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Welcome to the 16th edition of Quality 
Edge, with its focus on making the 
most of your website to drive more 
traffic and convert more visitors into 
firm ‘bookers’. We have revisited the 
topic of photography, with advice 
from a professional, which we hope 
will inspire you to get creative and 
show your accommodation or visitor 
attraction at its best. There is also  
a linked feature on how to reduce 
reliance on online travel agents.

Looking for innovative ways  
to encourage visitors to come  
to your accommodation or visitor 
attraction, we have chosen two  
rural businesses and commissioned  
a bespoke pictorial map for each.  
The maps promote things to see and 
do nearby, which could be uploaded  
to the property website or used in  
more traditional marketing.  

Readers have shared their own 
experiences on complaint-handling 
and customer surveys and you will 
find some great ideas on how to turn 
around a disgruntled customer. In our 
regular ‘Day in the Life’ feature, we 
meet Leicester’s Visitor Services 
Manager, whose team are ready to 
receive an expected influx of visitors 
following the recent discovery of the 
bones of Richard III.

Remember, we always welcome 
your comments, ideas for articles, and, 
of course, your letters.

Pam Foden
Operations 
and Industry 
Engagement 
Manager
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In the March 2012 Budget, the 
Government announced its decision 
to impose standard rate VAT on the 
sales of all static caravans. The trade 
associations the British Holiday and 
Home Parks Association (BH&HPA) 
and the National Caravan Council 
(NCC) launched a campaign to reverse 
this decision and coordinated the 
lobbying of MPs and local and national 
media activity.

At the end of May 2012, the 
Government responded to the 
campaign, announcing instead 
the introduction of a permanent 
intermediate rate of 5%, to be applied 
from 6 April 2013. (Touring caravans 
will continue to be taxed at the 
standard rate of 20% and the sale  
of second-hand static holiday  
caravans will only attract the 5% VAT  

if the caravan is first occupied after 
April 2013.)

Park owner and BH&HPA Vice 
President James Kennedy said: “It 
was members of the industry who 
convinced the Government to  
think again on their VAT proposals. 
The Government listened and  
responded, which goes to show what 
can be achieved when an industry 
works together.”

VisitEngland’s latest Business 
Confidence Monitor reveals that the 
negative trend in visitor numbers 
is improving in the post-Olympic 
climate. With 32% of accommodation 
businesses and 43% of visitor 
attractions reporting an increase in 
visitors over the Christmas and New 
Year period, these are the strongest 
results since last Easter. 

Here is a summary of the key trends:
 

Opportunities
  Despite the challenging economic 
climate, businesses are continuing to 
invest in quality – 40% of both 
attractions and accommodation 
businesses plan to invest in facilities 
or fittings in 2013.

  Just over half of accommodation 
businesses offer online booking, 
although the proportion is much 
higher for hotels (80%) than other 
types of accommodation (37-56%). 

Given the high proportion of visitors 
who now browse and buy online, 
developing online purchasing should 
be a priority for any business that 
does not currently offer it.

  Around 90% of businesses in both 
sectors now have their own website, 
yet attractions are more active in 
social media.

Challenges
  50% of camping and caravanning 
businesses reported a decline in 
visitor numbers in 2012, the second 
wettest year on record.

  Advance bookings for 
accommodation remain low, with 
31% describing them as ‘poor’ –  
the highest level ever recorded  
in the survey.

  The repeat-visitor market remains 
buoyant for accommodation, 
although attracting new business  
is a challenge.

News Visit our corporate website, where you can find business and marketing news, 
information on star ratings, awards and insight and statistics from the 
VisitEngland research team. www.visitengland.org

bReakFaSt  
with a bonUS
VisitEngland will be running 
a series of networking Breakfast 
Clubs over the next few months at different 
locations around the country, aimed at owners and 
managers of B&Bs, guest houses and hotels. Each 
Breakfast Club will be hosted by VisitEngland at  
a B&B or hotel that has a Breakfast Award, and 
will be open to people from VisitEngland B&Bs 
and hotels. 

A late morning breakfast/brunch will be served 
– with a small fee charged to cover the host’s 
expenses – and there will be plenty of opportunity 
to exchange ideas and meet new colleagues.

The first round of dates will be announced on 
www.visitengland.org and in the Accommodation 
Know-How monthly e-updates. If you would like to 
host a Breakfast Club meeting, contact  
feedback@visitengland.org

SUcceSS aLL RoUnd
VisitEngland-assessed properties fought off 
tough competition from sunnier climes to secure 
accolades in the global TripAdvisor Travellers’ 
Choice Awards 2013.

Three businesses made it into the travel 
website’s World Top Ten B&Bs: the Athole Guest 
House in Bath scooped second place; No1 in St 
Ives, Cornwall, came third, and the All Seasons 
Guest House in Filey, North Yorkshire, was sixth. 
Congratulations to you all!

 
a veRy good deaL  
Thinking about taking credit cards for the first 
time, or keen to save money with a lower rate? 
All VisitEngland quality assessed accommodation 
providers and VAQAS visitor attractions can benefit 
from special low rates, starting at 1.25%, that 
VisitEngland has negotiated with Barclaycard. So if 
you are a VisitEngland scheme member, check the 
rate you are currently paying, then call Barclaycard 
on 0800 096 9672 to ask about moving to the 
lower rate. 

Quality In Tourism has negotiated several 
additional supplier deals that make up their new 
‘Affinity Scheme’, including offers from Sky TV, 
Sealy beds, 3663, Banner stationery, NFU Mutual 
insurance, Guestlink booking software and Pacific 
Direct for toiletries. Visit the members’ area on 
www.qualityintourism.com to find out more.

newS  
IN BrIEF

VisitEngland research

Last September, we asked VisitEngland scheme members whose properties had 
been assessed by Quality in Tourism within the past six months to complete a 
survey about the experience.

The results were positive but flagged up several areas in which there is room for 
improvement. We drew our findings from the responses of 1,309 members, 78% of 
whom stated that at the time of their assessment they were looking to maintain, 
rather than improve, their rating. 

Most participants were satisfied with their assessment visit, and appreciative  
of the quality and extent of feedback and explanations provided by assessors. 
Respondents with higher-star ratings tended to be more positive.

Most respondents felt that the reports themselves were an accurate reflection 
of what was discussed at a visit, and 89% were satisfied with their usefulness. 
Seven out of ten people reported having taken action as a result of the assessors’ 
recommendations, including updating websites, improving fixtures and fittings, 
installing Wi-Fi and making changes to customer service, cleaning or catering. 

The general consensus was that the reports gave good explanations for the 
ratings given, but that more assistance could be given to understand the 
percentage scores, how to improve or maintain ratings and how to qualify for a 
Breakfast, Gold or Silver award. Others commented that rating requirements 
could be explained in more detail and asked for more advice about marketing 
issues and improving websites.

The survey showed that while participants found some business information 
– such as legislation relating to the accommodation business, marketing or 
promotion – to be useful, they had little appetite for information on training 
opportunities. This tied in with the results of other VisitEngland studies and 
seems likely to be a consequence of the poor economic climate. 

We are grateful to all those who completed the survey and will take comments 
on board, endeavouring to make improvements within the highlighted areas.

The Visitor Attraction Quality Assurance Scheme (VAQAS) has also been under 
the spotlight and following your feedback we are now taking action on the points 
raised. Thank you to everyone who took part and do get in touch if you would like 
to see a copy of the final report.

Assessing our 
assessments

ReSeaRch
Scheme going FRom 
StRength to StRength 
The local (Entry Level) scheme that 
VisitEngland launched in 2010 is now 
operating in upwards of 30 destinations, with 
more than 600 businesses taking part. 

The scheme provides a good alternative for 
destinations that are anxious to only promote 
businesses that are ‘legal, safe and clean’ and 
brings more choice in assessment routes to all 
accommodation businesses. 

Dorset Approved Visitor Accommodation 
Scheme (DAVAS) was the first scheme to 
be launched and now has more than 80 
participants. Another significant scheme is 
Wiltshire Approved Accommodation, with 
more than 40 participants. 

Most destinations choose Quality in Tourism 
to carry out the assessments for them, in 
the way Dorset and Wiltshire have. The first 
VisitEngland-accredited local scheme was 
Quality Cumbria, which covers more than 
300 accommodation businesses. The well-
established New Forest Tourism Association 
(NFTA) scheme will soon be accredited too. 

To find out more about the Entry Level 
scheme, email marita.sen@visitengland.org    

new vat Rate FoR Static caRavanS

viSitengLand 
awaRdS FoR 
exceLLence

With over 300 entries received from all parts 
of England for the Awards for Excellence, 
VisitEngland is now hard at work assessing 
all the entries and compiling shortlists in all 
15 categories. Final judging will take place 
in late March, after which a shortlist will be 
announced. Gold, Silver, Bronze and Highly 
Commended winners will then be revealed 
at a black-tie ceremony at The Point, part 
of the Lancashire County Cricket Club’s 
ground, at Old Trafford on Monday 20 May. 
Put the date in your diary and visit www.
visitenglandawards.org for more information.

in otheR 
newS…
Deputy Director 
General of the 
BH&HPA, Joan 
Clark, has been 
awarded an MBE for services to 
tourism. Congratulations, Joan. 
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Are you getting the 
bookings you deserve?

Call 0845 322 5410 or visit 
www.bluechipowners.co.uk

We specialise in 4 and 5 star holiday lettings. 
Find out how many bookings we could achieve for you.

C o r n w a l l   |   D e v o n   |   D o r s e t   |   S o m e r s e t   |   I s l e  o f  W i g h t

54
Bookings

45
Bookings

49
Bookings

Figures shown are total bookings created in 2011 per property

heLP 
FRom hUdSon’S
This year sees numerous tourism-friendly 
new ventures emerge from  Hudson’s Media.

The publishers of the Official Tourist 
Board Guides have not only released new-
look 2013 accommodation guides and the 
Hudson’s Historic Houses and Gardens Guide 
(on sale in all good bookshops and via www.
hudsons.co.uk), but have also launched 
three brand new accommodation websites.

Users visiting www.visitor-guides.co.uk can 
select the online guides to B&Bs and Hotels, 
Self-Catering properties, or Camping, Touring 
and Holiday Parks. The Guestlink-powered 
websites allow guests to book easily online 
and are unique in featuring all VisitEngland 
star-rated accommodation.

In yet another development, Hudson’s 
Media and Guestlink have partnered with 
Quality in Tourism to offer exclusive new 
marketing opportunities for VisitEngland 
star-rated accommodation. To find out more 
about advertising through the 2014 Tourist 
Board Guides, the new websites or the 
ShowMe app, look out for your Quality in 
Tourism renewal pack or visit  
www.visitor-guides.co.uk/advertise

Global perceptions of Britain as a tourist 
destination have shot up thanks to the London 
2012 Olympic and Paralympic Games, claims  
a new study.

In a post-Games ranking of 50 of the world’s 
leading countries, Britain made the top ten for 
having ‘friendly and welcoming people’ for the 
very first time. The Anholt-GfK Roper Nations 
Brand Index (NBI) study, commissioned by 
VisitBritain and its GREAT campaign partners, 

saw Britain make the dramatic leap from 12th place in July 2012 to ninth for ‘welcome’ 
after the Games. This was the most significant change in Britain’s rankings, and may 
well be a direct result of having hosted the Games (and hosting it very well, if we  
say so ourselves).

The survey asked respondents in 20 panel countries to rate countries based on  
six categories: Exports, Governance, Culture, People, Tourism and Immigration/
Investment. Our already highly rated overall nationbrand moved up one place to 
fourth after the Games, with nine of the 20 panel countries ranking the UK within  
the top three.

The survey also found that 63% of respondents who had seen coverage of the 
Games felt more inclined to holiday in Britain since the Olympics, and three quarters 
said they felt there was plenty to see beyond London. Similarly high numbers agreed 
that Britain has lovely countryside and a wide variety of world cuisines on offer.

Commenting on the survey, the Government’s Culture Secretary Maria Miller said: 
“The summer of 2012 put the UK firmly in the global spotlight, allowing us to shape 
international perceptions and show the best of Britain. These results are very 
encouraging, and show that the UK’s sporting and cultural credentials have 
significantly improved thanks to London 2012. We are determined to deliver a lasting 
economic legacy for the whole country, boosting tourism and growth.”

Big boost  
for Britain

VisitEngland has announced the shortlist for Tourism Superstar 
2013. The accolade recognises the dedication and passion of those 
working in the tourism industry, and is awarded to an individual 
who ventures beyond the call of duty to ensure that visitors to 
England enjoy a priceless experience. 

The award was launched last year as part of the inaugural 
English Tourism Week, and was won by Alan Fidler (pictured), a 
taxi driver from North Shields, who impressed the judges with his 
knowledgeable and lively sightseeing excursions around Tyneside.

This year, the award focuses on employees at visitor attractions. 
Nominations were received from attractions throughout the 
country and the shortlist of ten was announced in January.  
To read more about the contenders, visit mirr.im/WlOzRG. 

VisitEngland has teamed up with national newspaper, the Daily 
Mirror to host a public vote. Short films of all candidates can be 
found at www.mirroronline.co.uk, where readers can vote for their 
favourite. Voting commenced in February and the winner will be 
announced during English Tourism Week (16–26 March).

The winner will be invited to attend VisitEngland’s Awards for 
Excellence in May this year to receive their award in person.

Tourism Superstar awards
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Marketing

When displaying a 
map on your website, 
use hyperlinks to 
connect with other 
sites. Try and arrange 
special offers with the 
attractions you 
promote, too

Point out cycle routes and 
other active options 

By making the most of your local area 
and promoting it on your website, you 
may encourage more people to book 
during the quieter months 

Swallow Barn is a luxury five-star self-catering 
conversion on the edge of Dartmoor National 
Park. Situated in a picturesque and peaceful 
location, it looks towards the high hills of 
Dartmoor and boasts a particularly impressive 
farmhouse-style kitchen.

Q uality Edge has been researching ideas to help 
businesses encourage more visitors and longer 
stays during the quieter months. Although many 

businesses already have links on their website to ‘things 
to see and do’ in their local area, this can be taken a step 
further to really grab customers’ attention. Working with 
two readers who are looking to increase their occupancy, we 
looked at how they might each exploit their local attractions 
to hook in more customers. 

Quality Edge commissioned the illustrator Charlotte 
Trounce to draw a map for each of our case studies, Swallow 
Barn (www.swallowbarndartmoor.co.uk) and the Stork 
Inn (www.thestorkinn.co.uk). The maps can be uploaded 
to their websites, emailed with booking confirmations or 
even framed and displayed in the property. They could also 
be made into postcards or used as a promotional mailing, 
either in print or as an e-newsletter, as the maps are quirky 
and different, so they should stand out. 

The owners of the two properties provided a short list 
of local attractions and the map took shape with their 
input. Both businesses intend to display their maps on 
their websites, where they could use hyperlinks to link 
each image to the corresponding website, for example a 
restaurant could link to a sample menu.

The following maps display a range of useful information 
for visitors to Swallow Barn and the Stork Inn. We’ve 
annotated them with some handy hints and tips that you 
can adapt for your business.

Ideas for inclusion:
Where to find a good cream tea
Good walk for the dog/small children
Nice views
Best fish and chips/steak and chips supper
Best craft fair
Where to buy best local sausages/freshest fish and seafood
Best bookshop in the area
 Interesting parish church to visit where  
X is buried, or similar
Best place for coffee/drink to watch the world go by
Best place to eat out of doors on a fine day/evening
 Make connections with other local businesses, so  
you can offer special rates to nearby attractions or  
deals at restaurants

On the map

Keep your guests  
up to date with  
local events,  
such as weekly  
farmers’ markets 

SwaLLow baRn

Issue 16, Winter 2013 9
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Marketing

You could try sketching your own map, or 
consider commissioning a professional or 
amateur artist to do it for you. 

If you think an illustrated map could give 
your website a boost, there are hundreds of 
illustrator agencies to choose from that 
enable you to view their artists’ work online. 
Charlotte Trounce is represented by YCN 

Talent Agency (www.ycntalentagency.com). 
Other good agencies include:

Handsome Frank www.handsomefrank.com
Synergy Art www.synergyart.co.uk
Agency rush www.agencyrush.com

Prices start from around £100.

When you have chosen your illustrator, it’s 
important to do the following:
1. Prepare a good concise brief in order to 
get the best result from the commission
2. Be open to ideas from the illustrator (as 
they often think differently)
3. Give clear feedback and approve a sketch 
prior to receiving final artwork.

Mark walking routes 
and their distances.  
Be aware of routes 
that suit all fitness 
levels 

Keep any theatre 
listings current

Mark distances  
to give people  
an idea of scale 
and location

If you’re located near a 
golf club, think about 
offering tailored breaks 
for golfers

The Stork Inn is a three-star 
traditional style inn in the hamlet 
of Conder Green in Lancashire 
with an emphasis on being 
family and pet friendly. It is 
managed by sisters Tracy and 
Michele Fairbrother who have 
helped to bring their own South 
African flavours to the menu, 
which recently won a Taste of 
Lancashire Award.

the StoRk inn

Feeling inspired?
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Awards

A s any Olympian can confirm, it is no easy feat to win an award. 
Planning and preparation are key but, as for athletes, the 
rewards can more than repay the effort. From raising staff 

morale to garnering good publicity, an award can transform your 
business and people’s perception of it.

 So, which award might fit the bill for you? From the niche or local 
to the large national awards, there is a huge range of options. However, 
they won’t all be right for your business, so it’s important to choose 
wisely. The national awards, such as the VisitEngland Awards for 
Excellence, invariably attract entries from businesses that have already 
seen success in local and regional award schemes, so as a first step it is 
advisable to start entering less well-known awards and hone your skills 
as a prospective winner. Local tourism organisations such as Welcome 
to Yorkshire run their own awards (www.whiteroseawards.com), as 
do many local newspapers and magazines, such as the Hampshire Life 

Food and Drink Awards (hampshire.greatbritishlife.co.uk). It’s also 
worth thinking about entering less obvious awards, such as those which 
reward employers who train young people or ones for best gardens or 
housekeepers. Research what’s available in your area and think about 
what would best suit your type of business.

When you’ve decided which award to enter, start by looking back at 
the winners from previous years and consider how you might have fared 
in competition with them. You then need to think about what it is about 
your business that makes it worthy of winning.

Some tourism businesses find it hard to stand back and view their 
business in an objective way and so enlist the help of specialist media 
consultants and PR agencies to help write the often daunting entry 
form. Although this can work well, filling in the application form 
yourself gives you the opportunity to assess your business.

Robin Barker, who runs the Devon-based consultancy Services For 

Winning an award can make a real difference to 
your business. Hospitality consultant Tony Barnfield 

offers advice on how to write an excellent entry

Eyes  
on the  
prize
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Awards

Joy raymond, owner of the four-star 
guest house Hedgehog Corner in 

Devon, is the proud winner of awards 
for her hospitality, breakfasts, green 

credentials and more – and she couldn’t  
be more positive about the benefits that winning brings.

“I’d recommend all good tourism businesses to enter 
awards,” she says, “because you get so much out of them. 
Not only do I find that people are more likely to stay 
somewhere with an award, as they know that the business 
will have been tried and tested by industry professionals,  
but if you enter regional awards, you get to meet lots of  
other people in the industry and build up a great network.

“Having the judges’ feedback is also so useful. We didn’t 
win anything when we entered our first award but we took 
everything the judges said on board and it’s meant that  
we’ve improved the service we offer.

“Because there are sadly some businesses out there that 
aren’t accredited or run in a professional way, awards are a 
great way of helping you stand out from the crowd and 
proving your worth. They also bring bookings in the quieter 
months because of all the press coverage and word-of-mouth 
recommendations.”

Tourism and has overseen many tourism awards, believes that writing  
the entry can bring about many long-term benefits. “Although it obviously 
takes time and can hardly be called fun,” he says, “many entrants regard 
completion of the entry form as akin to their annual business review.  
It can spark new ideas from staff and owners.”

If you would like to write your own entry but you feel that you would 
benefit from some external feedback first, you could hire a consultant  
or mystery shopper to visit your premises unannounced from time to  
time and report back – you will almost certainly be surprised by some  
of their findings.

No matter whether you write the entry yourself or get professional help,  
it is vital to back up every point that you make with evidence. It’s all very 
well saying you provide great customer service or a brilliant breakfast, but 
what’s your evidence? In many instances the shortlist is compiled purely 
from the written entries.

If your business does come out on top, you must make the most of the 
PR opportunities it can create and send out a well-written and timely press 
release. “Gaining editorial coverage is always worth ten times any paid 
advertising,” says Nina Howe of the award-winning Hotel Terravina in the 
New Forest. “Awards gained in the early days of a new business are especially 
helpful in putting you on the map.” It’s worth remembering that local 
coverage can be just as effective as having a story in the national press – and 
it’s easier to achieve. It can bring bookings from local businesses and people 
visiting friends and relatives. For a hotel, pub or restaurant, it can bring 
valuable non-resident trade.

Even if you don’t win an award, you can still gain from the experience  
of entering. “The feedback you get from judges is invaluable,” says Robin 
Barker. “Not only will you receive useful tips for entering awards  
in the future, but they should be able to point out what you could improve 
on in general.” ■

Tony Barnfield was the proprietor of the award-winning Nurse’s Cottage 
Restaurant with Rooms for 20 years and now operates as a Hotel, Restaurant and 
Wine Consultant. For more information, email personal@tonybarnfield.co.uk
 
For more information about Robin Barker’s consultancy, Services For Tourism, 
visit www.services4tourism.co.uk

“Many entrants regard the 
completion of the entry form 
as akin to their annual 
business review”

Seek out the right award to maximise 
your potential and think about which 

businesses are likely to compete against you
Start early and do your research about 
the award you’re entering and the 

businesses who have won it in the past
It sounds silly, but always make sure 
you read the question properly and 

answer it in full within the word limit – you 
may be penalised if you don’t

Use evidence to support each point  
you make – don’t fill the application 

form with fluff
Always get someone else to  
proof your entry
If the organisation overseeing the 
award you have entered offers related 

tips and workshops, make the most of them
Meet the entry deadline
and keep your fingers crossed!

Top tips for awards success

Reaping the rewards

Continuing its run of success, Hedgehog Corner’s manager Tara Dare has recently 
won the Silver Award for Outstanding Customer Service at the South West Tourism 
Awards. She is pictured at the awards ceremony with comedian Lloyd Griffith (left) 
and Dave roberts from sponsors, Source for Business (right). Well done, Tara!

NEW 108 PAGE BROCHURE 
NOW AVAILABLE!

CALL FOR YOUR COPY!

A comprehensive range of Housekeeping Essentials, Bedding and
Furnishings, all at great prices, delivered direct to your door!

PARADISE FOUND FOR BUSY HOUSEKEEPERS!

CALL US TODAY ON FREEPHONE

0800 138 2524
OR VISIT OUR ONLINE STORE AT

WWW.HOUSEKEEPERSHEAVEN.CO.UK

®

Visit_England_2012_270x210mm_ad_Visit_England_270mmx210mm  20/12/2012  11:44  Page 1
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Online marketing

However large or small your accommodation, 
your website should be your number one 
marketing tool. The theory is simple: it is the 

‘hub’ of all your online marketing activity. Different 
digital channels, such as your adverts on directory 
websites, banner adverts and pay-per-click adverts all 
deliver visitors to your website, which must then be 
converted into bookings. 

However, many tourism businesses are missing out, 
unaware of how to analyse the results of their online 
marketing so that they can ensure it is effective. I recently 
participated in a panel discussion at World Travel Market 

on the future of hospitality marketing and asked the 
audience of travel marketing professionals to raise their 
hands if they knew their website conversion rates and 
other key website information. To my great surprise, only 
two or three people raised their hands.

Online and digital marketing are cost-effective and 
allow smaller independent businesses with lower budgets 
to compete with large chains. In an age where most guests 
have access to the internet, accommodation providers 
need to invest in their website and carefully monitor its 
performance. The Ignite Online Marketing Schematic 
(right) illustrates this process.

Weave a web of
Managing Director of Ignite Hospitality Consultants 

Paul West shares his expertise on online marketing

wonderful revenue

Invest to accumulate
Because it clearly plays such an important role, you 
should consider your website investment as you would 
your room decoration, staff training or restaurant design 
– crucial to the success of your business. A few thousand 
pounds of additional investment in your website can 
deliver many times that in additional revenue. If you’re 
not as busy as you’d like to be, or you’re spending too 
much on third-party booking websites, the answer may 
well lie in your online presence.

For creating a new website from scratch, my advice is 
to set a budget that relates to the size of your business. 
Look at the websites of businesses of a similar size and 
type and when you see one you like, contact the owner 
and ask who they used and what they spent. If you 
already have a website, you simply need to refresh it with 
new photos and a new online booking system. A new, 
well-designed and optimised website will have an 
effective lifespan of at least four years without significant 
maintenance costs, so consider the cost spread over that 
time and balance that against the additional income you 
expect to generate.

If you decide to opt for a brand-new website, you should 
consider one that includes a content management system 
(CMS), which will allow you to add and remove content 
yourself,  such as images, menus, special offers and news 
items. These days it is also sensible to require the 
developer to create a responsive design. This isn’t as 
difficult as it sounds and means that the website will 
automatically adjust to the screen size of the user (whether 

that’s iPad, iPhone or otherwise. Mobile usage of websites 
is increasing 100% year-on-year and as much as 30% of 
travel bookings are now made from a mobile device.

Make sure you get the hosting details of where your 
website ‘lives’ from your website designer. Ask for your file 
transfer protocol (FTP) and hosting company contact 
details and keep them safe. Don’t buy a new website that 
you can’t update yourself. 

Feed your website with visitors
Once you have a website, you need to make sure it is 
seen by potential visitors. You want to reach potential 
guests who will like what you offer and who could 
recommend you to their friends.

These people will use search engines such as Google 
to find places to stay, so you must appear in relevant 
search results by using search engine optimisation (SEO) 
or pay per click advertising (PPC) techniques. Guests 
also share experiences with their friends on Facebook 
and Twitter, so you could join in the conversation. It’s 
often easier to encourage repeat business than to find 
new customers, so send regular emails to your previous 
guests and incentivise them to visit you again. Write 
interesting articles about attractions or your local area 
and post them on your website, or on other websites, 
and link back to your site.

Julia Colegrave, owner of the Wykham Park Farm Shop, 
Banbury (www.wykhampark.co.uk), says: “My daughter 
spends about ten minutes a day updating our Facebook 
page. I really don’t understand all this social media stuff, 

 Pay per click
  Search engine optimisation
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The Bamboo Guest House (www.bambooguesthouse.co.uk), a four-star 
guesthouse with a Silver Award in Bournemouth, has a professionally designed 
website and does its own marketing, which has achieved some great results. 
However, the owners would like to reduce their monthly commission fees to 
third party websites:

Case study:

 Bamboo Guest 
House

Calculating Bamboo Guest Houses’s total online costs:

A Cost of website when new £500

B Estimated life of website 3 years

C Annual website expenditure  (pro-rata) £167

D Annual hosting costs/online booking engine costs £150

E
Other annual online marketing costs (directory sites, Google 
Adwords etc)

£1,500

F
Total annual online marketing costs (excluding online booking 
sites such as Booking.com)

£1,817

G Monthly online costs (F divided by 12) £151

Bamboo Guest House’s results for September 2012 :

OWN WEBSITE

A Number of visits to own website 653

B Number of bookings received 21

C Conversion rate 3%

D Conversion revenue (Total value of month’s bookings) £2,870

E Average value of each booking £136

F Value per visitor to website £4.40

G Monthly online costs (see chart above) £151

H Cost per visitor to own website (G divided by A) 23p

I Cost per conversion/booking (G divided by B) £7.19

ONLINE BOOKING SITES  CHANNELS

C Number of booking received 35

E Conversion revenue £5,330

F £136

H Monthly commission paid £800

J Cost per booking £22.86

 Their key strategy should be to invest 
in achieving more bookings directly 

and through third-party booking 
providers

Currently booking.com bids on its 
brand name using Google AdWords 

pay-per-click advertising. This means it 
is taking bookings from people 

specifically searching for the name of 
the Bamboo Guest House. In response, 
Bamboo Guest House could do Google 
Adwords themselves. Currently, there 

are approximately 170 searches per 
month on Google for this branded 

keyword term! 

3% 

An analysis of these 
numbers provides some 
fascinating insights:

 Bamboo Guest House has a 3% 
conversion rate, so their primary 

objective is to encourage more relevant 
visitors to their website, as the website 

does a very good job of converting 
lookers into bookers

is the average value per visitor (Column F)

is the very low cost per visitor(Column 
H). This provides them with plenty of 
scope to invest in encouraging more 

people to their website

is the cost per booking via online sites 
such as LateRooms and Booking.com. 

This is compared with £7.19 per booking 
from their own site (Column I)

£4.40 

23p

£22.86

Google AdWords
AdWords is a Google product that allows you to create adverts 
that may appear when someone searches the internet using 
specific words such as your town or accommodation. Payment 
is automatic and via credit card and you’re only charged when  
they click on your ad and are taken to your website.

•    If you choose the option where you set your own maximum 
daily rate, you can spend as little as a few pounds per day.  
Once the daily budget has been used, your advert won’t appear 
until the following day

•   You can even choose what time of day or day of the week you 
want it to appear

•   You can create more than one advert, such as one to attract 
bookings for last minute Easter deals and another for late August 
Bank Holidays

•   Each advert can be paused and then reinstated whenever you 
like. Just turn it on when you need extra bookings

•   Your keywords or advert can be changed easily
•    Try searching for the words people would use on Google to find 

your accommodation or attraction and see what comes up

Mrs R, who runs a business in Gloucestershire, says: 

“   Two years ago I received a voucher from Google 
for AdWords, which prompted me to give it a 
go. I spend £38 a month and having recently 
looked at my Google Analytics, I now plan to try 
turning the ad off in the summer months and 
investing a bit more in January and February, 
which is when the ads bring in more bookings. 
The cost per click is between 25p and 35p. I’m 
still very much a beginner in the world of 
AdWords, but I’m learning.” 

but I have to admit it certainly works. The other day she 
posted a message about us introducing goat meat and two 
hours later someone emailed the shop to ask when it would 
be in stock, replying, ‘as soon as it’s in, we’ll be there!’” 

One of the key attractions of these communication 
channels is that they’re measurable. This allows you to 
accurately calculate return on investment (ROI) and cost 
per conversion of each booking.

From lookers to bookers
Once you have brought visitors to your website, how do 
your persuade them to book? Your website should use 
beautiful imagery and provide all the information they 
might require to make the decision. Get the tone of voice 

right too. If yours is a relaxed and friendly place, make 
sure the words you use convey this. Test it on your 
friends and family. Look at what guests have written 
about you online or in your visitors’ book and include 
some quotes and testimonials on your site.

Making it as easy as possible for people to book will 
also help convince them to commit. Simple, clear 
navigation and regular prompts incorporated into the 
design nudge visitors in the right direction and removing 
barriers to booking lubricates the process. If you don’t 
want to offer an online booking option, at least make sure 
your email and telephone number are prominent on every 
page and always divert landline calls to your mobile, if 
you can’t be by the phone all day. 

Ian Newton, owner of Bucks Farm (www.bucksfarm-
holidays.co.uk), says: “The combination of the new 
website we launched last year and the introduction of 
online booking have really helped our business. We’re 
using the Premier Cottages ‘Supercontrol’ booking 
engine and have found that the time we have to spend 
answering email enquiries has dropped by about two 
hours a week. Often we used to get requests for dates 
when we had no availability. Now they can easily see 
when we have vacancies. We’ve been really pleased with 
the new site and the bookings are definitely up on this 
time last year – we’re already over 50% booked for the 
whole year.” 

Measuring success
Measuring how your website is performing can sound 
like a scary and complicated business but it’s not as 
difficult as it sounds. Internet experts use the phrase 
‘conversion rate’, which is really just the percentage of 
visitors to your website who book. This is calculated 
using the formula below and if the result is 3% or above 
you will be doing well.

This is a very important number and should be 
monitored regularly. Include all bookings taken each 
month, irrespective of the length of stay or value, whether 
taken by phone, email or through your online booking 
engine. Do not include bookings through online travel 
agents (OTAs) such as LateRooms or Booking.com. 
These should be recorded and monitored separately. 

How to work out 
your conversion rate

Number of Bookings  

Number of Unique Visitors

X 100

= conversion rate %

Average value of each booking
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Six top tips for websites
1   Great 

photography 
People love looking 
at images and hate 
reading too much 
text online. Invest in 
professional 
photography

2 Room images 
Show images of 

each room type, or 
each cottage, on the 
website itself and 
within the online 
booking system

3 Online booking 
engine

Use a high quality 
online booking 
system that allows 
you to include 
packages and offers 
and upsell 

4 Booking 
prompts 

Include ‘Book Now’ 
buttons and calls to 
action throughout 
the website, 
especially on special 
offer pages and 
gallery pages

5 Measure 
everything 

Keep a close eye on 
your conversion rate 
and visitor numbers 
and make small 
adjustments to try 
and improve them

6 Test
Observe as you 

ask real people to 
perform simple tasks 
on your website. See 
if they get lost or 
confused and analyse 
how easy it is for 
them to book a 
room. Make 
adjustments 

Small improvements in the conversion rate can  
make quite substantial improvements to your revenue. 
For example increasing the conversion rate by an 
additional 1% to 3% increases monthly revenue by £2,000 
to £6000!

Fine-tuning your site
So with bookings up, all that’s left to do is the fine-
tuning. You need to work out which of your adverts or 
links is bringing in the business so that you can 
concentrate your efforts.

Google Analytics is a free tool that provides you with 
all sorts of useful information about the visitors to your 
site. Your website designer should easily be able to add 
the tracking code to your website for you. Once it’s 
added you can then log in to your account regularly and 
see how things are doing. 

Google Analytics will allow you to keep an eye on key 
data, such as the number of visitors to the site, how long 
they spend looking at it, how many are new rather than 
returning visitors and which pages are most popular.  
It will also tell you how visitors have reached your site, 

whether they come from other websites and the bounce 
rate – how many people take one look at your website 
and then leave. ■

For more information about Ignite Hospitality Consultants, 
visit: www.ignitehospitality.com or                
www.internetmarketingforhotels.co.uk

webSite and onLine maRketing woRkShoP
Ignite is excited to announce a full-day seminar and 
workshop clinic on online marketing in association 
with VisitEngland on Tuesday 16 April 2013.

Medium to large-scale hospitality and tourism 
businesses can learn how to interpret website data, 
improve the effectiveness and visibility of their  
own website and convert more website visitors  
into bookings.
Key topics will include:
• How to increase your website bookings
•  Most effective channels for getting more people  

to your website
•  Latest technologies for content management and 

Mobile use
•  Best key performance indicators to ensure you 

maximise your website return on Investment (rOI)
• rOI analysis tools

The morning seminar will be followed by an 
afternoon session with participants during which 
Ignite’s experts will run one-on-one consultancy 
sessions to review each participant’s website and offer 
advice and recommendations.  This course will also 
cover what to consider when choosing a company to 
build a new website.  

The seminar and workshop will last about five 
hours and will be held at VisitEngland’s offices in 
Victoria, London. The cost is £90 + VAT and includes a 
sandwich lunch and all refreshments.
There is strictly limited availability, so visit tinyurl.com/
bzxbdx6 and book now to avoid disappointment! 

Top Tips – How to increase your 

website bookings by at least 20%!

•  read this article carefully! Understanding how your 

website can increase your revenue is the first step

•  Invest in a great website and consider it a multi-year 

investment

•  Use a good online booking engine on your website, 

don’t simply link to a third-party online travel agent

•  Know your website conversion rate and work to 

improve it

• Use good Analytics software 

•  Calculate and monitor your key performance indicators 

and your  website and online marketing rOI

•  Set up a spreadsheet to keep a track of all your 

website numbers. Visit www.ignitehospitality.com/blog 

to download a free template

Ignite are a team of creatives, marketers, strategists and 
web gurus that specialise in hospitality booking optimisation. 

Website & Online Marketing

April 16th 2013 
Call 020 7275 8682 to book

In association with

W O R KS H O P  &  S E M I N A R

www.ignitehospitality.com

020 7275 8682

@ignitetweet

facebook

pinterest.com/ignitehosp

Internet Marketing

Strategy

Web Design

Branding & Design

your hotel
website bookings

Boost
Bookings through your website save you money and with 
90% of customers researching online before choosing a hotel

- its time to act!
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Day in the life

Confirmation that Richard III’s remains have 
been found in Leicester will be a huge boost to 
the region’s economy, something that delights 
Visitor Services Manager Helen Fairhead

On top of tourism

I n tourism terms, 2013 may be Leicestershire’s biggest 
year yet – and it is all thanks to the 500-year-old 
skeleton of Richard III. Discovered by archaeologists 

beneath a council car park in Leicester in 2012, it took 
months to confirm that the remains were those of the 
Plantagenet king, slain at the Battle of Bosworth in 1485. 
Now there is no question that they are the real deal, it is 
likely that Leicester and Leicestershire will be inundated 
with visitors from around the world. It’s an opportunity that 
Helen Fairhead, Visitor Services Manager at Leicester Shire 
Promotions (LPL), is poised to exploit to the full. “This 
amazing discovery should really put Leicester on the map in 
the way that it deserves to be,” she says. 

Born and bred in Leicester, and passionate about the area 
and all it has to offer, Helen could hardly be better suited for 
her role at LPL, the destination management organisation 
tasked with raising the profile of this region. Helen, who 
also serves as a Neighbourhood Watch coordinator and a 
parish councillor for Leicester Forest East, took up her post 
as Visitor Services Manager in February 2012. She works for 
30 hours a week, dividing her time between overseeing the 
Visit Leicester visitor centre and running wider marketing 
activities for LPL. In everything she does, she brings her 
enthusiasm about her home county to bear. “People don’t 
always realise how much this place has to offer,” she says. 
“There’s amazing architecture, brilliant shopping, fantastic 
heritage and beautiful countryside. And we’ve got such good 
travel links to the A50 and the M1 – we’re right in the heart 
of the country.”

There are about 40 destination management 
organisations in England, which promote and develop 
tourism in their particular area. This may be a city or a 
geographical region. They have a variety of structures and 
funding models, usually involving a blend of public- and 
private-sector investment. LPL is a private, not-for-profit 
company set up in 2003. It does not charge a set fee for 
membership, but operates a ‘pick and mix’ approach, so 
businesses can buy into a choice of marketing and PR 

“We provide something  
of superb value that works  
for everybody”

opportunities. However, the basic listing on its popular 
website, GoLeicestershire.com (one of the five most- 
visited destination websites), is free. Both Leicester City  
Council and Leicestershire County Council contribute  
core funding, while other sources of finance include 
one-off grants from bodies such as the Arts Council and 
contributions from partner businesses that participate  
in specific marketing campaigns. 

A holistic view
The advantage of the public/private partnership, according 
to Helen, is that LPL takes a holistic view. “A visitor might 
want to go to the theatre in the city but stay in a country 
house hotel,” she says. “We help them to see not just what 
the city has to offer, but also what a beautiful rural county 
this is.” 

LPL is clearly doing something right. Tourism has 
traditionally been perceived as a ‘hidden industry’ in 
the county, but the latest figures available show that it 
contributed more than £1.4 billion to the local economy 
in 2011. Visitor numbers topped 30 million, while tourism 
supported more than 20,000 jobs. One of LPL’s most 
successful campaigns is Stay Play Explore, launched in 2006 
to encourage couples and families to visit the region. In 
2011–2012 it delivered more than 5,000 individual bookings 
and more than 20,000 bed nights for partner hotels. 

For £109 per party (up to a family of four), you get 
one night’s bed and breakfast in a four-star hotel, plus 
entry to your choice of three out of five local attractions, 
such as Twin Lakes, the National Space Centre or 
Bosworth Battlefield. The beauty of the scheme is that it 
tempts visitors into sampling the variety of experiences 
Leicestershire has to offer, by using seven ‘themes’. These 
include glorious heritage, theme parks adventure, gourmet 
taste and city break experience. “We provide something of 
superb value that works for everybody,” says Helen. “The 
hotels get bed nights, the attractions get visitors, the shops, 
restaurants and pubs get customers. Everybody wins.” 
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Day in the life

Local gems
While the hotels involved in Stay Play Explore tend to be 
the large ones, such as the Marriott and the Hilton, LPL 
also works hard on behalf of smaller hotels and B&Bs. 
It runs the local tourism awards, recommends B&Bs to 
visitors through the Visit Leicester centre and prints an 
annual Great Days Out guide. And, as well as targeting 
individual visitors, Helen masterminds familiarisation 
events for group tour operators, hosting 30 in 2012. 
These help operators plan their itineraries by showcasing 
gems such as Calke Abbey, the award-winning Curve 
Theatre, Leicester Market, Melton Mowbray and the 
National Forest.

Of course, organisations like LPL are about more 
than just marketing. Once visitors have been attracted 
to the area, it’s crucial they get the experience they have 
been promised. Helen is keen to ensure that they stay 
as long as possible, delivering maximum benefits for the 
local economy. Key to this is delivering clear, relevant 
information. Those calling in to the Visit Leicester 
visitor centre can expect maps, leaflets on Richard III 
and key heritage sites, an accommodation sheet tailored 
and printed to their requirements, a theatre ticket 
booking service and a council-produced Ultimate Guide 
which contains information about shopping – all for free. 
The centre also has five scrolling screens giving a run-
down of current activities and attractions on offer  
in the region. 
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national Space centre
Chas Bishop, CEO of the National Space 
Centre, says being part of the Stay Play 
Explore campaign has been a key driver  
of visitor numbers, which reached more 
than 230,000 in 2012, 8% up on the 
previous year. 

Chas, who has also served as a board 
member of LPL for five years, says: “The 
campaign is a really helpful way of 
addressing a market that might struggle to 
commit to a long journey purely to visit the 
Space Centre. If they get a package that 
includes accommodation and other 
attractions, it starts to be justifiable.”

hinckley island hotel
Abbie Lathbury is Corporate rooms 
Coordinator for the four-star 362-room 
Hinckley Island Hotel, which is part of the 
Puma Group. The hotel has had a 
relationship with LPL for seven years, and 
offers three Stay Play Explore-themed 

breaks. It also has a listing on 
goleicestershire.com. 

“Most of our marketing is done centrally 
by our Group marketing team,” explains 
Abbie. “The advantage of working with LPL 
is that it’s great to have some marketing 
support focused on the local region. It has 
also helped us build relationships with 
other attractions in the area.”  

She says that during quiet times in the 
corporate market, such as over the summer, 
being part of Stay Play Explore means that 
bedrooms are filled. “The investment we 
make is vastly outweighed by the returns.”

hotel maiyango
Aatin Anadkat, director of the four-star, 
14-room Maiyango Hotel, is full of praise  
for LPL. “When I was looking at building  
a boutique hotel, they were useful in 
helping me understand the gaps in the  
local market and where there were 
opportunities,” he says. 

The hotel and its award-winning 
restaurant now play host to cocktail-tasting 
events, which form part of LPL’s city break 
package. “We find that after the cocktail 
experience, many people end up dining 
with us or returning to stay with us,” he 
says. “Leicester is a hidden gem with many 
facets and it takes a while to communicate 
all those positive messages. LPL is very 
proactive and does a good job.”

Seal of approval

Appetite for fun
The variety of activities on offer in the region is 
impressive. One of the key areas is heritage – and Helen 
believes that confirmation of Richard III’s remains will 
enhance this still further, bringing huge advantages for 
the local economy. “We’re working closely with the 
University of Leicester and the Richard III Society and 
making plans for how to capitalise on it,” she says. “We 
already do tours, short breaks, guided walks and a trip 
to Bosworth. There’s an international audience for these 
things, especially among Americans and Canadians. This 
will bring people from all over the world.”

As a culturally diverse city, Leicester is well known 
for its rich mixture of festivals. These include the largest 
Diwali festival in the western world and the annual 
Caribbean Carnival. Each February, the city also plays 
host to Dave’s Comedy Festival. Sponsored by the TV 
channel Dave, the festival is the UK’s second largest after 

the Edinburgh Comedy Festival and brings more than 
65,000 people to the region, many of whom are hungry 
for after-show entertainment. “We entice them into bars 
and restaurants with a programme of two-for-one offers 
and other discounts,” explains Helen. “Leicester’s night-
time economy is on the up and it’s becoming quite a hip 
city for clubs, bars, restaurants and bands. We have great 
venues like the De Montfort Hall, where Adele and Gary 
Barlow have performed.” Promoting this nightlife more 
widely is the focus of a new LPL campaign in 2013.

It’s not all about leisure visits, however; business 
tourism is also a key area for LPL, and there are signs 
that Leicester is becoming an effective competitor to 
more traditional conference locations such as Brighton 
and Bournemouth. At the end of 2012 LPL scored a real 
coup when it won its bid to host the Federation of Small 
Businesses annual conference, scheduled for March 
2013. It will bring 800 delegates staying two to three 
nights, worth an estimated £2m to the local economy. 
It’s also hosting the Society for Historical Archaeology 
conference with the University of Leicester – worth a 
further £1.5m.

Though destination management organisations 
do have their detractors, it’s hard to dispute LPL’s 
effectiveness when the figures tell such an impressive 
success story. As Helen says: “What astonished me when 
I started here was just how much the company does to 
help generate income for the local economy.  
It’s absolutely phenomenal.” ■

To find out more about LPL, visit  
www.goleicestershire.com
To find out more about how VisitEngland supports 
destinations, visit
www.visitengland.org/england-tourism-industry/how-
tourism-is-managed/dmo.aspx

Helen talks us through a typical day at work 

8.15am I arrive in the office, having travelled in on the park 
and ride. I live in Leicester Forest East, so I drive about a mile 
to the shuttle bus, and ride into the city on that. It’s a brilliant 
service. My first task in the office is to sort my emails – I get 
about 20 to 30 a day. At the moment I’m getting a lot about 
richard III.

9am I go over to the visitor centre and check it’s all ready to 
go from a health and safety point of view. I also make sure the 
leaflet holders are filled and the materials are up to date.

10am I usually have a meeting with someone who’s got a 
forthcoming event or campaign. Today I’m seeing Geoff rowe 
who organises the annual Dave’s Leicester Comedy Festival 
to talk about the latest plans. We’ve started promoting it a 
couple of months earlier than usual and we’re already selling 
advance tickets.

11am Another meeting, this time with Kay Wright, executive 
producer of BBC radio Leicester. The radio station likes to 
publicise local events, so Kay and I recently decided to work 
more closely together and share information each week.

Midday Time for lunch. I grab a brie and bacon sandwich 
and a latte from Mrs Bridges Tea room, a popular place for 
tourists, round the corner from the cathedral. I often find 
when I’m at lunch or waiting for a bus that I overhear tourists’ 
conversations about what they’ve been doing and what 
they’ve enjoyed, and that’s always useful!

12.30pm Back to the office to catch up on more emails and 
other admin.

1.30pm Drop into the visitor centre again to deal with any 
issues or queries the staff may have.  

2pm There’s usually another meeting in the afternoon. Today 
it’s with City Centre Director Sarah Harrison, and we’re chatting 
about visitor centre plans for 2013. The visitor centre is funded 
by the city council, so I need to know that she’s happy with 
what we’re proposing, and find out if there’s anything she 
wants to add. 

3pm I usually have a catch-up with Maria Scriven, the Visitor 
Centre Manager. We chat about issues like staff rotas and 
merchandise and make sure everything’s running smoothly.

4pm I make sure everything on my to-do list has been 
tackled. If not, I transfer them into action points for tomorrow. 
I’m the sort of person who likes to deal with everything within 
a day or so and not leave tasks hanging on till the next week.

5pm Time to leave the office and head back to the park and 
ride for the journey home. I look forward to catching up with 
my 15-year-old daughter Megan and finding out what kind of 
day she’s had.

Helen at Leicester’s 
famous covered market

“Leicester’s night-time  
economy is on the up”
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Interview

With two Michelin stars to his name, an MBE and 
a portfolio of restaurants under his guidance, 
Michael Caines is one of the industry’s brightest 
stars. He talks to Quality Edge about running 
restaurants and keeping customers happy

Quality Edge meets…

Michael Caines 
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Housekeeper of the year

Sponsored by Northmace & Hendon

Based in the UK since 1942, we are the world’s leading company in the design and manufacture of specialist 
hotel guest products. The originators of the Ironing Centre, the Welcome Tray and the Hotel Hairdryer.

Hotel Bedroom Ironing Centres

Hotel Bedroom Welcome Trays

Specialist Hotel Bedroom Products

To view the full range visit: 
www.northmace.com

email: sales@northmace.com   UK Sales: 029 2081 5200

Luggage Racks Bedroom Bins Mirrors Coathangers Bedroom SafeLuggage Racks Bedroom Bins

Hotel Bedroom HairdryersHotel Bedroom Hairdryers

Hotel Bedroom KettlesHotel Bedroom Kettles

Coathangers Bedroom Safe

Hotel Bedroom Hairdryers

Hotel Bedroom Kettles
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Born in Exeter in 1969, Michael Caines gained his passion for food from 
his adoptive parents, who were always growing vegetables and cooking 
meals for their large family. After studying at Exeter Catering College, 
where he was named ‘Student of the Year’ in 1987, Michael trained in 
London and France and at Raymond Blanc’s famous Le Manoir aux 
Quat’Saisons in Oxfordshire. In 1994, at the age of 25, Michael took 
on the position of Head Chef at the prestigious Gidleigh Park Hotel in 
Devon. Still at the hotel, he is now Executive Head Chef and also the 
Food and Beverage Director for the Brownsword Hotels Group, which 
includes ABode hotels and five Relais & Châteaux properties.

Q. You’ve talked about the importance of creating a buzz in your 
restaurants. What elements help create this?
Dining today isn’t what it used to be. It’s not a stiff affair where people 
walk into temples of gastronomic worship and don’t talk. It’s now about 
creating a sense of fun. You can do that in the design of the place, the 
style of the service and by saying you don’t need to wear a tie. We don’t 
have tablecloths in any of our restaurants – that’s not to say what we 
put on the table is any less impressive, we just focus on the quality 
of the food, the wine list, service, and the crockery and glassware. 
We loosen up the service style, so that people can pop in and have an 
informal meal if they want, although people who dress up also fit in. 
We just try to make modern dining more relevant to modern life. Staff 
are key, whether they’re back of house, making the service efficient, or 
front-of-house staff who make guests feel warm and welcome. It’s so 
important to engage with guests from the moment they step through 
the door and ensure that they get good service, but also space to relax.

Q. Do you have a similar menu at each of your ABode hotels or are 
some dishes more popular in particular parts of the country?
There is some consistency throughout the group but, strategically, we’d 
never have the same menus in the same area. We pre-plan everything 
and leave our chefs with plenty of space for creativity. It’s important 
that all our menus are regional and seasonal and it’s important not to 
stagnate, as customers won’t come back. Our lunch menus and tasting 
menus change weekly, whereas our à la carte menus evolve during three 
periods of the year. We don’t see a difference in what people eat around 
the country. We know that everyone eats Italian food, Chinese food and 
Mexican, for example. What I think is exciting is that in Britain today, 
we have a multicultural society and with that comes a multicultural 
palette. However, we still also enjoy eating food from our regions, so  
we embrace the fact that we’re cooking a modern European cuisine that 
is influenced by flavours from around the world. Getting the right price 
and quality is also very important.

Q. Are you seeing a trend in healthier eating?
Not particularly – we find it far more common for people to come with 
dietary requirements. Vegetarians and pescatarians are the least of our 
worries now! We don’t really have people asking for healthy food, as 
you don’t generally go to a restaurant to eat particularly healthy food, 
as you want to indulge. We can make changes to dishes when requested, 

but it’s so much easier when people let you know their dietary needs 
in advance. We always ask specifically if people have any allergies or 
dietary concerns, we don’t ask if they have any likes or dislikes.

Q. With food prices rising all the time, do you think there is scope 
to encourage diners to eat less fashionable cuts of meat or reduce 
portion size to limit waste and keep prices affordable?
People are definitely eating less fashionable cuts of meat and different 
types of fish, which is partly because of sustainability. ‘Cheaper’ cuts  
of meat aren’t even that cheap any more. Belly pork is expensive, you 
used to get trotters for free and now you have to pay for them. If you 
don’t buy the entire carcass, though, you will pay a premium for the 
best cuts. The biggest problem we’ve got now is not that everything 
is getting more expensive, but that it’s very difficult to put prices up 
for the customer. We’re seeing our margins cut year on year, which is 
difficult for any business, as the costs have to be absorbed somehow. 

Portion size is important. We allow 110–120 grams maximum of 
protein on a plate and we match that with vegetables and garnishes.  
You can always mix up the cuts of meat to maximise value and, at lunch, 
you can boost the amount of carbohydrates you give people by serving 
lots of rice or pasta. It’s important to be able to offer cheaper meals,  
so there is something for everyone. We also keep an eye on everything 
that comes back and it’s important to find out why it has.

Q. You often talk about your passion for cooking local, seasonal 
produce and supporting local farmers and producers. Do you think 
we could ever return to just serving food that is in season, or do 
customers always expect to see strawberries in their fruit salad?
It’s important to use local produce that’s in season, but we have a world 
economy and a multicultural society. You can decide whether you  
ship produce instead of flying it over and, obviously, you don’t need  
to import Aberdeen Angus beef from Argentina if you can produce it  
in the country of origin. Seasonal food generally gives you better quality 
at a lower price, as there’s more of it. You’ve got to get the balance right 
between quality and price. 

Q. What is your view on the current trend for discount vouchers?  
Is there another way to fill the tables in the quiet periods?
The single most important thing – no matter where you are located – 
is to ensure that your customers come back. Look after your regulars 
and keep growing that customer base. You can then offer them special 
packages in the quieter times and midweek. You also need to persuade 
new people to come too, though, as you can’t afford to be empty during 
the quieter months when you still have staff and bills to pay. Even if you 
only break even, that’s far better than being quiet. 

Q. You share a vision with Andrew Brownsword that “great food 
should always be inclusive, not exclusive, accessible to all, at 
whatever level”. What steps have you taken in your restaurants  
to make this a reality? And what about children?
With our portfolio of restaurants, we’re proving that, regardless of 

whether you’re having a pub lunch or a two-Michelin-stars meal, our 
aspiration is to provide everyone with an exceptional experience. 
Children are allowed in all the ABode restaurants. At the Relais & 
Châteax hotels, we have a policy of no under-fives in the restaurant 
during the main dining hours, but we enable families with young 
children to dine at an earlier time.

Q. What new dish have you successfully introduced on to one  
of your menus recently? And do you ever come up with dishes  
that aren’t popular?
Last summer, we put on a lovely lobster dish with a mango and 
cardamom vinaigrette and curried mayonnaise, which was very popular. 
You obviously do come up with ideas that don’t work but the trick is not 
to put anything on the menu until you’re happy with it. Also, whenever 
we decide to put an old dish back on the menu, we always look at it with 
fresh eyes. We’re constantly innovating and changing. 

Q. How do you measure your customer satisfaction levels? 
We conduct our own surveys, we oversee any comments on TripAdvisor 
and we also take on board any comments in guidebooks and from 
awards judges. In addition, we always ask our guests when they leave 
how their stay was and we take any complaints seriously. We give people 
the opportunity to leave comments online, too. It really is so important 
to listen to your customers.

Q. Is it easier to recruit and retain good chefs or good waiting staff? 
Neither is easy – it’s difficult to find good staff and to keep them there. 
What we do is look for enthusiastic and keen people who are willing 
to be a part of the business. We then train them and help develop their 
skills. We have a good apprentice scheme for both front- and back-
of-house staff. I’ve also created an academy with Exeter College to 

encourage young people to get into the industry. Ultimately, we need  
to get the young unemployed to value hospitality as a career and we 
need to make sure that the industry is attractive and that it doesn’t miss 
out on the talent that is out there. We need the hospitality industry 
to be a first choice, not a last one, so it’s our responsibility to present 
our sector as an attractive prospect. I think it’s a shame that there are 
around a million unemployed young people and yet, in our sector, we’re 
still looking to recruit and develop people. It’s never easy to get good 
people. They’ve got to have the right mindset and be prepared to work.

Q. Do you think customers are getting more demanding and what 
advice do you have for readers on how to manage complaints and 
badly-behaved diners?
Customers are savvier than they used to be. This is because more 
people eat out more often, there are more high-quality restaurants and 
there are so many books and TV programmes about food out there. Lots 
of people cook at home and they don’t want to go to a restaurant and 
think they could have done a better job themselves. I wouldn’t say the 
customer is always right, as sometimes they’re not, but you have to give 
the impression to the customer that you’re doing everything you can for 
them. Gone are the days when you can just put something half decent 
on a plate and expect people to pay good money for it. The advice I’d 
give to people in the industry is that you’ve got to know your stuff. You 
can’t open a business thinking that because you can cook a few good 
meals at home for your mates you can expect people to pay good money 
for it. The same rule applies in that you can’t come in at 11am and have 
enough time to cook a good meal for customers at midday. Hospitality 
has changed and we need to continue to give the customer increasingly 
high standards. There are now more Michelin-starred restaurants in 
the UK than ever before and that means that the standard of food is 
improving across the board, so those people who stand still will be  
left behind. 

The biggest problem with diners is when they don’t turn up at all! 
That’s very frustrating. If a diner isn’t behaving well, you have to deal 
with them professionally and if they don’t listen, you just have to 
politely ask them to leave. 

Any final tips? 
The reason this sector has grown is because people see eating out and 
staying at nice hotels as an extension of their lifestyle. For me, it’s about 
being able to give people an experience that’s unique. I’d say to anyone 
in the hospitality sector, do something that’s different and create an 
experience that’s your own and it will appeal to the customer. ■

For further information, visit 
www.brownswordhotels.co.uk
www.exe-coll.ac.uk/1618/Academies/MichaelCaines.aspx

“Create an experience that’s 
your own and it will appeal  
to the customer”
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Surveys

Surveying your 
way to success

crealy adventure Park
Crealy Adventure Park in Devon captures data from its visitors 
via a paper form, which customers choose to fill in during their 
visit, and electronically via a survey that staff carry around the 
park on iPads. The electronic survey is powered by software from 
mycustomerfeedback.com. The software enables the park’s staff to tailor 
the questions to suit their needs, collate all the information that they 
gather and produce reports, which are then circulated to heads of 
department and discussed at board meetings. Customer comment 
cards are also available for visitors to fill in about one-off problems 
that can be handled straight away. 

The park aims to gain feedback from 5% of visitors, which means 
that around 25,000 of its 500,000 visitors a year are questioned. 
Although the majority of the feedback the park receives is positive, 
it did previously receive a large number of negative comments about 
the food on offer. The management has since improved the catering, 
which has been reflected in the latest feedback. 

In addition to the formal surveys the park conducts, visitors are 
encouraged to post comments on the park’s Facebook page and on 
TripAdvisor. The park also has a YouTube channel where visitors can 
post videos about their experience.

General Manager Josh Haywood says: “Any business that doesn’t 
listen to its customers is foolish, especially these days when people 
are looking for value for money and they want to be able to voice 
their opinion. If you don’t listen to their needs, they’ll go elsewhere.”

Head of Marketing at mycustomerfeedback.com Andrew Aldred adds: 
“There has been a fundamental shift in the attitude that businesses 
have when it comes to feedback, in the sense that businesses now 
appreciate how much they can be affected by feedback – both 
positively and negatively. Within the leisure sector, understanding 
feedback is key to understanding the customer experience and 
providing businesses with the insight they need to identify areas  
for improvement.”

gainsborough old hall
Visitors to Gainsborough Old Hall in Lincolnshire are asked to fill in 
paper questionnaires, the answers to which are collated each quarter 
by the visitor services team.

Although the visitor attraction receives mainly positive feedback 
and has therefore not had to make any significant changes, Site 
Coordinator Victoria Mason still thinks it is important to keep 

questioning visitors to ensure that the attraction is continuing to live 
up to people’s expectations. 

Victoria can also attest to the value that surveys and feedback can 
bring when setting up a new service. 

“When we decided to update our audio tours and offer an 
interactive multimedia experience, it was really helpful to be able to 
question visitors of all ages,” she says. “Although the feedback we 
received was on the whole what we were expecting, it was great to 
be able to validate what we were doing and test the product on real 
visitors before we implemented it fully.”

Having worked so closely with members of the public on the new 
multimedia tours, Gainsborough Old Hall is now seeing an increase 
in the time that families spend at the site because children and 
teenagers are responding to and engaging with the interactive games 
that the tour provides.

ivy house Farm
Jacky Bradley, owner of Ivy House Farm self-catering cottages in 
Norfolk, has a very simple but effective way of getting feedback from 
her guests. “I leave a bright orange comments form in each cottage, 
so guests can’t miss it,” she says. “On it, we ask specific questions 
including ‘Were there any faults?’ and ‘What did you like and not 
like?’ The cleaners pick up each filled-in form as soon as they enter 
the empty cottage and give it to my husband so he can take care of 
any of the issues raised. It becomes his jobs list for the week!”

Jacky, who has been running the business since 1989, only 
introduced the orange form three years ago after a particularly 
difficult summer. “We had a few guests who came to stay and seemed 
perfectly happy,” she says, “but they then went away and made 
complaints online, which was very annoying. I thought how much 
better it would have been if they’d been honest with us but realised 
that some people don’t like making complaints in person, which is 
where the idea for the form came from.”

Since introducing this simple but effective way of surveying people, 
Jacky says life has been so much easier. It also gives her a good reason 
to call guests up after their stay to thank them for their feedback and 
let them know how they have rectified any problems.

Rate this Park 
Members of the British Holiday and Home Parks Association 
(BH&HPA) are given free access to a software program called Rate 

The success of your business depends on 
meeting, and hopefully exceeding, your 
customers’ expectations, so it’s important 
to find out what they think. We discover 
how different businesses gather feedback 
from their customers – and reveal the 
results of the Quality Edge reader survey

The saying ‘if you don’t ask, you don’t get’ may not 
have originally been said about receiving customer 
feedback, but it’s a good motto to remember. Plenty 
of people have strong opinions – both good and 

bad – about the service they receive while staying in a B&B or 
visiting an attraction, but if you don’t ask them to share their 
thoughts, you may never know what you do well and how you 
could improve. 

It may sound simple, but just talking to people during their 
visit and as they leave can be really effective. In this world of 
social media, it only takes a few seconds for a customer to write 
a negative tweet or TripAdvisor comment, so if you can provide 
customers with opportunities to share their views with you, you 
may be able to avoid them voicing their opinions online. 

The following case studies highlight different ways in which a 
variety of businesses survey their customers. We hope they will 
give you some ideas.

“Any business that 
doesn’t listen to its 

customers is foolish”
Josh Haywood, Crealy Adventure Park

Jacky Bradley, Ivy House Farm

“People don’t like making 
complaints in person”
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this Park, which allows their visitors do to exactly 
that! Around 250 members have taken advantage of the 
software so far.

Martin Cox of West Dorset Leisure Holidays is one 
of the system’s many advocates. “People like to be asked 
their views and they appreciate an organisation that requests 
and values feedback,” he says. “We are in business to provide the 
best holiday experience we can, therefore it is essential we capture 
customers’ thoughts and opinions, listen to them and act on what we 
discover. Rate this Park allows us to do just that. It is not all about 
criticism, it also gives our thousands of contented customers a forum 
to let us know what we are doing right and what they most value 
about their holiday experience.” ■

“People like to be asked 
their views and they 

appreciate an organisation 
that values feedback”

Last September, we emailed you to ask what we do well and what 
could do with a little work. A total of 1,061 people completed the 
online survey, which yielded some fascinating results. 

Unlike our previous survey in 2009, a number of the new 
readership of visitor attactions were among the respondents, 
alongside tourism professionals (11%) and accommodation 
providers (84%). Of the latter, the vast majority defined their 
accommodation either as B&B/guest accommodation or  
self-catering.

More than eight in ten of you like the magazine, with half of that 
number professing to love it or at least like it ‘a great deal’. Most of 
you trust the information we give out, feel you can relate to the 
case studies and like the overall ‘feel’ of the publication. 65% find 
the information it contains useful, to the extent that most of you 
keep your copies for future reference or pass them on to a 
colleague, and less than a third put them out for recycling. 

The wider audience means that fewer people go through the 
magazine cover to cover and more choose to focus on articles of 
direct interest or relevance. With regards to the summer issue 
(no.15), the news pages, red Tape update and the articles on web 

traffic analysis (‘Analyse this’), bathrooms (‘Brilliant Bathrooms’)  
and online bookings (‘World Wide Bed’) proved the most popular. 

You agreed, nearly unanimously, that business advice and case 
studies are our forte, and asked to see more of this type of 
content. Accommodation providers also asked for more coverage of 
relevant legal updates and issues, while attraction providers 
requested more information on green issues and accessibility.

Visitor attraction owners generally found the magazine less 
useful and those running campsites and holiday parks said they 
weren’t very likely to recommend it to colleagues. Many of you 
offered thoughtful advice for our improvement, including 
suggestions that we might employ a chattier approach, focus more 
on smaller businesses and those with lower star ratings, and make 
the magazine bigger and more frequent. 

In conclusion, we have an extremely diverse readership, which 
covers all sectors; as a result keeping our content relevant to 
everyone is a challenge. However, we do our best to provide 
something for everyone. We will certainly take all comments on 
board and we are very grateful for all your feedback – good and 
bad. After all, it is your magazine. 

Quality edge readers’ survey results

Martin Cox, West Dorset Leisure Holidays
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HeaderCatering for children

SeRvice with  
a SmiLe

Ralph oswick, Director of the 
Natural Theatre Company, 

recalls his most memorable 
customer service moments  

from his travels abroad

Having performed all over the world, I’ve run the gamut of hotel 
styles, from gym-mat-on-the-floor Amsterdam sleep-inns to  
five- (and even seven-) star retreats. The quality of ‘service’  

varies accordingly.
America’s ‘have a nice day’ approach may seem cloying, but they 

actually mean it, bless them. Adopted by other cultures, however, it  
can sound phoney.

For example, in Turkmenistan, the manager of our Soviet-style 
hotel asked for feedback. We told him that the waitresses could smile 
a bit more. The next day these normally steely-faced ladies banged the 
powdered scrambled eggs down on the table sporting ghastly rictus grins. 
Worse still, the manager started using phrases like ‘missing you already!’

In Japan, the delightful breakfast waitress had learnt her daily mantra 
by rote. “Japan breakfast or English breakfast?” she would ask. “English 
breakfast,” we’d reply. “Egg fry or egg scramble?” she’d continue. But 
when we asked for ‘egg scramble’, she would say “I am sorry, we only 
have egg fry.” We once broke the routine by asking for toast and jam. She 
looked panicky. Remembering the Japanese penchant for adding a vowel,  
I ventured “toasto-jammo?”. “Ah, toasto-jammo!” she beamed, and 
produced a plate of wholemeal toast with Cooper’s strawberry jam!

The staff in a swanky Swiss establishment were ridiculously attentive. 
Every time I went to spend a penny, another treat would materialise in  
the room. In the evening, the housekeeper who turned down our beds 
seemed determined to demonstrate that there are a 
hundred ways to fold a counterpane.

Being somewhat portly, the arms 
of the dinner jacket that they 
forced me to wear at the hotel’s 
restaurant were so tight I 
couldn’t operate my knife 
and fork. What’s more, 
my bathrobe only went halfway round me and my friend had to 

discreetly walk in front of me on the 
way to the spa!

In rural Crete, my colleague 
ordered a gin and tonic in a bar that 
probably hadn’t had such a request, 
let alone a female customer, since 
1950. After pausing for a moment, 
the proprietor leapt into a dusty old 

Rover and sped off. Minutes later he 
hared by in the opposite direction, 

finally skidding to a halt in a shower 
of gravel and emerging triumphantly, 

clutching a huge bottle of Gordon’s. 
After that, my friend felt obliged to order 

gin every evening – which was ok because 
he served it in half pints!

In the Caribbean, I lodged with a friend in 
a little shack-like place where the friendly owner 

explained we were his first paying guests. He obviously 
wanted to make a good impression because as well as 

breakfast, we got elevenses, twelveses and so on, round the clock.  
His generosity was so overwhelming that my pal saved up several days’ 

worth of food in his room, planning to discreetly get rid of it. Thinking 
he could dispose of it easily off the end of the jetty, he was alarmed to be 
surrounded by a screaming mob of Hitchcockian seagulls, which was a bit 
of a giveaway to the kind owner.

So, remember, it’s good to provide service with a smile, but you don’t 
need to go overboard! ■ Ill
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A different view

To celebrate the fi rst year of our 
online trade shop we are taking the 
unprecedented step of reducing our 
prices for trade customers.

Simple, but then the best things in life usually are...

20% off
Enter code
QE2013

at the checkout to receive your exclusive discount
This code can only 

be used once£30 minimum order

Trade discounts and promotions 

Products despatched day after order

Credit or debit card payment

Register your details at 
www.dorsetcereals.co.uk to set up an online 
trade account (under ‘our lovely shop’)

It’s our Birthday!
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Customer service

How can you turn a customer 
grievance into an opportunity? 
Jill Hopper discovers that it’s 
easier than you think – if you 
follow a few golden rules

Most of us don’t like getting complaints.  
It’s an uncomfortable experience being 
told we’ve got something wrong or have 

let someone down. And we may fear that disgruntled 
guests may damage our reputation – our most 
important asset in an industry where so much depends 
on word of mouth. Yet, handled confidently, calmly 
and kindly, most problems can be resolved on the spot 
without any further repercussions. Gripes from your 
guests can even end up bringing you advantages. The 
Forum of Private Business, which is a membership 
organisation that offers support and advice for small 
businesses, advises: “A complaint is a gift. A resolved 
complaint could be a chance to keep or win back a 
customer’s business and gives you the opportunity  
to convert them into a loyal buyer.”

when things go wrong
Even with the best-run business in the world, things 

can and do go awry. So what should you do if one 
of your visitors says that the food is cold or the 

shower is broken? The first step is to ask for 
a full description of the problem. Allowing 

the customer to talk, listening carefully and 
empathising with them, will ensure they 
get the issue off their chest and start to 
defuse any anger, says Antony Wallace, 
General Manager of the Millstream Hotel in 
Chichester, West Sussex. Never interrupt, 
contradict or butt in with excuses before 
they have had their say. This will just make 
the situation worse.

Once you’ve heard them out and assured 
them that you will tackle the problem, the 

next step is to investigate properly. If they are 
complaining that a piece of equipment is broken 

From complaints 
to compliments

or missing, go and check. If they are cross about bad 
service, ask the member of staff concerned for details of 
what happened. Rodger Woodroffe, who runs the three-
star Elim Lodge guest house in Bowness, Cumbria, with 
his wife Linda, says: “You must follow the complaint up, 
not blank it, and give the customer something straight 
away.” Looking into the problem shows that you are 
taking it seriously, he says, and may reveal that in fact 
there is no underlying issue. It may be that the digital TV 
is not in fact broken but merely that the guest needs help 
with the controls.

Where something really is broken or malfunctioning, 
the issue must be resolved as a matter of urgency. 
Michael Akehurst, who runs the three-star self-catering 
property Corner House in Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk, 
with his wife Tricia, says: “Our attitude is that it is our 
problem and we must fix it as soon as possible. Our aim 
is to provide a professional service and if something goes 
wrong, we want to sort it out as quickly as we can.”

Having put the problem right, your third step should 
be to apologise immediately for any upset that has 
been caused and decide whether to offer any form 
of recompense. This may take the form of financial 
compensation, either as money off the bill or the pledge 
of a discount on a future visit, or it may be a gift such as 
tickets for a local attraction. The golden rule here is that 
the redress you provide should be proportionate to the 
degree of distress or inconvenience caused – plus a bit 
more besides. 

be generous
Antony Wallace’s approach is to err on the side of 
generosity. “You have to turn the customer from 
someone who is angry with you into someone who is 
surprised by how far you have gone to make amends. 
If someone didn’t like their vegetables, it’s not enough 
to say they don’t have to pay for the vegetables. That 
one small thing may have spoiled their whole evening. 
I would say: ‘You don’t have to pay for the whole meal, 
and please come back another time and have the next 
meal on us too.’ That way, we have a chance to redeem 
ourselves. If it costs a few quid, it’s worth it, because the 
damage to our reputation can be much more costly.”

“You have to turn 
the customer from 
someone who is 
angry with you into 
someone who is 
surprised by how far 
you have gone to 
make amends”

antony wallace

‘argh**’

“Our aim is  
to provide a 
professional service 
and if something 
goes wrong, we want 
to sort it out as 
quickly as we can”

michael akehurst
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Rodger Woodroffe takes a similar tack. He recently 
had a couple staying who complained that their mattress 
had collapsed during the night. “We said we would 
investigate and call them that evening once they got 
home. We then went and looked at the mattress, and 
could see that it had indeed collapsed all the way round 
at the edges, so I phoned the gentleman and apologised. 
I felt that it was important to offer compensation, and 
suggested that if they came back for a two-night stay in 
the future, we would only charge them for one night. 

He was absolutely over the 
moon and subsequently 
posted a good review 
about us online.”

Meanwhile, Jacky 
Morrison, who runs the 
five-star self-catering 
Pudding Cottage near 
Ambleside in Cumbria 
with her husband Bill, 
makes it a policy to send a 
bottle of wine or a bunch 

of flowers in situations 
where she feels a customer 

has been put out. “We have tried discounts in the past 
but I think people feel it’s a bit of a cop out. People want 
an instant acknowledgement, not the promise of money 
off if they come back.” The approach seems to work 
well. In a recent example, where a family had to wait 40 
minutes to get into the property because the cleaner had 
not left the keys for them, Jacky sent a hamper the next 
morning. “It only cost £35 – much less than it would have 
cost to give them a discount – but they were delighted.”

For Sarah Wheeler, however, a straightforward 
discount is best. Sarah, who runs the Old Bakery four-
star B&B in Amberley, West Sussex, comments: “If I have 
a problem, such as heating or hot water not working 
properly, then I take the initiative and give a financial 
discount straight away – it’s the only way to keep 
customers happy.” 

happy campers
Campsites and caravan parks can be a whole different 
kettle of fish, as customers most often complain about 
things that are out of the manager’s control – such as 
the weather. Arlene Lovatt, who manages Park Cliffe in 
Windermere with her husband Tim, says people often 
come to harangue her about how much it is raining, 
even though she clearly can’t do much to bring the sun 
out. “It’s really a question of offering a sympathetic ear 
and offering whatever practical assistance we can, such 
as duckboards to stop the ground getting too boggy 
outside the tent, or extra groundsheets,” she says. In 
extreme cases, she may offer to move the tent to a drier 
pitch or even lend a replacement if theirs is leaking. 

The other complaint that sometimes crops up is noisy 
neighbours. In this case, Arlene has a discreet word with 
the culprits, without saying who it is that has made the 
complaint. “Usually the softly-softly approach works,” 
she says.

But while the softly-softly approach works well 
in some situations, Sue Whittaker, Visitor Relations 
Manager at Hampton Court Palace, says it is important 
to make sure that you do not just give in to a complaint 
if it is not valid. “Every year we open up a small part of 
the palace for free as part of Open House London,” she 
says. “However, we make it clear that visitors must pay 
to enter the rest of the attraction as normal. Despite this, 
people still complain that this isn’t fair or that they were 
under the impression that they could visit the whole 
palace and grounds for free. Instead of just giving in and 
giving them free entry to humour them, we deflect the 
situation by directing them to the area that is free to visit 
and try to turn the situation into a positive one. The way 
you communicate with visitors makes all the difference.”

Debbie Bisseker, Head of Visitor Services at Cadbury 
World, Bournville, Birmingham, agrees that good 
communication is key. The main complaint she finds 
herself dealing with is queuing: with more than 600,000 
visitors to the attraction in 2012, it’s inevitable that 
people can’t always walk straight in. “If you have a 
queue, keep people updated about why there is a queue, 
what you are doing to eradicate it and how long they 
are likely to be waiting,” she says. “Even if people get a 
bit upset, if they can see you are doing something about 
it, they generally calm down.” When a longer wait does 
occur, she always diverts staff from other tasks to chat to 
those who are queuing and to hand out chocolates. 

Smart queue management also helps, she explains. 
Customers who book tickets online and print them at 
home are directed to walk straight in without coming 
through reception, while remaining visitors are divided 
into those who need to collect pre-booked tickets and 
those who need to pay. Also, families collecting tickets 
are asked to only have one person in the queue, while 

the rest of the party goes to the shop or the restaurant. 
“That really cuts down on the crowds for the tills and 
makes the queues much more manageable,” says Debbie.

Ensuring that your staff are empowered to handle 
situations can help nip minor complaints in the bud. 
“We don’t have a system set in stone for offering 
refunds,” says Andrew Norman, Chief Executive of 
Rockingham Castle, Northamptonshire, “we rely on our 
own common sense. After all, it’s important to treat 
visitors the way you would like to be treated. This means 

that if a visitor has what a staff member considers to 
be a valid complaint, they can offer the visitor a refund 
straight away. This normally diffuses the situation and 
means that the visitor goes away happy.”

when whinges go online
However gracefully and generously you respond to 
criticism, some customers will always prefer to gripe on 
sites such as TripAdvisor rather than raising issues face 
to face. The key is to manage such reviews effectively.  
If they are downright abusive or blatantly unfair, contact 
the site, explain the circumstances and ask for them 
to be taken down – something Rodger Woodroffe has 
successfully done in the past. 

Rodger also makes a point of acknowledging all 
comments, both good and bad, on review websites, and 
thanking people when they are complimentary. He does 
not, however, offer online complainers redress after 
the event. “We always ask people if they have enjoyed 
their stay and if they don’t have the courtesy to tell us 
at the time but then go and complain on a website, we 
don’t contact them, because they have not given us the 
opportunity to put it right.”

Antony Wallace, by contrast, does sometimes contact 
an aggrieved customer after a bad review to try to sort 
out the problem retrospectively. “I used not to respond 
because it sounded like we were making excuses,” he 
says. “But now I take the attitude that, if you respond, at 
least it shows you are listening.”

Although scathing online reviews can be hurtful, most 
proprietors are generally becoming more sanguine about 
them. If nine out of ten reviews are positive, says Rodger, 
then you are doing ok – in fact, if they are universally 
positive, then it may show the system is being abused, 
with fake reviews being posted. Customers too are 
wising up – they are likely to ignore extreme negative 
comments and instead focus on whether the bulk of the 
comments are favourable.

manage your customers’ expectations
The other point worth bearing in mind is that many 
complaints will never arise in the first place if your 
customers have realistic expectations about what 

they are going to get from your establishment. So, in 
your website and publicity material, don’t describe 
your property as tranquil if it’s within earshot of the 
M1, or say that rooms are spacious if they are three 
metres square. If you promise things you can’t deliver, 
customers will quite rightly feel angry. Mention typical 
queuing times for popular activities at attractions and 
good times to visit when there is less risk of a queue. 
Pubs and restaurants may want to indicate how far in 
advance guests need to book tables and whether any 
tables are always kept for ‘walk-ins’. Another common 
area for complaints is hotel car parking. If your guests 
have to use nearby paying car parks, make sure you make 
this clear (and list the typical costs) on your website and 
with the booking confirmation. 

Bruce Treloar, UK Trading Standards Institute Lead 
Officer for Holiday and Travel, offers the following 
advice: “Make sure your photographs are up to date and 
reflect the property as it is today. Are all the facilities 
you mention still available? Ensure that you list terms 
and conditions, setting out your policies on deposits, 
cancellations and refunds. Include a full tariff and do  
not present people with hidden charges, such as fees  
for towels.”

So there you have it. If you’re honest and open about 
what your business has to offer, this should help to 
mitigate a number of complaints. And if a guest does 
have a grievance, remember that there are plenty of ways 
to turn it around. ■ 

“People want  
an instant 
acknowledgement, 
not the promise of 
money off if they 
come back”

Jacky morrison

“We always ask 
people if they have 
enjoyed their stay”

Rodger woodroffe
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•  Give people lots of 
opportunities to express 
their opinions: a visitors’ 
book displayed in a 
prominent place; putting a 
feedback card by their plate 
on their last day; or asking 
them “Is there anything we 
could do to improve your 
stay?” when they check out

•  Empower staff, so they can 
handle complaints 

themselves and rectify 
problems as soon as 
possible, such as by offering 
a free return visit or 
complimentary meal

•  Pay attention to body 
language; you can usually 
pick up signals that 
something’s amiss when you 
first show people their room 
or when you serve them 
breakfast. If in doubt, ask

•  Don’t be defensive or take it 
personally when customers 
do raise criticisms or 
concerns. This can put 
people off saying what they 
really feel and leave 
problems to fester

•  Empathise. Simply saying  
“I can see that was very 
disappointing” can be 
enough to take the sting out 
of the conversation

•  Don’t butt in and start 
justifying, denying or 
apologising. Hear them out

•  You can always take the 
customer to one side, 
particularly if they are part of 
a group. Saying “What’s 
wrong? Let’s go somewhere 
quiet so that you can give 
me the facts” provides the 
person with space to give 
their own account
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“It’s important to 
treat visitors the  
way you would like 
to be treated”

andrew norman
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Photography tips

The majority of accommodation providers use the internet as their main 
marketing tool, yet many underestimate the difference that quality 
photography can make. Out of the three elements that make up a website 

– design, text and imagery – it is increasingly the image which holds the most 
importance in enticing customers. “Think about the front page of a newspaper,” 
says professional photographer Alex Hare. “It’s the headline and the photograph 
that catch your eye, not the mass of text.”

In other words, photography can make or break first impressions and be the 
difference between a booking and hitting the ‘back’ button. Pamela South, owner 
of the four-star Gold Fisherman’s Loft (www.fishermansloft.com) in Whitstable, 
agrees. “Good photography is vital to quality perception,” she says. “I also own 
an accommodation agency, Welcome Homes, and have sent back photographs to 
be redone if they haven’t been up to scratch. If I get an enquiry from a potential 
customer, I send them a couple of good photographs – and they always book as  
a result.”

A professional job
So what are the different options for creating a portfolio of high-quality images? 
The easiest choice is to hire a professional. This will save you time and effort 
and guarantee a good bank of images. But how do you find the right one for you? 
Searching the internet is the obvious step, but make sure you look for somebody 
who has experience of shooting interiors, as these require a different set of lenses 
and sense of composition than are required for landscapes. Draw up a shortlist by 
comparing portfolios, or ask for more examples of their work. 

It is also important to communicate exactly what you want from the photo shoot 
to the photographer. “You need to be able to have a two-way conversation,” says 
Alex. “Make sure they don’t just use it as a way to get the shots that they want for 
their portfolio”. 

This is all very well, but what about the cost? A professional photographer 
should cost in the region of £200–600 per day, but this can vary depending on their 
experience, and your requirements and location. For example, the owners of the 
five-star Crab & Lobster (www.crab-lobster.co.uk) in Sidlesham, pay up to £850 for  
a full day’s photo shoot every 18 months. Even though this is at the higher end of 

As the popularity of online booking continues 
to rise, it has never been more important  
to have good photography on your website.  
Hannah Lowe discovers how to achieve the best 
images possible

Photography 
in the  
spotlight 
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the scale, the owners argue that it is definitely money well spent.  
“We are constantly updating the way the Crab & Lobster looks and  
it is essential that our images offer a true reflection of our business,”  
say owners Sam and Janet Bakose. 

Prices can be negotiable and there are ways to get a significantly 
reduced rate or even free photography. Many people know amateur 
photographers who may offer you a good deal, yet there is a danger 
to this, as Alex explains. “Experience goes a long way. Don’t assume 
someone with a fancy-looking camera actually knows how to use it – 
interiors done well require a good understanding of flash, a tripod,  
a variety of lenses, white balance, an eye for detail and composition and 
a creative camera-angle – nothing really to do with the camera itself!”  
In other words, make sure that they can demonstrate they can produce 
the type of images you want before agreeing to anything, or you may 
end up having some awkward conversations later on.

A youthful approach
An alternative is to use a professional at the start of their career or 
a photography student, both of whom will be keen to build up their 
portfolio. This is what Tanya Umpleby, owner of Spruisty Hall Farm 
Cottages (www.thecudlife.co.uk) in Yorkshire, decided to do. “Getting 
free photographs was great, but it isn’t always reliable,” she says. “I  
had two students and I could tell that one of them had a better ability 
on the day. This was reflected in the photographs afterwards – I suppose 
it’s a case of luck.” Luck aside, the old adage of “you get what you pay 
for” does have some resonance when it comes to business.

If you want to play it safe and hire an experienced professional, 
there is still the potential to reduce your costs. “I once stayed a week 
for free at a bed and breakfast in the low-season, in return for a day’s 
work,” says Alex. “But agree on a deadline to receive the images,” he 
cautions, “otherwise the photographer might put them beneath paid 

“The worst thing you can do  
is stand in a corner and click”

work on their to-do list.” The four-star Silver Glendale Guest House 
(www.glendalekeswick.co.uk) in Keswick chose to use a professional 
photographer, but they too managed to barter. “The cost of our latest 
images was approximately £300,” says owner Martin Lankester, “but 
this was a special rate negotiated for us by the Keswick Tourism 
Association.” If you are looking for a good deal, it might be worth 
contacting your local tourism body to see if they have any existing 
contacts that you can take advantage of.

As well as cost, there are other things to consider when you are 
comparing options. Professional photographers will generally maintain 
the copyright for photographs, but you should be given an unlimited 
licence to use them wherever you want as part of the quoted price. “If 
you are quoted an extra hefty sum for the licence, walk away,” advises 
Alex. It is also wise to check exactly what you are paying for – are you 
paying per image, or for half a day’s work? Make sure that any editing  
is included in your quote, so you end up with a fully processed set of 
images without having to pay any hidden extras.

Once booked, what should you expect on the day? A five-bedroom 
bed and breakfast should take around a day to shoot, including multiple 
shots from a variety of angles for each room. As a minimum, you should 
end up with at least half a dozen usable images per room, with up to a 
couple of hundred for the overall shoot. Although this may sound like  
a lot, it is a good opportunity to get a solid bank of images that you can 
use in future – detailed, quirky photographs of an unusual feature can  
be used for many years afterwards. 

One of the most important things to remember – even though it 
sounds obvious – is to thoroughly clean and de-clutter the rooms 
beforehand. “Props can be great, but should be used sparingly,” says 
Alex. “The more time the photographer spends adjusting the room,  
the less time they have for taking pictures.” Once the photo shoot 
is over, it will probably be at least four days before you receive your 
images, with a maximum wait of about two weeks.  

Going it alone
If you haven’t got the budget for a professional or want to supplement 
professional photographs to refresh your website, you can always take 

some yourself. While some kit, such as a tripod, is ideally required to 
produce higher-quality photographs, there are other tips you can follow 
– some as simple as changing the level at which you use the camera. 
“The worst thing you can do is stand in a corner and click,” Alex advises. 
“Flash is also definitely a no-no; it makes the front of the photograph 
over-exposed while leaving the background dark and dingy.” Daylight  
is the best option, as it provides a natural-looking setting without 
creating strong shadows – but don’t forget to turn on the lights, 
particularly bedside ones, which create a cosy effect and prevent the 
shot from looking too dark on a murky day. 

Another great tip is to lower your position when taking the 
photograph. Not only does this give a much more vivid sense of being  
in the room, but it may enable you to find creative angles more easily 
and can turn a boring bathroom photograph into something a bit 
different from the norm. 

It can be useful to re-create the experience of being in the room  
by taking a variety of shots: the beds, the pillows and bedside lamp,  
a close-up of the toiletries and towels, a chair…use your imagination!  

top tips for taking photos
• Shoot during daylight and turn on all lights
• Consider your position – get down lower towards the floor and 
think about creative angles such as shooting through doorways  
or using reflective surfaces
• Think about details – a close-up of luxury bed linen will 
advertise it far better than a line of text in a room description
• Check for distracting details in the frame such as unwanted 
reflections, bins, wires or even pets
• Keep the camera level – ideally use a  tripod 
• Avoid bright sunlight as it creates strong shadows
• Take a variety of images from different positions, you might be 
surprised by the results
• And last but not least, don’t forget to keep back-ups of your 
photographs on an external device such as a memory stick

Photography tips
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“If there’s a real fire, light some newspaper to give a temporary effect 
while you take a few shots,” advises Alex. If you provide thoughtful 
extras, such as fresh flowers or teapots, take a photograph – it will 
entice customers and indicate your attention to detail.

Taking photographs yourself doesn’t have to involve a lot of 
expensive kit. In an ideal world, you would use a tripod, a cable trigger-
release, a specialist flash and a SLR camera with a variety of lenses. 
But for the true novice, a recent digital camera and a steady hand will 
suffice. Cheaper alternatives to editing software like Photoshop can be 
found, such as PhotoPlus (free) or Photoshop Elements (around £63), 
although this is only really worth buying if you know how to use it. 
Finally, always ask someone else to critique your photographs to give 
you an idea of what potential customers will think. 

Time to shine
Once you have a bank of images, what is the best way to use them? If 
you own a small- to medium-sized accommodation business, individual 
rooms should ideally each have a different page with a few photographs 
to suggest the ‘experience’ of staying there; think of your website as a 
journey through your property for the prospective guest to explore. 

Ian Laflin, a VisitEngland assessor, gives his advice: “A slideshow of 
images, especially on the homepage, works well, even more so if they are 
aspirational and create a mood,” he says. “Ideally, the photos should be 
accompanied by captions which, if carefully chosen, will help with the 
search engine optimisation.” 

Photographs are also very effective when used with social media – a 
tweet or Facebook post about your latest offers is more likely to receive 
attention if it is accompanied by an attractive image, just as potential 

Find out more
• The images seen here are of Colliers Farm, the Crab & Lobster 
and Flint Cottage. Alex Hare took the photographs for the newly 
redesigned Guest Accommodation and Self-Catering Standard 
booklets. To view the Standards, go to www.qualityintourism.com 
For more information about Alex’s work, visit  
www.alexharephotography.com or email  
info@alexharephotography.com

• If you only need a couple of general images to liven up your 
website, you can buy them individually from stock agencies such 
as www.istockphoto.com (from £1.50 per photo). VisitEngland has 
also recently started to build up a free image library for its 
members to use. For more information and to register, visit  
www.visitenglandimages.com

guests are more likely to remember your breakfast award if you have a 
shot of your appetising cooked breakfast. If used with a little thought, 
quality photography can be the key marketing tool in making your 
accommodation stand out from the competition. ■
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Apprenticeships

W ith nearly one million unemployed young 
people in the UK and a need for more 
skilled people in the hospitality industry, 

the Coalition Government has put in place incentives to 
encourage businesses of all sizes to consider taking on 
an apprentice. The reported business benefits include 
improved productivity, greater competitiveness and 
better staff retention.

Why take on an apprentice?
Apprenticeships offer a combination of employment and 
on- and off-the-job training that results in a nationally 

You may associate apprenticeships with 
the building trade, but the hospitality and 
tourism industry has much to gain from 
them. Zoë Slater finds out why increasing 
numbers of businesses are taking on an 
apprentice and how even small businesses 
can benefit 

Apprenticeships  
in focus

know your rights
Apprentices are now 
required to be employed 
under an Apprenticeship 
Agreement. This type of 
employment contract 
means that the apprentice 
does not have any 
additional rights over 
those of other employees.  
Your training provider can 
help you to draw up a 
valid agreement.

The UKSP careers portal (www.uksp.co.uk) can assist employers in each of these steps, 
from finding talented candidates to identifying apprenticeship frameworks and training 
providers that can deliver them. 

an apprenticeship in action –  
it’s not just large hotels that 
take on apprentices
Paul Judge, owner of the five-star Leconfield guest 
house (www.leconfieldhotel.com) on the Isle of 
Wight, is a great advocate for taking on an 
apprentice. Having offered an Intermediate Level 
Apprenticeship in Customer Service in 2010 to a 
part-time member of staff who had worked at the guest 
house for 18 months, he has since taken on a new 
apprentice, Courtney Martin, to work in the kitchen. “Taking on 
an apprentice is a win–win situation,” he says. “It enables us to maintain a member of 
staff during the low season while helping them develop their skills.”

Courtney, who developed her passion for cooking when she worked as a kitchen 
porter at the Leconfield as a student, agrees that an apprenticeship is a great way to 
train. “Doing an apprenticeship is far more hands-on than catering college,” she says. 
“Not only do you learn on the job but you get structured feedback from outside 
sources, which is so helpful. I’d recommend doing an apprenticeship to any young 
person who is thinking about making a career in the industry. Not only do you get paid 
but you get a qualification.”

Courtney’s passion is evident and her positive and hard-working attitude means that 
she brings real benefits to the Leconfield. “We’ve been lucky to choose apprentices 
who really want to learn and develop,” says Paul. “It’s important to find someone who 
is willing to work hard.”

The Leconfield works with HTP Training, which is based in the South of England.  
For more information, visit www.htptraining.com 

act now! The Hospitality Guild has just launched a campaign called Act NOW!, which aims to help 20,000 people get into  
on-the-job training and apprenticeships. To find out more about this exciting scheme, visit tinyurl.com/agbygto

a round of applause 
To be inspired by  
winning apprentices and 
employers, read all about 
the 2012 Hospitality Guild 
Apprenticeship Awards 
winners at  
www.hospitalityguild.
co.uk/awards

strategic management skills to work at a senior level.
Although the majority of apprentices are young,  

anyone over the age of 16 who is not in full-time 
education is eligible. 

Employers are required to pay apprentices at least 
the minimum apprenticeship wage of £2.65 per hour, 
although they are encouraged to pay more.

Taking on an apprentice
You can find your own apprentice or have a training 
provider identify a suitable candidate. Either way, the 
training provider will deliver the apprenticeship, to 
ensure staff gain the skills they need. 

Small businesses might consider using an 
Apprenticeship Training Agency (ATA) that can source, 
arrange and host the apprentice. The employer pays the 
ATA a fee for the apprentice’s services and the ATA acts 
as the employer, giving you a safety net if you become 
unable to retain the apprentice.

Find out more
•  National Apprenticeship Service: www.apprenticeships.

org.uk/employers (this site features a handy Return on 
Investment calculator) 08000 150 600

• People 1st: www.people1st.co.uk/apprenticeships 
•  Apprentice 1st: www.apprentice1st.co.uk allows the 

employer, learner and training provider to access all 
aspects of an apprenticeship from one online portal

Hiring an apprentice  
in five easy steps 

2
3

4 5

Identify your needs. Are you looking to find a 
new employee to fill a vacant role or develop 
an existing employee for a new role?

If you decide to take on a 
new employee, it’s time to 
recruit one

Identify a suitable 
training programme

Apprentice starts

Identify a suitable 
training provider

?

£

recognised qualification for the apprentice upon 
completion. They can help you to fill a vacant role or 
train an employee for a new role and are tailored to the 
needs of your business. 

If you need some extra help in the kitchen, dining 
room or restaurant, apprenticeship frameworks 
such as Professional Cookery, Food Production and 
Cooking, or Food and Beverage Service can help you. 
There are also apprenticeships available to develop 
staff skills in housekeeping, front of house reception 
and customer service. They can be an excellent way of 
developing existing staff and reducing staff turnover, 
with apprenticeships for management, leadership and 
supervision. 

Research has found that hospitality sector apprentices 
pay for themselves in little over 12 months.* This is no 
surprise considering that, when questioned in 2008, 
77% of employers who took on apprentices thought that 
having an apprentice made them more competitive.** 
The same survey also found that employers who took on 
apprentices in the hospitality and catering industry saw 
a quicker return on their investment than employers in 
other sectors.

How does it work?
Apprenticeships generally last between one and four 
years with the apprentice working for a minimum of 30 
hours per week, though in some cases, where full-time 
hours are not possible, they may be part time. The 
minimum is 16 hours per week.

Apprenticeships can be undertaken at Intermediate, 
Advanced and Higher levels and all apprentices spend 
time undertaking theoretical learning, which may 
include, for example, one day a week studying. A Higher 
Apprenticeship in Hospitality Management (equivalent 
level to a degree) was recently launched to give staff the 

Financial incentives
There are several financial incentives to recruit 
apprentices. If you take on someone aged 
16–24 and you haven’t employed an apprentice 

in the past 12 months, you may be eligible for an 
AGE 16 to 24 grant, which is available until March 
2014. Employers receive the £1,500 payment when 
the apprentice has completed week 13 of their 
training. Training providers are responsible for 
processing payments to employers and employers 
can receive a maximum of ten grants each.

In addition to the AGE 16 to 24 grant, there is 
funding available to help with training costs. 
Currently, training for learners aged 16 to 18 is 
completely funded while approximately half the 
costs are met for those aged 19 to 24. There is 
limited funding available until the end of July 2013 
to train apprentices over the age of 25. When 
recruiting an apprentice, do not specify the 
preferred age of applicants or you could fall foul of 
age discrimination laws.

* Warwick Institute for Employment Research
** Survey undertaken by Populus on behalf of the former Learning and Skills Council

Paul and Courtney
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Kurt Janson, Policy Director of the Tourism Alliance, 
explains where things stand in the world of red tape

cutting through 
the red tape

Quality edge48

Update

the Package travel directive
The Package Travel Directive is  
European legislation aimed at  
protecting consumers who undertake 

package travel. Under the Directive, a package means 
the pre-arranged combination of at least two of the 
following components:

a) transport
b) accommodation
c) significant other tourist service.

The Directive was primarily introduced to protect 
people travelling overseas from being stranded if their 
tour operator becomes insolvent or having to seek 
redress through a foreign court if they suffered loss  
or harm during the holiday.

However, the provisions of the regulations mean 
that a B&B cannot work with the local pub to provide 
an offer such as ‘two nights of accommodation 
including meals at the local pub for £100’ without 
establishing a trust account, providing detailed 
information or including who the representative is, 
the complaints procedure and the cancellation and 
refund processes. The owner would also be legally 
responsible for any problems that occurred. So, 
for example, a country hotel offering a ‘two night 
weekend golf break including two rounds of golf at 
the local course’ would be legally responsible for any 
injury a customer suffered on the golf course.

The costs associated with this mean that very few 
small tourism businesses work together to develop 
packages for customers.

The Tourism Alliance and VisitEngland are  
therefore using the current review of the Directive  
as an opportunity to remove ‘significant other  
tourism service’ from the definition of a tourism 
package. This would reduce a significant regulatory 
burden on accommodation providers, allowing them 
to work together with attractions, shows, pubs  
and restaurants to provide value-added products  
for customers. ■

controlled waste Regulations  
(correction)
When my column for the last issue 
was edited, a change was made to the 

section on the Controlled Waste regulations, which 
accidently gave the impression that accommodation 
businesses eligible for Small Business rate relief 
were exempt from both waste collection and disposal 
charges. What it was meant to say was that the status 
quo had been maintained for properties which qualify 
for Small Business rate relief. I would like to clarify 
that qualifying businesses are exempt from disposal 
charges, but continue to be required to pay waste 
collection charges. Apologies for any confusion this 
may have caused.

Reducing licensing regulations
Businesses that provide alcohol are 
required to hold the same premises 
and personal licences as a pub. This is 

regardless of whether the alcohol is sold, provided as 
part of a welcome pack or as a complimentary drink.

The Tourism Alliance has long argued that licensing 
for businesses selling small amounts of alcohol should 
be simplified, and the cost lowered. As a result, the 
Home Office’s recent alcohol consultation, Delivering 
the Government’s policies to cut alcohol fuelled 
crime and anti-social behaviour, included proposals 
to simplify licensing for businesses that undertake 
ancillary (small) sales of alcohol.

The new proposals suggest that premises that 
sell small quantities of alcohol should be granted an 
Ancillary Sales Notice. The notice would be a form of 
licence that would require a minimum of information 
and would not require the person serving the alcohol 
to have a personal licence.

Ancillary Sales Notices could be granted to specific 
types of business (eg B&Bs) or to any business  
that met certain criteria regarding the amount of 
alcohol sold.

The results of the consultation will be announced  
in the summer.
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The Tivoli Audio Model Three® clock radio features a tuner that brings 
clarity to even the weakest stations. The handmade furniture-grade wood 
cabinet not only looks great but delivers a warm and full sound. 

Functions include a 20-minute sleep timer, an easy-to-reach snooze 
button, and the choice of waking to the radio or a tone alarm. A gentle light 
illuminates the classic-looking quartz analogue clock making it easy to tell 
the time through the night, but without being obtrusive. 

Like all Tivoli Audio products, the Model Three® is compatible with iPods, 
iPhones, other brand smartphones, and other portable music sources. 

If you would like more information about Tivoli’s in-room audio products, 
email Peta Austin at paustin@tivoliaudio.com or call 07780 600 337. 

Visit www.tivoliaudio.co.uk for more information.

wRite in to win!
the writer of the next issue’s 
star letter will win a tivoli audio 
model three® clock radio
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Your letters

Save our pubs! 
I would like to thank 
VisitEngland for the 
letter that you sent to 
my local council in 
regards to our village 
community’s objection 
to the proposal to 
change our village pub, 
The Black Horse, to two 
residential properties.

There were a great 
many objections to the 
proposal and the 
developer’s request was 
turned down on the 
grounds that the council were unconvinced that the pub’s lack of viability was proven. 
Since then, the building has remained closed, although the developer has threatened  
to use the building for other commercial business.

The developer has recently lodged an appeal against the council’s rejection. We 
believe it is possible that the property could be run at a loss to prove that a pub would 
be unviable, so our campaign continues to push for a sale, as there have been offers to 
buy the building and retain it as a public house. 

Some local B&B owners who do not offer dinner (although I do) are finding this 
ongoing situation a great disadvantage, as they can end up ferrying the guest(s) to  
the local pubs and back – particularly in bad weather.

The unregulated purchase and re-development of pubs is a really serious threat  
to the English tourism experience. All visitors to the country want a welcoming  
country pub/restaurant at the day’s end and these closures really are changing the  
face of the countryside.

If VisitEngland has not already done so, I would appeal to you to voice your disquiet 
at the highest levels. Pubs in the vicinity of a village should be made very difficult to 
close down and should be offered for sale on the open market for at least two months. 
Local parish councils should also be approached to see if a local solution can be found 
to keep a local community asset and rural business open.”

Greedy developers care nothing for the countryside, village communities or the 
effect on local businesses and tourism, and we live in hope that the local village pub  
is secured as a fundamental part of rural England.

Sarah Wheeler
The Old Bakery, Amberley

 Bed & Breakfast 
www.amberleybedandbreakfast.co.uk     

Congratulations to Sarah, who has won tickets  
to see the touring production of The Ladykillers

home on the farm
The four-star Gold accreditation for our two 
self-catering cottages naturally implies a high 
standard of very comfortable accommodation, 
but the way we try to exceed our customer 
expectations is by providing a truly interactive 
farm-holiday experience.

Like all farms, we have a routine and for  
a couple of hours or so every morning, the 
children accompany ‘Farmer James’ and they 
love it!  Feeding the animals, putting the pigs 
out, collecting the eggs, grooming the pony, 
riding in the tractor to check the cattle and 
sheep – it’s certainly varied and it needs to  
be to keep their attention.  

Parents or carers can join in, or they may 
choose to have a more relaxing morning, 
trusting us to impart our farming knowledge  
to their children, which we do in a safe, 
enthusiastic and understandable way.  If our 
guests return from their day out in time for the 
evening routine, then they are welcome to join 
in and put the farm ‘to bed’, which often then 
extends to a chat well into the evening while 
the children play. 

It’s a significant investment of time every 
day, but it helps to foster a valuable 
appreciation of the countryside and generates  
a high average of over 80% repeat visits. The 
downside of this is we have to introduce  
new animals or farm experiences each year  
for variety.

Being a small mixed farm (last summer a 
young guest counted 123 animals, forgetting 
about the bees in the hives) means we can 
rarely take holidays ourselves, but going the 
extra mile and sharing our environment in this 

way gives us such pleasure and means our 
customers have a truly enjoyable and 
memorable holiday while we create a 
sustainable business.

We have some wonderful reviews from  
our guests, which can be seen at  
www.farmerjames.co.uk

Tracy and James Wilson 
Trading as Farmer James™
Higher Trevinnick Farm, Cornwall

 Self-Catering 

a helping hand
On Monday 21 January, after the heavy snowfall 
over most of the South West, I had called 
to double-check that two of my scheduled 
assessment visits were still viable. To his credit, 
Mr Shuttleworth of Langridge House suggested 
I take the passable route to Bath Racecourse and 
very kindly came and picked me up in his 4x4, 
allowing us to carry out the assessment. He then 
brought me back to my car and I went on to my 
other visit to Coombe Farm Cottages, which was 
driveable, although the owner Mr Cullimore also 
offered to collect me in his 4x4.

Both owners showed great understanding 
for the importance of ensuring their visits 
went ahead as planned, and the snowy day 
restored this assessor’s faith in mankind.
 
Kevin D. Wilkie
Quality Assessor, Quality in Tourism  

the right response
When I talk to people at visitor attractions 
about upgrading their websites, the term 
‘responsive design’ gets mentioned. What 
does this mean and why is it important?

Ian Foster 
VAQAS assessor
  
Editor: As more devices allow access to the 
internet, more people are logging on through their 
phones, laptops and tablet computers. Whereas 
older websites have been designed to fit standard 
PC screens, ‘responsive’ designs allow a single 
layout to adapt and be seen clearly, regardless  
of the size of screen it is being viewed on.

If you are interested in refreshing your website, 
have a look at our feature on page 16.

going for gold 
What is planned to replace the 
VisitEngland Rose award that Holiday 
Parks could until recently achieve for their 
letting fleet?

Ken Britton
Director, Seafield Holiday Park, 
Seahouses  

  Holiday and Touring Park

Editor: For the 2013 season VisitEngland 
proposes to introduce a new Gold award for 
the top-scoring four- and five-star parks, 
including Touring and Camping Parks and 
not just those with letting fleets.

The key assessment areas that have to 
meet the minimum score for Gold are 
Cleanliness and Park Grounds for all parks. 
Additionally, depending on the category of 
park, minimum scores have to be achieved 
for Touring, Shower and Washing blocks, 
Facilities and Recreation. For any holiday 
parks that have letting fleets, a range of 
quality holiday homes is expected, as well  
as some flagship examples. The letting fleet 
should meet or exceed customers’ 
expectations so the assessor will take into 
account how the fleet is described on the 
park’s website and any other promotional 
material. As with Gold awards in other 
schemes, the award can be displayed and 
promoted as soon as it is awarded after  
each visit. Equally, it can be removed at  
a subsequent annual visit if the scores are 
not achieved.

Two other important changes to the main 
Parks Standard have recently been agreed by 
all the tourist boards. The lead-in time for 
heating in shower blocks is extended to 
January 2016 and the requirement for 100% 
hook-ups at five-star has been reduced to 
70%. Quality in Tourism is reissuing and 
circulating the updated Standard to park 
operators and the assessors will be able to 
provide details on the scores required for the 
Gold award.

  

Star letter



VisitEngland’s magazine for quality-assessed accommodation and attractions

Winter 2013 Issue 16

PLUS Discover how to 
put your business 
on the map p8

Learn which 
numbers matter for 
your website p16

Making the most  
of professional  
photography p41

Online Booking System 

freetobook

Bed & Breakfasts... Guest Houses... Hotels... Inns...
Cottages... Restaurants with rooms... AND MORE...

Free Easy&

Learn more 
and register on 
www.freetobook.com
Call 0141 270 2173 
for friendly and helpful advice

new

Mobile Optimised
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Get a great mobile website and booking engine, 
highly optimised and designed for all mobile devices.

Turn your facebook page into a 
great booking tool with our FREE...

 Laburnum House, Langrick - Bed and Breakfast 

Say goodbye to double bookings or double entry with our Channel Connections

With payment systems from

“FIVE GOLD STARS” 
...for an online booking system.”

Offer multiple

Michael Caines on running  
restaurants in a recession

King of  
the kitchen


