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Sustainable Tourism Cooperative Research Centre (STCRC) is established under the Australian 
Government’s Cooperative Research Centres Program. STCRC is Australia’s largest dedicated tourism 
research organisation, with over $187 million invested in tourism research programs, commercialisation 
and education since 1997. The aim of STCRC research is to underpin the development of a dynamic, 
internationally competitive and sustainable tourism industry. STCRC is a not-for-profit company owned by its 
industry, government and university partners.

STCRC falls under the Commonwealth CRC program, which aims to turn Australia’s research and innovations 
into successful new products, services and technologies, making our industries more efficient, productive and 
competitive. The program emphasises the importance of collaboration between business and researchers 
to maximise the benefits of research through an enhanced process of utilisation, commercialisation and 
technology transfer. STCRC’s objectives are to enhance:

the contribution of long-term scientific and technological research and innovation to Australia’s • 

sustainable economic and social development;
the transfer of research outputs into outcomes of economic, environmental or social benefit to • 
Australia
the value of graduate researchers to Australia; collaboration among researchers, between researchers • 
and industry or other users and 

efficiency in the use of intellectual and other research outcomes.• 
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Overview

About the research
Heritage is a broad term applied to a range of things, places and practices which we value 
and wish to conserve for future generations. 

Heritage places are most commonly the focus of conservation efforts and tourism interest. 
While these are often divided into two broad categories of cultural and natural heritage, there 
is increasing recognition of the connections between the two.

Cultural heritage tourism presents an opportunity to generate revenue while raising 
awareness of the significance of heritage.  Vital to the successful management of cultural 
heritage is understanding the requirements for meeting conservation goals while also 
maximising tourism potential. 

Unfortunately there is currently a high failure rate amongst cultural heritage tourism 
operations. 

This project has identified the critical factors for successfully balancing viable cultural 
heritage tourism (CHT) enterprises with heritage conservation goals.

What the research covered
The objectives of the study were to:

identify critical success factors for cultural heritage tourism enterprises, based on • 
published literature and case studies

examine case studies of management practices that have contributed to the success of • 
cultural heritage tourism attractions

identify a set of factors that contribute to success in achieving viable cultural heritage • 
tourism and heritage conservation goals.

How to use the research
This research can be used to develop new strategies and actions that can produce positive 
results for cultural heritage organisations.
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In particular it provides: 

interpretation and marketing strategies for tourism operators and heritage managers• 

an insight into the development of strategic initiatives to support cultural heritage tourism • 
development at a local, regional and state level

assistant managers, custodians and planners with a resource to better understand the • 
dynamics of successful cultural and heritage tourism. 

Who will be interested in the research
This research will be of particular interest and relevance to:

tourism operators• 

cultural and heritage asset managers• 

state and local tourism organisations• 

local and regional communities expanding their cultural heritage tourism and cultural and • 
heritage planning and development

officers within state and local governments.• 

Methodology
A review of existing literature was used as the starting point for formulating a basic 
framework of issues to guide interviews with operators. A success factor list evolved 
through successive interviews with a broad range of cultural heritage tourism operators and 
associated government stakeholders.

Imparja Camel Cup Alice Springs 
Camel Cup Committee Inc
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About Cultural Heritage Tourism

In Australia, cultural heritage is often divided into Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
heritage, and heritage dating to the period after colonisation. 

Cultural heritage is valued as a point of reference and identity within a community. 
Conserving cultural heritage is important in terms of the significance to the local community 
and the ongoing potential for generating tourism income which further raises the awareness 
of culture and heritage.

The historical high failure rate amongst cultural heritage tourism operations may relate to the 
strong focus on conservation and prevention of over-commercialisation, a lack of business 
and marketing knowledge and skills, and debates around less tangible issues such as 
authenticity and cultural and heritage tourism commercialisation. 

Tourism Australia
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The limited (though growing) literature addressing the issue of operating successful cultural 
heritage tourism enterprises indicates several other requirements for success. These 
include:

understanding market supply and demand• 

having clear objectives• 

having the ability to meet visitor needs and expectations. • 

It is apparent that cultural heritage tourism enterprises would benefit greatly from a 
collated specific set of guidelines to aid in their success. This research, which has 
combined information from existing literature sources and input by cultural tourism heritage 
practitioners, is intended to create a comprehensive and directly relevant list of success 
factors found to be common across a range of CHT operations.
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Snapshot of Success Factors 
The key success factors identified are in no specific order of importance, but do reflect a 
logical approach to the sequence of steps required for setting up a new cultural heritage 
tourism operation. 

Agreed objectives and clear concepts
This relates to the need for clear objectives for the heritage place, agreed upon and 
supported by key stakeholders with the development of coordinated tourism product 
concepts that balance both conservation and business needs.

Financial planning for budgeting, capital raising and price setting 
Finances are central to the viability of a heritage place as a tourism product and/or a focus 
for conservation. Requirements for adequate capital, access to grants and other sources of 
funding and the need for careful budgeting and financial planning are essential for continued 
success of an operation. 

Effective marketing strategies based on sound market research
An effective marketing strategy is necessary for tourism success and is highly dependent 
on market research and other key success factors, including objectives, clear concepts and 
financial planning.

Destination and proximity to major markets and visitor flows
Several aspects were considered important including: suitable relationship to destination 
image and branding; adequate accessibility, visitor flows, market proximity and transport 
access; and proximity of other nearby businesses (clustering). 

Human resource management, including paid staff and volunteers 
Operations included in the study typically relied heavily on volunteers and part-time staff. 
Many may have expertise in (or passion for) the heritage in question rather than experience 
in tourism services and the management of commercial ventures. A range of skills, from 
conservation through to business skills was considered ideal for success. There are specific 
issues associated with volunteers including training, coordination, rewards, recruitment and 
succession.
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Planning for product differentiation, life cycles and value adding 
Addressing aspects of uniqueness and differentiation is important as heritage identified for 
its conservation value may not translate into a viable tourism product. Alternatively, it may 
be necessary to break down the tourist perception of ‘seen one historic house/bridge/town, 
seen them all’. 

Quality and authenticity of products and experiences
Quality tourism product refers primarily to the quality of the experience including visitor 
appeal and intellectual challenges, price, visitor expectations and comparisons with similar 
ventures. 

Authenticity is a core value in heritage conservation and relates to the visitor’s perceptions of 
the historical accuracy of the experience.

Engage cultural heritage and tourism expertise in conservation  
and promotion
Successful cultural heritage tourism requires a balance between commercial imperatives 
and the conservation of a number of heritage values including the historical, archaeological, 
architectural and aesthetic significance of the sites.

Design interpretation as an integral part of the heritage  
tourism experience 
Interpretation is a central part of the visitor experience and has significant ramifications on 
the quality and authenticity of a cultural heritage product. Effective interpretation requires 
knowledge about the heritage being presented, expertise in communication and interpretive 
design and the ability to create an effective interpretation plan.
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Participating Cultural Heritage Tourism Operations

Figure 1: Heritage places, types and locations included in visitation and 
interview schedule for the study

Heritage Place Visited Heritage Type Location

VICTORIA

Victorian Goldfields Railway Industrial, transport Maldon

Buda Historic Homestead Mining/colonial Castlemaine

Old Castlemaine Gaol Mining/colonial Castlemaine

Castlemaine Diggings 
National Heritage Park Mining Castlemaine

Sovereign Hill Mining/colonial/re-created Ballarat

TASMANIA

Port Arthur Historic Site Convict/penal Tasman Peninsula

Cascades Colonial 
Accommodation Convict/penal Tasman Peninsula

Woolmers Estate Agricultural/convict/colonial Longford

Brickendon Estate Agricultural/convict/colonial Longford

WESTERN AUSTRALIA

Benedictine Community of 
New Norcia Monastic/missionary New Norcia

Whale World, Albany Industrial, whaling Albany

City of Albany Military/convict Albany

S n a p S H o t  o F  S u c c e S S 

F a c t o r S

p a r t i c i p a t i n g  c u l t u r a l  H e r i t a g e  t o u r i S m  o p e r a t i o n S
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t H e  l i t e r a t u r e

The Literature
Given that CHT development arguably represents a unique combination of commercial 
business and cultural ‘property’ often verging on sacred, it is important to identify key 
business success factors which heritage managers may adopt. A limited though growing 
literature indicates five possible approaches. These include:

Basic business skills
The Australian Heritage Commission (2001) emphasised the need for basic business skills, 
particularly strategic planning. However, the adoption of a business plan is not in itself a 
guarantee of success. Indeed, in some cases it has been noted that troubled attractions had 
professional business plans. 

Understanding market demand
Overestimating market demand for a particular cultural heritage experience may often 
be a fatal flaw during the planning and development stage. Studies of the failure of non-
heritage attractions in Australia have also noted this as a significant factor. It is therefore 
important to identify a market for the cultural heritage tourism product being planned and an 
understanding of the character of that market.

S n a p S H o t  o F  S u c c e S S 

F a c t o r S

p a r t i c i p a t i n g  c u l t u r a l  H e r i t a g e  t o u r i S m  o p e r a t i o n S

Mardi Gras, Sydney 
Tourism Australia  
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Having clear objectives and a unified approach
Having stakeholder agreement on objectives is vital to the success of an attraction. 
Confusion of concepts and objectives may result in inefficient operation or inappropriate 
decision making. There are indications that heritage, by its very nature, is prone to such a 
problem given the often high costs of maintenance combined with limited revenue.

Understanding the status of market supply
While there may be a demand for a particular type of cultural heritage experience, it is also 
important to target gaps in the market supply. In many cases there may simply be a glut of 
heritage attractions, meaning successful entry into the market may be difficult. 

Ability to meet visitor needs and expectations
The fifth approach contrasts market-orientation with product-orientation. Though developed 
for events, this concept is seemingly also applicable to heritage. It argues for a greater focus 
on the visitor, particularly their needs and expectations. This may be particularly pertinent 
for cultural heritage where the primary focus of operation is often on conservation of cultural 
items rather than service to visitors.

t H e  l i t e r a t u r e  a n D  c r i t i c a l  S u c c e S S  F a c t o r S 
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Broader Description of Critical Success Factors
These factors have been developed specifically for cultural heritage tourism business 
development. The success factors incorporate a range of general tourism and business 
principles as well as factors specific to cultural heritage tourism.

Agreement on objectives and clarity of concepts
Objectives
There need to be clear objectives which are agreed upon and supported by the majority 
of stakeholders. Such agreement is required to ensure that all stakeholders are working 
towards the same outcomes. The objectives need to be developed and clearly stated during 
the process of developing a strategic business plan. This requires a heavy emphasis on 
consultation with multiple stakeholders.

Concepts
Differences in objectives may lead to developments which are conceptually diverse. This 
may cause confusion amongst potential visitors. It may also waste resources as managers 
try to chase different, possibly conflicting, market segments. Attracting visitors requires 
a clear concept. Visitors will be discouraged if the experience offered by an attraction is 
unclear. 

Tourism Tasmania and Garry MooreTourism Australia/Tourism NT
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Financial planning for capital raising and price setting
Capital
Successful ventures require sufficient capital for both heritage conservation and their 
operation as a business. Based on information gathered through interviews with CHT 
managers, it appears that ensuring adequate funding for the second purpose can often prove 
to be problematic.

Financial controls 
Difficulties in budgeting and financial planning are commonly identified. This often manifests 
in a tendency for attraction managers to over-estimate revenue and underestimate costs. 
This may be due to a lack of financial expertise amongst volunteers and staff. 

Price setting 
Price setting is a critical aspect of financial planning requiring separate consideration. As with 
all financial issues, difficulties can arise when over-enthusiasm for a project is combined with 
a lack of expertise. Price is particularly crucial as it underpins all financial planning. Revenue 
(and the ultimate success of the venture) is directly related to the price set.

Effective marketing strategies based on sound market research
Market research
Marketing strategies require strategic market research. This may come through three 
sources:

surveys conducted by the venture• 

surveys conducted by the local destination marketing organisation (often in cooperation • 
with the local council)

data collected and disseminated by other bodies (for example, Tourism Research • 
Australia).

The conduct of market research before a venture starts is notoriously unreliable as 
respondents may not be able to conceptualise the nature of the venture and may tend to 
indicate ‘motherhood’ support for heritage which is not later translated into actual visits.

Marketing strategies
A wide range of marketing strategies and objectives need consideration. Their importance 
might be influenced by the particular life cycle stage of a heritage product.

c r i t i c a l  S u c c e S S  F a c t o r S 
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Effective marketing strategies identified include:

cooperative marketing between operations and regional tourism organisations • 

commercial partnership marketing• 

cross promoting heritage properties/businesses through regional maps• 

direct marketing• 

use of high quality brochures at gateways• 

internet marketing• 

accessing new markets.• 

Location within the destination and in relation to major markets and 
visitor flows
There are three main locational aspects to consider:

relationship to destination—does the venture fit the image and branding of the • 
destination?

relationship to visitor flows—market proximity and transport access• 

relationship to other nearby businesses—are there opportunities for clustering or • 
cooperative marketing?

Shark Bay, WA
Tourism  Australia
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Issues influencing visitor flows and market access identified by practitioners included:

accessibility convenience • 

high fuel costs discouraging self drive visitors• 

group tour access • 

destination image• 

attraction clustering • 

proximity to major markets• 

location in growing tourism regions • 

use of night tours to keep visitors in the region• 

proximity to other facilities such as accommodation and entertainment in nearby towns • 
and cities 

‘sea change’ areas. • 

c r i t i c a l  S u c c e S S  F a c t o r S 

Chinese New Year
Tourism  Australia
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Human resource management, including paid staff and volunteers
Heritage attractions typically rely heavily on volunteers and part-time staff. Successful 
operations require staff with competence in heritage management, business management 
and customer service.

Issues identified by practitioners included:

difficulty in attracting and retaining quality staff in regional areas • 

high staff turnover resulting in a loss of knowledge and skills and increased recruitment • 
and training costs 

working with family creating tensions between family relationships and business • 
operations 

wages—many additional hours by paid staff are often required • 

Successful practices identified by practitioners included:

employing a dedicated human resource manager to recruit and manage staff • 

operational staff training to increase skill levels and the quality of the visitor experience • 

time—this can be more important than financial profit in a family business• 

a targeted allocation of limited human resources • 

active staff participation in local heritage and tourism associations—strengthening • 
community networks and support.

Planning for product differentiation, life cycles and value adding 
Differentiation and life cycle
Business planning must allow for the differentiation of the product and its life cycle. It is 
necessary to plan for changes to renew the experience and encourage past visitors to 
return. 

Product differentiation is a key factor for the broad cultural heritage market. Some potential 
heritage tourism operators mistake the viable product for ‘anything old’, without addressing 
aspects of uniqueness and differentiation frequently valued by heritage conservers. 

This has implications for planning, marketing, operations, clustering and other business 
issues because it is important to break down the idea ‘seen one historic house/bridge/town, 
seen them all’.
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Some issues identified by practitioners included:

tension between tourism impacts and conservation• 

maintenance and other tasks that are not necessarily sympathetic with the visitor • 
experience. 

Value adding
Additional revenue may be gained by either adding new experiences or increasing the yield 
on existing ones. However, care must be taken that these do not confuse the concept, 
alienate stakeholders or eat up scarce resources.

Some issues raised by practitioners included:

getting target markets right for value added enterprises• 

economies of local suppliers • 

the capacity to re-invent/innovate• 

maximising time spent at location by visitors.• 

Quality and authenticity of products and experiences
Quality
In the tourism product development context, quality refers primarily to the visitor experience 
including visitor perceptions of the product in terms of the appeal, intellectual challenge and 
the raised level of visitor interest. Quality also encompasses associated experiences such as 
catering, cleanliness of toilets and ease of parking etc. 

The quality of heritage products and experiences influences visitor satisfaction, which flows 
through to repeat visitation and word of mouth marketing.

One of the most important determinants of quality is interpretation. The following issues to 
consider relate to quality and authenticity of heritage products and experiences: 

design and presentation of interpretation • 

amenities provision• 

too many tourists detracting from the quality of experience • 

managing experience to minimise visitor site impacts• 

‘standardising’ the quality of the experience to provide a consistent and reliable tourism • 
product over time.

Th
e 

ol
d 

an
d 

th
e 

ne
w



The old and the new

<  17  >

Authenticity
Authenticity is a core value in heritage conservation and can be central to the visitor 
experience. Authenticity in heritage also depends on a product that is fragile and non-
renewable. Authenticity from a conservation management perspective may mean being 
as historically accurate as possible in the scientific representation of historical events and 
artefacts. 

As a tourism experience, it is important to recognise that visitors are not only seeking 
knowledge but also enjoyment through interacting with the past. Authenticity relates both 
to the representations of the past combined with visitor perceptions of authenticity and how 
they make sense of the heritage experience. Issues identified by practitioners included:

Too many visitors has an impact on authenticity of visitor experience—both in terms of • 
material conservation, and impact on atmosphere. 

Artefacts not part of heritage site can be disappointing.• 

Costumes/recreation can be valued by visitors, but can detract from authenticity in the • 
view of heritage conservationists.

Opening all daylight hours has implications for services such as maintenance, mowing • 
and garbage collection etc. impinging on the visitor experience. 

Elaborated and ‘exciting’ but inaccurate interpretations contradict agreed goals/messages.• 

Cultural heritage and tourism expertise in conservation  
and promotion
Successful cultural tourism depends on achieving a balance between commercial 
imperatives and a range of heritage values including historical significance, archaeological 
value, architectural and aesthetic importance and the significance of the sites to associated 
communities. Therefore, proficiency in areas such as marketing, financial management and 
alliance building are essential attributes for those engaged in cultural interpretation and 
conservation. 

Through lack of funds and failure to recognise the importance of required expertise, 
community cultural tourism projects often depend solely on local volunteers and enthusiasts 
to meet all the challenging requirements of effective heritage tourism management. It is 
clear that communities benefit when appropriate planning time and resources are directed to 
identifying and filling key expert roles both from inside and outside local boundaries. 

www.crctourism.com.au
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Some successful practices included:

being part of formal or informal networks that share information and resources • 

identifying key gaps in expertise for which funding is given• 

revision and implementation of conservation plans• 

building working relationships with other organisations• 

engaging skilled heritage architects to assist with restoration  • 

accessing pool of skills from stakeholders.• 

Interpretation as an integral part of the heritage tourism experience
Interpretation provides meaning and understanding for the visitor. It is the major part of the 
experience for visitors to heritage attractions. Visitors generally want to learn about the site 
and enjoy themselves. Heritage tourism operators should develop an interpretation plan 
identifying objectives (what messages do operators wish to convey) and strategies. 

Good interpretation is provocative and may present multiple historical perspectives. Some 
key issues were that:

Interpretation must be accessible to all markets and based on sound understanding of • 
existing and potential markets.

Communication methods employed must be appropriate to the experience and the market • 
needs.

Interpretation can be a means of influencing tourist behaviour at the site.• 

Successful practices identified included:

avoiding physical impingement on experience through minimal use of signs• 

use of ‘strangeness reduction’ through multi-language signs and interpretation forms that • 
link the past with present understanding 

expertise in interpretation• 

having a larger view of interpretation aims and direction • 

use of multi-sensory and high tech communication methods. • 

t H e  i m p l i c a t i o n S  F o r  t o u r i S m  m a r K e t i n g
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a B o u t  t H e  a u t H o r S

Summary
This report identifies the specific key factors associated with successful cultural heritage 
tourism operations and highlights the gaps in knowledge available through the heritage 
literature. The report has identified nine key success factors in cultural heritage tourism 
operations.

The successful development of cultural heritage tourism operations requires a balance 
between business skills and maintenance of heritage integrity to the satisfaction of a range 
of commercially and conservation oriented stakeholders.
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