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TRANSFORMATIONAL 
TOURISM 
Transformational Tourism is purpose-led and involves any tourism 
activity with the intention of changing them in one way or another. 
For the past few years, the average tourist and their perspective/
values have changed. Switching from a tourist who travels for a 
destination to a tourist that travels for the experience.  

These changes have resulted in Mass Tourism destinations 
becoming less popular while unique niche trips have seen a large 
increase. For example, the increase of domestic tourism isn’t 
expected to go down to its previous levels before the COVID 
pandemic. Tourists are now more interested in learning what’s 
around their local community and what they can experience 
instead of simply going to a beach to relax. A study from Harris 
Group revealed that 72% of millennials prefer spending more 
money on unique experiences rather than on material things.

Normally, transformational tourism is about the intangible value 
that a tourist can receive when participating in the activity they 
are doing. This isn’t something a business can measure but the 
business can put the best practices in place to give the tourists a 
truly life-changing experience. There is no specific type of product 
that fits this type of tourism because it is up to the business on 
how they can create something that the tourist will learn and keep 
those skills/memories/values once they leave the destination they 
are visiting.

The increase of customer focus in the business world overall has 
changed the way a business should look at itself. Rather than 
strictly focusing on the amount of product you sell or the amount 
of revenue you make. Businesses should look to satisfy the 
customer as much as possible which will result in more customers 
and advocates for the business. If a tourist has a life-changing 
experience, they are more likely to recommend that experience 
to their friends and family. This is very important as these tourists 
are putting their reputation on the line when recommending your 
business. They would not recommend something to their friends 
and family that they wouldn’t think would be a truly amazing 
experience for them.
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Travel Awakened
A movement among consumers to travel with 
purpose that encourages maximizing their time, 
giving something back to the destination they 
visit and consciously offsetting the impact of 
their travel. This type of tourism is driven by 
the mainstreaming of wellness, betterment, 
and a mindfulness as visitors want their trips to 
have meaning, purpose, challenge, impact, and 
connection. Putting us in the forefront of a global 
travel movement and increase awareness of the 
era of travel, we aim to deliver insights into the 
changing needs and expectations of travellers.

The Value Shift
As an industry we recognize the challenges we 
face as we emerge from a global pandemic that 
has literally paused travel and tourism. The world 
continues to evolve and change, and as  
an industry, we are reliant on trends that are 
driven by consumers, more than ever. We know 
we must adapt and be nimble. Today’s consumer 
is seeking transformational experiences  
wherever they go, and we need to be prepared 
to provide those demands to ensure our 
competitive edge.

Travel with H.E.A.R.T
Be Humble, be Engaged, be 
Awake, be Resilient, be Thankful
Transformational Travel Council

Realizing a Regenerative  
Future Together
Destinations worldwide are adapting 
to new norms and needs. Many are 
embracing sustainability or deepening 
their commitments to protecting their 
natural and cultural heritage. Some are 
entirely reimagining their approach to 
tourism and how they measure success.

Transformational travel and regenerative 
tourism are catalysts for this evolution. 
This evolution is inclusive and involves 
balancing the needs of nature, 
communities, and the economy and 
using tourism to encourage the healthy 
functioning of ecosystems and people’s 
role within them.

Transformational Travel Council

Source: Transformative Travel Council



Our Intent
To empower regional stakeholders 
to work in the mindset of 
transformation of our overall 
visitor economies and be 
present in the need to adapt to 
these new norms and needs. 
As we embrace sustainability, 
together we aim to protect and 
preserve our cultural and natural 
heritages, while reimagining our 
approach to tourism. We aim to 
promote the transition to a more 
transformational economy in 
Hamilton Halton Brant through the 
development and implementation  
of a framework to foster 
regenerative tourism.

The Transformation of 
the Visitor Experience
Considered the purpose-led 
economy, in this era of travel, 
consumers are seeking experiences 
that will not only connect them, 
but enrich their lives, awaken their 
souls, and transform them. We talk 
about connections and memorable 
experiences, and today it’s about 
igniting something new within 
themselves in a conscious way.  
The appreciation of people, cultures 
and the planet are at the core of 
connecting.

By meeting the needs of the 
now-and-next generation for 
transformational travel experiences, 
together we need to build a 
stronger, more sustainable 
destination and operations. 
HHBRTA supports enabling a 
purpose-led global position.  
As an industry, we will inspire a 
positive transformation of our 
destination and ultimately our 
corner of the planet.

Transformation 
A process of profound & radical change
Business Dictionary

Transformational Experiences 
Those that challenge a person’s assumptions, 
preconceptions, beliefs, and values, affecting  
how they understand themselves, others, and  
the world.
Tufts University

Transformational  
Travel Experiences 
Intentionally travelling to stretch, learn and  
grow into new ways of being and engaging with 
the world
Transformation Travel Council 133



Purpose Driven Visitor Economy
Consumers and travellers are motivating the change in the balance of our thinking, embracing a 
purpose driven visitor economy. The shift for the right balance between people, place, planet, and 
profit is how we respond to changing expectation, represent an opportunity and play a role in the 
shifting consumer demands.

Source: The Ultimate Transformational Experience Guide

The Transformational Travel Council defines Transformational Travel as “intentionally travelling to 
stretch, learn and grow into new ways of being and engaging with the world.”

Transformational travel is any travel experience that empowers people to make meaningful, 
lasting changes in their life and positive impact in the world around them. Ultimately, it’s a new 
philosophy on travel that connects travellers to their truest self and to others, cultivating a sense 
of purpose and belonging. It is often identified as a missing link in today’s social purpose and 
sustainability movements. It is about regeneration of self, planet, and people.

Travel is not a promise. It is an opportunity to gain perspective, to broaden, to expand. It is 
a chance to discover our courage, discover moments of clarity, and see both inwardly and 
outwardly what we cannot see from home. It is a chance to meaningfully connect to others, and 
to ourselves. It’s an opportunity to go beyond and engage something far bigger than ourselves.

But the greatest value live still ahead. If we are to contribute to travel being a force for good in this 
world, it is not enough to simply return. The greatest opportunity travel holds are to use its gifts to 
create positive change in our lives, in our communities, and in the world.

Adventure Travel Trade Association and Transformational Travel Council
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Global Consumer Trends and Innovative Brand Positioning
Key Takeaways:

 � Global consumer research indicates that travellers are more than ever seeking purpose-led 
brands that align with their personal beliefs and values – sparking a meaningful change in 
society.

 � Purpose-led is part of brand purpose and especially important for Millennials and the emerging 
next consumer leader, Gen Z.

 � Hamilton Halton Brant supports being part of the bigger picture in Canada for the travel 
for good position and gain an edge of competitiveness through transformational visitor 
experiences.

Value Proposition with Tourism Brands for Transformative Goals
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Our Brand Position
 � Capturing how Hamilton Halton Brant will present itself to the world as a deeper, more 

meaningful, and engaging destination for visitors.
 � Experiences delivered will change travellers and the world for the better.
 � Lead with peoples and cultures weaving in the tapestry of our nature assets and stories of our 

land and its significance.
 � Inspiring an appreciation for our destination by positively changing the way our visitors feel and 

the way they see and interact with the world.

Rising Above
It’s about the experience

 � Think experiences not commercialism.
 � Lead with service, listen, and learn from your guests.
 � Start and end with the experience as the planning and inspiring phase of the pathway to 

purchase and once they get back home.

Operate for purpose-led brands
 � Consumers are going beyond product features and prices – seeking purpose-led brands that 

align with their own personal beliefs and values. 
 � The future global travellers expect brands to play a more meaningful role in society. 
 � Sustainable tourism demand is growing across our existing and future travellers



Sustainable  
Destination 
Development
HHBRTA aims to plan together  
with regional tourism industry 
partners for a balanced growth  
that delivers economic, social,  
and environmental benefits for  
future generations to enjoy.

“Around the world, the tourism sector is undergoing 
a transformation as consumer behaviours and 
values shift. What visitors value and where they can 
spend their time and money is changing in response 
to the lasting impact of the pandemic. Destinations 
and businesses that explore and understand these 
shifts can act now to adapt operational models, 
improve product and service development, channel 
marketing budgets and prepare for what’s next.” 

Destination Canada

Our Goals How

Ensure the region’s visitor economy supports 
the collective interests of those who call 
Hamilton Halton Brant home.

By engaging with our industry partners 
through a thoughtful plan that address the 
needs and expectations of visitors.

Strengthen the connection to traditional history 
and culture, highlighting its significance and 
working with industry to embrace connection-
ready experiences.

Working with Six Nations of the Grand River 
Territory and Mississaugas of the Credit First 
Nations to continue to develop and enhance 
localized and culturally authentic Indigenous 
tourism product and experiences.

Plan for growth for regional tourism 
businesses to succeed and grow by identifying 
opportunities, which benefits locals through 
stable, year-round visitation.

Through the identification of opportunities, we 
will support ongoing workforce development 
and capability strengthening that meets the 
current and future business needs and visitor 
demand.

Work to ensure tourism in Hamilton Halton 
Brant continues to be a significant contributor 
to the local economy that celebrates the 
unique social, cultural, and environmental 
fabric of the region.

Providing support and guidance, industry 
engagement intelligence, always acting in the 
best interests, and leading with our best in 
class of Hamilton Halton Brant.

Measuring Visitor Ready:
 � A strengthened workforce that answers the call for a visitor ready destination.
 � An accommodation sector partnership that supports the diversity of visitation and delivers to 

the region’s growing and changing visitor profile, working with HHBRTA to convert day trip 
visitors to overnight visitors.

 � Advancement of the tourism operator’s recognition of the need for investment in product 
development, experience enhancement, a focus on visitor servicing as a key component of 
their visitor readiness model.

 � A region-wide understanding of the value of tourism as a significant contributor to a strong, 
vibrant, and diverse economy for our destination.
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Types of Transformational Tourism: 
 � Individual Evolution of Self and Spirit - Awareness of and connection with self and soul.
 � Relational Evolution that Bridge  

and Connect - For a better understanding of how to be with and support others, how you view 
your context in relation to others and the socio-cultural systems all around us, near and far.

 � Collective Evolution of Systems  
and Stewardship - For a better understanding of how to connect with awe and wonder, how 
travel can shift perspectives and deepen understanding and appreciation for human well-being, 
planetary health, and interbeing.

What is Experiential:
Travel that connects the traveler with the essence of a place and its people. It engages visitors in a 
series of memorable travel adventures. They make connections on an emotional, physical, spiritual, 
or intellectual level.

The ultimate culinary adventure at the site of 
the world’s highest tides. Savor the best Nova 
Scotia food, beer, and wine in this exceptional 
experience. Begin by learning about the wild 
edibles of Nova Scotia, followed by a lunchtime 
seafood feast where you meet the Chef and 
enjoy beer and wine pairings. Enjoy a guided 
tour of the ocean floor, then take a seat at a 
dining table with a view of the incoming tide for 
an intimate 3-course dinner on the ocean floor: 
all followed by an ocean floor campfire.

Dining on the Ocean Floor in Nova Scotia



What is Immersive: 
A type of tourism where a tourist is fully “immersed” in an experience. Rather than participating in 
something from the outside the tourists feels apart of activity/experience rather than a mere observer

The Great Spirit Circle Trail puts you in the 
hands of a local guide, who will walk you 
through the history of the island, its nature, 
and its peoples. Hear their stories, share in 
their food, and even take part in a traditional 
ceremony. 

Rather than watching, the tourist is fully 
immersive in the experience of a day in the life 
of the Anishinaabe people on Manitoulin Island.

Hands-On:
Tourism where one actively participates in 
a tourism experience and does the activity 
themselves. This can include a wide variety 
of activities ranging from transformative to 
simple involvement. For example, taking part 
in the traditional ceremony during the “Great 
Spirit Trail’’ could be classified as a hands-on 
experience while something such as making 
traditional artwork in a foreign country can also 
be considered a hands-on experience.

Takeaways:
 � What is unique to your business and how 

does it fit with your community
 � Is there anything you can offer that would 

influence a person’s future? (Their values, 
perspective, thinking)

 � Ask yourself, can you market an 
“experience” with your product?

 � What will tourists think about your business 
when they look back at it, is it just for the 
product or the experience?

 � Does your product change a person in 
anyway?

The Great Spirit Circle Trail (Manitoulin Island) 



Regenerative Tourism - Sustainable, Responsible
Regenerative and Sustainable tourism takes full account of its current and future economic, social, and 
environmental impacts, addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment, and the local community. 
More specifically, Regenerative Tourism is when tourists leave the area, they are visiting better than how they found 
it. This trend stems from every industry whether that be an increased focus on eliminating single-use items or the 
transition to more renewable sources of energy. 
Sustainability is no longer a trend, but a lifestyle embraced by more and more people. Given the extra emphasis on 
taking care of oneself, the environment, Renewable energy, and the people around you, these values are reflected in 
the changing tourism mindset. 
This change in mindset will and has affected the travel and purchasing decisions of the average tourist. They 
are more conscious of where they’ll travel, factoring in the impact they might have on the environment and 
the community around them. If a business wants to increase its customer base and attract more customers 
emphasizing the sustainability practices, they use is an effective strategy. Rather than focus solely on the quality of 
the product they will consider things like where did this product come from? What impact does it have? Does the 
company take measures to combat its negative impact?

Case Study/Example: 541 Eatery  
and Exchange (Hamilton)
One of the most responsible businesses in the Hamilton, Halton, and Brant region. 541 is a cafe that 
believes everyone deserves access to good food. They give people the opportunity to help someone 
else pay for their meal by “buying buttons”. Each button is worth $1, and anyone can use up to 5 
buttons a day from the button jar to buy whatever they would like from the menu. This is intended to 
help the homeless find food. Additionally, 541 uses the funds from cafe sales and donations to run 
free programs for kids and young adults in our neighborhood.

Regenerative Tourism is a commitment to tourism as a tool to create thriving destination 
communities and to regenerate and heal damaged resources. It is clear to see that 541 Eatery 
pursues this due to its tool to improve its local community and help it thrive.
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Eco-tourism: 
The main objective is to preserve nature or 
approach to tourism in the environment. 
Ecotourism activity involves an important 
education and interpretation component, as 
well as support for raising awareness of natural 
and cultural capital preservation. Ecotourism 
must have minimum consequences on the 
environment and must also contribute to the 
welfare of local populations.

Cultural tourism:
The act of travellers visiting particular 
destinations to experience and learn about 
a particular culture. This can include many 
activities such as; attending events and festivals, 
visiting museums, and tasting the local food and 
drinks. Regenerative tourism isn’t always solely 
about the environment.

For example:
Six Nations of the Grand River Territory: In our 
region rests the Six Nations of the Grand River 
Territory which has members of over 27,000 
and is the only reserve in North America where 
representatives of all six Haudenosaunee 

nations live together. Their practices are closely 
linked to their values of respect, honor, and 
integrity. Learning about these values and how 
the Six Nations experience their lives is a great 
example of cultural tourism.

Responsible Tourism:
Tourism that minimizes negative social, 
economic, and environmental impacts and 
generates greater economic benefits for local 
people.

Geo-tourism:
Tourism that sustains or enhances the distinctive 
geographical character of a place—its 
environment, heritage, aesthetics, culture, and 
the well-being of its residents.

Takeaways:
 � Create packages that fit one of these types 

of sustainable tourism.
 � Integrate sustainable tourism advertising 

into your website, offline collateral etc,.
 � Partner with certain organizations (charities, 

volunteer programs, etc.). 141



Shaping and Telling Stories
Storytelling is an age-old medium of which 
expression of historical facts and cultural 
immerse. Through speech, books, art, dance, 
and song, we come together to learn and be 
entertained through these ways to tell the story. 
We grow up with fairy tales, adults escape and 
bond through the written or spoken word, for 
example. Even comedians take you on a journey 
of storytelling to get to the punchline.

Through tourism we tell stories in exhibits 
at museums and galleries, interpretation 
signs throughout trails and tell the story of its 
significance, and destinations that aim to reveal 
their stories through information that links 
experience to experience. We work to weave a 
tale in a way that makes an impression, creates 
a memory, or impacts the audience enough to 
make that leap to visit. 

Even if you feel your business doesn’t have an 
obvious story, let’s work together to bring your 
story to the forefront and build motivations, 
stimulate, and provoke an audience.

What’s Your Storytelling Strategy?
The market is looking for diversity of travel 
possibilities across our region. The content 
varies between your imagery and videos that 
can be shared across the globe through the 
various mediums from mobile to YouTube and 
everything in between. Share relevant and 
authentic perspectives from local experts and 
operators that inspire new and different travel 
experiences here. 

The goal is to inspire and encourage travellers 
to seek to explore our region. Craft travel 
experience product that meets the desires of 
what a trip to Canada means. Feature emotion-
evoking sentiments and experience-led stories 
in your content that rival competitive Canadian 
destinations. Collaborate with other tourism 
operators to enhance and lengthen the stay 
opportunities.



Source: Digital School of Marketing

Story-Provoking Benefits
 � The tale is worth telling and an  

opportunity to innovate without 
expense

 � Creating lasting impressions 
with your customers

 � Increase word-of-mouth 
business

 � Visitation
 � Giving reason for your RTO, 

DMO  
and PTO a reason to talk about 
your product/business

 � Your customers will become 
your best ambassadors by 
sharing the story of your brand 
and your destination

This section is created to assist 
your business with the process 
of developing stories, enhancing 
existing stories, and supporting 
storytelling techniques. Whether 
you are an owner, manager, guide, 
frontline, ambassador, or volunteer, 
you have a story to tell and a 
potential storyteller.

AUTHENTIC
KNOWLEDGE

LOCAL
INTERPRETATION



“Imagine an Awe-Inspiring experience 
on a Canadian Heritage River, as the 

eagle soars above.”

“Take a step into the timeless traditions 
and build an understanding of 

Indigenous culture.”

“Experience the power of nature 
and be moved by stunning 

Canadian landscapes.”

“For those who venture into animal species 
conservation and protection, go off road to hand 

feed Canada’s largest herd of giraffe in an open-air 
truck. See the endangered Southern White Rhino 

and witness a pride of lions.”
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“Legendary for the culturally curious, 
listen and learn Indigenous heritage 

from First Nations storytellers.”

“Fringed by Carolinian Forests, 
learn about its significance to our 
destination and walk the trails of 

rare fauna and flora.”

“Experience the power of nature 
and be moved by stunning 

Canadian landscapes.”

“Diverse and delicious, bring your 
appetite for a plateful of  
The Heart of Ontario.”
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The foundation for success in storytelling is to 
simply know your audience, your guests.  
Before their visit, find out what they’re looking 
for, what they seek to gain, what inspires them.  
When you learn more about your guests, it  
will be much easier to engage with them and 
impact their visit.

a. Learn more about your guests in advance: 
If your point-of-sale platform is online, create 
a small questionnaire that asks them “what 
they are looking forward to learning?” for 
example. If they call in to book, ask similar 
questions to gain a better understanding 
of who your customer is. This is a simple 
touchpoint that also demonstrates your 
interest in them. This also helps you better 
tailor your story to meet their needs and 
interests. Share this information with your 
key meet and greet team. Be a good listener 
and encourage your guests to talk about 
themselves.

b. Become genuinely interested in your 
guests: When they arrive, show interest 
with some friendly and well-thought-out 
questions. Know and remember their names. 
For example: “Where are your travelling 
from?” “What else are you doing on  
your trip?”

c. Make Observations: Take time to just stand 
back and observe how your guests interact 
with your product and your team. This is an 
opportunity to use your observation skills to 
highlight key features of interest and have a 
better influence on your guest’s experience.

d. Give them a survey: This is an opportunity 
to gain a perspective of the guest 
experience. This will help you build 
testimonials, learn where improvements can 
be addressed, and know what worked.

Five Steps to Successful Purpose-Led Storytelling

Know Your AudienceStage 1

e. Keep the connection: After their visit and 
experience, use social media platforms to 
interact with your guests online. If you want 
to keep them informed of return visits, have 
them opt-in for your digital communications.

Pledge Your Promise to Develop  
a Connection
Your promise to yourself and your customers 
should embody your identity that is true to what 
are your business values, and what you stand 
for. Remember, identifying the personality of 
your business or the heart of your business to 
allow you to differentiate from the rest of the 
field.

The true essence of delivering on this promise 
is establishing how you want your customers 
to feel will ensure everyone experiences that 
emotion. At the end of the day, it’s about telling 
your story with authenticity.

A great story will form an emotional connection 
and give the audience a lasting impression. 
A great story will also aim to invoke joy, 
enthusiasm, surprise, serenity, interest, 
amusement, love, and so much more. Take into 
consideration your customer’s expectations of 
the experience that you are providing and lean 
into those expectations with your content and 
style of delivery.

Maya Angelou, Poet wrote….
“People will forget what you 
said, they will forget what you 
did, but they will never forget 
how you made them feel.”
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Are They Customers or Are They Guests?
If we take the model of the Disney Company, customers are not just customers, they are guests. The 
guest mentality is broken down by Brand Strategy Inc.’s G.U.E.S.T™  principles to guide businesses 
to go beyond more customer service, providing genuine and unique to your brand hospitality.

From Customer Service to G.U.E.S.T.™ Hospitality
A key element of any visitor experience is the service quality. We all hear the saying “the customer 
is king” and depending on how you interpret that, it most cases, especially in tourism, it is a true 
statement. The value of the customer in our industry means more of us as it can make or break 
some enterprises.

To provide a truly engaging and memorable visitor experience operators need to deliver beyond the 
customer service expectations. Service in today’s competitive space is centred around hospitality – 
hospitality-first mind-set.

Greeting “We’re glad you’re here.” 
 The initial greeting is always designed to communicate

Understanding “We always listen to the way our guests feel.” 
 Listen, learn, and understand your guests, their needs, and feelings

Efficiency “We respect your time, we know it’s valuable.” 
 Efficiently handle requests in a timely manner.

Special Treatment “We have the power to provide a pleasant surprise for our guests.” 
 There is always something you can do to make your guests feel special.   

Thankfulness “We don’t take your business for granted.” 
 We want you to be a friend and we understand the lifetime value of  
 your relationship.
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TOURISM BEST PRACTICE:  
Make Your Visitors Feel Like a Valued Guest
Nick Gray, CEO and founder of Museum Hack, an interactive, fun, non-traditional museum 
tour operation based in NYC, how they embody the G.U.E.S.T. philosophy.

 � Greeting – Make your guest feel welcome. Museums are full of awesome stories but 
most of us turn into art critics the moment we walk inside, leaving our personalities at 
the door. To engage guests, it starts with an email the day before their visit, personally 
addressed from their tour guide, to say how much they are looking forward to meeting 
them and how much fun they will have the next day.

 � Understanding – Meeting 15 minutes prior to the tour to get to know each person 
is essential. This allows the guide to get to know their audience and for each guest 
to meet each other and start to create a relationship to emotionally connect with the 
experience.

 � Efficiency – Using your time wisely on a tour. In a place where you could spend 
a month exploring, time is important. By knowing something about each guest, the 
Museum Hack team can direct visitors to the displays they are most likely going to be 
interested in. This keeps them engaged and having fun. It’s the same in any business, 
give them what they want and use their time wisely.

 � Special Treatment – Know what your guests are interested in and do something 
small to demonstrate you understand them. It could be anything from the way you 
tell a story that is relevant to them or keeping a running joke going to build a connection 
between guests. Or handing out chocolates between exhibits to keep the energy levels 
up. Make everyone feel special.

 � Thankfulness – Thank you is easy to say, but it’s how you make it felt. Museum 
Hack sends a text within a few hours of the tour and an email a day later personalized by 
the guide to say a special thank you.

Working with Your Target Market
Evaluating your target market – a particular group of 
consumers at which a product or service is aimed, 
requires a look at the type of guests your operation 
attracts.

 � Domestic or international visitor, or a balance 
between the two and their motivations to travel

 � What particular markets that have experienced 
growth or those you wish to attract

 � Examine the demographics of your target market 
and determine age

 � Determine whether they are solo travellers, VFR, 
friends, families, etc. and level of activity they want 
to experience

 � Ask yourself if they tend to spend more on an 
experience or are they more budget conscious
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BEST PRACTICE: Creating an Emotional Connection through 
Authentic Stories, Guurrbi Tours

Nugal-warra elder, Willie Gordon takes his guests through a 
dramatic landscape to six rock art sites, including the Rainbow 
Serpent Cave and an ancestral Birth Site where his grandfather 
was born. Here he explains the stories and meanings behind 
the art, giving his visitors a unique insight into Aboriginal 
philosophy and spirituality. As his visitors walk the ancient 
tracks used by the Nugal people for centuries, Willie shares 
some of his vast knowledge of the land, its bush tucker and 
medicines, creatures which forecast the weather, flowers, which 
give messages, leaves which make soap, how to interpret 
snake tracks or give a little lizard a drink.  

“Willie was open, he shared intense personal experiences that made him vulnerable, personal 
and truthful” (Trip Advisor). Through sharing his personal story, Willie is showing vulnerability 
and opening up to his guests. In return they open up and a connection is made. Through this, 
Willie Gordon is able to connect on a deeper level with his guests.

The Vulnerability of  
Authentic Stories
Travel is inherently personal and valuable to 
the guest; the compelling link is authenticity 
in making an impactful story. For all the right 
reason, ensuring the experience is genuine 
will ultimately be the most memorable. It is 
imperative that the experience is factual in detail 
to further increase the impact. Knowledge-
seekers yarn for a learning component, best 
delivered with emphasis and emotion. 

Authentic Storytelling Takeaways:
 � Seek settings that respect the place 

and the people that are at the heart of 
the experience. It is best to begin by 
researching the history and story behind 
them – place origins, local myths, famous 
faces, and names.

 � Seek local experts and build relationships 
– through these local experts explore 
their authentic stories and ensure they are 
relevant to your business.

 � Explore options that are undiscovered, 
hidden gems to make an authentic story.

 � Source the business assets that may be 
right in front of you. Perhaps it’s an art 
collection or artifacts, depending on the 
type of business you run, you know what to 
look for.

 � What are some moments in history that are 
significant and lend value to your business 
and the story you are wanted to convey? 
This could be extremely powerful and a 
place to build a story.

 � Expect your story to generate interest 
through questions. Avoid those divisive 
or controversial issues where it could 
generate opinions and debates.

Many storytellers share from their own life 
experiences which makes their stories relevant 
to the guest – funny, humble, or instructive. With 
the goal to make the guest enjoy an authentic 
connection with the storyteller breaks down the 
barriers and builds an honest engagement.

When integrating Indigenous traditions through 
storytelling, it is imperative to follow traditional 
protocols and respect by making sure the 
stories are told only by Indigenous peoples. 
If this is not followed, you will not have an 
authentic experience.
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This is your opportunity to discover the story 
that you want to share – your best seller! Ask 
yourself what your unique selling proposition 
(USP) is. Your USP is a key factor about your 
business that makes you unique or sets you 
apart from your competition. 

To stand apart you must define those factors. 
Once you have identified your USP, then you 
can begin the process of successfully telling 
your story. Think about a beginning and an end 
and how you would like your customers, your 
guests to feel. Once they go home from their 
experience with you, the story should live in 
them, and they can share with their friends and 
family.

Start with the story of your business. How did 
it start? What were the driving factors for why 
it started? How did it impact the community 
or the marketplace? What specific elements of 
the business story are something that would 
resonate with your guests?

Consider these deciding factors for your 
storytelling: Who you are? What do you do? 
Where and When do you do it? Why do you do 
it? How do you do it? How does it fit into the 
community and regional story?

For example, if you are an entrepreneur and 
you have started your business from a dream 
or a desire to fulfill, bring that story forward to 
your guests. They will then experience your 
passion as you bring your experience to life. Tie 
in products that you have developed to link the 
story back to why you have this business. If you 
do community-oriented projects or campaigns, 
weave that in the story so that the audience can 
hear your passion.

Story Topics to Consider
 � What is the meaning of your brand and why 

is it important to you?
 � How did your business begin and how did 

you envision it?

Generate Your Own StoryStage 2

 � What are some of the key features of your 
location, and your pride of place?

 � Are there local traditions you want to 
share?

 � What can you share about your team, 
colleagues?

 � Is there a story about your building or 
infrastructure?

 � Is there a local metaphor for a larger 
meaning?

 � What are the personal stories about 
struggle, tragedy and triumph, or funny 
incidents?

 � Any myths or legends?
 � Did a famous person who has shaped or 

visited your locality or region?
 � Share some current events in the media 

that are relevant
 � Can you weave a current social event?
 � What defines the social, cultural, and 

historical context of this region?

Key Ingredients to Story Topics
Taking a page from the professionals, content 
creators, authors and journalists start with the 
key indicators for a great story. There is no 
surprise that the questions you need to ask are 
your jump off point. At the end of the day, your 
audience needs to be engaged and invested in 
your story.

 � Who is involved?
 � What happened?
 � Where did it happen?
 � How did it happen?
 � When did it happen?
 � Why did it happen?
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68% of storytellers say the 
most important consideration 
when creating content is: 
to create stories that are 
emotionally resonant.
56% agree that telling personal, 
local stories is a better content 
strategy than focusing on 
highlighting beautiful imagery 
and locations within a 
destination.
Skift

TOURISM BEST PRACTICE: Defining Your Business Story
La Costa Motel is a retro beach shack motel located on the southern Gold Coast of Australia.

Our Passion: La Costa Motel was built in 1957. We bought it ten years ago and have lovingly 
restored and revived the property so it’s operating as a motel once again. We love the Gold 
Coast and feel a strong connection to the colourful characters and history that makes the 
southern Gold Coast an interesting, vibrant and exciting place to be.

Our Context: The traditional Australian beach holiday, reminiscent of the fun, carefree 
attitude and simple pleasures that the beach represented to post World War Two Australian in 
the 1950s. The southern Gold Coast was popular at that time for its flamboyant characters, 
outlandish behaviour and beach-style guesthouses and motels.

Our Story: We provide the opportunity to step back in time and stay at one of the iconic 
motels of that era. Our story is therefore connected to the 1950s Gold Coast and Australian 
beach culture and rock n’ roll that was popular during that period of history. Our family history 
in this area and our motivation to restore the motel to its former glory is also part of our story.

Our Theme: Traditional Australian family values and beach holidays – spending quality time 
together through the simple pleasure of a traditional beach holiday and good old-fashion 
service.

Provided by: Diane Carthill, Owner and Operator of La Costa Motel / Queensland Tourism



We hopefully have figured out your market and 
the guests you are focused on, how you want 
them to feel and what you would like to share. 
Let’s mold your ideas into memorable and 
inspiring stories.

Principles of Interpretive 
Communication
According to University of Idaho Professor 
Sam Ham, and his development of the TORE 
Model of persuasive (thematic) communication. 
Effective communication cannot be achieved 
by simply presenting general facts and figures, 
in hopes that the audience will naturally think 
logically to your theme, but instead presenting 
a message that provokes them into thinking. 
This skill of interpretive communication is used 
around the world every day, by naturalists, 
museum guides, and educators, park wardens 
and rangers, zookeepers, food tour guides, and 
other communicators in culture settings. 

Typically, interpreters are required to present 
complex and potentially dry subject matter to 
non-technical voluntary audiences, including 
tourists, in an interesting and engaging way. The 
thematic approach can involve any method that 
increases the relevance of an interpreter’s theme 
to an audience, for example, comparisons, 
analogies, and stories that link unfamiliar things 
to the things an audience already cares about.

Developing Your StoryStage 3

Thematic
The theme is the vital piece to 
unifying the message in the story. 
This is the point of reference to 
why you are including a story in the 
experience. The theme is separate 
from the topic as the topic is merely 
the subject matter of what the 
story is about. The theme is the 
powerful point of what connects the 
storyteller to the audience.

Organized
Organizing the presentation to 
make it easy to follow as the 
audience my drift. People will 
generally decide quickly if the story 
is worthy of their attention. Plan the 
story in advance and be prepared 
to deliver a thoughtful, meaningful, 
and captivating experience.

Relevant
Insert a high level of personal 
engagement that create meaningful 
connections. Meaningful stories 
are those that connect with the 
audience and are relevant in 
context, while personal stories are 
those to which they can relate. 
Remember, know something about 
your guests in advance to help 
make the story relevant. Human 
stories are the easiest for your 
audience to relate.

Enjoyable
Making all the difference is the 
way the story is delivered. Having 
a story that is relatable is one 
thing, but it must be enjoyable and 
entertaining – bottom line. Limit the 
technical detail where you may find 
you lose people.



Heritage Interpretation 
Refers to all the ways in which information is 
communicated to visitors to an educational, 
natural, or recreational site, such as a museum, 
park, or science centre. More specifically it is 
the communication of information about, or the 
explanation of, the nature, origin, and purpose  
of historical, natural, or cultural resources, 
objects, sites, and phenomena using personal or 
non-personal methods.

According to Interpretation Canada, any 
communication process designed to reveal 
meanings and relationships of cultural and 
natural heritage to the public, through first-hand 
involvement with an object, artifact, landscape, 
or site.

Environmental Interpretation
Explaining man’s place in his environment for 
the purpose of enhancing visitor awareness 
of the importance of this interaction and 
awakening- for the desire to contribute to the 
conversation of the environment.

It’s not simply information, it is a communicative 
process through which direct contact with 
the resource and other media and the use 
of techniques aim to awaken the interest, 
change the attitude, and achieve the visitor’s 
understanding and enjoyment in relations to the 
resource being interpreted, establishing direct 
contact between the visitor and the resource.

Takeaways:
 � Apply this approach to your storytelling 

planning.
 � Additional reading – “Interpreting Our 

Heritage” by Freeman Tilden;  
Interpretation – Making a Difference on 
Purpose, by Sam H. Ham



Case Study: Enhancing Visitor 
Experiences Using Thematic 
Interpretation in Park Guiding 
Service: Sarawak National Parks, 
Malaysia
Enhancing visitor experiences is arguably 
the primary and most important goal for 
interpretation by many protected area managers 
and tourism business. However, little research 
has been conducted in Sarawak, Malaysia 
to directly quantify the effects of thematic 
interpretation has on tourist experiences. 
Drawing on the TORE-model of interpretation 
and through the inception of Park Guiding 
Training and Licensing System in Sarawak since 
2007, this quantitative study examines the 
effectiveness of thematic interpretive guiding 
tours delivered by park guides at Bako National 
Park, Sarawak, with the assumption that it will 
further enhance visitor experiences. 

A descriptive analysis and Pearson’s product-
moment correlation analysis of sub-indicators 
of the global evaluation of interpretation of site, 
and sub-indicators of elaboration surveyed from 
visitors of purposively sampled park guides 
revealed a strong measurement and correlation 
coefficients of visitors’ overall quality of thematic 
interpretive guided tour makes a positive impact 
on visitor experiences, thus making training of 
tourism businesses’ employees as park guides 
as a good investment. The suggestions for 
further research in influencing visitor attitude 
and shaping visitor behaviour are offered.
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Story Structure
Successful storytelling is not only about keeping your audience engaged but making it easy 
for them to share your story after they have returned home. A clear structure will help this.

A great way to start is to write the start, middle and end of your story. This is a fantastic way 
to clarify the main points you want to convey. Remember, not all stories are simple narratives- 
you might start with a situation your guest can vividly imagine or a surprising idea to which 
they can relate.

For example, a café that uses local bio-organic coffee beans has limited time to share their 
story with their customer. The below is an example of how their story could unfold using the 
simple structure. Take this example to help apply to your business and what you offer that is 
exclusive and unique.

Start: The Invitation to Tell a Story

The barista asks the customer “Would you like the imported coffee beans or would you like 
to try our locally sourced bio-organic coffee beans?” The customer may ask “What is the 
difference in taste?” or reply “Yes, I will try the bio-organic beans.” 

Middle: Drawing Them In

The barista responds by providing an emotive description of the taste of the coffee and how 
the bio-organic process impacts the quality of the beans resulting in the delicious coffee they 
are about to taste. He does this while proceeding to make the customers coffee. The barista 
sees that the customer is interested in the story and proceeds to share that the owner of the 
plantation is a dear friend who has operated the plantation with his family or more than 20 
years, and he explains their passion for coffee and bio-organic farming.

End: The Close

Finishing on a high, the barista presents the coffee and says something like “Thanks for 
supporting our local farmers, I’m sure you will taste the difference.” While the customer sips 
on their special local latte, they look around the café and start to absorb more of the story. 
The café has displayed photo of the coffee plantation and an action shot of the farmers 
growing and roasting the coffee. 

Extraordinary Experiences through Storytelling, Queensland Tourism
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TOURISM BEST PRACTICE: Effective Use of a Classic  
Story Telling Structure 
Savannah Guides Enterprise Undara Experience trains its guides to share a story that follows 
the ‘Petal’ structure. The central theme is that the eruption of the Undara volcano 190,000 
years ago formed a unique and wondrous landscape that is now the world’s largest and 
longest lava tubes. The 20-minute bus ride to the lava tubes offers the opportunity for the 
guides to share their central themes and the several petals that connect their story: 

 � The Collins family history and their inquisitiveness about the unusual formations on their 
cattle property that they learnt were so precious. 

 � The richness and diversity of flora and fauna which is evidence of the rich basalt soil and 
local topography. 

 � The relationship the local Ewamian Traditional Owners had with the lava tubes. 
 � Geological research that has clarified how the lava tubes were formed and the 

subsequent collapses preserving primeval rainforest species in isolation. 
 � The importance of protecting the habitat in partnership with Queensland Parks and 

Wildlife Service and using trained Savannah Guides as tour escorts. 

All of these petals reinforce the central theme, that this is a unique and wondrous landscape. 
The theme is reiterated, sometimes in different words, throughout the commentary which 
builds anticipation. Many of the petals offer emotive opportunities. 

When the group arrives at the lava tubes they descend into a collapsed area and behold the 
enormity of the tube before them. Their sense of awe has been primed, they have a clear 
understanding of the context of the formation, and they can soak it in with a strong sense 
of appreciation. The guide then starts the next commentary phase, pointing out details and 
providing new angles for photographs, asking the group to turn off torches for a fun thrill of 
darkness and expanding on some of the geological concepts. 

All of this happens in 90 minutes before a more casual conversation with their guests on the 
return bus trip.

Takeaways:
 � Grab your guest’s attention with a powerful 

statement or question.
 � Use adjectives, paint pictures in your 

guest’s mind, explain the feelings of the 
characters in your story.

 � Personalize your story, what will your 
characters say or think.

 � Add credibility and depth.
 � Ask your guests to do something, pass a 

prop around, close their eyes and imagine, 
have a sensory experience. 

 � Remember that you are entertaining your 
guests, not lecturing.

 � Emphasize challenge or conflict as these 
are often the most compelling part of the 
story.

 � Jokes or puns can add a fun dimension, 
make sure they are appropriate.

 � Offer something they wouldn’t expect by 
adding surprise or delight.

 � A short story is a good story, and your 
audience is unlikely to remember the facts, 
details, and sequencing of events, but 
rather how your story made them feel and 
the theme or messaging behind it.156



BEST PRACTICE: Building and Reference for an Impactful Story  
– Buffalo Trace Distillery
Freddie Johnson’s family has played a key role in the history of Buffalo Trace Distillery, as well 
as the broader story of Kentucky’s signature spirit.

Johnson’s grandfather, Jimmy Johnson Sr., was a personal friend to Col. Albert Blanton, who, in 
1921, became president of the George T. Stagg Bourbon Distillery, the precursor to Buffalo Trace. 
The two worked side by side at the Frankfort distillery for more than five decades, with Johnson 
eventually becoming the first African American warehouse manager in the industry.

In 1936, Freddie Johnson’s father, Jimmy Johnson Jr., solidified the family’s central stature in Buffalo 
Trace’s history by assuming the role of warehouse supervisor, a position he held until the late 1970s.

Though Freddie Johnson had moved and started a career in Georgia, fate called him home 
to Kentucky and to the same sweet smell of simmering mash that had greeted his family for 
generations.

“I moved back to Kentucky to take care of my dad,” Johnson said. “He asked me to promise him 
that I’d go to work for the distillery. He was so proud of the idea of having three generations of 
Johnsons working there.”

These days, Freddie Johnson makes good on his promise as a tour guide at Buffalo Trace, where he 
works on the front lines of the Kentucky bourbon industry, educating visitors from across the globe 
about the craftsmanship that goes into every bottle.

On his tours, Johnson makes sure to point out the engineering and history behind the buildings — 
he likes to point out that timbers from the 1800s are supporting over 6,000 tons of whiskey in one of 
the distillery’s oldest warehouses — as well as the science and art behind the distilling process itself.

“All of a sudden they realize, it’s not just a bottle of bourbon they’re drinking,” he said. “There’s a lot 
more to it than just liquid in that bottle.”

Above all, Johnson hopes his tours help visitors make a connection to Buffalo Trace and the broader 
bourbon industry and to the Kentuckians like his own family that have shaped its past and are 
shaping its future.

“On my tours, people get a chance to talk face-to-face with the people who are making the bourbon, 
rolling the barrels and filling the bottles,” he said. “They’re taking pictures with them and chatting 
with them, and all of a sudden, because of that human contact, they leave with an emotional tie to 
what we’re doing here.”

Group Travel Leader Magazine       
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As a business operator, an element for success 
is building a training strategy for quality control 
and confidence of your team. We can enable 
your storytellers to dig that much deeper to 
find their inner authentic strengths still while 
maintaining the core content that is driving the 
experience.

Making full use of your staff’s talents, 
knowledge, skills, and enthusiasm by 
encouraging each one of them to contribute the 
storytelling strategy and process of creating and 
perfecting your story will only enhance the finish 
product – the experience.

 � Sharing ideas and opinions
 � Listen to customer feedback

According to Robert McKee author of Story: 
Style Structure Substance and the Principles 
of Screenwriting, “When we want mood 
experiences, we go to concerts or museums, 
when we want a meaningful emotional 
experience, we go to the storyteller.”

Storytelling, Story Vuilding Exercise
Museum Hack, founder and CEO, Nick Gray, 
suggests undertaking this exercise with your 
team to perfect your story. This exercise is ideal 
if you have limited time to share your story with 
guests. Ask a colleague to time you.

Step #1: Tell your best story in just 2 minutes.

Step #2: Now cut it in half and try telling your 
story in just 1 minute.

Step #3: Keep shortening the time that it takes 
to tell your story, until you get it under 1 minute. 
At what point did your story stop being a story? 
When did it lose its theme and emotional 
connection?

Repeat Step #3 Until you can deliver your 
story and all the important elements in under a 
minute. Now it’s time for your team to try this 
exercise.

Storyteller Techniques 101
Knowledge depth

Vocal skills

Non-verbal communication

Interaction

Takeaways:
 � Work to develop your team’s confidence 

through communication skills and 
techniques exercises

 � Identify team members who poses interests 
to personalize aspects of your stories.

 � Encourage training for skills development in 
storytelling

Delivering Your StoryStage 4

“It’s your staff, not your guests 
who are your most valuable 
assets. If you look after your 
staff they’ll look after your 
customers, it’s that simple.”
Sir Richard Branson, Founder Virgin Group
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TOURISM BEST PRACTICE: The Story of Paronella Park 
The story of Paronella Park in Tropical North Queensland is a story of love, loss and triumph 
around a set of glorious gardens boasting a castle, theatre, refreshment rooms, tea gardens, 
swimming pools and waterfalls, opened in 1935 by Spaniard Jose Paronella and his wife 
Margarita. Paronella Park survived floods in 1967, 1972 and 1974 and was sold out of the 
family in 1977. In 1979, the castle was devastated by fire and closed to the public for some 
time. 

Mark and Judy Evans bought the park in 1993 but didn’t start storytelling until 1999. Within 
a month, their twice-daily tours exploded to eight. The park now attracts more than 100,000 
guests a year.” In the first six years we gave people a piece of paper with a bit of information 
and a map of the park, and we spoke for about two and a half minutes, “Mark said.” In 1999, 
when we started the process of storytelling, we thought ‘can we afford to do it?’ Ultimately 
storytelling was the launchpad to take us to the next level. “ 

These days, Paronella Park tours - including a night tour - take 45 minutes and are conducted 
in several languages. ” We see it as the delivery of a story which tugs at the heart strings. The 
one ingredient we look for in our guides is passion, “ 

Mark said. More floods in January 1994, Cyclone Larry in 2006 and Cyclone Yasi in 2011, 
have all added to the story. Mark, who meets guests after each night tour and gives them a 
piece of the castle wall, which was destroyed by Cyclone Larry, says everybody has a story to 
tell. ”Paronella Park started with two people and a lot of skepticism. We are taking Paronella 
Park from being an attraction into a destination, “ he said.

Paronella Park, North Queensland, Australia



Impact on your guests is a key motivator. 
Consider the strength of your story and how 
it has evolved in relevance, and to do this you 
need to observe what the impact of your story 
is having on how your guests feel and how 
they share it with others.

 � Use modern references that are relatable 
to your guests

 � Don’t be afraid to use current events to 
make your story more relevant

 � Storytelling must make sense for you 
and your business

To understand guest expectations and 
gauge how they react to your story, set a 
standard for guest reviews. As we all know, 
evaluations can help us improve the product 
and experience that we offer, but in this case 
can help improve those storytelling skills and 
techniques.

Develop a system that you can use to 
measure impact in an efficient way. Plan how 
often you will review the feedback and how 
you will share it with your team.

Direct Evaluation
 � When talking to your guests, evaluate if 

are they interested in your story
 � When conducting surveys use visitor 

cards that they can complete at the 
end of their experience or send them 
an evaluation online – which will be 
a follow-up and touchpoint, post-
experience

 � Assemble a focus group to evaluate 
the storytelling component, as well as 
other elements of the experience you are 
offering

 � Make it practice to check and respond 
to online review platforms such as 
TripAdvisor and other third-party 
websites 

 � Always monitor your social media 
responses and comments

Keep Evolving Your StoryStage 5

Indirect Evaluation
 � Observe your guests – what are their verbal 

and non-verbal reactions? 
 � As a key indicator, note how long visitors 

spend with the storyteller afterwards, chatting 
or asking questions

 � Monitor an increase or decrease in visitation 
 � Profile changes in your target markets or new 

markets’ responses 
 � Check in with your team’s responses and their 

satisfaction levels

Sharing The Guest Experience, Sharing 
Your Story
Remember the stages of the visitor journey and 
that all stages apply to your business.

Visitor Journey
1. Inspire
2. Convert
3. Experiencing/Servicing
4. Advocating

IN
SP

IRE
CONVERT

ADVOCATE SER
VI

CE
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The Brag Factor
Ask your guests to share their visitor experience. 
Provide them with the details of key review 
sites, relevant hashtags, websites, and social 
media pages so that they can link back to your 
product. The benefit beyond the obvious is that 
you, as the business operator, can monitor what 
they are saying about you, and enables you to 
interact with them to keep the story and your 
relationship with your guest alive to optimize 
impact.

Traditional
 � Images 
 � Newspapers 
 � Magazines 
 � Brochures and flyers 
 � Television 
 � Radio 
 � Mementos or souvenirs 
 � Media releases 
 � Media and trade FAM 

Digital
 � Websites (yours and others) 
 � Email 
 � Blog posts 
 � Search Engine Optimization (SEO) 

Advertising 
 � Social Media platforms (YouTube, 

Facebook, Twitter, Pinterest, Instagram, 
LinkedIn)

Takeaways: The Power  
of Storytelling

 � Create new memories 
 � Connect people to a place, person, or 

event 
 � Attach importance to an experience 
 � Bring intellect and emotions 
 � Entertain through drama and humour 
 � Help make sense of the world 
 � Create wonder 
 � Deliver enrichment and rarity 
 � And most importantly make people care 

and spread word of mouth to increase 
visitation to your business

TOURISM BEST PRACTICE: 
Ocean Rafting
Ocean Rafting has been operating tours to 
Whitehaven Beach since 1997. Carrying 
between 25 and 32 passengers on each 
tour in their semirigid inflatable vessels, 
Ocean Rafting shows guests the ‘wild 
side’ of the Whitsundays, with the ability to 
visited uninhabited islands. 

These multi-award winning tours are fast, 
fun, educational and adventurous. Guests 
also experience special snorkelling sites 
and Ocean Rafting is the only tour operator 
with direct access to Hill Inlet Beach. 

Ocean Rafting owner Jan Claxton says 
two years ago they realised they needed 
to be more active on social media and 
gave GoPro cameras to all of their staff. 
”It took a while to get them used to doing 
it as part of their job but since then it’s 
been absolutely fantastic and they have 
embraced the creativity,“ she said. 

”At the end of each day, the footage comes 
back to the office and there are a lot of man 
hours involved but we are lucky to have 
one or two office staff who really take it on 
and go through the photos.“ 

Jan said they look for ‘quirky’ and ‘less 
hard sell’ images which are loaded onto  
several platforms including their web page 
for sale, the profits of which are given to 
staff for taking photos.

”Facebook is also huge for us and is where 
we put the most newsworthy things and 
Instagram is also fantastic, but we are 
careful not to cross post the same picture,“ 
she said. ”We also encourage our guests 
to use Facebook and TripAdvisor and have 
stickers on our boats promoting this.“ 

”It’s about empowering your staff. We have 
an awesome team and we’ve always told 
them they are storytellers.“

Ocean Rafting
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