts 
predict that by 2025 tourism will account for 10% of the UK’s total GDP. 

Of particular interest to operators is that inbound tourism – i.e. guests from 
overseas – continues to be the fastest growing tourism sector, with spend by 
international visitors forecast to grow by over 6% a year.

Visit www.visitbritain.org to see the report.

TripAdvisor and 
Google – updates 
you need to know 
TripAdvisor has recently launched a booking service 
for accommodation businesses, so guests can book 
directly from a property’s review page. For more 
information on how this could affect your business, 
turn to our Digital digest article on page 14.

Google is expanding its Hotel Finder service 
in the UK. The feature allows potential guests 
to search for accommodation in a specific area 
through the search engine’s main webpage. 
Information for businesses listed on Google Places 
and Google+ will automatically be fed into the Hotel 
Finder search results. Visit www.plus.google.com 
to join Google+ and if you are already signed up, 
ensure that your details are kept up to date.

In October 2013 the industry said a 
fond farewell to Hugh Robertson, 
Minister for Sport and Tourism, and 
welcomed Helen Grant, Minister for 
Sport, Tourism  and Equalities, in his 
place. Working on multiple policy 
areas at the Department for Culture, 
Media and Sport, Helen has shown 
a keen interest in the tourism sector 
and spoke at VisitEngland’s Visitor 
Economy Conference in December.  

In issue 17 we congratulated 
the Gold Award winners of the 
VisitEngland Awards for Excellence 
2013. We would like to apologise to 
Beaulieu, who were mistakenly left 
off the list, and congratulate them 
on winning Gold in the Large Visitor 
Attraction category.

Correction: VisitEngland 
Awards for Excellence 2013 

New Tourism 
Minister  
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Visit our industry website, where you can find a range of business support 
and the latest VisitEngland research to help your business thrive. 
www.visitengland.org.
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The future of domestic tourism
Much of the work that the 
Research and Insights team 
carries out focuses on the 
past – understanding what 
happened and why. However, 
we’ve just completed a really 
exciting project about the 
future of domestic tourism  
to understand the trends that 
will affect our industry over  
the next decade. These include 

demographic changes (for example an ageing population), 
changes influenced by technology (such as ‘FOMO’ – the 
Fear of Missing Out – driven by social media and the way 
it makes us aware of what everyone else is doing) and 
changes in consumer attitudes (for example the extent  
to which value seeking will remain entrenched,  even  
post-recession). These are important changes for operators 
to note, as current target markets may alter. One example 
is the rising trend for inter-generational holidays, where 
several generations of the same family holiday together. 
You can find out more on these future trends at  
www.visitenglandtrends.com.

Look, book, took
You know when your visitors book the trips they take with 
you, but do you know when they actually start searching 
for information, what types of websites they use, and 
how this varies for different types of breaks and different 
target groups? We worked with research agency GfK to 
understand more about the planning and booking process. 
For instance, 33% of domestic breaks go from ‘thinking’ 
to ‘booking’ in the same month (and one in ten go from 
‘thinking’ to ‘taking’ in that time). All the results are 
available online at www.visitengland.org/insight-statistics/
market-research/domesticresearch.

VisitEngland Update
During 2014, VisitEngland’s Enterprise team will focus on improving the quality and frequency of 
our communications with you. In the spring our new website, designed specifically for the industry, 
will go live alongside the new consumer website at www.visitengland.com. Having reviewed your 
comments concerning business support from a number of recent VisitEngland surveys, we are 
building the new website to contain a wealth of advice and guidance to help your business thrive. 

2014 marks the 25th anniversary of the VisitEngland Awards for Excellence, which recognise 
those businesses incorporating best practice throughout their operation. Judging is well under 
way and we will be revealing this year’s award winners at a prestigious gala dinner on 12 May in 
Cheltenham. To find out more about the awards, visit www.visitenglandawards.org.

The third annual English Tourism Week (ETW14) will take place this year from Saturday 29 March 
to Sunday 6 April. ETW14 is all about showcasing the quality and vibrancy of local visitor experiences and the value our 
industry brings.  www.englishtourismweek.co.uk contains a wealth of information on how to get involved. Follow us on 
Twitter at @VisitEnglandBiz and #ETW14 for further updates and discussion.

As part of our leading role in championing accessible tourism,  
we have produced Take the lead, a booklet containing clear 
guidance on welcoming assistance dogs. There are many 
misconceptions surrounding these important animals, particularly 
about the legal obligations of tourism businesses. You can find 
your free copy enclosed with this edition of Quality Edge and 
online at www.visitengland.org/access.

Following a consultation, we 
are pleased to announce some 
important changes to the 
VisitEngland attraction scheme.

Assessors will now share 
their scores with the operator, 
explaining how marks are 
awarded and providing 
suggestions for operators to 
enhance the visitor experience.   

Key changes:
  Bespoke question sets for different types of attraction, 
such as activity-based attractions and specialist tours
  An expanded section on staff welcome, knowledge  
and efficiency
  Clearer guidelines on minimum standards for cleanliness
  More emphasis on the quality of the food and drink

A new scoring mechanism will allow us to introduce 
annual accolades that will provide marketing and PR 

opportunities for participating attractions:
  Welcome Award – for those teams who ‘go the extra mile’ 
to ensure their visitors are really well looked after and get 
the most out of their visit
  Best told story – where the guided/audio tour, 
presentation/show or simply the overall interpretation 
leaves a lasting impression, recognising those who 
understand their audience and pitch it just right
  Hidden Gem – for small, well-run attractions that deserve 
a special mention
  Quality Café – recognising the importance visitors place 
on the quality of refreshments on a day out, this accolade 
will go to those cafés and restaurants that consistently 
outperform others
  Gold Award – this will be reserved for those top-scoring 
attractions where visitors can expect a really memorable 
experience, looked after by an enthusiastic and well-
trained team

Current participants will receive full details in the post.  
Contact attractions@visitengland.org for more information.

January sees the relaunch  
of our consumer website,  
www.visitengland.com. The 
new site will be populated 
with content curated directly 
from our destinations, with 
a focus on experiential and 
inspirational holidays. 

January will also see the 
start of a series of marketing 
campaigns, which will 
showcase the country’s 

assets under the themes of: countryside, cities, romance, 
coastal, history, active outdoors and seaside. Further 
initiatives will run throughout the year, including an Access 
for All campaign. VisitEngland has worked with over 60 
destinations to promote areas throughout England. 

Our big campaign for 2014 will focus on cycling, using 
the Tour de France coming to Yorkshire, Cambridge and 
London as a hook to talk about our wider cycling offering. 
We will be joining forces with various organisations to 
create a truly impactful campaign. 

Following the success of VisitEngland’s ‘101 Things To 
Do Before You Go Abroad’ campaign – a social-media- 
driven initiative that featured on TV, radio and in print 
– the PR team will be launching a follow-up campaign in 
February. Entitled ‘England’s Hall of Fame’, this time we 
will be looking for suggestions of our country’s best claims 
to fame; from Harry Potter to Bond, the mini-skirt to the 
tuxedo, the Beatles to punk music and the Magna Carta 
to the World Wide Web, this is a chance to celebrate what 
England has gifted to the world and what makes us such 
a diverse and fascinating place to visit. If you have any 
suggestions, email press@visitengland.org.

Enterprise

Quality Schemes

Research and Insights Marketing

Barclaycard deal for 
VisitEngland operators
Whether you’re new to cards, switching from another provider 
or an existing Barclaycard customer, it’s worth checking out 
VisitEngland’s preferential merchant rate for accommodation 
and attraction quality scheme participants. For more details,  
visit www.barclaycard.co.uk/business/visitengland.

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

Jenny McGee,
Enterprise Director

Sharon Orrell
Head of Research  
and Insight

Rebecca Holloway,
Head of PR

Pam Foden,
Head of Industry 
Development

Visit our industry website, where you can find a range of business support 
and the latest VisitEngland research to help your business thrive. 
www.visitengland.org.
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Successful businesses don’t stand still, 
they constantly evolve and improve. 

VisitEngland Innovation Project Lead 
Jason Freezer shares his tips on how 
you can make simple but innovative  

changes to your business

Whether you’re thinking about taking a different 
approach to attracting customers, offering a new 
product or service to generate more profit, or simply 

coming up with a more effective or time-saving way of carrying 
out a task, innovation can help.

Innovation doesn’t have to be a grand idea devised by a team 
of experts. It can be anything from implementing big changes to 
making small adaptations to your service. Put simply, innovation 
is about making money from a new idea.  

So if innovation is good for business, how do you go about 
creating new ideas and turning them into something of value?  
Here are a few tips to get you started:

An  
innovative 

future  
for your  
business 

1. Think about the customer
Really get to know your customers by learning about their  
needs, wishes, hopes and frustrations. Once you understand 
your customers, you can tailor your product or service and 
deliver a personalised experience that sets you apart from  
your competitors. 

2. Take time out
It’s easier said than done when running a busy business, but  
it’s important to take a step back from your everyday routine  
to consider what could be done differently. How can a process  
be changed to improve efficiency? Where are the frustrations  
in your business and how could these be overcome? 

3. Be an innovation champion
Don’t just accept things the way they are or have always been 
done. Challenge yourself to come up with alternative solutions 
and be passionate and committed.

4. Work as a team
If you employ staff, give them the opportunity to share their 
views on how the business can be improved. Recognise and 
reward individuals who deliver innovative ideas.

5. Don’t be afraid of failure
Follow the process of trial, error, feedback and improvement; 
never assume you have it right from day one. Learn from both 
your successes and your mistakes.

6. Make the most of market intelligence
There is a whole raft of information available from both within 
and outside tourism that can help support or even trigger  
new ideas. 

7. Be different
Think about how you can be different from other similar 
businesses. What’s your niche that will make you stand out from 
the crowd? The quest for differentiation can lead to innovation; 
the challenge is to filter out those ideas that aren’t relevant to 
your market. 

8. Network far and wide
Take the opportunity when you can to network both within and 
outside your sector.  Networking can be in person through, for 
example, your local Chamber of Commerce or destination, or 
online, via sites such as LinkedIn.

9. Seek advice when you need it
You might find, on occasion, that you would benefit from one-
to-one support from an experienced professional. This help and 
advice could come through a structured mentoring programme 
or a less formal discussion with a local business person. 

For more hints, tips and innovation ideas, visit  
www.visitengland.org/blog. 
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Home on   
the farm

Having set up a self-catering business without any hospitality experience, 
David and Felicity Brown have created a haven for all in the Peak District, 
finds Zoë Slater 

T hey say that good things come to those who wait. 
That saying is certainly apt for David and Felicity 
Brown, the owners of Hoe Grange Holidays in 
Brassington in the Peak District. Back in the 1970s, 

David’s dad Gordon, who previously ran Hoe Grange Farm, 
decided to build log cabins on the land and start providing  
self-catering accommodation. Sadly, due to planning restrictions, 
Gordon wasn’t able to see his idea come to life but, 30 years 
later, his son and daughter-in-law realised his vision. 

“Knowing of dad’s plans, the idea to build log cabins on our 
land was always in the back of my mind,” says David. “It wasn’t 
until 2004, when things weren’t going well in agriculture and  
our budgets weren’t looking good, that we decided to make  
a go of it.” 

Although David and Felicity didn’t have experience of the 
hospitality industry – David has always been a farmer and 

accessible features are just part of the package they offer and are 
not intrusive, so that the business appeals to all types of guests, 
regardless of whether they have access needs or not. David says 
they have lots of families coming to stay during the summer.

The fact that they welcome guests’ dogs and horses and 
encourage walkers to stay means that they have a steady stream 
of different customers all year round. Guests who care about 
their carbon footprint are also well served at Hoe Grange, as 
David and Felicity have put in place a number of sustainable 
features, such as solar panels, a wind turbine and natural  
sheep-wool insulation. 

Listen and learn
Over the ten years that David and Felicity have been in business, 
they have continued to expand and adapt. One of the key reasons 
for this is because they listen to their guests. “We give all our 
guests a feedback form the evening before they leave,” says 
Felicity. “It works really well as they’ll then write any issues or 
suggestions on the form, leaving them to write only the positive 
things on TripAdvisor. By giving people a form, it helps them to 
leave more direct feedback that they might not have said if you’d 
just asked.” 

Felicity is keen to point out how important it is to ask guests 
for feedback in person too. “We go up to each cabin the day after 
each guest has arrived to check that everything’s OK,” she says. 
“This gives us a chance to solve any issues early on and means 
we can make someone a happy guest instead of a disgruntled 
one. We had one lady who complained that the shower room 
was cold and there was a draft through the door, so David fitted 
a draft excluder to the door and put a heater in the shower room 
and suddenly we went from being told that things aren’t very 
good to ‘this is the best place I’ve ever stayed in’.” 

David and Felicity, who have been part of VisitEngland’s 

Felicity has had various roles in manufacturing and marketing 
– the couple were unfazed by the challenge of setting up the 
business. They also coped well with the mountain of paperwork 
it took to get planning permission and grant funding from the 
Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (Defra), 
which they were entitled to because they were diversifying a 
working farm.  

“It was hard work getting the funding,” says Felicity. “I did all 
the applications, the form filling and the business plan and I put 
a lot of effort into it. It was time consuming, but well worth it.”

Hoe Grange Holidays opened for business in February 2006 
with two cabins. Felicity says they would have only been able to 
build one cabin if it weren’t for the Defra RES 1 grant. She and 
David also have Defra and the planning process to thank for 
educating them about accessible accommodation, which has 
become a cornerstone of the business.

Accommodating all
Felicity says: “We didn’t really know anything about accessible 
accommodation when we got started, but we had to put on all 
the forms what sort of accessible features we were going to 
include in the cabins, so it got us thinking.”

Felicity spent a lot of time researching the accessibility market 
and found that there were very few places in the local area that 
provided accommodation for people with access needs. She and 
David decided it would make sense to broaden their appeal. 

“We started at a basic level and put in a wet room in our 
smaller cabin,” says Felicity.  “We still thought that the larger 
family cabin would outstrip it in terms of occupancy, but it was 
completely the other way round. Guests with accessibility needs 
are very loyal. Once they’ve found somewhere suitable for their 
needs, I think they are more likely to come back again.”

David says that about 60% of their business comes from the 
access market and about 30% of their total business is from 
repeat customers. “One chap from Liverpool and his disabled 
wife have been 19 times over the past four years and they’ve 
already booked for three more stays,” he says. “They’re even on 
direct debit now!”

Having had such success providing holidays for disabled 
people and their carers and loved ones, David and Felicity built 
two more cabins in 2010 and 2011, which both meet the National 
Accessible Scheme’s standards for mobility, visual and hearing. 
The couple also provide extra equipment, such as mobile hoists 
and profile beds, at no extra charge and assist with sourcing 
additional care services. And last, but certainly not least, they 
provide the only Boma 7 electric off-road wheelchair that you 
can hire in England, which gives their disabled guests the chance 
to explore the Peak District to the full. 

Although Hoe Grange Holidays caters perfectly for disabled 
people, David and Felicity have cleverly made sure that the 

“We give all our guests a feedback form the 
evening before they leave. It helps them to 
leave more direct feedback that they might  
not have said if you’d just asked”
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All in a day’s work
Felicity takes us through a 
typical changeover day at  
Hoe Grange Holidays

7AM We get up and walk our 
dogs Twix, Crunchie and Fudge 
– they’re very popular with the 
guests. David will then let the 
chickens out and feed the farm 
animals. Overnight we’ll have made 
fresh bread in the breadmaker for the 
guests, which I’ll get out to cool.

8AM We take our youngest son Elliot to school. In summer, 
we grow flowers for the guests, so I’ll pick these when I get 
back. I’ll also make a list of incoming guests’ requirements. 
I print off a list of local events for the week compiled by 
the local tourist board before checking emails and seeing if 
we’ve had any online bookings overnight.

9.45AM Checkout is 10am, so at about 9.45am we’ll start 
saying goodbye to guests to try and get rid of them! We 
then help them with their luggage. 

10AM The housekeeping team arrive, and collect all the 
welcome packs and pre-packed bags of linen. I work with 
the housekeepers and we split into two teams of two and 
clean two cabins per team. The girls are great.

12.30PM We have a 20-minute break and discuss any issues 
or last-minute jobs for David (my Mr Maintenance!) that 
have come up. 

1PM We then carry on cleaning and doing recycling and 
check the Swedish hot tub for chlorine levels.

3PM I do a final check of the cabins and make sure any 
pre-ordered access equipment is in the right place. Guests 
then start arriving and I give them a tour. We also tell 
people about places to eat, and local attractions that are 
accessible. If we have guests with horses coming, we’ll help 
settle the horses into the paddock. 

4PM In summer, we have more children coming to stay, so 
we’ll give them the option to feed the animals, although, 
funnily enough, it’s often the parents who really want to do 
it. I also have to try not to forget to fetch Elliot from school!

7PM By this time, all the guests have normally arrived and 
are all settled, so we open a bottle of wine and relax. We 
go out some evenings, but generally not on a changeover 
day, as it’s just too tiring.

Quality Assessment Scheme since 2006, also find the feedback 
from their assessor really helpful. “Being assessed keeps you 
on your toes,” says Felicity. “We’re always so busy looking after 
everyday things with the business that we sometimes forget 
to take a step back and have a think about things you need to 
refurbish. The assessments make you focus on what needs to be 
done – they also give you a deadline to work towards.”

David says that their assessor has helped them to achieve a 
four-star Gold rating for one of their cabins that was originally 
a four-star. They now have three four-star Gold cabins and one 
four-star cabin that is simply too small to meet the requirements 
of the Gold award.

Felicity says they also benefit from being members of Farm 
Stay UK and Premier Cottages. “Although we are normally 
almost fully booked by the time we get enquiries through these 
sites, being able to network with local like-minded people who 
are also in the scheme and running forward-thinking high-end 
businesses is so helpful,” she says. “We make the best use of the 
opportunities our membership gives us.” 

Rewarding success
Although David and Felicity have clearly always been proud 
of their business, when they entered their first competition in 

“We get quite a lot of local business. If people have large families, they often 
don’t have room to let everyone stay in their house, so we pick up a lot of 
business that way”

marketing to horse owners who want to bring their horses  
on holiday.

“A few years ago, we took a stand at the Your Horse Live 
exhibition,” says Felicity. “That led to a lot of people booking to 
come with their horses. We also advertise locally and we’ve done 
things like have an open house as part of the Friends of the Peak 
District Green Buildings Day. I know lots of business owners 
don’t see the point in advertising locally, but we get quite a lot 
of local business. If people have large families, they often don’t 
have room to let everyone stay in their house, so we pick up a lot 
of business that way.” 

David and Felicity also use social media to publicise the 
business and maintain contact with regulars and other 
businesses. “David is in charge of Facebook – he posts photos on 
there and keeps guests up-to-date with what we’re doing, and it’s 
great when guests upload their own photos,” says Felicity. “I use 
Twitter as more of a B2B tool.” 

Due to the success that David and Felicity have enjoyed 
with the self-catering side of the business, they have changed 
from dairy farming to less labour-intensive beef cattle, but that 
doesn’t mean they’re slowing down. “We’re always looking at 
what’s happening in the industry and thinking about what else 
we can tap into or incorporate into what we’re doing,” says 
Felicity. “We’re thinking about installing a sauna next to the 
outdoor Swedish hot tub.” 

2007, they didn’t think they stood a chance of winning as they 
were a new business. However, they won Silver for Self-Catering 
Holiday at the East Midlands Tourism Enjoy England Excellence 
Awards and they haven’t looked back. As the winners of a host 
of titles, including Gold for Access for All in the VisitEngland 
Awards for Excellence 2011 and a Silver for Sustainable Tourism 
in the VisitEngland Awards for Excellence 2012 and 2013, Hoe 
Grange Holidays has made a great name for itself.

“Winning awards, especially the ones for accessibility, does 
help get you more business,” says Felicity. “For example, we 
got an article in Disabled Motoring UK and had at least three or 
four bookings from it. I’m sure other readers took note of our 
name and may well book in the future too. When we won Gold 
we also had a big piece in the Mail on Sunday, which brought in 
thousands of pounds of business and still brings in enquiries.”

In addition to the publicity that the couple has gained from 
winning awards, David and Felicity market their business in a 
number of ways. From placing adverts in disability magazines 
to being listed on the Visit Peak District website, they make 
the most of traditional advertising methods. In the past, they 
have also enjoyed success by doing targeted campaigns, such as 

Images: (Top, left to right) the housekeeping team; produce from the welcome 
pack that guests are given on arrival; chickens on the farm; the view from one of 
the cabins; (Right) Felicity with one of her horses.
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Digital digest

Online bookings expert Craig Stewart explains how the 
introduction of TripAdvisor’s new service TripConnect 
could affect your business

Don’t  
Trip up

TripAdvisor has recently launched a new 
service, TripConnect. It’s nothing short  
of a complete transformation in the way 

B&Bs and guesthouses can be listed and viewed  
on their site.

In the past, it was simple. Your page would  
attract reviews and better reviews would result  
in a more prominent position. A higher review 
ranking translated directly into more bookings  
due to greater visibility. 

TripConnect works by enabling B&Bs and 
guest houses that can be checked for live rates, 
availability and bookings to become more 
prominent on TripAdvisor. This is a clear shift from 
review-only listings to a more interactive model 
with reviews, pricing and booking. In order to 
maintain your property’s prominence and booking 
level on TripAdvisor, you’ll need to understand how 
to take advantage of these changes and what they  
will cost you.

Reviewing the situation
As TripAdvisor remains the biggest reviews website  
in the world, getting the best reviews on the site 
from guests must still be your number one priority. 
That said, along with reviews, customers now come 
to TripAdvisor to check prices and make bookings.  
If you have great reviews but no way for customers 
to access your rates and availability, you will have 
lower visibility than other nearby properties that  
do show rates and availability. 

To benefit from greater visibility and get  
more direct bookings, you can feed your rates, 
availability and booking capability to TripAdvisor. 
As part of these changes TripAdvisor has 
introduced an additional charging method  
called PayPerClick (PPC).

One of the key advantages of the TripAdvisor 
PPC solution is the way a customer first checks 
your rates and availability before they click. By 
only paying for the click after customers have seen 
both your prices and availability for specific dates, 
you minimise your click costs because you don’t 
show up if your property is full or closed over the 
searched dates.

If customers book, you get a report listing 
bookings made through your PPC advertising, 
enabling you to calculate your cost of advertising 
versus booking revenue. This makes it easy to 
assess the efficacy of your PPC campaign (in  
real time). 

You are able to switch your advertising on and  
off, and also set a maximum spend (budget) on  
a daily basis. 

There are currently three different ways to  
show your rates, availability and booking 
functionality on TripAdvisor. You need to  
decide which is the most suitable.

1) TripConnect: 
You will need a valid TripAdvisor business  
listing and an account with an internet booking 
engine that has Premium Partner status with 
TripConnect. There is a list of certified  
booking engines on the TripConnect website  
at tripadvisor.co.uk/ConnectPartners. Your costs  
are the annual business listing and the PPC.

2) Connected advertising platform: 
Some booking systems have the ability to  
deliver PPC adverts onto TripAdvisor. You need  
to have an account with a booking system with  
this capability, and the cost to you will be  
the PPC.

3) Online travel agent:  
Many online travel agents (OTAs) such as 
LateRooms, Booking.com and Expedia advertise 
properties listed with them on TripAdvisor. If you 
work with an OTA that advertises you, then you 
can get bookings from TripAdvisor via the OTA. 
In these cases the cost will be the commission 
they charge as you will have no PPC to pay – the 
OTA pays for the advertising. Many properties 
currently have their rates and availability featured 
on TripAdvisor via this method.

By now, some B&Bs might be feeling a bit left 
out by these changes. However, with these three 
methods available it’s quite clear that TripAdvisor 
aims to make access to its new functionality as 
broad and inclusive as it possibly can. With all 
these ways to participate, what you have to decide  
is which is the most efficient and lucrative for  
your business.

If you are using PPC, early indications from 
the Freetobook service show most clicks will cost 
around 70p–£1. These prices are set by TripAdvisor 
and may change up or down. Freetobook also 
estimates the average return on advertising spend 
should be in the region of ten times, so for every 
£10 you spend on PPC you can expect £100-worth 
of bookings. As with all advertising, there are no 
guarantees, so some B&Bs will do much better than 
this and others not so well. The ability to analyse, 
control and compare your spend is crucial. 

These TripAdvisor changes are in their early 
stages; that said, the direction is clear. TripAdvisor 
wants to make it easy for visitors on its website  
to check live prices and availability and make 
bookings. If you’re a B&B without this capability,  
you will most likely see a drop in bookings 
originating from TripAdvisor. 

Craig Stewart is a Director at Freetobook, one  
of the booking engines which offers a free connection  
to TripConnect. A full list can be found at  
www.tripadvisor.co.uk/ConnectPartners.

“TripAdvisor wants to make 
it easy for visitors to its 
website to check live prices 
and availability and make 
bookings”
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Every dog has 
  its holiday

Welcoming dogs to your property can really 
boost your business and taking a few practical 
steps will ensure there are wagging tails all 
round, says Jill Hopper

W ith a canine population of eight 
million and rising, it’s no surprise 
that the UK has a burgeoning 
market in dog-friendly holiday 

accommodation. From B&Bs and campsites to 
luxury hotels, more and more establishments seem 

keen to embrace four-legged guests. Many 
holiday accommodation websites such as 

homeaway.co.uk, cottages4you.co.uk and 
nationaltrustcottages.co.uk now have a 

‘pet friendly’ search filter, and there 
is also a plethora of specialist sites 
including dogsinvited.co.uk and 
dogfriendly.co.uk. 

Alistair Handyside, Chairman of 
the self-catering agency Premier 

Cottages, says ‘dog-friendly 
holidays’ is one of the top three 

search terms all year round on the 

agency’s website. “A very large proportion of guests 
want to bring their pet on holiday with them, and 
357 of our 927 members promote themselves as 
dog friendly,” he says. Lesley Lawrence, Marketing 
Director at Shorefield Holidays, says the company 
sold 14,000 ‘dog nights’ in the first nine months 
of 2013, across five of its six holiday park sites in 
Dorset and Hampshire. So popular have these 
breaks become that dogs are now permitted in some 
of its top-of-the-range lodges with hot tubs, rather 
than being restricted purely to the more  
basic accommodation. “It is extremely popular and 
50% of our guests return year after year,” she says.

While there is a legal obligation to welcome 
trained assistance dogs (see Take the lead insert), 
you may want to pause before you put out the ‘Pets 
welcome’ sign. Although assistance dogs are highly 
unlikely to intrude or cause damage, pet dogs do 
not come with the same guarantees. Having pets 
on the premises can bring certain pitfalls, such as 
accidental damage, wear and tear and more arduous 
cleaning routines. Nor is it necessarily a sure-fire 
way of growing your business; while attracting some 
visitors, it may deter others, particularly families 
with young children, allergy sufferers and those 
who are simply more fastidious. The RSPCA advises 
that if you’re thinking about accommodating 

With over 3,000 clients and nearly 30 years experience 
no one is better placed to provide time proven property 

management and online booking solutions

Australia, New Zealand, North America, United Kingdom, India, Middle East

www.rms.com.au
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pet dogs you shouldn’t take the decision lightly – 
consider carefully what you are committing to and 
do some research on what will be expected of you.

So what do dog owners look for in their 
holiday accommodation? Commonly mentioned 
requirements are: an area of fenced outdoor 
space; secure doors or stair gates so the dog can 
be confined to the kitchen or the ground floor of 
self-catering accommodation; clear ‘house rules’ 

and policies on cleaning; and facilities for washing 
and drying off after muddy walks. 

A winning formula
Someone who seems to have the right formula is 
Margaret Snaith, who owns the three-star Gold 
hotel Titchwell Manor in Norfolk with husband 
Ian. When they started their business in 1988 
they set out to provide a haven for dog owners, 
equipping seven ground-floor rooms with tiled 
floors for easy cleaning. Canine visitors, who are 
charged at £10 per night, receive complimentary 
biscuits, a comfy basket, towels and even a 
wrapped gift at Christmas time, while their owners 
get a map of local walks and a welcome letter 
outlining doggy etiquette (including ‘No pooping 
in the chef ’s herb garden!’). Pets are welcome at 
breakfast and dinner at pre-bookable tables in the 
bar area. “One owner said to me, ‘My dog loves 
coming to the hotel, and is so excited when we get 
here!’,” says Margaret.

At the five-star Broadoaks Country House in 
Troutbeck, Cumbria, there is a £25 per night 
‘doggy dinner, bed and breakfast’ deal, with a 
menu including slices of grilled chicken breast, 
cubes of roasted beef, homemade gravy and 
chew sticks. Most places won’t want to go to 
such lengths, but thoughtful touches are always 
appreciated. For example, in your welcome folder 
you could include information such as maps 
of local walks, lists of dog-friendly restaurants 

Link up with your destination website

Many destination organisations encourage visitors to bring their dogs  
and display helpful information for dog owners on their websites  
(see examples below). If you are going to accept pet dogs, getting your 
business listed on your local tourism website is a great idea.

www.visitworcestershire.org/accommodation/Pets-Welcome.aspx
www.visit-hampshire.co.uk/plan-your-visit/dog-friendly-hampshire
www.visit-dorset.com/plan-your-visit/dog-friendly-dorset

Following a visitor survey it conducted in 2012, in which it found that 
one in three parties that come to Cornwall in winter, and one in six that 
come in summer, bring a dog, VisitCornwall has set about making the 
county even more attractive to dog owners. In fact, it has just produced 
a guide called ‘Dog friendly Cornwall’ containing information for dog 
owners about the best places to stay and visit in the county. For more 
information, visit www.visitcornwall.com/dogslovecornwall.

“Very occasionally things do happen and if 
we feel it’s over and above normal everyday 
damage we’ll make a charge”

and pubs, and vets’ contact details. Shorefield 
provides a helpful list of local beaches with the 
dates when they are open to dogs.

Of course, it’s not a one-way transaction: if guests 
expect a relaxed stay, they have a responsibility 
to keep their dogs under control and ensure they 
do not cause nuisance to others. It is usual for 
properties to make a charge for pet dogs, and impose 
limits on the size and number per room or per 
cottage. Most will lay down basic ground rules such 
as not allowing dogs on the beds or furniture and not 
permitting them to be left unattended. But the law 
makes it clear that assistance dogs are not pets and 
no charges can be made for these dogs.

Alistair, who is the owner of three dogs himself 
and proprietor with wife Lorna of three five-star 
self-catering cottages at Higher Wiscombe in 
Southleigh, Devon, says most problems can be 
avoided with a bit of common sense. “Businesses 
should make sure it’s easy for people to comply with 
what’s expected of them,” he says, “for example by 
providing throws for sofas, towels and brushes for 
washing, and bags and bins for dog waste.” Their 
website sets out a detailed ‘code of conduct’ for 
owners, spelling out what is and isn’t acceptable.

Margaret Snaith of Titchwell Manor stresses 
that problems are rare. “Human guests cause more 
damage than dogs!” she says. “Very occasionally 
things do happen and if we feel it’s over and above 
normal everyday damage we’ll make a charge.” 
She cites a recent example where a guest left his 

Dos and don’ts

dog locked in the bathroom. The animal became 
distressed and caused quite a lot of damage, and the 
owner was given the bill for repairs, which he was 
happy to pay.

Keeping cleaning up to scratch
Of course, for anyone considering welcoming 
dogs, cleaning will be an issue. It’s usual to impose 
a supplement to cover the costs associated with 
clearing up after pets, such as dehairing, carpet 
shampooing and disinfecting, although it is illegal  
to charge extra for assistance dogs.

Providing good equipment will also encourage 
self-catering guests to keep on top of things: 
at Shorefield, for example, all the units that 
accommodate dogs are equipped with a Dyson  
dog-hair vacuum cleaner.

Images: (Below left to right) 
A couple enjoying a holiday 
with their dog at one of 
Shorefield Holidays’ parks;  
a couple having fun in the 
sun with their dog in Cumbria

Do
•  Ask for details of the dog’s age, 

breed and any special requirements 
when you take the booking.

•    Give your guests a list of guidelines 
so they know what is acceptable.

•  Make clear any policies you have  
on cleaning and damage.

•  Provide suggestions for local walks 
and recommend pubs, restaurants 
and attractions nearby that  
welcome dogs.

•  Give emergency contact details  
for a nearby veterinary practice  
and a number for the local dog 
warden, who can assist with 
finding lost dogs.

•  Set up a dedicated relief area  
for dogs to keep them away  
from other guests.

•  Consider signing up to 
VisitEngland’s ‘Welcome Pets!’ 
scheme. Contact Quality in Tourism 
for details. 

Don’t
•  Fill your property with lots of  

soft furnishings and knick-
knacks that could be easily 
damaged  
or chewed.

•  Require that dogs be confined to 
the car – the RSPCA states that 
this should never be done.

•   Allow pets to become a nuisance 
to your neighbours, particularly 
farmers with livestock.
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Things to consider providing

• Comfy bed and blanket
• Washable throws to protect sofas
• Bowls and feeding mats
•  Hose/watering can, old towels and brushes  

for washing and drying muddy fur
• Map of local walks
• Spare leads and collars
• Holiday tags with address of accommodation
• A cage or crate
• Biodegradable poo bags and waste bin

Take the lead
VisitEngland has partnered with the Equality and Human Rights 
Commission to produce a guide to welcoming assistance dogs. Take the 
lead helps tourism operators understand why assistance dogs should be 
welcomed and details the applicable legal obligations. Look out for your 
free copy in this edition of Quality Edge. 

Pippa McLuskie, of the four-star Blue Bay 
guesthouse and three-star self-catering lodge in 
Newquay, has invested in an industrial bacterial 
carpet cleaner which is used to shampoo bedroom 
carpets after every doggy stay; pillows and duvets are 
washed each time too. “Mawgan Porth is one of only 
six year-round dog-friendly beaches in Cornwall, 
so dog owners are a big part of our market,” Pippa 
explains. “But we don’t want guests to be able to tell 
if there has been a dog in the room before them. In 
fact your room is probably cleaner than in a no-dog 
establishment, as rooms undergo an extra thorough 
clean after a dog has stayed.”

Show off your canine credentials
Since many properties still do not allow pet dogs, if 
you decide to accommodate them you may find it’s 
a good selling point. You’ll probably want to create 
a dedicated page on your website, flagged up clearly 

on the home page and listing what you offer. It’s 
good to include pictures of happy hounds enjoying 
your facilities and comments from satisfied 
customers. You may also want to seek a ‘Welcome 
Pets!’ accreditation from Quality in Tourism, the 
official assessment service for VisitEngland. You 
will undergo an assessment against a set of criteria, 
after which you will be entitled to use the ‘Welcome 
Pets!’ logo in your marketing material, on payment 
of a fee.

Gill Stubbs, proprietor of two-star farmhouse 
Astle Farm East in Cheshire, has welcomed dogs 
since she opened the business in 2000. In the past 
few years, Gill has stepped up marketing activity, 

“We are an arable farm and 
welcoming dogs has become 
our USP”

which has involved making the pet-friendly 
message obvious on the website and getting the 
accommodation listed on various dog-friendly 
websites such as weacceptpets.co.uk. “There are a 
lot of farmhouse B&Bs around here, but they don’t 
tend to take dogs because they have livestock,” she 
says. “We are an arable farm and welcoming dogs 
has become our USP. We are not a tourist area, and 
many of our guests use us as a stopover on the way 
down from Scotland to Cornwall, or when visiting 
family locally. They really appreciate the chance to 
bring their pets.” 

Of course, the best PR you’ll get will come from 
the wagging tails of the dogs themselves. “Offer a 
really good service so you develop a good reputation 
among dog owners, because many will go by 
recommendation from other owners rather than 
just doing an online search,” says the RSPCA.

Margaret Snaith finds that showing personal 
attention, such as greeting the dog by name when it 
arrives, is a great way to win favour with guests. She 
says: “A happy dog is a happy guest!” 
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W ith the UK wedding industry worth a 
staggering £10bn per year and the average cost 
of a wedding coming in at an eye-watering 
£20,000, it’s clear that getting married is big 

business. According to a recent survey by the specialist website 
hitched.co.uk, happy couples now invite 96 guests on average. 
As a large proportion of those guests will need a place to stay, 
there’s definitely a slice of the wedding cake to be had for 
accommodation providers. 

Suzanne Bush, who runs the four-star The Mole & Chicken 
in Easington, Buckinghamshire, with her husband Steve, is one 
proprietor who has got in on the wedding action. “We get a lot 
of business from weddings,” she says. “They’re really good for 
business, as we often get wedding parties staying on quiet nights 
like Thursday or Sunday night.”

The Mole & Chicken is listed as a place to stay by a number of 
local wedding venues, such as Notley Tythe Barn – Suzanne and 
Steve took it upon themselves to contact local venues and ask to 
be listed on their websites and in their marketing material. This 
has brought them quite a lot of business, as most of the wedding 
guests who stay with them have been told about The Mole & 
Chicken by couples who are getting married locally. 

Pros and cons
When asked if there are any negative aspects to taking wedding 
guests, Suzanne says: “No, there aren’t many cons really, it’s  
good to have them around.” The owners of Roundhouse Barn  
Holidays in St Mawes, Cornwall, Mark and Barbara Sadler  
disagree, though. 

“Sadly, we discourage wedding guests if we can, as we have  
had such poor experiences,” says Barbara. “Wedding guests just 
want a bed near the wedding. They don’t choose to stay because 
they have researched what we offer or like what there is to do  
in the local area. All of our damages have been caused by 
wedding guests and they always disturb other guests by coming 
back late. In our experience they want a hotel which offers late 
check-ins, one-night stays and late breakfasts, which isn’t ideal 
for our business.”

“We’ve had people stay for 
their wedding night and come 
back for their anniversaries – 

we get a lot of repeats”

A reason to 
celebrate? 

Although feared by many proprietors, 
welcoming wedding guests and hen and 

stag parties can lead to business bliss,  
finds Penny Travers

The owner of the 500-year-old Church Hill House in 
Wethersfield, on the Essex and Suffolk border, Susan Clubley, 
admits that she and her husband Richard were warned against 
taking wedding guests. However, she’s glad that she disregarded 
the advice because instead of causing trouble, she finds that the 
guests are agreeable and low-maintenance. “The guests we have 
behave really well,” she says. “They arrive early, as the wedding 
usually starts early afternoon, and then they’re gone for the day. 
We leave them keys so they can let themselves in when they get 
back and no one has made us regret it. We’ve been very lucky.”

Church Hill House comes recommended by two local  
wedding venues: Hedingham Castle and Spains Hall. Susan  
and Richard pay an annual fee of £50 to be listed by Hedingham 
Castle following a successful inspection by a member of the 
castle’s team. 

Susan says that although wedding guests generally only need 
to stay for one night, most book for longer and make a weekend 
of it. “We’ve benefited to a certain degree from that,” she says. 
They have also benefited from a large amount of repeat business. 
“We’ve had people stay for their wedding night and come back 
for their anniversaries – we get a lot of repeats. We’ve even been 
invited to the wedding of one couple who have stayed with us  
a few times now, which is lovely.”

Hen dos…
If you don’t live near a large wedding venue, but you’re keen 
to tap into the matrimonial market, you may want to consider 
targeting  hen parties. There was a time when dinner and drinks 
sufficed to celebrate the end of singledom, but now there is a 

Wedding business
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fast-growing 
trend for 
weekend-long 
extravaganzas 
away from home, 
meaning that 
brides-to-be and hens 
are digging increasingly 
deeper into their pockets. 
According to a survey by the 
Stag Company and Hen Heaven, 
hen parties now cost 50% more than they 
did in 2008, with the average spend per event jumping from  
£102 to £157 per person. 

Naturally an increase in spending from hen parties comes 
hand in hand with a boost to the local economy. According to 
events agency Chillisauce, during the May 2013 Bank Holiday 
weekend alone, an estimated £16 million was spent by hen 
and stag parties on accommodation, activities, food and 
beverages, as they descended on popular destinations including 
Bournemouth, Bath, London and Newcastle.

At the five-star Lady Margaret’s in Bath, a gorgeous Georgian 
townhouse in the heart of the city, hens represent no fewer  
than 50% of the guests, while the remaining half are families. 
“Our family business tends to keep to the school holidays,  
while our hen parties fill the gaps in between,” says owner  
Alex Timms.

… Or don’ts?
But although hen weekends are becoming more and more 
popular, there still remains a stigma about them. Anyone who 
has been out on a Saturday night and spotted the raucous group 
of ‘L’ plate-wearing girls might be forgiven for thinking hen dos 
are all about clubbing, drinks and strippers. However, there 
is definitely a trend for quieter and somewhat more civilised 
gatherings. Neil Winkley, manager of The Aberford, a three-star 
guest accommodation and friendly mid-Victorian property in the 
heart of historical Foxhall village, Blackpool, says he dislikes the 
stigma surrounding hen dos. “I don’t like the term ‘hen parties’,” 
he says, “it’s just a group of girls who are generally more civilised 
than people imagine they’ll be.”

Philippa Hillier, Marketing Manager for Eaton Manor, a cluster 

of four and five-star Gold self-catering cottages in Shropshire, 
agrees. “They’re no trouble at all. Hen parties are popular 
with us, mainly for chilled-out girl weekends rather than crazy 
weekends,” she says. “It’s all about staying away for the weekend 
– 10% of all our bookings come from hen parties.” 

But even if hen parties aren’t looking for crazy nightlife, that 
doesn’t mean they don’t want to be entertained. “We offer 
options for dance or craft workshops, which are really popular,” 
says Philippa. “Recently we had a group dress up and dance to 
Michael Jackson’s Thriller.”

Eaton Manor has also linked up with many local suppliers 
and businesses to ensure guests have everything they need for 
the perfect stay, including suppers cooked by a local chef and  
massages from a therapist who comes to the cottages.

Alex points out the close ties that Lady Margaret’s has with 
local suppliers too. “We often team up with other providers,” he 
says. “These might include anything from Cordon Bleu chefs to 
male life drawing classes. In Bath, we have an increasing number 
of creative businesses setting up to offer a range of wonderful 
girlie activities.”

Group dynamics
Even if the majority of hen dos are relatively sedate affairs, 
there is still a concern that having large groups of women to 
stay can alienate family groups, but Neil from The Aberford says 
there’s no need to worry. “We’re aware of what groups work well 
together,” he says. “We’ll try not to put hen parties near families 
and, so far, we haven’t had any problems.” Similarly, Philippa of 
Eaton Manor doesn’t see an issue. “Our properties are private,” 
she says, “so our hen parties don’t disturb families if they do stay 
at the same time.”

Although hen parties are now widely accepted within UK 
venues, the same cannot be said for stag dos, which are still 
regarded by many as more trouble than they’re worth. Lady 
Margaret’s discourages these groups and perhaps for good 
reason. The mere mention of stag dos brings back unpleasant 
memories for Alex. “Young men especially [i.e. singles under 30] 
don’t seem to respect either the property or its neighbourhood,” 

he says. “We had one group staying in one of our larger 
properties who mistook our ornamental pond for an Olympic 
swimming pool.”

However, some don’t see the difference between hens and 
stags. “It’s exactly the same situation as girls,” says Neil. “We’ve 
never had any damage in the ten years we’ve been here.” The 
same goes for Philippa: “We don’t actually say no to stag dos,  
but we don’t advertise them either. However, when they sign  
up, the sorts of groups that want to come are looking for a quiet 
one anyway.” 

Going stag
Valerian D’Souza, who owns the three-star Andorra Guest 
Accommodation in Brighton, understands why operators can be   
wary of taking stag party bookings. However, in his experience 
they are generally as well behaved as any other large group.  
“A few people get quite drunk and can be louder than normal,” 
he says, “but we’ve never had any serious problems.” 

Valerian chose to target this market and  signed up with local 
agencies the Stag Company and Hen Heaven. As a result his  
stag and hen business has increased and he says he would 
encourage other accommodation providers to think about  
taking the plunge. 

Know your rights
If you’ve decided stag and hen parties aren’t for you, can 
you legally refuse them? Although these groups are not 
a ‘protected characteristic’ under the Equality Act 2010, 
you need to be careful to avoid indirect discrimination. 
Age is a protected characteristic, and with many stag and 
hen parties tending to be younger groups, it is possible 
someone could bring a claim of indirect age discrimination 
against you.

Sex is also a protected characteristic under the Equality 
Act, so if you only accept hen groups and not stag groups, 
this could be deemed unlawful should a claim be brought 
against you. 

“We often team up with other 
providers. These might include 

anything from Cordon Bleu chefs  
to male life drawing classes”

Wedding business

Images: (Far left) One of the self-catering cottages at Eaton Manor; A group of 
women enjoying a relaxing hen party at Eaton Manor 
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M ore than a few hearts sank in my home town of Bath 
when it was announced that an agency had been 
set up to encourage more hen parties to choose the 

city as their destination. As a long-suffering resident, I have 
had quite enough of seeing groups of inebriated, pink tutu-clad 
ladies tottering through our streets, accompanied by much 
shrieking (more often than not these days with mum in tow, 
sporting an extra-large pink tutu, a ‘Mother of the Bride’ sash 
and the obligatory inflatable unmentionable). 

Having suffered the constant all-night room-changing, 
door-slamming and the clatter of unfeasibly high heels up and 
down hotel corridors, my thoughts were more for those visitors 
who, having completed the trail around the Roman Baths, the 
Royal Crescent and the countless other museums and historic 
attractions, are desperate for a good night’s kip!

Accommodation providers would be advised to bear this in 
mind when letting, perhaps, half their establishment to such 
a party and the other half to the Godalming Archaeological 
Appreciation Society – or any other sensible group of visitors.

What is it that attracts these groups to 
historic destinations such as ours? They 
are sure as heck not here for the 
architecture. In our case, the wide 
range of tempting independent 
emporia full to the brim 
with frippery and the spa 
treatments offered by the 
hot springs undoubtedly 
have something to do 
with it. After all, the city 
is hardly over-endowed 
with fabulous nightlife 
opportunities. 

It doesn’t have to be like this, though. A local arts and crafts 
organisation has been using my theatre company’s rehearsal 
space for hen parties that are distinctly different. The women 
spend the afternoon indulging in creative activities such as 
making fascinators to wear at the impending nuptials or  
creating greetings cards. They’ve even had life drawing classes, 
which must be a hoot, and far more edifying than the usual  

male stripper.
So far, there have been no complaints from 

the neighbours. And if it sounds a bit 
tame, by all accounts it’s a real bonding 

experience and hugely entertaining. 
And, as they say, at least it keeps 

them off the streets. (As a man, 
of course, I’m not allowed 

anywhere near. I just turn up 
later with my broom to sweep 
up the sequins and recycle the 
empty champagne bottles.)

I suppose one should be 
grateful that we have been 

spared the worst of the stag 
party culture. One sees a city 

like Prague so overwhelmed 
with lads on the razz that they are 

thinking of opening a purpose-built 
stag venue on the outskirts to draw 

them away from the historic centre. 
It won’t work, of course. Being on show 

and a bit shocking is an essential part of it 
and fuel for many stories for years to come. So far 

in Bath my only experience of this was when a boat passed 
under my riverside balcony full of young men wearing nothing 
but Roman centurion helmets. At least they get full marks for 
choosing the appropriate period. 

This is Ralph’s final column. We would like to thank him for his wit 
and good humour and wish him all the best for the future. 

HEN DO 
HELL

Ralph Oswick, Director 
of the Natural Theatre 
Company, shares his 
thoughts on hen dos  

and don’ts
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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

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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For accommodation providers and visitor attractions alike, 
repeat customers are important. But how do you get people  

to come back for more? And are there hidden dangers in relying 
too heavily on this source of revenue? Quality Edge finds out 

what people in the industry think

Back for good?

The destination perspective
Head of VisitCornwall Malcolm Bell says that for every new 
customer who visits Cornwall, there is an 80% probability they 
will become a return visitor within five years, a 40% probability 
that they will visit every two years and a 26% probability they’ll 
come every year. “That’s a tremendous amount of repeat 
visitors,” he says, “which is powerful in two ways. Firstly, you 
have the immediate spending impact of the visitors. Secondly, 
you have the benefit of two to three million people who come to 
Cornwall becoming advocates of the county by word of mouth.”  

So what can a business do to encourage customers to come 
back? At the heart of the answer is a simple truth. “People like 
to be appreciated and get good service,” he says. “Come up with 
something right for your business that suits your style. Smaller 
businesses can often succeed because of the personal contact 
with customers.”

Keeping good client records will help identify return 
customers, and you don’t need a sophisticated computer system 
to do that. “Make a note of the family who are staying with you, 
remembering the children’s or dog’s name and send them a 
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It’s all in the research

The personal touch

Rewarding regulars

Marketing and Communications Director at Salisbury Cathedral 
David Coulthard says about 38% of visitors in the last year 
were repeat customers, continuing an upwards trend in recent 
years. “That’s a really substantial part of our visitor mix and it’s 
important to us,” he says. “One of the reasons why I think it’s 
increasing is we’re always looking at new ways to experience 
the cathedral, and the big one over past years has been the art 
exhibitions that we now stage here.

“Returning custom has got a lot to do with making sure 
people’s experience is a positive one, irrespective of the reasons 
for coming, and we work hard on this. Our volunteer guides and 
welcomers are a big part of the experience and we’re very proud 
of the positive feedback they get.

“We keep researching every year to make sure we make  
the right improvements. For a lot of people the attraction  
is simply that it is a church and a reflective space. People  
come for their own reasons and our aim is to give visitors  
what they want.” 

Joanne Addis runs the three-star Duke of York guesthouse in 
Scarborough – 80% of her visitors are repeat customers: “Being 
a welcoming family home is just one of the many things which 
keep guests returning and we make it our goal to ensure they 
have the best possible holiday experience,” she says.

Joanne believes that the personal touch is key. That can be 
anything from decorating breakfast tables with balloons for 
birthdays to ensuring guests have their favourite brand of tea in 
their room. “We do all this at one of the most competitive rates 
in town,” she adds.

Joanne’s most loyal customers have visited the Duke of York 
for 32 years, having first stayed on their honeymoon. And a 
number of families who began with bringing their children now 
bring their grandchildren and even great-grandchildren.

Repeat customers mean a regular income base, she continues, 
and they also “encourage us to constantly improve our service, 
so we can keep surprising and delighting our guests, and 
encourage new visitors to become regulars.”

Martin Hofman, who runs the four-star Gold Wheeldon Trees 
Farm self-catering accommodation in the Peak District, says on 
average about 30–35% of his guests are returning customers and 
he makes sure they are rewarded. 

“We have a system whereby the first time a customer returns 
we give them a 5% discount; the second time they get the 
discount plus a locally made product such as a box of soaps; the 
third time we give them the discount, the local product and a  
£30 voucher that they can spend at local businesses, such as 
a pub or cheese shop. We offer a variety of options so there’s 
something for everyone.

“We value returning guests highly and, of course, it’s always 
more difficult to attract new guests than retain existing ones. 
Why do people come back? We’re focused on giving our guests 
what they want. 

“However, while returning customers might like the familiarity, 
they’re often not looking for exactly the same experience. That’s 
why we continue to spend money on putting new things in place. 
It’s finding the right balance that’s important.

 “Of course, every returning guest was once a new guest,”  
he says. “If you rely too heavily on returning customers  
there’s a danger that you lose focus on attracting other people 
and your customer base becomes too narrow. It’s true that  
fresh faces bring new ideas: a lot of our business is built on 
guests’ suggestions.

“I’d be concerned if we focused too much on returners 
because that would be killing the golden goose. The goose, or 
new customer, produces the eggs, the returning guest, so you’ve 
got to keep feeding the goose!” 

Christmas card or news about the 
business. This will make them  
feel like they’re part of an  
extended family.” 

Just because a customer comes 
back is no reason to rest on your 
laurels. Discounts or loyalty 
rewards for repeat customers will 
make them feel special, as will adding a new experience to  
your business offer or ideas for new things to do in the local 
area. “I always cite the example of Steve Jobs, who said it wasn’t 
enough to say each new Apple product was as good as the last,  
it always had to be better.”

But above all, says Malcolm, understand the reason why your 
customers choose to stay with your business. Not everyone  
is looking for action-packed adventure. “For some people a  
break is about recharging and relaxing. Going to the same beach 
and staying in the same place is part of a comfort blanket in a 
crazy world. If you understand the motive, adapt to that, and 
make it personal.”

However, there are pitfalls in focusing too much on return 

“Repeat customers may be less 
profitable because they have a 

fixed idea about price, while a new 
customer doesn’t know what the 

price was last time”

customers. “People will notice if 
things are getting tired – a new 
customer can’t make comparisons. 
Repeat customers may be less 
profitable because they have a 
fixed idea about price, while a new 
customer doesn’t know what the 
price was last time.”

Malcolm adds that meeting the expectations of return 
customers can eventually stagnate your product. “Some 
customers don’t want it to change, which can become a barrier 
to attracting new customers because they think it’s tired and 
dated,” he says.

Malcolm believes a good mix between returning and new 
customers is best: “It’s a fine line to walk, though,” he says. “You 
want to deliver on the expectations of repeat customers but not 
to the point where that drives away new business. Sometimes 
the answer is to flex the product from within and be adaptable 
with something that appeals to different markets. For example, 
some hotels create rooms that can be used by families in the 
main season but can have a more traditional use out of season.”
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Ask the experts
From questions about access to queries regarding how to  

make the most of your website, our panel of experts are here  
to respond to all your enquiries

Accessibility: Ross Calladine, 
Editor and Head of Business 
Support, VisitEngland
As part of his role at VisitEngland, Ross 
is the in-house accessibility expert and 
led the development of England’s first 
Accessible Tourism Action Plan.

Ross has also developed an innovative 
‘Access Statement Tool’ and spearheaded 
the production of a number of guidance 
booklets.  These include ‘At your service’, 
which presents the business case for 
improving accessibility, ‘Listen Up!’ 
focusing on customers with hearing 
loss and ‘Speak Up!’ to help businesses 
market their accessibility.

As an authority on accessible tourism, 
Ross regularly speaks at industry events 
and plays a leading role in VisitEngland’s 
Access for All Tourism Award, which 
recognises leaders in the field.

As part of VisitEngland’s focus on supporting tourism operators, this new regular feature seeks to address your concerns and 
queries. We’ve assembled a team of experts and have access to a host of industry professionals who are happy to respond 
to your individual questions. Whether it’s a question on selling alcohol, which social media channels you should focus on or 

how to secure a Silver or Gold Award, send your questions to quality.edgeextra@visitengland.org.

Research and trends: Sharon 
Orrell, Head of Research and 
Insight, VisitEngland
Sharon is a market research 
professional with over 20 years’ 
experience and leads the research 
team at VisitEngland, who gather and 
interpret market intelligence about 
English tourism. 

The team’s wide remit covers 
everything from measuring the size 
and value of the tourism sector, 
through to understanding how 
businesses are performing (and the 
reasons for this), and, just as crucially, 
understanding visitors – who they 
are, what they think and how this is 
changing over time. 

Sustainability: Jason 
Freezer, Head of Destination 
Management, VisitEngland
Jason’s role is to facilitate the growth 
and development of English tourism by 
building relationships with destinations 
and also acting as the champion for 
sustainable tourism.

Since joining VisitEngland in 2005,  
his responsibilities have included work 
on the quality schemes, business  
support and most notably sustainable 
tourism.  His achievements include 
developing the ‘Wise Growth’ action  
plan and developing and launching 
‘Green Start’, ‘Keep it Real’ and a variety 
of other tools that enable businesses to 
embed sustainable principles and realise 
the benefits.  

Prior to joining VisitEngland, Jason 
held management roles in hotels and 
restaurants for over 12 years and was a 
hotel and restaurant inspector for the AA. 

Quality schemes: Pam Foden, 
Head of Industry Development, 
VisitEngland
Pam is responsible for all accommodation 
and visitor attraction quality schemes. 
Since joining VisitEngland in 2006, 
she has worked with the industry and 
other assessing bodies to update the 
accommodation schemes. She recently 
led the refresh of the visitor attraction 
scheme.  

Pam regularly draws on her previous 
experience of destination management 
and running a small hotel and then a  
self-catering business to review and 
update the schemes. Talking to operators 
of small businesses to find out what 
makes them successful is integral to 
her role, which also involves advising 
destinations and trade associations on 
matters relating to quality.

Legislation: Kurt Janson, Policy 
Director of the Tourism Alliance
Kurt has worked in the tourism industry 
for over 20 years, concentrating on 
policy analysis, strategy development 
and business planning for a range of 
organisations, including Tourism New 
Zealand, VisitBritain and VisitEngland. In 
addition to undertaking extensive work 
on the development and implementation 
of tourism-related legislation, he has 
written five editions of the Pink Book  
and was the Consultant Editor of  
Tourism Insights.

He is currently the Policy Director of the 
Tourism Alliance, the UK’s umbrella trade 
association for the tourism industry, as 
well as undertaking a range of tourism-
related research for private clients.

Digital marketing
Understanding digital marketing is 
increasingly important for businesses. 
Due to the breadth of this topic, 
VisitEngland can call on a range of 
experts to answer your queries.

These include Robert Tyson, an 
online business consultant with ten 
years’ experience in online publishing 
and marketing and producer of The 
Tyson Report, a website dedicated to 
providing online training and support in 
the latest online marketing strategies. 
Another is Brian Dennehy, a social 
media consultant and owner of Social 
Media Synergy, which specialises in 
helping small businesses maximise their 
use of social media platforms to drive 
more traffic to their website.

Win a West End theatre break
Email quality.edgeextra@visitengland.org with a question for our experts and you will be 
entered into a prize draw to win two top-price tickets for the hit show Jersey Boys, plus 
one night’s accommodation and breakfast at the luxury Cavendish Hotel in London.
Jersey Boys, the worldwide smash-hit musical, tells the remarkable rise to

stardom of one of the most successful bands in pop music history, Frankie Valli & The 
Four Seasons. Featuring the hits ‘Big Girls Don’t Cry’, ‘Oh What A Night’, ‘Beggin’’, ‘Let’s 
Hang On’, ‘Bye Bye Baby’ and many more, the show, which is playing at the Prince 
Edward Theatre until 9 March 2014 before re-opening at the Piccadilly Theatre on 14 
March 2014, is bound to entertain.

Term and conditions: Dates are subject to availability. Prize valid until 27 April 2014 
(excluding 15–24 February, 29–14 April) for either the 7.30pm performance on Friday or 
3pm performance on sunday. The hotel night must be taken on a Friday, Saturday or 
Sunday evening.
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Q: When researching hotels recently I phoned several places to 
enquire about booking, informing them that I have a guide dog. I 
discovered that a number of hotels would refuse me access to the 
dining area. I had understood that guide dogs were allowed access 
to all the facilities in a hotel. Perhaps you could clarify for me and 
hotel/B&B operators? 

A: As service providers to the public, tourism 
businesses have a legal duty (Equality Act 
2010) to make reasonable adjustments to 
enable disabled people, including assistance 
dog users, to use their services. It would 
be unlawful to refuse access to a disabled 

person accompanied by an assistance dog except in the most 
exceptional circumstances. 

The Chartered Institute of Environmental Health has 
determined that assistance dogs are unlikely to present a risk to 
hygiene and will lie quietly at their owner’s feet when they sit 
down to eat. Disabled people accompanied by assistance dogs 
should be given access to the dining room, restaurant or café in 
the same way as any other customer. 

In order to raise awareness of this issue we have produced 
Take the lead, a new guide for tourism businesses, which is 
available as a free insert in this edition of Quality Edge and 
online at www.visitengland.org/access.

Q: Do I need a film/DVD licence if I rent our cottage for holiday 
lets and supply a stock of purchased DVDs?  Also, if a requirement, 
where might I obtain a licence? 
Nick and Barbara Davies, Luxurious Cottages, Norfolk

A:  Under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988, in order 
to offer a DVD library facility you will generally need a licence 
from Phonographic Performance Limited (PPL) and PRS for 
Music, as well as a licence from the organisation that represents 
the studios producing the films being offered – this is regardless 
of whether you charge for the DVDs you are supplying, 
purchased the DVDs or received them free (for example as part 
of a newspaper promotion).

There are two main organisations that collect fees on behalf 
of the studios:  Filmbank, which oversees Warner Bros, Sony 
Pictures and others, and Motion Picture Licensing Company, 
which represents more than 400 TV and film producers and 
distributors. Unfortunately there is currently no single licence 
which covers all of these, so licences need to be sought from 
each company individually.

 Since 2010, some smaller businesses have been exempt from 
the PRS licence and a licence is not required if guests bring their 
own DVDs to watch. For more information and to see if you need 
a licence, see page eight of The Pink Book 2012.

Q:  Before last Christmas, my assessor suggested I send Christmas 
cards to previous guests, enclosing a booking calendar for the 
following year, with a website address and telephone number.  
I know it’s a bit early to be preparing for Christmas 2014, but in 
light of the response regarding the legalities of marketing emails 
in the last edition of Quality Edge, I wonder whether this is in fact 
still permissible? 
Brenda Crowcroft, Berwick Cottage Holidays, Northumberland

A:  You can send any marketing material you 
like to people by post without their prior 
permission. If you own an accommodation 
business, you can also include brochures for 
attractions in the area, as well as your own 
business. However, if someone asks you to  

take them off your mailing list, you must do so.

Q: VisitEngland has contacted me a few times by email and 
telephone for surveys, what do you use this information for?

A:  One of our roles is to ensure that all those 
involved in the industry have the information 
they need to understand what is happening in 
the market, so they can be in a better position 
to plan for the future. 

An important element of our research is 
understanding the perspective of operators, which may be 
about general performance – what are your occupancy levels,  
have visitor numbers increased or decreased, what do forward 
bookings look like? – or a specific topic, such as experiences 
of dealing with banks, employing staff or your thoughts about 
environmental issues and sustainability. Occasionally we want 
to know what businesses think of VisitEngland – our Quality 
Schemes and the work we do more generally – as we genuinely 
want to know if we’re doing the best job that we can for you.

We publish most of the research that we do on our website 
www.visitengland.org/insight-statistics, while the occupancy 
survey participants can benchmark their own performance 
against similar properties via an online survey portal. If you  
ever need market intelligence about the tourism sector, you can 
also contact our team at VEResearch@visitengland.org to ask  
for information.

We know how busy everyone is and are grateful to those who 
have taken the time to answer our surveys, but we understand 
that sometimes this isn’t possible or of interest.  If you would 
rather not be contacted in future, let me or my team know and 
we will remove your details from our survey databases. 

Im
ag

es
: 
iS

to
ck

Your 
questions 
answered



Finance

37Quality Edge Issue 1836

Many businesses need a financial boost, whether 
you are a new operator looking to invest or an 
existing business wanting to expand. Typically, 
the first port of call for many is their bank, but 

where do you turn when the bank says no?
Community Development Finance Institutions (CDFIs) 

may be able to help. Supported by the trade body Community 
Development Finance Association, CDFIs are “local, community-
based lenders that provide both finance and mentoring to new 
and existing operators to help them grow,” according to Sam 
Collin, Communications Manager, CDFA. “They provide a voice 
for micro-businesses and access to fair and affordable finance, as 
well as support and guidance.”

There are currently around 60 CDFIs across the country 
providing loans, from a few hundred to hundreds of thousands 
of pounds, to businesses across all sectors. Whether you’re an 
accommodation or an attraction, your local CDFI could help. We 
asked two operators to share their experience of working with 
CDFIs to secure funding.

Access to finance
If you need help financing your 
business, community-based lenders 
could be an option

Jillian Anderson, owner of Black Swan Cottage in Pickering, 
was new to the tourism industry when she set up her self-
catering business in 2012 with the help of a government-run 
loan scheme. 

“I was on jobseekers’ allowance, but had always wanted to 
start my own business,” says Jill. “I was referred to the New 
Enterprise Allowance Scheme by the job centre, which would 
provide me with a small monthly sum for six months while 

the business was being developed and help to take some of 
the pressure off during the first few months.”

In order to qualify for the funding, Jill needed a strong 
business plan. A CDFI called Five Lamps provided mentoring 
for Jill and helped her to develop her marketing strategy.

 “Five Lamps offered a very good mentoring service, 
although I was able to do much of the work myself,” she 
says. “I had four or five meetings with them to keep them 
updated on my progress. My contact with Five Lamps gave 
me support, encouragement and vital information in the 
early days, which I feel is important for anyone starting a new 
business venture, no matter how small.”

Jill used her own funding to purchase a stone-built Grade 
II listed cottage in Pickering, which she converted into a 
self-catering holiday let. “Since buying the cottage, the 
business has gone from strength to strength, with back-to-
back bookings over summer,” she says. “Our guests are very 
important to us and I make sure the cottage is warm and 
homely, with lots of special touches. First impressions are 
paramount and I take every opportunity to make our guests 
feel at home from the moment they step through the door.”

www.blackswancottagepickering.co.uk

Jillian Anderson, 
Black Swan Cottage, Pickering 

“Our guests are very important to  
us and I make sure the cottage is 
warm and homely, with lots of  
special touches”

Anna Bingham started the Love Lane vintage camping 
company four years ago and hasn’t looked back since.  
“We started on quite an experimental basis – at the time we 
were one of only three campsites in the UK that had vintage 
caravans to hire,” she says. “We then started to renovate other 
items – such as classic buses – for our collection, as we were 
starting to run out of original caravans to restore as demand 
increased. The only option was to build the caravans from 
scratch ourselves.” In order to do this, she needed a loan of 
£20,000 to increase production and expand the campsite.

Anna approached the CDFI South West Investment Group 
to help her secure the funding she needed. They were able to 
put her in touch with a trust fund manager, who helped her to 
identify the core strategy for her business plan as part of the 
application process. “Although fairly straightforward,” says 
Anna, “the application for a loan did take some time, about 
five months in total – but it would have been quicker if we  
had just come to a year end and had our accounts up to date.” 

The business was awarded a loan from the South West 
Loans Fund, which enabled Anna to buy enough building 
materials for three caravans, as well as secure the rent of 
a workshop for three months. As a result, Love Lane now 
produces bespoke caravans and tin ‘chapels’ for customers,  
as well as being a successful campsite and occasion venue.

The fund also had an added bonus. “The loan freed up 
enough of our working capital for us to actually have a 
marketing budget – something we had not had previously,” 
says Anna. “We also had some free PR from the South West 
Investment Group.”

Although the ride hasn’t always been smooth, Anna says it 
was all worth it. “We’re not in a comfortable position yet, but 

Anna Bingham, Love Lane Caravans

our business plan predicted highs and lows to start with, as 
we are still partly dependent on the seasonality of the tourist 
camping trade,” she explains. “The process has required 
determination and an element of ‘letting go’ of old business 
habits and embracing some uncertainty. However, it has also 

refreshed our enthusiasm. We couldn’t have done it without 
the funding support and once you come out the other end  
you realise what a healthy process it’s been.”  

www.lovelanecaravans.com

“The loan freed up enough of our 
working capital for us to actually 
have a marketing budget”

To find your local CDFI to see how they can help your business, visit the Finding Finance website: www.findingfinance.org.uk
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Come rain  
or shine

From rainy days to unexpected 
heatwaves, we all know how  

changeable the English climate can be.  
As accommodation providers and 

attraction owners, it’s always good to be 
prepared for all eventualities and make 

the most of every type of weather,  
says Sophie Mackenzie 

A lthough you can’t control the weather, you can 
make sure you have facilities in place to ensure 
that a wet, windy or snow-bound holiday isn’t a 
wash-out for your guests. Some places, such as 

the Headland Hotel in Cornwall, go even further and turn bad 
weather into a bonus by offering storm-watching packages. 

However, if your business is more geared towards sunshine 
than storms, don’t despair. VisitEngland research suggests that 
holidaymakers are pretty resilient when it comes to changeable 
weather. Out of those surveyed about staycations in 2010, 85% 
of people who experienced mixed weather on holiday would 
still describe their experience as ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’ – 
only 5% less than those who had good weather – revealing that 
most people have a pragmatic approach to the English climate. 
Indeed, one family in a 2012 survey remarked that there’s “no 
such thing as bad weather, just bad clothing”, suggesting the 
quality of the experience – and, therefore, what businesses can 
offer – is more important to guests than the surrounding skies. 

Despite these positive results, you would probably still expect 
campsites to be negatively affected by bad weather, but Marie 
Smith of Alde Garden, an accredited campsite in Suffolk located 
in an acre of wildlife garden, takes it in her stride. “That’s 
camping in the UK!” she says. “We’ve got two yurts, a tepee, a 
bell tent and a gypsy caravan as well as the campsite, and they 

all have wood burners for use in cooler weather. We also have 
a covered shelter with kitchen facilities, lit by solar lanterns, 
where people can sit if it’s too wet, although they prefer being 
outside around the campfire in all but the worst weather.” 

Because Alde Garden is a green campsite with a low-impact 
policy, guests are encouraged to leave their cars at home and 
come by public transport. This means that jumping in their car 
and heading for the nearest shopping centre isn’t an option on 
rainy days, but Marie has planned for that, too. 

“We have an arrangement with a local taxi firm, which offers 
a special rate to our guests, and there is an on-demand local bus 
service, which costs the same as a normal bus. There’s plenty 
to do in the area, and we have welcome files with hundreds of 

“85% of people who 
experienced  mixed weather  

on holiday would still  
describe their experience  

as ‘excellent’ or ‘very good’”
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indoor and outdoor activities. Our local spa is very popular in 
wet weather – guests can spend the entire day relaxing there.”

Child’s play
As any parent knows, one of the biggest challenges on holiday 
when the weather is at its worst is keeping the kids happy – 
entertained children usually means happy and relaxed parents.  

Angela Bunting, owner of Spindle Cottage, a four-star 
self-catering holiday home in Somerset, has it covered: there 
are three handcrafted playhouses in the grounds, which keep 
children captivated for hours.  

“My husband is an amazing carpenter and joiner,” she 
explains. “He built the first little house, Ruth’s Cottage, for our 
first grandchild 12 years ago. It’s based on an old gothic window 
and built from beautiful local stone, with electric lights and a 
tiny spiral staircase. When the second and third grandchildren 
came along, we built Tom’s Lodge and Charlotte’s Post Office, 
which is a Victorian-style shop with a counter, post-box, till and 
even pretend fruit and veg.

“They really inspire children to play. They leave their 
computers and the television, and even on fine days they want 
to stay in the playhouses. We had one little boy who hid upstairs 
in the lodge when his parents wanted to take him to the beach! 
The parents get enticed in too, having tea, doing their shopping 
in the Post Office and so on.” 

Embrace the elements
Located in the heart of Hadrian’s Wall country, within yards of 
the Pennine Way, four-star Kellah Farm is a natural choice for 
keen walkers. The property has B&B accommodation as well 
as two self-catering cottages and welcomes visitors all year 
round. Many guests plan their holidays in the hope of seeing 
snowy weather and owner Lesley Teasdale offers plenty of home 
comforts for those who don’t like to venture out. 

“We have a big lounge with a log fire and a selection of DVDs,” 
she says. “There’s also a games room with a pool table, where 

teenagers can sit and chat and play music. There are games for 
younger children too, and family board games. Locally, there are 
lots of visitor attractions and soft play centres for the children. 
If people want to explore further afield, we offer lifts to the 
station in our Land Rover.”

But for the majority of Lesley’s guests, bad weather is no 
deterrent from heading out into the countryside for a day’s 
walking. Even though they don’t mind getting soaked to the skin 
when they’re out there, it’s important to consider what facilities 
they need at the end of the day. “We have a heated boot room 
where people can dry their outdoor clothing overnight,” says 
Lesley. “People aren’t bothered how wet they get as long as they 
can put dry things on in the morning.”

Owner of four-star Coleridge Way Cottages in Exmoor, 
Devon, Emma Jobin agrees that the weather has little bearing on 
how much her guests enjoy their stay. “We have a lot of walkers 
come to stay,” she says. “They get up first thing, come rain or 
shine, and you don’t see them for the rest of the day. We also 
have lots of people who come for weekend breaks away from 
the city. They don’t venture out half as much, but they just love 
getting some peace and quiet and cosying up in front of the 
fire. Bad weather doesn’t really affect either group, which is 
obviously good for business.”

Since Exmoor was designated a Dark Sky Reserve, Emma 
says she has seen an increase in business, with plenty of people 

bringing along their telescopes to watch the night sky. Emma 
highlights the fact that her business is located within a Dark Sky 
Reserve on her website in order to encourage more star-gazers 
to book. 

Back to the beach
For outdoor attractions, wet weather generally means lost 
income. But there are ways to salvage the situation with clever 
policies. Take Blackpool Pleasure Beach, which allows visitors to 
return the next day, free of charge, if it rains for more than three 
consecutive hours during their visit. The terms and conditions 
specify that wristbands must not be removed, to prevent them 
being passed on to other people and used again. 

Similarly, Thorpe Park offers a 50% discount on return 
visits if it rains for more than an hour during a customer’s day 
out at the park. Other attractions offer discounted on-the-
day bookings when the weather is wet, and accommodation 
providers often reduce rates if they have vacancies and the 
weather forecast looks gloomy.

Sometimes, however, it can be just as valuable to make sure 
your customers know about good weather as it is to compensate 
for bad. That’s certainly the strategy adopted by the Miller 
family who own and manage Adventure Island, the family fun 
park located on either side of Southend-on-Sea’s famous pier. 

As the park’s Communications Manager Mike Pressling 
explains: “Essex is actually one of the driest parts of Great 
Britain, and we’re located in a particularly dry part of Essex. 
But that fact somehow never seems to get mentioned on the 
weather forecasts, so Phillip Miller bought his own weather 
recording equipment so he could keep track of how much 
sunshine we get. Then he bought the local radio station so  
he could tell people about it!” 

Although buying the local radio station isn’t a viable option 
for most businesses, all accommodation providers can benefit 
from weatherproofing their business so it is a great place to  
stay come rain or shine. 

Be prepared for all weathers
Weatherproofing your business doesn’t have to cost a 
fortune – here are a few things to consider:

•  Alongside games consoles and tablet computers, look at 
investing in board games – families who wouldn’t dream 
of playing them at home will love them on holiday.

•   Offer drying facilities for outdoor clothing and shoes. 
•  For children, a little creativity goes a long way. Time 

invested in devising treasure hunts or just stockpiling 
craft supplies or old clothes for dressing up will be 
rewarded on rainy days.

•  Negotiate discounts with local indoor attractions and taxi 
firms, so your guests can get out and about whatever the 
weather.

•  Approach local beauty salons or alternative health centres 
to offer your guests in-room treatments.

•  If you have an empty attic, cellar or barn, look into 
converting it into a games room – you might be 
pleasantly surprised by how affordable it is.

•  Provide a library of books, music and DVDs to help 
ensure guests leave for home rested and recharged. 

•  Don’t be tempted to market your property on the basis 
of sunny weather and risk disappointing guests, even if 
you’re in one of the drier parts of the country.

•     Don’t forget that unpredictable weather can also mean  
heatwaves! Offer fans, ice, coolboxes for days out and 
details of local outdoor swimming pools. 

•     Have a robust cancellation policy, so you won’t be left 
out of pocket if guests change their mind at the last 
minute on the basis of a gloomy weather forecast. Many 
businesses have a ‘no refunds’ policy if a guest cancels 
within 48 hours of their stay, although this must be made 
clear to the guest at the time of booking.

“People aren’t bothered  
how wet they get as long as  
they can put dry things on  

in the morning”
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B read, cereals, milk, eggs, bacon – all staples for the 
quintessential English bed and breakfast experience. 
Yet for many guests these foods are off-limits, 
whether due to allergies, food intolerances, religious 

beliefs or, increasingly, lifestyle choices, with celebrities such 
as Victoria Beckham, Jennifer Aniston and Novak Djokovic 
all now promoting wheat-free and gluten-free diets. Some 21 
million adults in the UK have at least one allergy, according to 
the market research firm Mintel, and the list of ingredients that 
cause problems – from nuts to gluten – seems to lengthen  
each year. 

With consumers increasingly assuming they will have a choice 
of ‘free-from’ options, many businesses are already taking active 
steps to cater for special dietary requirements. Indeed, the  
trend is fast becoming mainstream, with branded restaurants  
and cafés leading the way.  Horizons, a data and insight company  
for the food industry, has a tool called Menurama that analyses  
the menus of 115 different operators from Premier Inn to 
Domino’s Pizza. Horizons found that 27% of the brands surveyed 
now offer gluten-free options, up from 21% in 2010.“‘Free-from’ 
is no longer a marketing message to differentiate your brand – 
it’s something which customers want and expect when eating 

out,” says Emma Read, Director of Marketing and Business 
Development at Horizons. 

According to Coeliac UK, an estimated one in every 100 people 
are coeliacs, which means they have to avoid gluten completely. 
These customers will bring their friends and family with them to 
stay, dine and visit, so some tourism operators could be missing 
out on potential business.

Leaders in the ‘free-from’ field include restaurant chain 
Carluccio’s, which has an entire menu of gluten-free options, 
and, in 2012, La Tasca expanded its gluten-free menu from 35 to 41 
tapas dishes in order to cater to this lucrative market. 

Further afield, Disneyland Paris provides a leaflet especially 
for those with food intolerances. The publication lists more 
than 50 ingredients, from almonds to yeast, that are excluded 
from the allergen-free meals at its restaurants. This approach 
is likely to become increasingly important with new legislation 
on the way. From December 2014,  the EU Food Information for 
Consumers Regulation 1169/2011 will mean that the origin and a 
list of allergens in dishes will have to be displayed clearly at the 
point of sale at all food-service outlets, including B&Bs and hotels. 
Emma says: “B&Bs will have to have a menu or card on the table 
spelling out what’s in their meals. Some breakfast items will be 

With food allergies on the rise, new legislation looming and religious 
needs and children to think about, tourism businesses need to ensure 

they are on top of their food offering, says Jill Hopper
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packaged, such as a carton of juice with ingredients 
listed on the side, but some will not, such as a bacon 
butty. This will require quite a lot of training and 
new systems for back of house, because if you buy 
gluten-free dough but your staff roll it out on a 
surface with normal flour, it’s no longer a gluten-
free product.”

Do your research
So where do you start? If you’re preparing food for 
your customers, the chances are you’ve already 
noticed a change in people’s eating habits. Wendy 
Mason, who runs the four-star Eden End Guest 
House in Solihull with husband Russell, says: 
“Ten years ago people just had the full English and 
that was it, but breakfast has evolved. It’s not just 
about food intolerances – people are watching 
their weight or being heart conscious. We also get 
Muslim and Jewish guests who can’t eat certain 
things for religious reasons” (see box opposite).

When her first lactose- and gluten- intolerant 
guests came to stay, Wendy did some research 
online, and to her surprise found it quite easy 
to source or prepare tasty alternatives. She now 
buys gluten-free flour and uses it to bake her own 
bread, freezing the loaves so that each morning 
she can defrost the number of slices required. She 
finds the large supermarkets stock “a huge range” 
of ‘free-from’ products and always ensures she 
has vegetarian and gluten-free sausages and soya 

milk in stock. Decaffeinated coffee and tea are also 
offered as a matter of course.

Many self-catering businesses are cottoning on to 
the need to offer flexible and specialist catering. At 
the four- and five-star Gold Bosinver Farm Cottages 
in Trelowth, Cornwall, guests can purchase a wide 
selection of meals cooked and frozen by a local 
chef. “You can either order in advance exactly what 
you want and the chef will deliver it, or you can 
help yourself from the freezer in reception and 
the amount will be added to your bill, without any 
mark-up,” explains Pat Smith, who has owned and 
run the business with husband Dave since 1998. 

The meal selection includes a wide range of 
classic dishes such as cottage pie, as well as more 
adventurous meals such as Moroccan-style tagines 
and Thai curries.

Vegetarian and allergen-free options are prepared 
on request, as are child-friendly dishes. The service 
is extremely popular and the freezer is restocked 
once or twice a week. “You can even pay for the chef 
to come in and cater for you,” says Pat. 

What about the kids?
Although special dietary needs are steadily moving 
up the culinary agenda, there are signs that children 
still draw the short straw when dining out. The 
2013 Out to Lunch survey by the Soil Association 
and Organix found that 12 out of 21 high-street 
brands surveyed still offered a children’s menu 

Myles goes the extra mile

There are more than 
1,000 recipes in Myles 
Singleton’s culinary 
repertoire, many of 
them selected or 
adapted to exclude 
flour, dairy and meat. 

Myles does all the 
cooking at Bridge 
House in Gunnislake, 
Cornwall, the only 
three-star B&B in 
England with a Gold 
award, which he 
launched in 2008 with 
his wife Margaret. It’s a relatively small operation, with one 
double and one twin room to let, but is unusual in that it 
offers an evening meal as well as breakfast. 

“I have always been interested in cooking,” says Myles.  
“I was determined my kids weren’t going to grow up 
knowing it was Tuesday because it was fish fingers for  
tea. I set myself a challenge to cook a different meal every 
day for a month. Then it turned into two a day for a year.” 
He has now turned those skills to good use in his business 
and is building a reputation for excellent meals tailored to 
meet his guests’ special dietary requirements. One Australian 
guest, a coeliac who stayed with the Singletons in summer 
2013, wrote on TripAdvisor: “My sister and I stayed at Bridge 
House for 13 nights and we are so glad we did. Myles and 
Margaret provided so much extra from what most B&Bs do, 
including providing a wonderful range of gluten-free dining 
for myself and dairy-free for my sister.”

Myles has noticed that the number of people with 
food intolerances is increasing, which goes to show how 
important it is to ask guests if they have any dietary 
requirements at the time of booking. In 2013 he had three 
lactose-intolerant guests and a handful of coeliacs, plus 
one person with a nut allergy and numerous vegetarians. 
To cater for all these needs, he spends half an hour each 
morning designing the day’s dinner menu, which changes 
every day of the year and comprises four starters, five mains 
and three desserts, with the same number of options for 
vegetarians. For breakfast there are 30 items on the ‘normal’ 
menu plus 30 on the veggie one, and soya milk, rice milk 
and coconut milk are provided as a matter of course. 
Myles makes light of his culinary prowess, saying it’s 

easy to source free-from goods. As well as the large 
supermarkets, he recommends seeking out local providers: 
he uses the Tamar Valley Butchers in Gunnislake and the 
National Trust property Cotehele House. 

Dietary requirements for different religions
•  Muslims cannot eat pork, pork products (e.g. bacon) or shellfish. All 

meat must be Halal and they only eat fish with fins and scales.
•    Jews cannot eat pork, pork products, anything with a split hoof (such 

as venison) or shellfish. All meat must be Kosher and meat and dairy 
cannot be eaten together. 

•   Hindus generally follow a vegetarian diet avoiding meat (especially 
beef), fish and fowl. 

•    Many Sikhs are vegetarian, but they can eat meat as long as it hasn’t 
been prepared for ritual (such as Halal).

dominated by nuggets, burgers and sausages.  And 
only four – Jamie’s Italian, Wagamama, Carluccio’s 
and Café Rouge – were preparing and cooking the 
kids’ food on the premises. But is this the case for 
accommodation providers and tourist attractions?

At RHS Wisley in Surrey, children’s dining is 
taken as seriously as that of adult visitors. The 
extensive gardens have a number of food outlets, 
all of which are run under the umbrella of Taste as 

“You can order in advance exactly what you 
want and the chef will deliver it, or you can 
help yourself from the freezer in reception and 
the amount will be added to your bill”
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Wisley in partnership with Company of Cooks. The 
outlets include a brand new Food Hall, a restaurant, 
a café and a kiosk, which cater for 850,000 people 
each year. Laurent Trenga, Food and Beverage 
Manager, says children are an important part of 
Wisley and every effort is made to provide them with 
healthy, tasty dishes. The food is fun too: pumpkin 
cookies go down a treat at Halloween, for example.

The food outlets offer ‘Explorer pick and mix’ 
boxes which, for £4.50, offer youngsters the chance 
to choose their own lunchbox contents, from 
houmous to apples from Wisley’s own orchards. 
For those who fancy a hot meal, there are children’s 
favourites such as sausages or fish fingers with 
potato wedges or kids can opt for a half-portion of 
‘grown-up’ meals such as soup or a pork and apple 
roll. All dishes use fresh produce grown by Wisley’s 
team of expert gardeners.

This passion for top-quality seasonal ingredients 
informs everything that happens in the kitchen, 
says Laurent. “We don’t think about vegetarian or 
dairy-free options as such. We just plan menus with 
what’s in season and we don’t put in any ingredients 
that aren’t necessary. If you make a soup with 
beautiful butternut squashes, for example, you 
don’t need to add cream. As soon as you label 
something as ‘vegetarian’, ‘dairy-free’ or ‘gluten- 
free’ people will have preconceptions. But if you just 
use superb fresh ingredients and keep it simple, you 
have a menu that is universally appealing.”

Less wheat, dairy, meat and sugar means a 
healthier diet for everyone – adults and children 
alike, whether or not they have allergies or 
intolerances. Something that should have us all 
saying, “Bon appétit!” 

Food
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VisitEngland’s legislation expert Kurt Janson 
gives an update on the latest regulatory changes 
affecting the hospitality industryKurt Janson, Policy Director 

of the Tourism Alliance

Legislation  
lowdown

Equality Act judgment 
You are probably aware of the high-profile court case involving 
B&B owner Susanne Wilkinson, who was judged to be 
discriminating against a gay couple by refusing to provide them 
with a double bedroom. It is worthwhile examining the case as 
it has implications for all accommodation providers.

At the Supreme Court appeal hearing, Susanne put forward 
two main defences for her actions. The first was that the 
refusal was based on an objection to couples having sexual 
relations outside marriage and not the sexual orientation of the 
customers. Susanne’s argument was that her policy of refusing 
to provide a double bedroom was not discriminatory because 
it applied equally to all unmarried couples regardless of their 
sexual orientation.

However, the judge ruled that while the policy was not direct 
discrimination, it was a case of indirect discrimination. The 
reason for this ruling was that although a heterosexual couple 
can comply with the policy by being married, it was not possible 
for a homosexual couple to comply. This meant that Susanne’s 
policy disproportionately disadvantaged homosexual couples 
and was, therefore, discriminatory.

The second defence put forward by Susanne was that 
homosexuality was counter to her religious beliefs. Therefore, 
being required to accept a booking from a gay couple was in 
violation of her right to manifest her religion and her right 
to enjoy her home – both of which are protected under the 
European Convention on Human Rights.

However, the judge found that the operator’s rights had to 
be weighed against the rights of the customers not to suffer 
discrimination. In doing so he found that the balance came 
down on the side of the customers. In effect, it was considered 
that the impact on the operator’s rights was justifiable and 
proportionate to the goal of overcoming discrimination. 

The case was tried in three separate courts, with the decision 
awarded to the customers at each stage of appeal. This shows 
that the courts are taking discrimination cases seriously and 
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there are few arguments that they are willing to accept as 
justifying discriminatory behaviour. Operators therefore have 
to be very careful to ensure that they do not introduce policies 
that could be deemed to disadvantage people with protected 
characteristics.

Package Travel Directive
The Package Travel Directive (PTD) applies to all businesses that 
sell any two of the following three components for a single price:
a. accommodation
b. transport
c. other tourism service.

This means that it applies to any business that wants 
to provide ‘added value’ products to customers, such as a 
weekend’s accommodation with a ticket to a local attraction, 
event or show, a meal at a local pub or a round of golf.

Complying with the legislation presents two main problems 
for small accommodation businesses. First, they either have 
to be financially bonded or hold the customer’s payment 

VisitEngland publishes The 
Pink Book: Legislation for 
tourist accommodation, which details the legislation relevant to 

accommodation providers in England
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in a trust account until the visit is concluded and, second, 
the accommodation business is legally responsible for all 
components of the product. This means that if the customer 
gets food poisoning at the local pub or is hit by a golf ball on  
the local course, it is the accommodation provider to whom  
the customer turns to seek redress. This is obviously 
unsatisfactory and prevents accommodation businesses from 
providing added-value products.

However, the European Commission is currently revising 
the PTD. The good news is that the UK Government’s position 
is that businesses that provide products consisting of just 
accommodation and ‘other tourism services’ should be exempt 
from the requirements.

VisitEngland and the Tourism Alliance are therefore working 
with the Government to get the European Commission to 
redefine a ‘Package’ under the Directive as having to include 
transportation of customers. This would mean that customers 
undertaking overseas package holidays will still be protected 
while also allowing accommodation and attraction businesses 
in the UK to work together more easily.

Ancillary sales notices for alcohol sales
When the new Licensing Regime for the sale of alcohol was 
introduced in 2003, many small accommodation businesses 
stopped selling alcohol as the cost of a licence suddenly became 
greater than the level of sales it generated. 

After years of lobbying by the Tourism Alliance, the B&B 
Association and the English Association of Self Catering 
Operators (EASCO), the Home Office is in the process of 
developing a new type of licence for businesses with very low 
sales of alcohol called an Ancillary Sales Notice. While the 
details and cost of this licence are yet to be agreed, it is hoped 
that small accommodation businesses will very soon be able to 
once again offer customers a glass of wine with their meal.

Automatic pension enrolment
The Government has made a significant change to current 
workplace pensions – this change being that rather than 
employees choosing whether to join a pension scheme, they 
have to be automatically enrolled in one by their employer. The 
employee can still choose not to be in the scheme but they now 
have to actively opt out of it.

Under the new arrangements, you must enrol in your scheme 
all staff aged between 22 and state pension age who earn 

more than £9,440pa. For these employees, you must pay in a 
minimum employer contribution.

It is important to note that some staff who do not meet  
these criteria are able to opt in to the pension scheme and 
you must include them if they ask. However, there is no 
requirement for you to pay in an employer contribution for 
these members of staff.

The introduction of this scheme is being staged over six  
years, with most small businesses only having to enter the 
scheme from late 2014 through to the beginning of 2016.

What is important is that you determine your starting date 
(or ‘staging date’) as soon as possible. The staging date is based 
on the size of your business and your PAYE reference (this will 
be on your P35). To find out more, visit the Pensions Regulator 
website www.tinyurl.com/d946fkd.

Zero-hour contracts
While zero-hour contracts are a legitimate and useful 
employment tool within the tourism industry in order to cope 
with uncertain visitor patterns, there has been considerable 
concern expressed in the media over the abuse of these contracts 
by some employers.

It is therefore important for businesses to follow good 
practice when employing staff on this sort of contract and to 
recognise the rights that they have. For example, employees on 
zero-hour contracts are entitled to annual leave, are not obliged 
to accept work and have the same statutory rights to travelling 
time or waiting between jobs as other workers.

To find out more, visit www.acas.org.uk. ■

A new version of the Pink Book is due to be launched in Spring/Summer 2014. More details will follow in the next Legislation lowdown
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