
 
 

VisitEngland Awards for Excellence 2018      

Feedback for Applicants 
 

VisitEngland is pleased to be able to offer general feedback to those who entered the 

VisitEngland Awards for Excellence 2018 but were not shortlisted.   

 

The standard and quality of entries for this year’s awards was excellent, with 350 

applications across 18 categories. 

 

When judging each category and creating shortlists our team of judges were looking for: 

 

 A concise and positive application form 

 Great reviews/testimonials that demonstrate excellent customer service 

 An engaging website with excellent images that sells the business and all other 

services that are offered 

 Evidence that supports any claims made about excellence, innovation and business 

success 

 

 

Once the application had been read, the online presence of the business was examined. 

Firstly, the business website. The size and scale of each business is taken into account, but 

judges were looking for professional websites, mobile-friendly, with great images. The sites 

needed to be full of relevant information and simple to navigate. The website is the shop 

window and an excellent business should look to provide a professional website as part of 

the customer experience.  

 

Judges were also looking for evidence to back up claims made in the application. For 

example, if a business tells us that they only use local food suppliers, is this part of the story 

told by the website? And for specialist categories, such as Dog Friendly, applicants who 

were shortlisted were clearly focussing their business on meeting the needs of their chosen 

sector.  

 

Judges were also looking for good online booking procedures, for those businesses where it 

is appropriate.  

 

For businesses active on social media, the judge looks to see that the activity is frequent, 

on-going and engaging. 

 

Finally, customer reviews are important. Most businesses will experience some negative 

feedback and the judges understand that. What the judges were looking for was how the 



 
 

business handles those reviews, were reviews acknowledged, was the tone defensive, was 

a ‘cut & paste’ approach to responses evident? ‘Combative’ replies to negative reviews 

risked leaving a poor impression with the judges.  

 

The judges also considered other evidence, such as regional judging feedback and 

VisitEngland assessment reports, where available. 

 

Having considered all of the evidence the judges were able to start shortlisting for their 

category. These were difficult decisions with fine margins, but those that came to the top 

generally had a very good website, great customer reviews and a detailed, but concise 

application, with plenty of evidence of any claims of excellence. 

 

Once a shortlist was drawn up, our judges set about trying to engage with businesses where 

possible; making enquiries online, asking questions to staff on the telephone, making 

bookings. This helped to refine the long lists of businesses to visit. In some cases these 

early calls resulted in a business being dropped from the shortlist, for example, the business 

that failed to return phone calls about a booking was removed from the shortlist. 

 

Reasons why some businesses did not make it past the first selection process: 

 

 Applying for the same category which the business had previously won last year  

 Not applying in the right category – if applying again, please ask VisitEngland or your 

regional awards team if unsure 

 Closed during the promoted core judging period and therefore unable to be mystery 

shopped 

 Application not strong enough to demonstrate excellence in chosen category 

 Application written in future tense, suggesting that the proposed offer has yet to 

materialise 

 Application form was lacking in directly relevant information with regards to 

specialised categories 

 Questions not fully answered 

 Errors in application with obviously unfinished sections 

 Supporting evidence was either of limited value, poorly compiled or out-of-date, e.g. 

rather than simply including a blank copy of a feedback questionnaire, successful 

applicants collated the results and showed how this information has subsequently 

been used to improve the business 

 Too much supporting evidence that is already in the public domain, e.g. online 

reviews, social media, blog sites etc. (no need to duplicate in application form) 

 Online reviews did not reflect the promise made either in their application or on their 

website, i.e. over promised and under delivered 

 Online reviews highlighted a lack of investment mentioning how little has changed 

over the years and how some areas now look dated 

 

Summary 

 

Tips for a successful application to the VisitEngland Awards for Excellence: 

 

Application: 

 Provide a concise, but well-constructed application that tells the story of your 

business and why it should win an award.  



 
 

 Demonstrate how your business meets and exceeds the expectations of your 

customers/ guests 

 Ask your staff for stories that highlight how they have delighted customers/ guests 

and any other evidence that will enhance your application 

 If you have a big team, why not ask for volunteers from all departments to contribute 

ideas to support your application 

 

Online Presence (website, social media and reviews): 

 Have a professional website with great images, engaging content and up-to-date 

information 

 For accommodation, make sure your online booking system stands up to scrutiny 

and has no glitches 

 Check your confirmation emails – could they be improved in any way? Is anything 

unclear or are any important bits of information missing? 

 If using social media, then use it frequently, and engage with customers/ guests 

 Manage reviews in a positive manner, e.g. if customers/ guests regularly mention 

something that disappointed them e.g. paying for car parking. Is this information 

prominent on the business’ website?  

 

Mystery Judging Visit: 

 Be aware that judges might be testing and probing your business with questions and 

enquiries. Be sure that all staff are well trained and handle all enquiries professionally 

 Tell all your staff you have applied and make them aware of when a mystery 

(judging) visit might happen, if shortlisted. 

 

 


