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 W e are pleased to welcome a new group 
of readers to Quality Edge – all the 
visitor attraction operators who work 
with VisitEngland under our VAQAS 

scheme. Many accommodation providers have forged 
very successful relationships with their local 
attractions and our feature on cross-marketing 
highlights some excellent examples to inspire you.

We are delighted to include a message from our new 
Tourism Minister, John Penrose. Our CEO, James 
Berresford, also updates you on the work programme 
for VisitEngland and its partners now that the Strategic 
Framework for tourism in England has been launched.

Recent VisitEngland research has flagged the tough 
trading conditions for many B&Bs, squeezed between 
the keen pricing of the budget hotel sector and the 

hotels that are continuing to discount. One reader 
contacted us to explain how he is successfully 
competing with the ‘big boys’, so we are pleased to 
include an in-depth feature on the trends in the 
budget sector and how independent operators can 
muscle in on this valuable market.

With more hints and tips from those stalwarts 
who keep their accommodation ‘super-clean’ and 
delight their guests, plus great examples of 
customer service from Gilpin Lodge and the 
Imperial War Museum North, let’s not forget, it is 
the people in this industry that make the difference.   ■

Features

Regulars
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46
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Pam Foden
operations and industry 
engagement manager
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John Penrose MP, the new Minister  
for Tourism and Heritage, outlines his 
ambitions for the role and looks ahead  
at the prospects for the industry

Industry research

the minister’s View

“I couldn’t have been happier when David Cameron asked me to 
become Minister for Tourism in the new Government. As an MP 
in a seaside constituency in Weston-Super-Mare, I know only 
too well how important tourism is to our economy and how 
many people depend upon it for their livelihoods. It’s a very big 
business that depends for its success  on the hard work and 
imagination of people like you.

We all know that it’s not our weather in England that 
persuades people to holiday here. It’s our heritage, our history, 
our beautiful landscape and the arts and culture that run 
through so much of what we do.  But it’s also – and this is really 
important – the added value that visitors receive from 
high-quality customer service and the extra mile that people 
working in our sector are so often happy to go.  

So my priority is to encourage the whole of our industry to 
live up to the standards of the best. This is all about making the 
welcome that visitors receive a warm and genuine one; giving 
them something more than the ‘industry standard’ – in a word, 
it’s all about delighting people. VisitEngland’s recent research 
shows we’re getting better at this but there is still room for 
improvement. If there is more that Government can do to help, 
then I want to hear about it.

I’ll be going round the country over the summer, hearing 
what the people who actually work day-to-day in the tourism 
business have to say about their industry. I’ll even be spending 
a day as a ‘mystery shopper’, joining a tourist tour of one of 
England’s premier attractions to get a flavour for myself of what 
our customers are getting. I’ll let you know how I get on.”

> oPinion

the latest visitengland business confidence 
monitor research reveals that 86% of 
accommodation owners are feeling confident 
about the summer season.

in June, 500 accommodation owners were 
interviewed, and the results were largely positive. 
business levels in april and may were comparable 
to the same period last year, and although advance 
bookings are down on 2009 (with 25% reporting 
better levels and 33% worse), the trend towards 
more last-minute bookings continues. more than 
40% reported more late bookings than last year, 
and this may explain the high level of confidence 
about the summer. indeed, the proportion of 
owners feeling ‘very confident’ has increased 
during the course of 2010.

surprisingly, the volcanic eruption in iceland didn’t 
have a great effect on accommodation businesses: 
60% were unaffected, 20% saw a positive impact 
and 18% a negative one. moreover, 71% don’t expect 
it to have any influence on bookings this summer, 
and 16% feel it could have a positive impact.

www.accommodationknowhow.co.uk
for guidance on legislation and issues affecting your 
business go to www.accommodationknowhow.co.uk. 
independent visitengland assessed businesses have  
a free log-in. telephone 0208 955 7074 if you have 
forgotten your log-in.

Join our survey
VisitEngland has recently relaunched the 
England Occupancy Survey, and we need 
your help to make it as robust and valuable 
as possible. The survey, already completed 
by 1,000 businesses, is a valuable source of 
market intelligence about the performance 
of the accommodation sector. It allows us 
to look at trends, both nationally and 
broken down into categories such as 
destination type and business size.

If you choose to take part in the survey, 
you will receive monthly occupancy results 

for the whole of England alongside your 
own individual figures. This means you can 
benchmark your performance against the 
average for establishments of a similar 
type, rating, size and so on. Individual 
results will remain confidential.

If you would like to take part in the 
survey, contact Caroline Rice, Project 
Manager, The Research Solution: tel 01905 
721440; fax 01905 721441; email caroline@
theresearchsolution.co.uk, or alternatively 
email VEResearch@visitengland.org

> occUPancy

> reSearch

conFiDence iS high

86% of accommodation 
businesses are feeling 
confident about the 
summer season

green Start is available, at no cost, to 
all tourism businesses interested in 
understanding how they can save 
money, encourage greater efficiency, 
add appeal to their business and begin 
a journey towards doing business even 
better. it has been designed to help 
businesses review their performance 
and illustrate how sustainable practice 
can be part of normal business, and is 
packed with hints, tips and case 
studies from successful businesses. 
www.better-tourism.org

Getting greener with VisitEngland
on the eve of world environment Day 
in June, visitengland gathered some 
of the best ‘green’ brains in england 
to host a round-table discussion 
event on sustainability. 

visitengland chairman lady 
cobham chaired the event, which 
was attended by sustainability 
experts representing key sectors  
of the industry, from global hotel 
brands and conference facilities to 
b&bs and beach cafés. the winner 
of the 2009 enjoy england award 
for excellence for sustainability, 
venus company, attended the event 
to provide valuable insights into 
how a small business can 
successfully implement sustainable 
practices into everyday operations. 
it focused on increasing the bottom 

line while protecting the 
environment and creating a positive 
force in the local community.

Jason freezer, visitengland’s 
sustainability project manager, 
rounded off the event with a 
presentation about green start,  
the new online resource to help 
operators review and strengthen the 
sustainability of their business, and 
keep it real, the complementary 
marketing and communications 
toolkit (see panels above and right).    

the event was covered exclusively 
by caterer & hotelkeeper magazine 
and resulted in extensive coverage  
in June. as a result, there were more 
sign-ups in the first 48 hours than 
had been seen during the entire 
eight-week pilot.

Keep it real is a new toolkit to help tourism businesses 
to sell sustainability as part of their unique offer. it is 
designed for businesses that have already taken action 
to be more sustainable and want to maximise the 
marketing opportunities that may exist. produced by 
england’s regional tourism bodies in association with 
visitengland and written by experts from the 
international centre for responsible tourism, the toolkit 
is packed with case studies from around the country. for 
example, bewilderwood in the east of england makes its 
sustainability messaging fun and engaging, while 
beechenhill farm in staffordshire has an informal and 
informative section on its website about sustainability.

keep it real is available as an online document at 
www.visitengland.com/keepitreal where you can 
download a print-friendly version (at no cost).

> SUStainabiLity

Experts gathered for 
VisitEngland’s round-table 
discussion on Sustainable 
Practices to launch Green 
Start and Keep it Real

If you’d like information about research  
carried out by VisitEngland, go to  
www.enjoyengland.com/corporate and  
click on the Research & Insights link.

News
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recent visitengland research suggests 
that the ‘staycation’ is not just a passing 
fad: almost half the population said that 
they expect to take more domestic 
holidays in future.

the research identified two groups 
that were responsible for the rise in 
domestic tourism in 2009: ‘switchers’ 
(13% of the total population), who 
substituted a holiday at home for one 
abroad, mainly for financial reasons; and 
‘extras’ (15%), who took more uk 
holidays without giving up foreign breaks.

the ‘switchers’ tended to be people 
who were affected by the credit crunch. 
they turned to the uk for their holiday 
because of the rising cost of flights 

visitengland welcomed 70 print, online and broadcast journalists to 
its annual summer media event at imbibe bar in london. guests were 
treated to english food and drink at the event, which presented an 
opportunity to promote new products and stories to the uk media.

pictured above, visitengland chairman, penelope viscountess 
cobham, chatting with lisa minot, travel editor from the sun while 
enjoying a glass of english sparkling wine from chapel Down 
vineyard in kent.

abroad, unfavourable exchange rates, 
and the perception that it’s easier to 
stick to a budget in your own country. 
some also said they wanted to be close 
to work, just in case they were needed.

the ‘extras’ tended to be younger  
and more affluent, and their domestic 
holidays were motivated both by a 
desire to be part of the staycation trend, 
and by a genuine urge to see more of 
their own country.

the research found that both groups 
were very happy with their english 
holidays: 86% rated their experience as 
‘excellent’ or ‘very good’, and more than 
half described it as better than expected. 
people tended to be pragmatic about 

the weather, too, with 39% describing  
it as ‘good’ and only 10% as ‘poor’.  
the only people who tended to be 
disappointed were those who tried  
to recreate their usual ‘sun and sand’ 
holiday in the uk, whereas those who 
took full advantage of the variety of 
activities and experiences on offer were 
far more positive.

The staycation  
is here to stay

> reSearch 

SUmmer in the SPotLight

“The VisitEngland Summer Media 
Event was incredibly productive. 
We made contacts with the national 
and international media, which has 
resulted in three feature leads, one 
of which has already appeared in 
the Telegraph”

of the population expect 
to take more domestic 
holidays in future

46%

Dee Marshall, Welcome to Yorkshire 

News
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from tipis to yurts,  
a new kind of 
camping is growing 
in popularity. as 
molly bennett finds, 
getting back to 
nature has never  
felt so luxurious

 Over the past few years, a quirky type of guest 
accommodation has been steadily growing 
in popularity, combining the charms of the 
great outdoors with all the comforts of home. 
Imagine, for example, a tent that comes 

complete with full-sized double bed and crisp cotton sheets, 
running hot and cold water, a roll-top bathtub and cooking 
facilities, all set in a piece of idyllic countryside.

Welcome to the world of luxury yurts and tipis, classic 
camper vans and traditional gypsy caravans. As one of English 
tourism’s fastest-growing sectors, this sort of alternative 
accommodation is increasingly attracting people who are 
looking for something out of the ordinary or who just want a 
‘greener’ holiday experience.

Indeed, many sites of this type, which tend to be in rural 
locations such as Cornwall or the Lake District, place an 
emphasis on a minimal environmental footprint, offering 
features such as compost toilets, wood-burning stoves,  
solar-powered lighting and recycling facilities. Activities  
such as cycling, walking and foraging complete the ‘back  
to nature’ feel.

But while these businesses may be low-impact, they still 
require plenty of preparation up front. These sorts of structure 
are not cheap: it can cost upwards of £3,000 for a new yurt, 
£1,000 for a small tipi, £12,000 for a restored gypsy caravan and 
£10,000 for a restored Volkswagen camper van.

As well as facilities and furnishings, you must secure 
insurance and a Fire Risk Assessment. Planning permission 
may also be required, so the first step is to contact your local 
authority for more information, as the rules will vary from 
location to location. For instance, erecting a yurt in your 
back garden for your family’s occasional use does not require 
specific permission, but using it as part of your business will 
require planning permission. As a useful starting point, advice 
on planning issues can be found at www.planningportal.gov.uk. 

Another challenge is the shorter season. As tipis and yurts 
are at the mercy of the British weather, most sites are only 
open from Easter until the end of October, with peak season 
being the same as for other types of guest accommodation: 
June through August. Innovative marketing can play a part in 
keeping up occupancy levels off-season – as will warm bedding!

Whether it’s a renovated windmill or the simplest tipi, 
getting into the alternative accommodation business isn’t a 
decision to be taken lightly. But with an increasing awareness 
of our responsibilities to the environment, a revitalised 
interest in holidaying in the UK and a growing desire to escape 
from the pressures of modern life, this sector looks set to grow.

“ Welcome to 
the world of 
luxury yurts, 
tipis, camper 
vans and gypsy 
caravans”

Different 
     is 

      good

For more information 

on the visitengland alternative accommodation 
assessment scheme, visit www.qualityintourism.co.uk/asp/
alternativeaccommodation.asp

Owners Hege and Julian Usborne, who also have five holiday cottages on their 
farm in the Cotswolds, got into the yurt business last year. “I always wondered 
who would want to rent a tent for more than £10 a week, but when we saw what 
other people were charging for yurts, we decided that it was a good financial 
decision,” says Julian.

He cautions that it’s not a decision to be taken lightly, however. “You can’t 
just plonk a yurt in a field,” he says. “Ours are in a beautiful location and all 
completely secluded. You have to not only buy the yurt, which can cost £5,000 
plus, but also build a platform, which can set you back £3,000 or £4,000. On 
the plus side, you can earn your money back quite quickly.”

The Usbornes cater for all sorts of visitors, from budget-conscious 
travellers to those who expect a bit of luxury: their top-end yurt features hot 
and cold running water and even a bath. All the yurts have double beds, wood-
burning stoves and solar lighting; the farm has a Silver grading under the 
Green Tourism Business Scheme.

“We also have a posh communal kitchen where guests can cook and 
socialise,” says Julian. “It’s an essential part of the experience.”

e

Cotswold Yurts
Cotswold Yurts @ Westley Farm,  
Chalford, Stroud, GL6 8HP, www.cotswoldyurts.co.uk 

Jolly Days Luxury Camping
Village Farm, Scrayingham, North Yorkshire,
YO41 1JD www.jollydaysluxurycamping.co.uk

 Alternative Accommodation



VisitEngland’s  
new scheme for:
• Wigwams and camping pods
• Nomadic structures such as   
    tipis and  yurts
• Railway carriages
• Shepherd’s trailers
• Treehouses
• Romany caravans
• Camper vans

The scheme concentrates on ensuring 
that the guests’ experience meets their 
expectations – that the descriptions of 
the accommodation are clear and that 
the facilities, however limited, are clean, 
well-maintained and safe. Assessments are 
carried out at pre-arranged day visits and 
no star ratings are awarded. 

For more information 

visit www.qualityintourism.com or call 
the Quality in tourism helpdesk team 
on 0845 300 6996.
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“ Itas del eatenis 
dolupta testiatur 
sequas ad et 
eaquas aliant la 
disse conem lit”

Alde Garden only opened for business on 11 June, but co-owner 
Marie Smith says that they are already getting booked up. “We 
looked into external PR, but found it to be really expensive, 
so I wrote a press release and sent it to some magazines and 
newspapers. That in itself has generated enough interest to keep 
us going for the year.”

The site, which aims for a low environmental impact, offers 
visitors a choice of accommodation as it has a  tipi, a yurt, a 
Gypsy caravan, bell tent, hideaway on stilts  and a cottage, with plans for a cob roundhouse underway. 
Marie says that, while they arranged the licence, building regulations and insurance themselves, 
arranging the planning permission would have been tricky without the help of a planning consultant. 
They also found Business Link to be extremely helpful. “I think it is a service that all new businesses 
should take advantage of,” Marie says.

Rules and regulations aside, it’s been plain sailing so far. “I think that people are starting to open 
up their minds to alternative, laid-back ways of life,” she says. So far, Alde Garden has played host to 
guests from young families and couples in their 20s and 30s – and their first booking was a wedding.

It’s early days, but her best advice is to hold tight to your principles. “You have to stick to what you  
are passionate about,” says Marie, who is keen to maintain as small an environmental footprint as 
possible. “Lots of people wanted to give us advice on how it should be done, but we feel it’s important  
to stay true to your beliefs.”

“ I think we all carry 
these childhood 
fantasies of 
running away 
and living in a 
treehouse or tipi”

With 13 summers under their belt, Elizabeth  
Tom and Alan Berry are old hands in the 
alternative accommodation sector. Their 
Cornish site, which can hold up to 40 tipis, has 
a full-time residential staff who aim to supply 
guests with everything they need. “Guests bring 
their own bedding and groceries, but we supply 
crockery, cutlery and kettles, plus a cooker and  
an ice box,” says Elizabeth.

The sector was almost non-existent when  
they had the idea more than a decade ago,  
which meant that they faced huge obstacles 
in getting started. “We had an 18-month 
planning battle to get consent, as alternative 
accommodation was seen as very out-there,” 
Elizabeth recalls. “We also had lots of opposition 
from nearby holiday cottage owners, and the 
banks wouldn’t believe that people would  
pay to stay in tipis.”

The naysayers have been proved wrong, 
however, and Cornish Tipi Holidays is now a 
full-time business for Elizabeth and Alan. “I think 
we all carry these childhood fantasies of running 
away and living in a treehouse or in a tipi on a 
prairie, and this is about tapping into that,” says 

Elizabeth. “People can come down and find that 
wild side of themselves, that sense of freedom 
and adventure.”

While occupancy levels can vary depending on 
the weather – Elizabeth says that a wet summer 
one year can affect people’s enthusiasm for 
camping during the next summer – they relish 
the challenge. “The best part is that you can be 
innovative,” she says. “We recently secured a 
wedding licence and so have tapped into a fresh 
bit of the market. 

“We were the first tipi campsite in the UK and 
are still the biggest, but you always have to stay 
one step ahead of the competition.”

Cornish Tipi Holidays
St Kew, Cornwall, PL30 3LW 
www.cornishtipiholidays.co.uk

Alde Garden
Sweffling, Suffolk, IP17 2BB,  
www.aldegarden.co.uk

 Alternative Accommodation
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research shows that cleanliness is a priority for 
guests in forming first impressions and judging the 
quality of accommodation. Jill hopper spoke to some 
top-scoring accommodation owners to find out the 
secrets of their housekeeping success

 Cleanliness is next to godliness, according to the 
ancient proverb. And you should seriously 
consider modifying the saying to ‘cleanliness is 
next to success’ and adopting it as your own 
mantra, because a recent survey has shown 

that pristine accommodation is a top priority for the vast 
majority of holidaymakers.

Consumer Research conducted for VisitEngland late last 
year revealed that  a whopping 94% of guests consider the 
cleanliness and hygiene standards of accommodation to be 
either extremely important or important. There is no doubt 
that a sparkling room with everything in its place makes a 
superb first impression that sets the tone for the visitor’s 
entire experience. But achieving perfect standards does not 
happen by accident: it takes hard work, methodical processes 
and systems and a trained, happy and motivated team of 
cleaning staff.

So how do the 24,000 properties rated by VisitEngland 
measure up? In the latest inspection, broken down by 
accommodation type, about 10% of self-catering properties  
got top marks for housekeeping – compared with about 6% 
of guest accommodation and 2% of hotels – although 
self-catering operators are informed in advance of an 
assessor’s visit.

Customers quizzed in the survey strongly endorsed 
cleanliness being included as a key factor in the ratings 
assessment. “I’m expecting everything to be really clean at a 
five-star property,” commented one respondent. That means 
that even if you’re not five-star rated, you can really impress 
guests and exceed their expectations by offering exceptional 
standards at your accommodation. Cleanliness is regularly 
mentioned by customers in online reviews, so it is a way to 
make a good impression without spending a lot of money.

In a survey published earlier this year, TripAdvisor, the 
world’s largest online travel community, revealed which hotels 
have most disappointed guests when it comes to housekeeping. 

“Our candid traveller reviews reveal some disturbing 
sights,” says TripAdvisor spokeswoman Emma O’Boyle. 
“Hotel guests should be entitled to decent standards of 
hygiene no matter what rate they’re paying.”

Increasing numbers of tourists now research their trip 
online (in the consumer survey, 81% had used the net when 
choosing where to stay), so word quickly gets around about 
grubby accommodation. Proprietors who fail to ensure  that 
their properties are squeaky clean risk attracting blistering 
internet reviews from disgruntled visitors, followed by a 
swift plunge in bookings.

So what can you do to avoid this – and are there lessons to 
be learned from the model establishments that scored 100% 
on their cleanliness standards?  ■

“ It takes hard work, 
methodical processes and 
a motivated team of staff”

turn over for our case studies 

SQUeaKy cLean: toP tiPS
•   invest in good-quality equipment, even if it is more expensive. 

it does the job more effectively and lasts longer. for example, 
e-cloths cost more than traditional dusters, but their anti-static 
micro-fibres retain dirt and dust much more effectively. 

•   keep an eye on the market for innovative new products to 
keep your techniques up to date. 

•  Don’t just vacuum rugs, as this doesn’t always remove all the 
trapped dust – take them outside and give them a good 
shake. the same applies to blankets and throws. these should 
also be dry cleaned regularly to keep them pristine.

•  even a room that has been thoroughly cleaned can feel stale 
if it is not given a proper airing. build time into your cleaning 
routine to open the windows and allow fresh air to circulate.

•  see things from your guests’ point of view: lie in the bath to 
see whether the taps look clean!

•  you are aiming for no evidence of the previous guest, so look 
out  for ‘rogue’ hairs in the shower, in drawers and cupboards 
and on carpets.

•  a toothbrush is handy for cleaning round taps in bathrooms.

•  work systematically: cleaning products take time to work, 
so spray them first before returning a few minutes later to 
scrub bathrooms.

•  vinegar is a cheaper, more natural way to clean windows 
and mirrors.

•  incorporate a one-day-a-month ‘deep clean’, beyond the 
normal routine, to keep everything in top condition. 

•  provide a checklist or pin up a rota to develop a routine.

•  Don’t forget window sills and ledges: details matter.

•  value your team. everyone who contributes to housekeeping, 
whether it’s you or a member of staff, is carrying out one of 
the most important roles that help to create that all-important 
first impression.



“Our aim is to 
provide that good 
feeling when you 
walk into a room”
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Guest Accommodation
Oak Tree B&B, Marlow-on-Thames,  
Bucks, www.oaktreebandb.org.uk

★★★ Bed and Breakfast

Owners Sheila and 
John Budd were 
delighted  
to scoop a 100% 
cleanliness score, 
particularly since 
their property, Oak 
Tree B&B in 
Marlow-on-Thames, 

has only been open since June 2008.
Sheila cleans both bedrooms and the shared 

bathroom herself, without getting any outside 
help. Husband John is in charge of the laundry.

“As soon as a guest leaves, bed linen, towels 
and anything that has been used is removed 

from the room so that I can tackle the cleaning,” 
she explains. “Advice is usually to make the beds 
first and do the rest afterwards, as it creates less 
dust, but I find I can clean under the beds more 
easily if I make them up last.”

A self-confessed hater of housework, Sheila 
nevertheless tackles it professionally. She 
typically spends between 30 and 45 minutes 
giving each room a once-over, including cleaning 
the windows, and makes sure she thoroughly 
scours and disinfects the bathroom every day. 
“It takes a lot less time to do these things daily 
rather than letting them build up,” she says. 

She believes the key to getting a room really 
clean is to invest in the right tools for the job 
– she is a big fan of E-cloths and feather dusters  
so she can clean on top of high surfaces – and to 
keep on top of cleaning tasks so they don’t have  
a chance to get out of hand.

“My tip to other owners would be to think 
about what you would like to see and how you 
would like to feel when you first walk in,” she 
says. “Our aim is to provide that good feeling 
when you walk into a room.”

“ Our routine 
is completely 
ingrained, so it’s 
rare that anything 
gets overlooked”

Your Experience

At Forda Lodges and Cottages in Cornwall, a “tightly 
knit team of cleaners who take pride” is the secret of a 
100% cleanliness score.

 Manager Bee Dell says most of the eight-strong 
part-time cleaning staff have worked at Forda for  
a number of years and are extremely conscientious 
and reliable. There are three or four cleaners in the 
core team, who usually deal with the two regular 
changeover days, while extra staff are brought in 
during the peak season.

Bee and the owners, Jim and Gillian Chibbett, 
motivate staff by encouraging a friendly and happy 
team atmosphere and passing on compliments from 
visitors, many of whom come back year after year. 
Just as importantly, they pay well, which helps them 
to retain their team all year round. “We don’t think 
you can pay the minimum wage and expect to get 
brilliant results,” Bee says.

Forda’s cleaners follow well-practised methods. 
The two five-star cottages and ten four-star lodges 
are always tackled in the same order: working in 
pairs, the cleaners strip the beds and move all the 

furniture room by room, dusting, hoovering and 
cleaning windows as they go. While one tackles the 
kitchen, the other will be working on the bathroom 
or bedroom, maximising efficiency. It is all done in 
the same sequence every time and then, finally, the 
finished property is checked over by Bee or the 
owners. “Our routine is completely ingrained, so it’s 
very rare that anything gets overlooked,” says Bee.

If a cleaner does move on, Jim and Gillian seldom 
have to advertise – someone usually recommends  
a reliable replacement. Bee, who previously ran a 
tourist information centre, knows how important 
cleanliness is to a business’s success. “A question you 
regularly get asked about accommodation is whether 
it is clean,” she says. “Overseas visitors – especially 
from Germany, Austria and the Netherlands  – have 
high expectations, which we do our best to exceed.” 

Self Catering
Forda Lodges and  Cottages,  
Bude, Cornwall.  
www.forda.co.uk

★★★★★ Self Catering
★★★★ Self Catering
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 keep cleaning products to 
a minimum: pick a handful 
that work and stick to them

 consider bringing laundry 
in-house if practical. this 
gives you total control  
over quality

 attention to detail doesn’t 
cost a thing

talk to other housekeepers/
operators and be shameless 
about stealing good ideas

 clean as you go: it prevents 
small tasks from becoming 
major ones

Hotel
Luton Hoo Hotel,  
Luton, Bedfordshire,  
www.lutonhoo.co.uk

★★★★★ Hotel 

With 228 rooms spread across five buildings, the six members 
of the Luton Hoo Hotel housekeeping supervisory team have 
their work cut out. But they, along with the three other hotels 
in the Elite Hotels group – Ashdown Park in East Sussex, The 
Grand in Eastbourne and Tylnley Hall in Hampshire – 
represent the only group to achieve a 100% cleanliness score. 

For executive housekeeper Jane Steel, this success is down 
to flexibility, an eagle eye and the ability to foster a sense of 
pride in the team’s work.

Take her flexible approach to the working week, for 
example: standard 40-hour weeks are becoming a rarity  
at Luton Hoo. “We tend to hire on casual or 20-hour contracts 
with four-hour shifts,” says Jane. “I’m a great believer in 
work-life balance, plus it means we can have more people in at 
peak hours.” 

Jane keeps her team motivated through praise and 
recognition. Those who go above and beyond are rewarded 
for good work, formally – the hotel has an Employee of the 
Month award – or informally. “I keep thank-you cards and 
boxes of chocolates to hand out if someone’s done really well 
with something,” says Jane. Two-way communication is also 
important for morale: Luton Hoo holds regular employee 
forums to update staff on assessment visits and other news.

A key lesson for new recruits is that the devil is in the detail. 
Luton Hoo is fortunate in that it has its own laundry facilities, 
allowing Jane to have total control over linen quality. 

“I always carry a cloth with me, so if I see a mark, I take  
care of it there and then,” she says. “Other useful things are 
glue sticks for sticking down any curling wallpaper, glue guns 
for chairs with braiding or curtains with tassels, and I swear  
by Magic Sponges – I’ve found that they will get rid of almost 
any mark.” ■

Jane’S cLeanLineSS tiPS

Letting a holiday home commercially 
has many benefits. There are also risks, 
however, such as not having the right 
insurance cover to protect your valuable 
investment. Independent insurance 
intermediary Boshers Ltd has some top 
tips for ensuring the correct insurance is 
in place to prevent that cottage in Cornwall 
from becoming a calamity, or the rustic 
farmhouse in Filey a financial farce if the 
unexpected occurs. 

Mark Lavington, Director of Boshers, 
says: “Many holiday homeowners may 
unwittingly be relying on normal home 
insurance or, worse, have no cover at all.  
If you let your holiday home, you should 
make sure your insurer is aware of it and 
that all the necessary covers are agreed.” 
He advises: “The policy should cover public, 
products and personal liability of at least  
£3 million for injury to individuals such as 

tenants and visitors and £10 million for 
injury to employees. In this litigious society, 
anyone who owns a business can easily 
find themselves on the wrong side of a 
compensation claim, which could seriously 
damage their wealth. Whether you let the 
property yourself or let it through an  
agent, it is equally important that you  
have liability cover.” 

riSK Limitation
Insurance is no substitute for good-quality 
risk management and it is, therefore, vital 
that you regularly carry out a full risk 
assessment of your holiday home and its 
garden, and ensure that both meet all 
current relevant legislation.

Read the full version of Boshers’ free 
guide to holiday home insurance, Owners 
May Be Taking Unnecessary Risks!, online 
at www.boshers.co.uk 

The Boshers holiday home insurance  
team has also compiled a checklist for 
holiday homeowners as a useful aid.  
Many weather-related claims – even  
those arising from unexpected storms  
or floods – could be avoided if the owners 
gave their holiday lets a health check. 

For insurance advice and quotes, please 
phone Boshers on 01237 429444 or visit  
www.boshers.co.uk  

holiday homeowners may be taking unnecessary risks

aDVertoriaL

members of Luton hoo’s 
team: binu cherian, Jane 
steel and matthew varkey

“I always carry 
a cloth with me, 

so if I see a mark, 
I take care of it 

there and then”
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cUStomer SerVice

gilpin lodge in cumbria 
has seen many changes 
since the cunliffe family 
bought it in 1988. the 

one thing that has 
remained the same, 

however, is the family’s 
commitment to  
bespoke service 

 “The key to good hospitality is being in tune with your 
guests,” says Barney Cunliffe, Managing Director of 
Gilpin Lodge, near Lake Windermere. “You need to 
understand them and why they’ve come to stay.”  

It is this personal service that Barney, his wife Zoë and 
the whole team pride themselves on. In 2002, the couple took over the running 
of the business from Barney’s parents, John and Christine Cunliffe, who had 
run the business as a five-bedroom bed and breakfast since 1988. In that time, 
Barney and Zoë have overseen many changes. The four-star Gold hotel now has 
20 rooms and the six-room Lake House Spa opens in August.  In April this year, it 
was named Small Hotel of the Year in the Enjoy England Awards for Excellence.

Barney believes that, whether you’re an owner or a general manager, 
you should always meet your guests on arrival. “I think there are too many 
management teams that are not seen by guests and that don’t greet guests,” he 
says. “When I think of my own experience, when you stay at a place that you’ve 
visited a few times and no one says ‘good to see you again’ when you arrive, you feel 
really quite annoyed, especially when you’ve spent a lot of money.”

Barney makes sure that his 45-strong team, some of whom have been at the 
hotel for more than 20 years and are affectionately known as the Long Sufferers’ 
Club, are all trained to provide the best service. 

“It’s easy for staff and guests to misunderstand one another, and I think that 
some of the problems that arise in many businesses are not because the place 
is badly run,” he says. “In fact, if we’re honest, the guests can sometimes cause 
some difficulties. That’s not saying they’re not nice people, they just might be 
stressed for whatever reason and that’s why they’ve come away. 

“As a business, if you understand that your job is actually not to just serve 
dinner or supply a bed but to provide a method of de-stressing, then you can 
offer a far more pleasurable experience.”

Power oF a SmiLe
The Gilpin House staff is made up of people of all ages and backgrounds; 
many have come from abroad and live on site. When interviewing potential 
candidates, Barney values a nice smile and a good personality as much as he does 
previous experience.

“If someone can walk into an interview and engage you in conversation in 
a charming way with a nice smile, then they can do it for our guests,” he says. 

  The 
personal 
       touch

“The act of laying a table or cleaning a room can be learned, but what I can’t do  
is change people’s personalities.”

All members of staff at the hotel are trained to engage with the guests, 
whether they are in a traditionally customer-facing role or not. With 20 
acres of grounds, the hotel employs three gardeners, who can frequently be 
seen chatting to guests about the gardens, taking cuttings for them and even 
watering any plants the guests may have bought on day trips elsewhere. It’s 
also common to find them Googling specific plants so they can tell the guests 
more about them and even where to purchase them locally.

This attention to detail continues in the restaurant, where Barney 
encourages Head Chef Russell Plowman to meet the guests, particularly if 
they are regular customers. 

“It’s important that Russell and his team get to know the guests and their 
likes and dislikes, so they chat to them about the food and the chefs will quite 
often make specials for our regular customers,” says Barney. 

“A powerful thing to be able to do is to remember what guests have liked 
in the past. That way, when they return, we might have written a note saying 
‘Tried Russell’s soufflé last time and they really loved it’. Then, when they 
come through the door, you can say ‘Russell has put together a new kind of 
soufflé for you’. The guests just love that attention to detail.”

It is personal touches like these that make each guest’s stay at Gilpin 
Lodge special. The hotel’s luxurious feel may be what initially attracts 
people, but whether they have come to celebrate an anniversary or relax 
after a stressful time, it is the high level of service that ensures they will 
want to return.  ■

{

“You need to understand  
your guests and why they’ve 

come to stay”{

Family business: the cunliffe 
family (bottom of page) has 
transformed gilpin lodge

Gilpin Lodge
Windermere, Cumbria 
www.gilpinlodge.co.uk 

★★★★ Country House Hotel 
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the asse
ssors who visit 

your accommodation or 

visitor attra
ction can help 

you to make th
e most of 

your business. Fr
ances 

hedges meets th
ree of them

 W hether you run a hotel, guest 
house or visitor attraction, 
you’re bound to have met 
assessors during the annual 
assessment process – but how 

much do you really know about who they are, where 
they come from and what they’re looking for when 
they visit your business? Here, we find out more about 
the faces behind the names.

Rob McCready, Quality in Tourism Contract 
Manager, runs a 60-strong team of accommodation 
assessors. Team members have a diverse range of 
experience, from hotels and B&Bs to self-catering.  
All new assessors go through a six-week training 
period, with the majority of the time spent on trial 
visits under the watchful eye of a training manager. 

“Assessors have a dual role,” explains Rob. “The first 
is to accurately assess the quality of the accommodation 
and guest experience. The second is to provide 
professional advice and support at the debrief, if 
required, such as identifying areas for development to 
maximise business opportunities. The 24,000 operators 
we visit each year can tap into the knowledge and insight 
the assessors have, that comes through doing the job.” 

Insight  
and expertise

Janet Uttley, who manages the Visitor Attraction 
Quality Assessment Scheme (VAQAS), agrees: “We 
try to ensure that our new recruits shadow at least 
three other assessors so that they can learn how to 
be consistent in the assessment process. We also 
encourage assessors to share best practice in order 
to keep everyone up to date with industry progress.”

She adds: “My advice to a new assessor would be 
to assess ‘quality in context’. One size does not fit 
all, and England has an amazing array of attractions 
that thrive on their individuality.” Assessors are 
taught to judge every business on its own merits, so 
owners should focus on meeting customers’ needs 
within their own category.

The assessment process can seem daunting, but 
by keeping an open mind and a positive attitude, you 
can use the feedback to improve your business.  

 

For more information 

email Janet uttley: janet.uttley@visitengland.org 
if you’re interested in becoming a vaQas assessor. 
to find out about becoming a Quality in tourism 
assessor, email qualityintourism@uk.g4s.com

rob mccready
Quality in tourism 
contract manager

Janet Uttley
visitor attraction 
Quality assurance 
scheme manager



Get ready for the new Equality Act 
The Equality Act 2010 comes into effect on 1 October 2010, 
replacing all the existing antidiscrimination laws with a single Act.

Tourism businesses should familiarise themselves with their 
obligations under the new Act. For example, the requirements 
to make ‘reasonable changes’ to accommodate disabled people 
have been strengthened.

Visit www.visitengland.com/access for more information.
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“What matters 

is whether each 

business fulfils 

its own set of 

expectations”

“I do my best to give accommodation owners advice in  as fair and tactful  a way as possible”
brian robertS,  
QUaLity in toUriSm aSSeSSor

strangely enough, i 
started out working in 
financial services, but 
after about five years i 
wanted a change of 
scene. i took a hotel 
catering and 
international management association 
qualification at south Devon college  
in torquay and stayed in the area to 

work as a manager at the palace hotel. i later became 
an assessor for the west country tourist board, which 
was great preparation for my current role.

as a senior assessor, i help to train new recruits. 
they spend four weeks – two weeks with two different 
trainers – doing day and overnight visits of various 
types of accommodation business. this is inevitably 
quite an intensive process for new assessors, which is 
why i’m there to guide them. 

one thing i always emphasise is the importance of 
not adopting a blanket approach to different types of 
accommodation; what matters is whether each 
business fulfils its own set of expectations. we also 
strive to be as objective as we can when assessing the 
physical aspects of an establishment. it doesn’t matter 
whether my personal preference is for a traditional or 
a contemporary look; what i’m judging is the intrinsic 
quality of the place. my job is to offer relevant advice 
that the owner can use to improve their business. 

whether it’s a day or an overnight visit, the 
assessment process runs all the way from arrival at 
reception to paying the bill on departure. first 
impressions are critical – it’s nice to get a warm 
greeting and be made to feel at home when you 
arrive. it’s surprising how many owners forget to keep 
smiling when welcoming guests!

the most rewarding thing about my job is hearing 
accommodation owners tell me that i’ve helped them 
to achieve what they want to achieve. a lot of people 
have preconceptions about what the assessment 
process will involve, but the majority find it a much 
more positive experience than they expect.

marie mcPherSon,  
QUaLity in toUriSm aSSeSSor

i’ve been working in hotels and 
restaurants since the age of 15, when i 
did a higher education diploma in 
hotel management. i’ve been a room 
and restaurant supervisor at a 
five-star hotel in scotland, a 
housekeeper and a catering manager 

in student halls of residence, and even a maître d’ 
on the Qeii! so when i applied for the role of an 
assessor a year ago, i already had a good understanding 
of what is required to run a high-quality establishment 
with excellent service. 

the training period was intense because we spent four 
weeks on the road doing practice assessments, but it 
really helped to increase my confidence. i learnt to 
benchmark my ratings against an agreed standard and 
question my first assumptions – now, when i rate 
something ‘very good’, i always ask myself if there’s a 
reason why i’m not rating it ‘excellent’.

appearance and hospitality are equally important in  
an accommodation business. in terms of cleanliness, 
attention to detail costs little but is worth a lot – i always 
check for dust lurking in hidden places such as ceilings, 
picture frames and radiators. good hospitality starts at the 
moment of booking: it’s great when owners explain their 
policies clearly and provide information about  
the area, such as examples of local tourist attractions.  
on arrival, it’s nice to see owners offering refreshments, 
helping with luggage and engaging in conversation. the 
key is to get to know your guests as well as you can, 
however short their stay.

at the feedback stage, the most common question that 
accommodation owners ask me is how to get an accolade 
or move up a star rating. often, they just need help 
finding out how to take their business to the next level, so 
i do my best to give them the right advice in as fair and 
tactful a way as possible.

the great thing about my job is the fact that i can be 
flexible about my time. plus, i get to meet new people 
every day and i have really good support from my 
colleagues – there’s a whole network of people i can  
call on if i need help. ■

hazeL hooK,  
VaQaS aSSeSSor

i assess a wide range of visitor attractions, 
from museums and galleries to farms and 
nature reserves. whatever the size of the 
attraction, there are two crucial elements i’ll 
be looking out for: cleanliness and customer 
service. service levels are what stick in 
visitors’ minds. for example, if you have a bad 

meal in a restaurant, what you remember isn’t the meal itself 
but the way your complaint is dealt with. good service also 
means giving clear, helpful information over the phone, 
welcoming visitors on arrival and thanking them on departure.

more broadly, i’ll look at whether the attraction has a 
well-designed leaflet and website, as well as whether there is 
clear signposting in the local area to help visitors get there. 
and when it comes to exhibiting information at the attraction 
itself, the key is to present and interpret it in a way that will 
interest visitors. in fact, one of the most useful things about 
the assessment process is that it helps to show the manager 
how visitors actually use the site – something that they’re not 
always aware of.

when i give feedback, i’ll highlight both areas of excellence 
and opportunities for improvement. it’s never confrontational 
– most owners are happy to be given a few quick wins, and 
they find the written report an essential 
management tool. where an attraction 
needs a bit more help, we encourage it 
to take part in one of our consultancy 
workshops, which are a great method  
of sharing best practice.

i started working as a vaQas 
assessor about 12 months ago  
after spending 15 years working  
at the national trust. i’ve learnt  
so much since then and there’s 
such a feelgood factor when i  
see an attraction benefiting  
from my advice.
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Strategy

the strategic framework for 
tourism 2010–2020 sets out a 
vision for the next decade of 
development of tourism in 

england. here, we gather the 
views of the key partners on 

what it means for the industry

ShaPing 
the 

FUtUre

JameS 
berreSForD
The Chief Executive 
of VisitEngland 
gives his view of the 
new strategy.
“After six years 
without a dedicated 

England tourist board, VisitEngland was 
established in April 2009, and our priority is 
to drive forward a new collaborative strategy 
for the industry. The aim is to maximise 
tourism’s contribution to the economy, 
employment and quality of life in England. 

“Tourism is a key contributor to the 
country’s economic and social wellbeing. The 
visitor economy is now worth £97 billion a 
year, employs more than two million people 
and supports thousands of businesses, both 
directly and indirectly. Our ambition is to 
grow the value of the industry by £50 billion 
over the ten-year life of the strategy.

“The important point about the new 
framework is that there is a plan. The English 
tourism industry is so diverse in nature 
that it needs the direction the Strategic 

Promote your business FREE to over 100,000 readers in 
Britain’s offi cial magazine. 

Order a one-year subscription to BRITAIN for your guests 
to enjoy for only £15 (usually £30) ... and we will give you 

a FREE advert worth £120 in our next issue 
and on our popular website. 

Your Special Subscription Rate 

£30 £15 
per year (6 issues)

BY PHONE 020 7349 3150
ONLINE www.britain-magazine.com/web5

w w w.britain-maga zine.com
*In order to qualify for a free advert we must recieve your order by 31st August 2010
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     The  
Linley look

Nephew of the Queen, son of Princess Margaret 
and bespoke furniture designer to the stars. David, 

Viscount Linley designs with pride
words pat moore   photographs linley

In 2006, Linley was 
commissioned 

by London hotel, 
Claridge’s, to  

redesign its suites:  
(this page), 

the ‘Traditional’ 
Linley Suite
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Above: Debate 
and decisions are 
the daily business 
of the Palace of 
Westminster on 
the north bank of 
the River Thames

I
t’s one of the most iconic buildings in Britain, if not 
the world, and the most famous part of the Houses 
of Parliament. The clock tower that houses the great 
bell ‘Big Ben’ may be celebrating its 150th birthday 
this year, but the history of this institution stretches 

back beyond even the fi rst parliament to sit here in 1265.
Once known as Thorney Island – a desolate, bramble 

and marsh-laden islet off the north bank of the Thames a 
mile outside the then London – the area was described as 
“a terrible place” in a charter of the 8th-century King Offa 

of Mercia. Little had improved three centuries later, when 
Edward the Confessor came to the throne and began 
rebuilding the island’s humble monastery church – the 
minster west of the City of London that gives the area its 
modern name – on the instructions of the Pope. 

Edward also decided to build a royal palace alongside 
his grand new Westminster Abbey. Although no monarch 
has lived on the site since King Henry VIII moved out in 
1515, the modern Houses of Parliament – or the Palace of 
Westminster, as the buildings are still offi cially designated 

POMP & CERE    MONY
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– are the direct descendant of this royal residence, a 
history of almost 1,000 years.

Today, little but the location remains of Edward the 
Confessor’s palace – the oldest part of the current complex 
is now Westminster Hall, built in 1097 by the son of 
William the Conqueror. This imposing, cavernous space – 
leading off the main St Stephen’s entrance to the palace – 
remained the largest hall in Europe for three centuries, its 
grandeur increased further by the addition of its impressive 
wooden hammerbeam roof in the late 14th century.

In 1834, a devastating fi re destroyed almost all the 
medieval palace. The commission for a replacement was 
won by Sir Charles Barry, who worked with fellow architect 
Augustus Pugin on the neo-Gothic design. That Westminster 
Hall is one of the few parts to have survived the fi re is 
strangely appropriate, as it was within this vast, ancient 
space that Westminster’s importance truly began to grow. 

Wander the Hall’s dusty stone fl oor and you can’t help 
but get a sense of the history. This is is the spot where the 
coffi ns of monarchs and national heroes have lain in  

Step inside London’s most famous 
landmark and follow its 1,000-year 
journey from ancient palace to 
modern-day parliament
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“Order a one-year subscription to 
BRITAIN for your lobby or reception 
area for just £15 and we’ll give you a 
FREE advert worth £120!”
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The splendour of the
Lake District 

www.britain-magazine.com britain   17

The inspiration for Romantic poets such as Wordsworth and home to children's  
author Beatrix Potter, the Lake District continues to charm visitors with  
its breathtaking landscapes, picturesque pubs and award-winning attractions  
words carol davis

Britain’s heritage

www.britain-magazine.com32  britain

In 1896, the tiny Alfriston Clergy House in East Sussex became the fi rst of more than 650 
properties cared for by the National Trust. To launch our new series on Britain’s heritage, 
author and design historian Siân Evans, former press offi cer for the charity, recommends 

some of her favourite magnifi cent but modestly-sized bijoux buildings
PHOTOGRAPHS natiOnaL trUSt PHOtO LibrarY

Little treasures

Herefordshire's charming 
medieval manor house 
Lower Brockhampton
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By royal 
appointmentappointment

fancy sharing suppliers with the Queen? today, with around 850 royal 
warrant holders, ranging from tailors to toothpaste, chances are you do. 

here we take a look at the history of this royal sign of approval
WORDS Pat MOOrE

FREE ADVERT WORTH £120
in Britain’s official magazine
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years in the forces. I was considering a second 
career in HM Customs and Excise: its 
headquarters are near the Tower, and I got 
talking to some Yeomen Warders – and 
realised I was eligible to apply. 

What surprised me most was that this is a 
village. Inside the Tower live 47 families, some 
with young children – Warders, Governor, 
curator of the Crown Jewels, chaplain and 
doctor. Some live in houses round Tower 
Green, but my home is one of those in the 
outer wall, in a converted stable with arrow 
slits for windows at the back. 

People don’t realise this is a community, 
asking, “are you married?” as if we’ve taken a 
vow of celibacy. Other odd questions include, 
“Which side of the river is Tower Bridge built 
on?”, “Why didn’t the White Tower have an 
elevator installed?”, “Are there vegetarian 
Beefeaters?” “How often do ravens die?” 
Well, once, usually… we have nine ravens, 
cared for by the Ravenmaster. He lets them 
out in the morning, and buys their meat from 
butchers at Smithfield Market. 

I’m what one expects of a Yeoman Warder 
– big and bearded. But once a year I shave off 
my beard to be the Fat Controller at the 
Thomas the Tank Engine weekend on the 
South Devon Railway. I have a house nearby, 
at Buckfastleigh. When I retire, I will spend 
my time on the railway – my third career.  

Left: Chief Yeoman Warder, John Keohane.  
Below: The White Tower at the Tower of London was built in 1078

Yeoman Warders are the ceremonial guardians of the Tower  
of London and still swear allegiance to the monarch. Chief  
Yeoman Warder, John Keohane, talks to Hilary Macaskill about 
maintaining tradition, tourists and that trademark uniform

 Tower of London, Tower Hill, London  
EC3N 4AB; tel: 0844 482 7777; www.hrp.org.uk 
/TowerOfLondon. Due to its popularity, the 
Ceremony of the Keys is ticketed and needs  
to be applied for in writing. See the website for 
further details on the application process.

the Beefeater
britain meets

W
e are the eyes and ears of the 

Tower of London. And as Chief 
Yeoman Warder, I’m in charge of 

all security. My historical title is 
Gentleman Porter and my badge of 

office, the crossed red keys, indicates a 
porter’s duties. Each night at 10pm, as for 
700 years, the gates are locked in the 
Ceremony of the Keys. 

The 35 Yeoman Warders – including ‘our 
Moira’ who was the first woman to be 
appointed back in 2007 – have been guardians 
of the Tower (which actually has 20 towers) 
for five centuries. Now famous as home of the 
Crown Jewels, it was a royal residence and 
then a prison for high-ranking members of the 
aristocracy – and queens. 

The last prisoners were the Kray twins,  
East End gangsters, who’d been called up to 
the army unit here for National Service, but 
deserted – they were at their mother’s house 
having a cup of tea. They went into the military 
cells on either side of the clock. Rudolf Hess was 
held here briefly during the War. Josef Jakobs, a 
German spy, was the last to be executed – down 

by my house, actually, in what’s now a car 
port: it used to be a firing range. 

In the early days, Yeomen Warders were 
paid not in money but food, especially beef, 
which was a luxury – hence the nickname of 
Beefeater. The traditional scarlet-and-gold 
uniform, with tights and ruff, is worn only on 
ceremonial occasions. It’s very heavy, and, in 
1858, we were given permission for our blue 
‘undress’ uniform by Queen Victoria. We now 
work for Historic Royal Palaces, a charitable 
trust, while retaining the our military traditions.

I came in 1991, after 27 years in the Army 
– one selection criterion is to have served 22 

In the early days,  
Yeomen Warders were paid 

not in money but food, 
especially beef, which was  

a luxury, hence the  
nickname of Beefeater
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 V isitEngland launched the 
Strategic Framework for 
Tourism 2010–2020 during 
this year’s British Tourism 
Week. The VisitEngland  

team has worked with the Partners for 
England Forum and colleagues from both  
the public and private sectors to develop  
this strategy and action plan, which aims  
to provide direction for everyone in the 
tourist industry.
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Framework provides. In the recent past, there has been no 
national approach, unlike in Scotland, Ireland and Wales. The 
Framework and its supporting Action Plan bring everyone 
together at all levels – regional, sub-regional and local – to 
allow us to maximise the huge potential of our sector. 

“The overall aim of the plan is clear. We want to improve 
the places people visit and the experiences they have. We 
want to encourage quality across the board – visitors expect 
very high standards. Quality does not just mean five stars and 
is not just based on the amount you can pay. Quality means 
the best experience at every level. We also want to ensure 
that the marketing of England is the very best that it can be, to 
enable us to succeed in a hugely competitive marketplace.

“VisitEngland is the enabler, the encourager of 
partnerships, sharing best practice, helping others to do 
business and improve performance. One of VisitEngland’s 
roles is to champion the value of England’s tourist industry to 
our economy, quality of life and employment and to showcase 
the benefits of tourism.

“Another key role is research and data gathering, which 
we share with our partners to help them make the most 
of opportunities. We’ve just carried out research into the 
‘staycation’, and the results are very interesting: in 2009, 
there was an 18% increase in domestic tourism, and 90% of 
interviewees said they would take at least one break in England 
in 2010. The continuing recession means that some people 
will take domestic breaks again this year for financial reasons, 
but there are signs that a more permanent shift in attitudes is 
starting to happen, with almost half the population expecting 
that, beyond 2010, they will take more holidays in the UK than 
they have in the past. This will create enormous opportunities 
for everyone in the English tourist industry.

“VisitEngland will be working with our partners to 
maximise the opportunities of the 2012 Olympic Games, 
Paralympics and Cultural Olympiad. It’s not just about track 
events, it’s a showcase for England for the thousands of 
foreign journalists here for the Games, and has the very real 
potential to increase England’s share of the global visitor 
market. The Queen’s Diamond Jubilee is another important 
occasion that will attract visitors in 2012, with a three-month 
summer festival, events all over the country, and a new Bank 
Holiday to celebrate the Queen’s 60 years on the throne.

“England is a great product, with wonderful destinations. 
There has been more investment in these destinations in the 
past 15 years than ever before, and we must take advantage of 
this. In VisitEngland, the industry now has a champion to help 
everyone make the most of the challenges and opportunities 
coming up.” 

anDy wooDwarD
Chief Executive, Farm Stay UK
farmstay.co.uk
“First and foremost, and long 
overdue, England is once again 
a tourism entity in its own right, 
responsible for its own destiny. 
Ireland, Scotland and Wales have all 

oversell the marketing message without ensuring that the 
experience matched the sales proposition. 

“In the past, we have been critical of national bodies 
not embracing the talent in the regions, but we are greatly 
encouraged by VisitEngland’s approach. We have had the 
opportunity not only to shape this framework, but also to help 
with delivery of the action plan.” 

brian wiSDom
Chief Executive, People1st
people1st.co.uk
“The new strategy rightly places 
great emphasis on skill development 
and the skill needs of the travel and 
tourism sector. It is crucial that the 
industry recognises the importance 

of the right skills, particularly customer service and the visitor 
welcome. At its best, customer service here is as good as 
anywhere in the world, but we all recognise the importance of 
delivering consistently high standards and must support the 
drive to raise our game further.

“Delivery of the plan requires renewed commitment from 
the sector to support its National Skills Strategy. Building on 
the new strategy, the National Skills Strategy addresses key 
skills issues and ensures that our industry derives a legacy 
from the world class events taking place in England between 
2010 and 2020. As well as improved visitor experiences, we 
want to see improved retention and development of our 
people, leading to a more professional workforce, and better 
engagement of tourism businesses, working together towards 
shared objectives.”

maUreen mcaLLiSter
Director of Tourism,  
South West Tourism
swtourism.org.uk 
“It is excellent to have both 
VisitEngland and a clear, focused 
and inspiring strategic framework 
that will ensure we concentrate 

our energy and resources in the right places. At South 
West Tourism we are reviewing our strategy, focusing on 
priorities for the region and the sustainable development of 
our industry, in line with the new strategy. Our destination 
partners are also using the framework to guide their activities.  

“The time is right for the public and private sectors 
to explore opportunities for working closely together to 
realise the vision – to increase tourism’s contribution to the 
economy, employment and quality of life in England – and 
deliver shared objectives. The investment made by the 
regions in the visitor economy has created a great foundation 
for the Strategic Framework. In the South West, we have 
already pledged our support for the new strategy and we’re 
looking forward to playing our part in its delivery.”  ■

“ England is  
once again a 
tourism entity 
in its own right, 
responsible for  
its own destiny”

demonstrated that by investing in their own identity, great 
results can be achieved for the visitor economy.  

“From my own perspective, I am delighted that the  
need for a Rural Tourism Action Plan has been recognised 
in the framework. The four objectives underpinning the 
strategy are important for rural tourism. The opportunity  
to ensure that our visitors receive a warm welcome and  
a great experience, to give employees skills and a career 
path, to further enhance the social and economic impact 
tourism has on all communities, while guaranteeing  
real value for money (which is not the same as cheapness), 
are essential for the longevity of both the visitor and 
rural economies.” 

chriS brown
Chief Executive, Visit Chester 
and Cheshire
visitchester.com
visitcheshire.com
“VisitEngland’s first major task 
was to develop a framework that 
would excite the industry and 

involve everyone, but still allow us to deliver the plan and 
handle challenges and opportunities at a local level without 
being constrained by too much ‘national’ governance. 
VisitEngland has achieved that, and recognises that its 
delivery will rely on it developing effective partnerships. 
We will all benefit from VisitEngland bringing together the 
different regions and bodies. 

“It’s good that marketing and experience are more 
intertwined – for too long, there has been a willingness to 

what do visitors 
spend their  
money on?

33% accommodation

21% travel costs to 
and from destination

19% eating and 
drinking

15% shopping

6% entertainment

5% price of package 
holiday/all-inclusive trip

1% other

For more information 

about the strategic 
framework and the action 
plan, and to download a 
copy, go to  
www.englandtourism.co.uk

this picture: view along the river 
tyne and newcastle quayside 
above left: shopping in the victoria 
Quarter in leeds
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aDVertoriaL

barclaycard has teamed up with 
visitengland to offer accommodation 

owners a new deal that provides 
preferential rates and the latest innovation 

in card services. here’s how…  

 At Barclaycard, we have enjoyed a long, 
successful relationship with accommodation 
providers in England, and we’re committed to 
finding new ways to help the industry. 

Over the past few months, we’ve been 
working in partnership with VisitEngland to develop a better 
deal for accommodation businesses. We are pleased to reveal 
that we’re offering a preferential rate to businesses that sign up 
through membership of participating regional tourist boards 
and destination management organisations (DMOs). 

This partnership could bring widespread benefits to the 
industry: you, as an accommodation provider, can enjoy 
competitive merchant rates and our innovative card services, 
while the excellent work of tourist boards and DMOs is boosted 
by increased membership uptake. For more information on 
how to take advantage of the deal, please see the information 
box at the end of this article.

As well as benefiting from the preferential rate, there are 
plenty of other reasons to take advantage of this offer. When 

“You can be 
confident that 
you’ll have 
access to the very 
latest payment 
processing 
methods”

from fraud. We’ve recently introduced a number of key 
innovations to help you and your customers.

Seeing thingS more cLearLy
Dynamic Currency Conversion (DCC) provides 
transparency to both you and your overseas customers. 
They can see the cost of their purchase in both sterling and 
their local currency and choose which currency to pay in.

That means you enjoy a new revenue stream by receiving 
a share of the foreign exchange commission for every DCC 
transaction; and your customers can see the exact cost of 
their purchase there and then, without having to wait for 
their credit card statement.

If they pay in their own currency with DCC, the amount 
they pay is final, because the foreign exchange commission 
(normally charged by the cardholder’s issuing bank) is 
included within the exchange rate.

more For yoU: PrePaiD SoLUtionS
Offering you complete flexibility, Prepaid Solutions can 
create a new income stream, encourage customer loyalty 
and promote your business.

Prepaid cards are any form of stored value card – the 
most popular being the gift card. But you can use them for a 
number of purposes, such as discounts and savings, refunds, 
rewards for spend and loyalty schemes. The opportunities 
are huge and growing every day.

SaFe anD SoUnD
We take security – for both you and your customers – very 
seriously. To improve card security, we adhere to the 
Payment Card Industry Data Security Standard (PCI DSS). 

PCI DSS helps prevent card data from being used 
fraudulently, reducing financial loss to you and your 
customers. It sets 12 standards for storing, processing or 
transmitting cardholder data and applies to both manual 
and electronic processing and storage of cardholder data. 

These are just some of the benefits of signing up to 
Barclaycard. We’ve included a handy insert inside this 
issue of Quality Edge, and to learn more about our flexible, 
innovative payment options, just fill in your details on the 
reply card and return it to us, free of charge. We can then tell 
you more about how you can benefit from Barclaycard.

growing with yoU
We may be a big business now, but we know what it’s 
like to be starting out. Barclaycard is part of the Barclays 
Group and, in 1966, seven people were given six months to 
establish an innovative new business. Based in a converted 
shoe factory in the centre of Northampton, this small team 
created Barclaycard and we went on to produce the first  
all-purpose credit card in Europe. 

As well as developing our business, we have also spent 
that time developing links with the community, making 
a real difference. In 2009 alone, 62% of Barclaycard team 
members volunteered their time for community projects, 
a total of 33,000 hours. And 30% of our staff were involved 
in fundraising, generating more than £1.9 million, including 
matched fundraising. ■

Suite deal

If you would like to find out more about the preferential rate deal that we 
have set up with your DMO or tourist board, please contact your local 
organisation directly for more details.

Remember, accommodation providers in England who sign up with 
their participating board or DMO will be eligible for preferential card 
processing and payment acceptance.

You can benefit from reliable, secure, easy-to-use technology; 
competitive rates; and UK-based contact centres that deliver market-
leading customer satisfaction. 

For more information on our payment innovation, please look  
at the leaflet inside this issue of Quality Edge or visit 
www.barclaycard.co.uk/paymentacceptance

All about the Barclaycard offer

you become a Barclaycard customer, you can be confident 
that you’ll have access to the very latest payment processing 
methods, and that you’re working with a company that really 
understands the accommodation business. 

If you don’t already take cards, you’re missing out on the 
speed, convenience and security that we can provide. Accepting 
cards allows you to take payments from overseas visitors before 
they arrive; take bookings on the phone or online, reducing 
the financial risk of no-shows; and save the time and hassle of 
paying cheques and cash into the bank. Modern card systems 
mean payment goes directly into your bank account, however 
big your business is.

We are a market leader and innovator in payment services, 
having processed card transactions for more than 40 years.  
We were the first to implement Chip and PIN and today we  
lead the way in contactless payment technology. And  
because we’re part of Barclays Bank PLC, you could also  
take advantage of our inclusive banking service, allowing you  
to benefit from our expertise in all financial areas – not just  
card payments. 

yoU can reLy on US
We’re always looking for new ways to make cardholder and 
payment data even more secure, so that as a business, you  
get a fast, convenient service and are better protected 
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bUDget hoteLS

budget hotels are thriving despite  
the downturn, so what can they teach  
us? helen tyas finds out how one 
warrington operator is competing by  
keeping costs low and quality high

 Despite the recession, the UK hotel industry is 
growing rapidly, with more than 11,000 rooms 
opening in 2009 and another 40,000 in the next five 
years. Since the current boom started in 2003, UK 
hotel stock has increased by 85,000 rooms, with 

55% in the budget sector. Research conducted by MINTEL in 
2007 reveals that between 2002 and 2006, the value of the budget 
hotel market increased by 38% – three times that of the overall 
UK hotel market – to reach £1 billion for the first time. MINTEL 
forecasts growth of 38% by 2012. 

Originally developed to provide cheap accommodation on 
motorways, budget hotels have changed dramatically in the past 
ten years. In the UK, the budget sector is dominated by the big 
brands, including Travelodge and Premier Inn. Trendsetting 
independents such as The Big Sleep, with three budget hotels in 
Cheltenham, Cardiff and Eastbourne, the windowless NiteNite in 
Birmingham and Yotel capsule hotels at Heathrow and Gatwick 
airports have all recently opened. Hotel consultancy TRI 
Hospitality’s 2007 report found that, with fewer staff required 
and high occupancies, budget hotels have lower operating costs 
and higher profits. In addition, the recession has made many 
hotel operators cut prices ruthlessly, making it hard for small 
B&Bs to compete.

haPPy gUeStS LoDge
Jeff and Marjorie Riley opened their three-star guest 
accommodation, Happy Guests Lodge (HGL), in Warrington  
in April 2009 after major renovations. Located on the A49, with 
good links to the M56 and M6 motorways, it has 20 large 
en suite bedrooms. 

As an independent budget hotel, HGL is 
competing with the big chains. Jeff explains: 
“We consider Premier Inn our first, second 
and third biggest competitor, as there are six 
branches within easy travelling distance of 
us, but we do have some advantages. For 
instance, we offer Family Five rooms for 
three children and two adults, and cheaper 
rates than the competition for rooms with 
WiFi and breakfast.” 

“ you can both 
strip out costs 
and deliver 
higher guest 
satisfaction”

QUaLity  
on a 
bUDget

Happy Guests Lodge is run by Jeff and Marjorie, along with a 
small staff of three cleaners and a maintenance man. “We have a 
great team and we’re very hot on the three cornerstones of value, 
cleanliness and hospitality,” explains Jeff. “There is a culture of 
low pay in this industry, but if they’re doing a great job, pay them 
more than the minimum!” 

Customer feedback is important: a survey is emailed to all 
guests after their stay and guest scores feature prominently on 
the website. HGL consistently receives excellent reviews on 
TripAdvisor, Trivago, Booking.com and Late Rooms. Jeff reports 
that good reviews do bring bookings, but warns that guest review 
sites can have their downsides. “One problem is reviewers who 
have twisted motives, such as getting revenge because they were 
told at three o’clock in the morning to make less noise in their 
room,” he says. “We have a policy to strongly challenge reviews 
where the criticisms are unfounded.” Jeff is also critical of sites 
that refuse hoteliers the right of reply, such as Booking.com.  

More than 70% of new guests book online and, for marketing, 
the Rileys rely on their website, which achieves first-page  
Google positions under various search terms. They also have  
a cost-per-click campaign on Bing and Google, as well as  
pages on Facebook, YouTube and Twitter, and send regular 
e-shots to past guests. On average, they spend 10% of their  
sales revenue on marketing. 

The Rileys have spent more than £50,000 on improvements  
in the past 15 months but are keen to avoid adding to direct costs. 
“It concerns me that the assessors often seem to be encouraging 
owners to chase higher quality by adding to costs, rather than to 
focus on delivering higher levels of guest satisfaction,” says Jeff. 
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“With higher costs, four-star guest accommodation will find it  
harder to compete with the budget chains and lacks the facilities  
to compete with the full-service hotels.”

Jeff feels that three-star guest accommodation is often 
considered the poor relation, when in fact, it should be 
“supported, encouraged and celebrated”. Many may actually 
benefit from moving to a three-star rating, he says: “This way, you 
can cut costs, reduce prices and fight the budget chains head on. 
It can be done; you can both strip out costs and deliver higher 
guest satisfaction levels.” 

In fact, they believe that their unique selling point is that  
they offer a more personal service than their larger competitors. 
They know their regular customers well and aim to provide them 
with comfortable beds and spotless rooms.
www.happyguestslodge.co.uk 

★★★  gUeSt accommoDation

Premier inn
You can’t fail to have seen Premier Inn’s long-running Lenny 
Henry advertising campaign on TV and in the press, and you’re 
probably intrigued by the chain’s promise of a good night’s sleep 
or your money back. Boasting king-sized Hypnos beds (as slept in 
by the Queen), power showers, Freeview TV, WiFi and all-you-
can-eat breakfasts, all at rates from as low as £29, Premier Inn is 
the biggest and fastest-growing hotel group in the UK and 
Ireland, and a leader in the budget sector. The brand, part of 
Whitbread plc, was launched in 1987 as Travel 
Inn and was the first budget hotel chain in the 
UK. It acquired Premier Lodge hotels in 2004, 
was subsequently rebranded as Premier Inn in 
2007 and now has 586 hotels. 

Premier Inn has won many awards, including one for Best 
Business Hotel Group in 2010. “The key to Premier Inn’s 
success,” says Steve Conway, Whitbread’s head of marketing, “is 
consistency across all the hotels. Guests know they’ll get clean, 
comfortable hotels with all the facilities. We call it ‘superior 
budget’. Our ‘promise’ is to provide a great night’s sleep in 
good-value accommodation.” The company has a rolling 
refurbishment programme across the chain, ensuring that each 
room is refurbished every three years.

Always looking for ways to improve the guest experience, 
Premier Inn runs the ‘guests recommend’ survey programme, 
one of the largest consumer surveys in Europe. All guests are 
sent an email asking for feedback and comments, and each 
month the group receives 40,000 replies. As well as being 
assessed annually by the national tourist boards, the chain 
commissions an independent audit, and anonymous  
inspectors visit each hotel twice a year, using a 1,000-point 
checklist for each visit.

Staff training is essential to reflect and deliver the brand’s core 
values of quality, consistency and value for money, combined 
with friendly service. “We run a comprehensive training 
programme,” says Steve, “and employees can gain NVQs  
in a variety of areas, including housekeeping, food processing  
and front office. It’s the first of its kind in the industry  
and a breakthrough in developing staff.”

More than 60% of customers book online but, says Steve,  
“you don’t have to book online to get 
the best rates. We offer the same rates 
however you book”.  

The Lenny Henry advertising 
campaign has been very successful, 
increasing web activity by 45%, and 
was voted the eighth most effective 
advert of the year in a Campaign 

magazine survey. And have they ever given a guest their money 
back? “Yes,” says Steve. “We promise a good night’s sleep and we 
never  quibble about that!” 
www.premierinn.com  

 Budget hotel

tUne hoteLS
With Tune Hotels’ attention-grabbing tagline ‘five-star sleeping 
experience at a one-star price’, the London opening of the Asian 
chain’s first UK hotel is sure to cause a stir this summer. The 
budget brand was launched in Kuala Lumpur in 2007 by Tony 
Fernandes and Kamarudin Meranun, founders of low-cost carrier 
AirAsia, who were inspired by the success of budget airlines. Tune 
now has nine hotels in Malaysia and Indonesia, with more 
planned for Thailand and India. 

The Tune Hotels concept is high-quality basics – five-star beds 
and powerful hot showers – with ‘limited service’, since guests pay 
for extras such as towels, TV and WiFi. The chain’s online booking 
system encourages guests to book in advance to get the lowest 
rates. As a result, 80% of bookings are made online, keeping 
operating costs to a minimum, with the remainder made through 
Tune Hotels’ call centre. 

In the group’s Asian hotels, 
companies sponsor themed public 
spaces and lifts, generating 
advertising revenue that helps to 
keep room rates low. The group is 
now exploring the feasibility of 
implementing this in the London 
hotel. Room rates always vary, 
but in London they are expected 
to start from £9 per night 
(inclusive of VAT and admin). 
Optional add-ons such as WiFi, 

televisions and hairdryers will cost between £1 and £3 each. In 
Asia, most guests do choose to buy extras during their stay. Half 
of the main London market is predicted to consist of UK 
residents, aged mainly between 25 and 40, with a core group of 
25-34-year-olds.

The brand is known for its people-focused, ‘customer is king’ 
ethos, and staff training is very important. The London hotel 
manager will be trained in Kuala Lumpur and the rest of the staff 
will be trained in London by the Training and Culture team from 
Asia. Guest feedback is also key and the hotels often implement 
guest suggestions. “We have an interactive relationship with our 
guests and take this seriously,” says CEO Mark Lankester. “Many 
of our guests really understand our business model and take the 
time to think about ways to make us better. It’s like having your 
own private think tank and it’s free!” 

The group plans to open 15 hotels across Greater London by 
2017 and would like to expand further across the UK. It is very 
successful in Southeast Asia, but how will it fare in the UK? “We 
believe there is still a gap in the market for a low-cost, high-
quality product in a city generally perceived to be expensive,” 
says Mark. “Our limited-service product has already been 

embraced by more than half a 
million guests in Southeast Asia. 
Across the board, we will generally 

be more affordable than the 
competition.” ■
www.tunehotels.com 
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“the key to 
Premier inn’s 
success is 
consistency 
across all the 
hotels”

 Assessing the budget sector 

 VisitEngland assesses the 400+ Premier 
 Inn  properties in England under its 
Budget Hotel Scheme. The assessment consists of 
an unannounced day visit that concentrates on the 
cleanliness and maintenance of each hotel. 

A sample of the hotels is assessed each year 
but no star ratings are awarded.

The Travelodge group has recently moved from 
the AA to VisitEngland and Tune Hotels has just 
applied for their first London hotel. Other Budget 
Groups such as Express by Holiday Inn and Ibis 
are AA assessed.
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roomS with a View

ralph oswick, Director of the natural theatre company, 
finDs that, when it comes to greeting guests, there is  
no global stanDarD

The welcome one gets at establishments makes all the 
difference to one’s stay. I’m not really one for sweets on 
the pillow, but I did once manage to eat a whole bowl of 
chocolate éclair toffees on a bedside cabinet before I 
realised I was in someone else’s room!

One doesn’t want too much fuss after a long journey, 
but on the other hand, the multi-tasking receptionist  

in a chain hotel with one hand on the booking computer and the other on 
her mobile phone is most offputting, no matter how much rack rate 
discount one has negotiated online.

Sometimes a couldn’t-care-less attitude can work to your advantage, 
however. A group of us once arrived at a German hotel to find the door 
unlocked and a note saying: ‘Gone to the carnival. Keys in reception. 
Breakfast 8am.’ We went to our designated rooms and found them  
to be high in the attic and very stuffy. Returning to the foyer, we saw  
in the register that we were the only guests booked in, so we took all  
the keys from the rack and looked in every room until we found ones  
we liked.

Breakfast of a sort was indeed on the table at the appointed hour. 
Pre-packed cheese and ham, a basket of rolls and a self-service coffee 
machine. But not a sign of any staff. Sleeping off the excesses of the 
carnival, perhaps. Maybe our agent paid the bill later. We certainly  

didn’t as there was nobody to pay. We just slipped away and for ever after 
referred to it as the Hotel Marie Celeste!

In a Scottish village, our party was split between two different guest 
houses – ancient rivals, as it turned out. On arrival, both landladies made it 
their business to tell us how mean and unwelcoming the other was. 
Breakfast and the size thereof was a major topic. Each party was led to 
believe that the others would practically starve to death. Needless to say, 
the breakfasts in both houses were gargantuan and beautifully cooked!

By contrast, the place that asked us to fill in a form stating whether we 
wanted baked beans with next morning’s brekkie even before we’d set foot 
in our rooms gained no points.

Perhaps the best welcome in the world is provided by a small hotel in the 
Caribbean I have been known to occasionally frequent. The journey 
involves three flights in ever-smaller and ever-bumpier planes. You arrive 
hot and grumpy. The moment you enter the bougainvillea-draped hut that 
serves as reception, they shove a pen into one hand and a rum and coke 
into the other while your suitcases are whisked away. Signed in within 
seconds, a short stroll across palm-shaded lawns, glass in hand, brings you 
to your cabin. There, as if by magic, perched on a little table on the veranda, 
is your second rum and coke, ice tinkling. As you sink into your comfy 
wicker chair and admire the sunset over the sea, you involuntarily let out a 
long and slow ‘Yes!’ – completely forgetting, of course, the thousands of 
pounds it has cost you to get there.

But that’s what a perfect welcome can achieve!
P.S. I dutifully ticked the yes box for beans, but I never actually got any.

a warmish welcome



Dog owner’S exPerience
ann ramsden and her assistance dog, 
yellow Labrador max, travel regularly. 
“i am hearing impaired: i’ve had max 
since 2004 and he has changed my life. 
he has been tuned in to sounds i can’t 
hear – including the cooker timer, the 
doorbell and the smoke alarm – and 
trained to come and tell me when he 
hears them. when he hears a sound he 
recognises, he’ll come and sit in front of 
me and touch me with one paw. i ask 
him ‘what is it?’ and, depending on 
which sound he has heard, he will either 
lead me to the source, or drop to the 
floor if it is an alarm ringing.

“max has also given me confidence. 
because it isn’t normally possible to tell  
if a person is hearing impaired just by 
looking at them – we’re often thought  
of as rude or aloof because we don’t 
respond to questions or join in 
conversations. by having a hearing dog 
who is wearing his distinctive burgundy 
jacket, we are telling the world why we 
aren’t responding. our dogs give us the 
confidence needed to go out and 
manage situations that can be tricky.

“it’s most embarrassing and upsetting 
to be turned away from hotels. i travel a 
lot with my job and on one occasion had 
pre-booked at a small hotel. i always 
mention that i travel with a registered 
assistance Dog when i make a booking 
and, as i hadn’t received any reply, i was 

quite relaxed when i arrived.
“however, the owner looked me up and 

down as i walked through the entrance 
with max and said ‘you can’t bring that 
dog in here!’ i carefully explained what 
max was, showed him max’s iD card, and 
even gave him a copy of the relevant page 
of the Disability Discrimination act, but 
there was nothing i could say that would 
persuade him that he couldn’t legally turn 
us away. after 40 minutes of being 
repeatedly told ‘it’s my hotel and i can do 
exactly what i like’, i decided to leave with 
my dignity intact and try to find another 
bed for the night.

“on the whole, accommodation owners 
are welcoming. my best experience was at 
a hotel where i was allocated a ground-
floor room with easy access to a grassed 
area. the restaurant staff moved a table 
so that there was plenty of space for max 
to settle down and the chef sent out a 
selection of meats for him!

“but really, there’s no need to do 
anything special; just treat us as normal 
guests. we keep our dogs under 
close control. accommodation 
owners are really missing a trick if 
they don’t welcome assistance 
dogs owners, because word  
spreads quickly through  
our community  
about good places  
to stay!”
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aSSiStance DogS

you may choose not  
to welcome pets, but 
assistance dogs can  
make perfect guests and 
also open up a whole  
new market. we explain 
your obligations under  
the law and discover how 
important such dogs are  
to their owners

alone, and they’re likely to return to any 
hotel, B&B or guesthouse that welcomes 
them and their canine companions.

A trAined helper
Assistance dogs are professionally trained to 
help a disabled person. Six organisations in 
the UK provide this training, including the 
Guide Dogs for the Blind Organisation, 
Hearing Dogs for Deaf People and Dogs for 
the Disabled.

Assistance dogs perform many important 
roles for a wide range of people, including 
those who are blind, partially sighted, deaf, 
hard of hearing or suffering from epilepsy. In 
addition to these roles, “they improve the 
emotional and social wellbeing of their 
owners,” says Philip Biggs, Access & 
Inclusion Manager at Hearing Dogs for Deaf 
People. “The dog becomes part of the person, 
affording them increased confidence and, 
more importantly, independence.”

Assistance dogs are selected for their 
temperament, trainability and, in some cases, 
their size. The dogs are trained to be 
unobtrusive and will sit or lie quietly when 
their owners don’t need them. These are 
working dogs, not pets that will get under 
people’s feet. There’s no need to worry about 
health issues, either. The Chartered Institute 
of Environmental Health says assistance 
dogs should be allowed access to food shops 
and restaurants because they are unlikely to 
be a risk to hygiene.

So how can you make an assistance dog 
owner feel at home? “It’s an old chestnut, but 
nothing beats a smile on arrival,” says Philip. 
“Some assistance dog users will be quite 
stressed, so that smile is a very welcoming 
gesture, particularly for deaf people who rely 
on lip-reading and facial expression. And it 

Paws

For more information 

for advice and a free window sticker, contact assistance Dogs uk,  
c/o hearing Dogs for Deaf people, the grange, wycombe road, 
saunderton, princes risborough, bucks hp27 9ns: tel 01844 348100 
(voice/minicom). if you require further advice, please call the equality 
and human rights commission on 0845 6046610.

Whitby YHA
Abbey House, East Cliff, North Yorkshire, YO22 4JT, Whitby 

★★★★ Hostel 
celia imogen is Deputy manager at whitby yha in 
north yorkshire.
website: www.yha.org.uk
“we’ve had guests staying with assistance dogs on a 
couple of occasions. we also have organised groups 
with assistance dogs using the tearoom, and this is 
more frequent. we have water bowls at the entrance 
to the tearoom and in the tea garden, and we advise 
on walking and toilet areas. we also have sensory 
signs giving directions. the dogs are well behaved 
and other guests react positively.”

helps the dog if it receives a friendly pat – they 
get stressed in strange places, too. A bowl of 
water in a suitable spot is always an 
encouraging sign to a dog as well, and helps to 
reassure its owner.” 
 
legAl obligAtions
There is also a legal aspect to the acceptance 
of assistance dogs. Government guidelines 

state that “assistance dogs are 
seen as aids that enable a 
disabled person to live life 
more independently. The 
refusal of service is likely to be 
discrimination in that  
the person is treated less 
favourably for reasons 
connected with their disability”.

for
thought

This is backed up by the Disability 
Discrimination Act 1995, which states that 
service providers should adjust policies that 
make it impossible or unreasonably difficult 
for disabled people to use the service – such 
as a ‘no dogs’ policy. “Cases of disability-
related discrimination involving hotels and 
guesthouses have been successfully taken to 
court,” Philip confirms, adding that those 
who transgress can face fines of between 
£1,000 and £3,000.

But this isn’t just about avoiding penalties 
– it’s about providing hospitality to guests of 
all kinds. So why not replace that ‘no dogs’ 
sticker with a free one from Assistance Dogs 
UK that reassures assistance dog owners that 
they – and their best friends – will 
receive a warm welcome? ■

REGISTERED   ASSISTANCE   D
OGS   

ONLY

 If you display a sign saying ‘no dogs’, 
you might want to consider 
changing it. It’s one thing to be 
unwilling to accommodate noisy, 
boisterous pets, but assistance 

dogs are neither of these. These highly 
trained animals provide a priceless service 
to their owners and it takes minimal effort 
to welcome them.

Even so, the charity Hearing Dogs for 
Deaf People is notified of about 70 cases a 
year where people with assistance dogs 
are refused access to hotels and 
guesthouses. A similar number of people 
report that they were allowed into the 
accommodation but refused access to 
restaurants or dining rooms with their 
canine helper. There are sure to be many 
more cases that go unreported, as there 
are currently about 6,500 assistance dog 
users in the UK.

That may not sound like many, but 
these assistance dog owners rarely travel 



38

Day in the LiFe

iSSUe 11, SUmmer 2010 39

imperial war 
museum north 

welcomes 
thousands of 

visitors every day. 
we follow the 
learning and 
access team 

through a typical 
day to see how 

they keep visitors 
happy and 

operations running 
smoothly

 The Imperial War Museum North opened eight 
years ago and has welcomed visitors of all ages 
through its doors ever since. Its goal – to increase 
public understanding of the effects of conflict on 
society – means it has developed an experience 

for all kinds of people, from parties of schoolchildren to older 
visitors who were personally touched by experiences of war.

With large school groups, families and individuals arriving 
daily – an average of 230,000 visitors a year – the attraction has 
to be well organised, with highly trained, knowledgeable staff 
who are ready to deal with the unexpected.  

IWM North has a mixture of permanent displays, changing 
exhibitions, regular talks and events, as well as offering a café, 
shop and eating areas. Among its major attractions is the 
award-winning Big Picture Show, a 360° audio-visual display 
that enables visitors to experience the museum’s collections 
of photography, art and sound. Changing images are projected 
onto the gallery walls and floor, putting visitors into a dynamic, 
immersive environment. This summer’s new exhibition is All 
Aboard: Stories of War at Sea, which includes parts of historic 
ships, medals and stories from the D-Day landings.

The attraction is based in a striking, unusual building made 
up of three interlocking shards, designed by internationally 
renowned architect Daniel Libeskind. The unorthodox design 
means that navigation and orientation are priorities, says 
Charlotte Smith, Head of Learning and Access for IWM North. 
“Because of the unusual architecture, it’s important that we 
take time to familiarise visitors with where everything is and 
help them to find their way around,” she says. Every group is 
welcomed by a member of the Learning and Access team, to 
make sure that customer care begins the moment they walk 
through the door.

Charlotte’s team – 13 permanent members and a pool of 
about 60 volunteers – are in key public-facing roles, so their 
work is vital in ensuring visitors enjoy their experiences. 
Among the major roles are interactors and interpreters, who 
meet and greet visitors, share essential information and help 
them find their way around the museum.

Exploring
history

below and above: 
regular handling 
sessions help to bring 
the museum’s stories  
to life for young visitors

opposite: the 
spectacular building, 
designed by architect 
Daniel libeskind
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imPeriaL war mUSeUm north
the Quays
trafford wharf
trafford park
manchester m17 1tZ
www.iwm.org.uk/north

 9.30am  the front-of-house team arrives to make 
sure everything is ready for the day, although many of 
them will arrive earlier. the key part of our preparation 
is to check the staff noticeboard to see how many 
groups are coming, who is allocated to meet them, 
which events are going on during the day and any 
special signs that need to be put out. the noticeboard 
is a really important part of running the museum. it is 
updated the night before so everyone knows what to 
expect for the day ahead. good preparation is the key 
to making sure things go smoothly once we’re open.

 10.00am  the doors open and for the next hour 
and a half, my team is busy meeting and greeting all 
the groups we have booked in. as well as looking after 
the practical aspects, like helping them to put their 
things in lockers, giving directions and showing them 
the lunch room, they also give them a talk about the 
architecture and outline the day’s events schedule.

it can be a challenge to manoeuvre groups of 
people around and we try to book arrivals at set times 
so that we have capacity to meet them. if we have a 
big secondary school group, we try to avoid having a 
party of primary children arriving at the same time, as 
it can be intimidating for them to face a big group of 
older children when they first arrive.

we have to allow time between the meet and greets 
because it’s not uncommon for groups to arrive later 
than expected, due to traffic. managers try to keep 
some time free so that they can act as back-up if the 
schedule is delayed or we are particularly busy. it’s 
really useful for me to do some of the meet and greets 
myself: it’s a good way to pick up feedback directly 
from visitors, and i wouldn’t ask my team to do 
anything i wouldn’t do myself.

IWM North is a longstanding supporter of VisitEngland’s 
Visitor Attraction Quality Assurance Scheme (VAQAS) and 
uses the assessment and feedback process to refine its 
operations. “When we have the annual ‘mystery shop’ from 
the assessor and then receive the report, our marketing and 
PR team analyses it and distributes it to every department,” 
says Charlotte. The report is discussed at management 
meetings and recommendations are shared with all staff.”

The VAQAS report is used to make practical changes: a 
recent recommendation was that the daily list of events didn’t 
tell visitors how long each event would last, so that was 
amended; and the museum’s automated phone system is 
being changed to include more practical information for 
visitors in line with the assessor’s comments. 

Preparation and training are crucial parts of IWM’s 
operation, an approach that can be applied to attractions of 
any size or type. As Charlotte points out, it’s not just staff with 
obvious customer interaction roles who need to be trained. 
“Everyone needs to be able to help our visitors. All staff and 
volunteers are encouraged to undertake regular training and 
members of the security team take an NVQ Level 2 in 
Customer Care.” 

IWM North also carries out its own quarterly research to 
ensure customers are happy with the experience. There can 
be as many as 2,500 visitors on a busy day, but, as with much 
smaller attractions, it tends to be the same factors that affect 
their overall impression – cleanliness, the welcome on arrival, 
and the quality of signs and navigation. ■

 10.30am  our volunteers are stationed in every 
gallery and visitors are told to look out for their uniforms, 
so they know they can ask them any questions. the 
volunteers are all trained when the exhibitions change. 
staff all go on familiarisation tours of new exhibitions 
so they know what the experience is like. 

it’s really important to provide a warm welcome 
when people enter each exhibition space. my team will 
all say “hello” and “can i help?” before showing 
visitors where the maps are, asking if there is anything 
they are particularly interested in and directing them 
to the most relevant exhibits.

 12.30am my team runs regular handling sessions, 
which are a chance for people to touch and talk about 
objects connected to our displays and exhibitions. the 
sorts of objects used might be a gas mask, medals or 

For more information 

visitengland operates the visitor attraction Quality 
assurance scheme (vaQas). annual assessments are 
carried out by trained impartial assessors who test 
all aspects of the customer experience, from initial 
telephone enquiry and website search right through 
to the visit itself. all assessments are followed by a 
one-to-one debrief and formal assessment report.

Charlotte takes us through a typical day 
for the Learning and Access team.

a uniform, and the team will talk about wars generally 
and also tell the story of the person who owned it.  
these sessions really bring to life the experience of 
war and allow visitors to tell their own stories – we 
often learn as much as they do.

 2pm the average time for a visit to the museum 
is about two hours, although 
school parties generally stay 
for longer as they’ll have lunch 
as well. after 2pm, the school 
trips tend to head home and 
the museum is a bit quieter. 

 3pm  the afternoon tours 
are mainly made up of adults 
who are here for a general day 
out. it’s less busy, so this is 
also the time for more 
office-based preparation. 
the interactors can work 
on presentations and we 
prepare the noticeboard 
and check bookings. 

 5pm even later in the day, we might still be 
taking bookings. the museum hosts evening events 
including talks and corporate dinners, so some 
members of the team might be here later into the 
night. there is activity here all day – it never stops.

“ Good 
preparation 
is the key to 
making sure 
things go 
smoothly once 
we’re open”

Left and below: the 
learning and access 
team get youngsters 
involved with the 
exhibits
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common StanDarDS hoteL gUiDeS

 “Y ou can corrupt one man, you can’t corrupt 
an army.” The Good Hotel Guide has no 
shame in having borrowed this principle 
from Raymond Postgate, the founder of 
The Good Food Guide (GHG). Over the 

past 34 years, we have recruited an army of readers who tell us 
about their visits to hotels, inns and B&Bs. We pay our own 
way and do not accept hospitality or advertising. An entry in 
the printed guide is based solely on merit and is totally 
without charge, though our selected hotels, inns and B&Bs 
pay a fee if they wish to appear on the GHG’s website. But 
there is a quality threshold: only those places that have a free 
entry in the print edition are entitled to a web entry.

What sort of places are in The Good Hotel Guide? The answer 
is a wide range, from luxurious country house hotels to 
humble B&Bs. Some cost £300 a night, others less than £30. 
What they have in common is that they are almost always 
personally owned and managed, and are outstanding in their 

IndependentStar turns
thinking

“An entry in the 
printed guide is 
based solely on  

merit and is totally 
without charge”

class. It is not easy to get an entry in the Guide. There are more 
than 50,000 hotels and B&Bs in the UK and Ireland. We have 
space for only 800. 

The category in which a hotel or B&B is placed depends on 
the degree of confidence we have in it. That confidence 
depends on our readers. The more feedback we get from 
readers we trust, the more likely a hotel or B&B is  to get a full 
list entry. Why do our readers take the time and trouble to 
write to us? Susan Hanley, a long-time reader, wrote to us: 
“Your guide is still by far the best way to find a hotel and so I 
feel an obligation to spend time writing reports for you. And 
it’s fun, too!” Our readers are carefully tracked so we know 
exactly who they are. Their letters, emails and postcards 
about their visits to hotels and B&Bs are all filed. Some 
travellers like luxurious country house piles; others prefer a 
modest inn. Some go for smart city-centre hotels; others, with 
young families, like child-friendly seaside retreats. Our 
readers have different budgets and want different things. But 
our database indicates where they are coming from. 

There are four categories. A new reader who recommends a 
hotel is listed as an N. We don’t disregard his or her view, but 

adam raphael, editor of the good hotel 
guide, looks at the value of independent 
guides and the importance of generating 
positive customer feedback

hospitality and service take 
centre stage as the review puts 
star ratings under the spotlight

The planned review of ‘Common Standards’ for 
serviced and self-catering accommodation is  
nearly complete. 

The industry and consumer research for the Hotel 
and Guest Accommodation schemes has been analysed and the 
‘Standards Review Group’ (SRG), which comprises 
representatives of the assessing bodies – VisitEngland, 
VisitScotland, Visit Wales and the AA, with new member the 
Northern Ireland Tourist Board – has met regularly and expects 
to announce the proposed changes by late autumn.

The main change for hotels and guest accommodation in 
England will be the gradual move to ‘sectional consistency’. The 
current scheme ‘rules’ allow for a particular star rating to be 
awarded if the overall score meets the required level. However, of 
the areas assessed, one or two can be at the star rating below. For 
example, a four-star B&B has to achieve an overall (average) 
quality score of 70%, but two of the five key areas (bedrooms, 
bathrooms, hospitality, breakfast and cleanliness) could be  
at three-star level. 

The new-style reports make it much easier for an operator to 
know if any of their key area scores are below the star rating 
achieved, and the assessors will provide advice and guidance on 
how to address any weak areas. 

gUeSt accommoDation Scheme
Consumer research suggests that guests increasingly expect en 
suite bathrooms. Therefore, the current 50% requirement at four-
star level is likely to be introduced gradually at three-star. Wash 
basins where no en suites or private bathrooms are available may 
also be brought in at two-star, rather than at three-star.

hoteL Scheme 
Recognising that industry standards and guests’ expectations are 
constantly changing, the assessing bodies appreciate the need 
for the hotel standard to become more flexible. There is still a 
perception among many consumers that the star ratings are 
about ‘tick boxes’ and facilities and less about the quality of the 
accommodation, welcome and food. VisitEngland and other  
SRG members share the view that revisions to the standard 
should address the need to reduce the barriers to moving up the 
star ratings for small hotels, in particular, where the overall 
quality is high. The current scheme ‘rules’ mean that many 
two- and three-star hotels are held back at a lower rating and 
some then choose to move over to the guest accommodation 

scheme. This can lead to confusion when the word ‘hotel’  
is still used in some marketing and hoteliers can see this as  
unfair competition. 

VisitEngland has surveyed a sample of its hotel scheme 
members who do not offer all the facilities or services needed to 
achieve the star rating their quality score would trigger. Reasons 
given by hoteliers included lack of room service, night porter, 
formal reception desk or full-time receptionist. In most cases, the 
service is not provided because the demand is not there. For 
example, in a small country hotel, guests tend not to want 24-hour 
room service, which is required at four-star. 

So the SRG group is reviewing how each assessing body is 
currently using ‘dispensations’ to overcome this problem and 
whether there is a consistent approach across the organisations. 
Either the principles of applying the dispensations need to be 
clear and applied consistently, or the criteria need to be reviewed.

The debate will focus on what core services the consumer 
would expect to find at each star rating and whether these are 
different in city centre hotels and country locations, and for 
business guests compared with the leisure market. The aim will 
be to more closely align the hotel star ratings to consumer 
expectations.

Given the importance of a warm welcome in hotels as much as 
in B&Bs, hospitality may be given more weight in the revised 
standard. Existing participants will be given time to make changes 
if their star rating is ‘at risk’ but the revised criteria will apply to 
new applicants from April 2011. 

Ultimately, these scheme changes will make the ratings  
more useful to consumers when choosing accommodation. 
VisitEngland’s recent consumer research showed that star ratings 
are widely used (76% said they referred to them sometimes) but 
there is an opportunity to increase understanding – and simplifying 
the hotel scheme should help us to achieve this.

SeLF-catering reView
The review of the self-catering Common 
Standard, which has been used by the Tourist 
Boards in the UK since 2005, is also moving 
ahead. VisitEngland completed industry 
research in late 2009 and a 
programme of consumer  
research will finish in  
September of this year. 

The Gold Award for self-
catering accommodation and 
serviced apartments  is now well 
established, with 11% of self-
catering and  23% of the serviced 
apartments achieving this.  ■
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hoteL gUiDeS

and sheets and a duvet, fresh bread and home-made preserves 
at breakfast. We don’t like bossy notices, intrusive 
background music, hidden service charges, restricted 
breakfast times or stuffy dress codes.

We don’t, of course, always get our judgments right. Hotels 
and their standards change fast. But one of the merits of an 
independent guide is that it is self-correcting. Our readers are 
the first to let us know if they think we have wrongly left out a 
hotel or included one that is on the slide. Hotels and B&Bs are 
keen to be selected by the Guide because it brings them a lot of 

business. Emma Stratton, one of three sisters who 
own the popular Cornish seaside hotel, 

Bedruthan Steps, says: “We are huge fans of 
your Guide – it is great that inclusion can’t be 
bought.” David Armstrong, owner of Clow 

Beck House, Croft-on-Tees, wrote: “The Good 
Hotel Guide  remains the last bastion of 

“The 17th-century former rectory has ‘comfortable 
accommodation, plenty of sitting room and bedroom 

space’. The ‘superb’ breakfast has fresh fruit salads and 
compotes, freshly baked muffins and a ‘daily special’ as 
well as full English. The Frenches are participants in the 
Green Tourism Business Scheme and, where possible, 
all food is organic and locally sourced.” 

“My top-floor room had far-
reaching views and attractive  
period furniture”

Molesworth Manor, Little Petherick
★★★★ Guest Accommodation

“Perhaps the best 
description of the Guide 

is that it is word of 
mouth in print”

“Below rugged Froggatt Edge, in some of the 
Peak District’s best scenery, Joanne and 
Jonathan Tindall’s Grade II listed 16th-
century inn is ‘popular yet calm’, say visitors. 
‘More like a restaurant-with-rooms than a 
pub’, it has ‘smart hanging flower baskets and 
troughs by the entrance’.” 

‘‘The inn is popular yet 
calm...the service is 
professional’’

The Chequers Inn,  
Froggatt Edge

★★★★ Inn 

“Small, flower-fronted, bay-windowed hotel 
run by owners Ian Balmforth (chef ) and 
Graham Poole. Five minutes from Winter 
Gardens, shops, promenade. Lounge, bar, 
traditional English tea room.” 

Raffles Hotel and Tea 
Room, Blackpool

★★★★ Guest Accommodation

“Owned by ‘model hosts’ Patrick and Heather 
Birchenough, this inexpensive B&B is a Georgian Grade 
II listed building, once the village store and bakery. It is 
peacefully located near the Goodwood estate and 
within easy reach of Chichester. Many of the 
comfortable en suite rooms have beautiful views 
looking over the fields and the cathedral, and some are 
suitable for families.”

“First class. Excellent service. 
Good value. We were made 
most welcome”

The Old Store, Halnaker
★★★★ Guest Accommodation

if you would like to see for yourself what the 
guide is all about, there is a special offer for 
readers of Quality edge. the normal retail 
price is £20, but the first 100 applicants  
can buy a copy for only £10, including post 
and packing. 

please send an email to editor@
goodhotelguide.com with your name, 
address and credit card details, or 
alternatively write to the good hotel guide, 
50 addison avenue, london w11 4Qp with 
your payment.

The Good Hotel Guide: reader offer

“I believe there is a real 
demand for reliable, 
independent advice 

about hotels and B&Bs”

we place less weight on it than an R, a regular reader who has 
written to us many times before. The next step up, T for 
trusted, is reserved for those whose judgment we know is 
sound. It is from their ranks that we recruit our inspectors, 
who have dinner and stay overnight at hotels and B&Bs at our 
expense. We inspect when we are uncertain about a hotel, 
possibly because of a change of ownership or because of a 
disagreement among readers. Sometimes it may be a 
candidate for one of our annual top awards, the Césars, 
named after the famous hotelier, César of the Ritz. No guide 
can afford to inspect every hotel every year, which is why we 
are, and will always be, a guide for readers, written by readers. 
Perhaps the best description of the GHG is that it is word of 
mouth in print.

The virtue of such a system is that it is transparent and 
impossible to corrupt. The Guide is proud of its reputation for 
independence. We write without fear or favour, based on what 
our readers tell us. Our reviews do not just gush with praise; 
there are often criticisms of hotels, though the balance is 
favourable. We drop about 15% of our selected hotels and 
B&Bs each year as a result of adverse reader reports, or 
because there has been a change of ownership  
or management.

Do we have our prejudices? Yes, we do!  We like good 
bedside lighting, proper hangers in the wardrobe, fresh milk 
with the tea tray in the bedroom, a choice between blankets 

independent and impartial advice to hotel users, and as such 
we prize our entry in the guide above all others.”

That brings me to TripAdvisor. Though it is used by tourists 
all over the world, and many hotels admit it is an increasingly 
important marketing tool, it has its flaws. Although 
TripAdvisor claims that it has ‘zero tolerance’ for fake reports, 
all it requires from its reviewers is an email address. Until 
TripAdvisor checks all those who write to it, it cannot be used 
with the same level of trust as the Guide can. 

This criticism may be dismissed as self-interested, but I 
believe there is a real demand for reliable, independent advice 
about hotels and B&Bs. The Good Hotel Guide  was founded to 
do just that. Its first editor, Hilary Rubinstein, was a literary 
agent, which explains why it has a literary feel and has many 
famous writers and actors as contributors.

Nowadays, it sells 10,000 copies a year of the print edition. 
What sort of people read the Guide?  It is hard to generalise, 
but most of our readers are based in the UK, over 40, well 
educated and relatively well-off.  But our website,  
www.goodhotelguide.com, is looked at by up to 20,000 
people every month and attracts a younger audience. To 
broaden appeal, we have just launched an application for 
Apple’s iPhone and iPad that sold 1,000 copies in its first two 
weeks. We have many readers from abroad, in particular, the 
USA, Australia, and South Africa, who tell us that they find the 
Guide invaluable during their visits to Britain. ■
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teaming up with other types  
of tourism business to raise 
your marketing profile is a 
simple and cost-effective  
way to boost bookings,  
as helen tyas discovers

 A re you looking for a low-cost way to 
market your business? Whether you’re an 
accommodation provider or you run an 
attraction, it pays to tap into some of the 
best resources you’ve got: local businesses. 

Collaborations can cost very little, but can benefit all 
partners, generating additional bednights and visits, 
extending the season and increasing profiles. 

Accommodation owners in north-east Lincolnshire 
recently joined forces with a train company to promote the 
area. The Inspected Accommodation Group in Cleethorpes, 
Grimsby and the Lincolnshire Wolds has 12 members, all 
offering accommodation inspected by either VisitEngland  
or the AA, and has its own website and leaflet. 

It was while out distributing leaflets one day that members 
Sarah Bottomley, who owns self-catering cottages, and Maria 
Ross, who owns a guesthouse, had a chance meeting that led 
to an exciting new partnership. “We dropped some leaflets 
off at Cleethorpes Railway Station,” explains Sarah, “and the 

First TransPennine Express station manager happened to 
be there. He said he wanted to work with us, and it all 

started from there.”
Just two weeks later, the group, along with 

members of the Cleethorpes Town Team, 
met with the train company to plan the 

promotion. They decided to produce 
leaflets and posters, funded entirely  
by First TransPennine Express, with 
special offers for visitors. 

Another two weeks later, they  
had collected 25 offers from 

accommodation, local shops, restaurants, 
cafés, attractions, taxis and hairdressers, 

ranging from 10% discounts to half-price 
Sundays and free welcome breakfast baskets.  

To receive the special offers, visitors simply  

Come 
together

“Collaborations 
can cost very 
little, but can 
benefit all 
partners”

right: examples 
of the leaflets that  
are given out at first 
transpennine express 
stations to publicise 
cleethorpes

below: cleethorpes
right: cleethorpes’ 
inspected accommodation 
group’s website  
www.cleethorpestourism.com



to capitalise on visitors 
to chichester theatre 
(left), accommodation 
providers set up the 
chichester overnighter, 
which has its own page 
on the theatre’s website 
(www.cft.org.uk) and is 
publicised in festival 
programmes (below)

VaQaS  
aSSeSSeD 
attractionS
beamish museum
www.beamish.org.uk 
chester Zoo
www.chesterzoo.org
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show their train tickets at 
participating attractions.

The campaign was launched 
in June, in time for the summer 
season. The leaflets and posters 
are being distributed on trains 

and in stations throughout the 
train company’s network in  

the north of England and Scotland, 
which covers a variety of areas 

including Manchester, Liverpool, 
the Lake District, York, Middlesbrough, 

Glasgow and Edinburgh. 
Sarah is excited about the partnership. “Working 

together does not have to be complicated,” she says. “We 
all want to do our best for our beautiful resort, so we each 
brought our individual skills and services to the table, set a 
time limit to work within and went from there. I look forward 
to being part of future initiatives together.”  

oVernighter SUcceSS
Other hotel groups have set up theatre and festival packages, 
such as the Chichester Overnighter, launched in 1993 by 
Chichester and District Hotels Association, Chichester 

District Council and Chichester Festival Theatre. This year, 
seven hotels and two guest accommodation properties are 
taking part, all three- or four-star independents. Bookings 
are made by phoning Chichester Tourist Information 
Centre’s Overnighter booking line and the TIC receives a 10% 
commission on each booking. The packages are bonded by 
Chichester District Council, which acts as the banker, holding 
the money until the guests have stayed before passing it on to 
the accommodation provider and the theatre. 

Helen Wassell, who runs the scheme at Chichester TIC, 
says: “When I arrived, there was a ruling that people could 
book a hotel only for the night they had theatre tickets, which 
was crazy! Now guests can book as many nights as they like – 
they can go to the theatre one night, but stay six.”

Sales figures vary and were slightly down in 2009, with 291 
packages sold and 600 guests in total. “The popularity of the 
Overnighter does depend on the theatre programme,” said 
one hotelier. “If there are popular plays, West End hits and 
some big names appearing, we usually have a good season. 
This year, Patrick Stewart is appearing in Edward Bond’s 
Bingo and that sold out very quickly.” 

Helen agrees: “If a star is announced, or there’s a rave review 
in the papers, I’m going to get a lot of calls the next day.”

She thinks the key to the Overnighter’s lasting popularity 

is the personal service. “The system is computerised now,” 
she says, “but we still pride ourselves on our superb customer 
service. People love the ‘one call does it all’ approach and 
they’re delighted when we call them back the next day with 
their booking details.”

Forming a trade association can also give you greater 
marketing power. Sussex Top Attractions (STA) is a long-
established trade group with 63 members throughout Sussex. 
As well as a website, the group produces a million copies 
of its distinctive, bright yellow brochure every year. But, as 
company secretary Robin Symington explains, they don’t just 
sit back and rely on members to display the brochure. “More 
than 850,000 are distributed throughout London and south-
east England,” he says, “and 60,000 go on P&O ferries.” 

The group pays to rack the brochures at visitor centres 
in London, attends regular trade fairs and sends an annual 
mailshot to more than 8,000 trade contacts. STA also prints 
3,000 sought-after trade passes. These allow free entry to 

attractions and are sent to people in a position to bring large 
numbers of visitors to the attractions, such as group travel 
organisers, B&B owners, journalists, teachers, campsite 
owners and politicians. Pat Sullivin, who has been running 
Cliff Farm B&B near Rye for 30 years, always requests one. 
“It’s very helpful,” she says. “My European guests always 
want advice on places to visit. Otherwise, it’s like an estate 
agent selling a house he hasn’t seen – it’s much better to have 
actually been there!”  

croSS-coUntry coLLaboration
All over the country, accommodation owners and attractions 
are working together profitably. Chester Zoo runs a successful 
scheme with more than 60 accommodation providers, 
including small B&Bs, self-catering apartments and large 
hotels, selling more than 40,000 tickets a year to guests. 
Scheme participants buy the tickets at a discount to include 
in packages or sell direct to guests during their stay. Chester 
Zoo’s Tourism Coordinator, Julie Benn, is pleased with the 
results: “We’ve developed the packages over the past four 
years and they have increased the demand for an overnight 
stay in Chester,” she says. “We recently introduced a two-day 
ticket for local hoteliers to sell, as demand is high for a return 
visit the next day.” The zoo helps with marketing, too. “We 
encourage hotels to contact us for photographs, logos and the 
latest news, for instance on baby animals, to draw in guests 
and keep it fresh and inviting,” says Julie.

Beamish Museum in County Durham has been working 
with local hotels for nearly 20 years, providing them with 
free entry vouchers at a reduced rate to be used in guest 
packages. “It was launched to foster good relationships 
with local hotels and to give us another avenue to promote 
the museum via hotel marketing,” says Amy Kobelis, the 
museum’s Development Manager. Hotels either pay in 
advance for tickets or are invoiced monthly for the total 
number of tickets received at the museum. In the summer 
season, Beamish also provides printable discount vouchers 
by email. All promotion and booking of the packages is 
done direct through the hotels. This year, 25 hotels are 
participating, ranging from independents to chains 
including Marriott, Holiday Inn and Premier Inn. 

“We have only one guesthouse in the scheme 
at the moment,” explains Amy. “We want to see 
how it’s received before extending it.” In 2009, the 
museum invoiced for more than 1,200 tickets across 
13 hotels. Until recently, it did not track the number 
of prepaid tickets used, so no figures are available. “The 
more upmarket hotels like to offer inclusive packages to their 
guests,” says Amy, “while chains such as Premier Inn are more 
likely to offer an added incentive.” 

The family-owned four-star Beamish Hall Hotel is near the 
museum and sells about 150 Beamish Museum Experience 
packages a year. “Lots of people choose our hotel for our 
location and the package we offer,” says Managing Director 
Amy Craggs. “I would recommend any hotel or B&B to make 
friends with their local attractions – it makes you part of 
the visitor’s destination instead of just a place to stay. And 
creating a package gives visitors better value for money, which 
they always love.” ■

“We pride ourselves 
on our superb 
customer service. 
People love the 
‘one call does  
it all’”

right: sussex top 
attractions prints  
more than one million 
copies of its distinctive 
brochure

the town at beamish 
museum (left) and 
chester Zoo (above), 
which both have 
successful collaborations 
with local accommodation 
providers
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yoUr

egg rules unscrambled
i am intrigued by the letter from phillippa cooke in the 
winter edition of Quality edge. we are also a five-star 
silver guest house and have our own free range eggs: 
a fact we proudly put in our brochure.

however, following a visit from our local 
environmental health officer, we were advised, much 
to our chagrin, that it is a criminal offence to serve our 
eggs to paying guests, as they were not graded and 
stamped, and that we could be liable to a substantial 
fine should any guests contract a stomach bug. 
ian neil
brant house, Stragglethorpe, Lincs

★★★★★ guest house

editor: We contacted Defra for guidance on your question. If you 
run an establishment with three rooms or fewer then you are 
allowed to use your own eggs, but you should advise guests that they 
are not graded. Larger establishments are required to use eggs 
which are properly boxed and labelled ‘class A’. For more 
information visit Defra’s website: www.defra.gov.uk or look at the 
guidance on the Accommodation Know How website.

Paying the PrS fee
i read in Quality edge (winter 2008) that members 
should not have to pay the performing right society 
fee if they only play music in the bedrooms. i’ve been 
paying the licence for two years. Do i need to pay this? 
carolyn talling  
trelren b&b, Looe, cornwall

★★★ bed & breakfast

editor: The BHA (British Hospitality Association) dispute has 
been settled and PRS’s right to claim copyright fees for bedrooms 
has been accepted by the trade association. They are now advising 
members that they should pay the licence fee. 

Unexpected guests
i would like to raise a problem which we 
experienced recently for the first time – extra 
guests turning up to stay.  we had a booking for 
one person for one night (we have three double 
rooms for which we charge a room rate in our 
b&b). when the guest arrived, however, he had 
brought his partner and two young children.

i advised them that the room was clearly not big 
enough for four, but he said they had a travel cot for 
one child and the other would share the bed with 
them! they also asked for extra towels and pillows 
and expected the children to be fed breakfast, and 
we grudgingly obliged. to top it off, they left both 
the bedroom and the breakfast room in a terrible 
mess, and were noisy throughout their stay, resulting 
in negative comments from our other guests.

overall, we felt cheated. we didn’t want to turn 
them away and come across as inhospitable when 
they arrived, as they had travelled a long distance, 
but at the same time we felt that they should have 
been truthful from the outset.  
Lynda hannam
number 678 guest house, rossendale 

★★★★ guest house

editor: Make sure that your booking terms and conditions 
are clear – state maximum occupancy for each of your rooms 
(refer to your fire risk assesment and insurance policy) and 
advise that additional rooms will be required for extra guests. 
Take full guest details with each booking and state that you 
should be informed of any changes in advance of arrival (this 
is particularly important for self catering properties, for 
insurance purposes). 
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