
OPTIMISE YOUR 
OPERATION - VISITOR 
ATTRACTIONS

Considerations for :

• Operational planning
• Visitor engagement
• Maximising revenue
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Introduction
Visitor attractions that are re-opening with reduced capacity (in line with
physical distancing guidelines) face the dual challenge of

• Maximising the visitor experience

• Maximising revenue generation

This document outlines a series of considerations to help owners and
managers navigate the re-opening process to optimise both the experience
and the sustainability of their visitor attraction.

Three essentials underpin operational plans for re-opening :

1. Empathy – understand your staff, understand your visitors

• Talk to your visitors now – get a feel for what they want at your attraction 
and what will make them feel comfortable on site

• Involve your staff in your re-opening plans to get their input and buy-in

• Respond with concrete steps and actions

2. Adapt the service and experience you offer accordingly

• Critically review your existing and planned services and experience

• Hit the pause or ‘off’ button where needed – be bold where necessary

• More than ever, prioritise simplicity and clarity

3. Help your staff deliver great experiences despite the challenging 
operating climate

• Employees face anxiety and uncertainty too – be sure to look after their
wellbeing

• They will be engaging with visitors who will be dealing with their own 
concerns and anxiety

1. Understand your 
staff and your 

visitors

2. Adapt the service 
and experience you 

offer accordingly

3. Help your staff 
deliver great 

experiences despite 
the challenges



1. Operational planning

• The Fáilte Ireland Covid-19 Support Hub
has the Guidelines for Re-Opening 
Attractions which is a key starting point 
for attractions beginning to draft their 
operational plans for re-opening. 

• Consider all visitor touch points from pre-
arrival through to the in-attraction 
experience, from advice on your website / 
social media to audio guides and toilets.

• Review your standard operating 
procedures to ensure they comply with 
Guidelines. 

• Critically review the existing and planned 
services and experience that you offer. 

• You may decide to overhaul your normal 
operating model, such as implementing a 
ticketing system to manage capacity. 
Several online platforms offer simple 
ticketing functionality for free or for a 
small fee. Examples include Future 
Ticketing and Eventbrite.

• It’s important to ensure that any new 
measures you put in place do not reduce 
the accessibility of your attraction for 
visitors with additional needs. For 
instance cloth or solid face masks 
disadvantage visitors reliant on lip 
reading whereas a Perspex mask would 
not cause an issue. 

• Continually engage with staff and 
subcontractors for their input and buy-in.

• Whilst the health and safety of visitors 
will take precedence for the foreseeable 
future this must be accompanied (as 
ever) by the warmest welcome. Your staff 
are your single biggest asset, they will be 
key to the effective delivery of your 
operational plans and helping to flex and 
adapt your offer to the needs of individual 
visitors. 
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Hit the pause or ‘off’ button 
where necessary.

Visitors may be more willing to 
adapt than usual. 

For example, you might choose 
not to open certain areas of the 
attraction or rethink the visitor 

flow around your attraction. 

Prioritise simplicity and 
clarity.

You can launch with a reduced 
offering, building your visitor 
experience as you understand 

how visitors behave and respond 
to the measures you have in 

place.

You might consider running a soft 
opening to test your procedures 
with an invited audience or with 

restricted numbers. 

A really warm welcome 
is essential

https://covid19.failteireland.ie/
https://www.futureticketing.ie/
https://www.eventbrite.ie/
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2. Staffing considerations
Staff are your greatest asset and your attraction is reliant on them. It is
vital that, first and foremost, they are looked after and supported.

• Support your staff. Ask them what they need to feel safe and secure – listen
to their concerns.

• Work with your union if applicable; their buy in and support will be key.

• Ensure your operational planning extends to back of house areas as well as
publicly accessible areas. For instance are your locker rooms, office areas and
break areas large enough to offer staff adequate space for physical
distancing?

• Make sure all staff know how to access support services such as counselling
when required. This might be provided by you or be a case of signposting staff
towards free supports available from other organisations.

• Ensure you have plans in place for managing your attraction during periods
where you may be short of staff due to staff needing to self-isolate.

Internal Communications

Put a robust internal communications plan in place – even for the smallest 
organisations. This will help to build trust and identify issues quickly.
• Keep everyone updated on actions to reduce risks of exposure to Covid-19; 

even if this is to inform staff that in that particular week there have been 
no changes. Let staff know you will continually review your measures to 
make sure they are effective and invite their feedback

• Have a clear plan for which communications channels you use for which 
purpose. Individual teams might prefer to use WhatsApp groups for 
instance, but formal updates are best communicated by email. You might 
want to have a set day for sending out key updates so those not onsite 
know when to check their emails. 

• If staff work from home consider ways for them to connect with other team 
members – this could be a weekly ‘virtual tea break’ or a WhatsApp group 
set up for sharing interesting links, good news stories, funny stories etc. 

• Make sure everyone's contact details are up to date.
• Consider increasing the regularity of your 1:1s with staff to ensure they 

have a forum to provide feedback and discuss any concerns. 



Training

• Ensure staff know your revised operating plan inside out. They
need to feel confident and instil this confidence in visitors from
the first day you re-open.

• Have a clear policy in place for dealing with visitors who do not
observe social distancing guidelines. Train your staff on how to
respond to any challenging behaviour that may arise.

• Make sure staff know how to spot symptoms of Covid-19. Ensure
managers are clear on the relevant processes in case a member
of staff is potentially infected and needs to take the appropriate
action.

• For staff unable to conduct their usual duties whilst working from
home you might consider suggesting they undertake personal
development activities such as:

• Online resources from

• Fáilte Ireland

• Local Enterprise Office   

• Skillnet

• Irish Museums Association

• MOOC

• Association for Cultural Enterprises

• Museum Next

• Looking at ways team members can train / teach each other
over WhatsApp or other platforms.

• Posting out reading material for those not online.

• Encouraging them to develop new skills via free resources
such as YouTube.

• Encouraging them to undertake research for future tours.

2. Staffing 
(cont.)
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https://www.failteireland.ie/
https://www.localenterprise.ie/
https://www.skillnetireland.ie/
https://www.irishmuseums.org/
https://www.mooc.org/
https://culturalenterprises.org.uk/
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCRnBI5Bl9kCzRwhHwklwWlg
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3. Communicating with visitors

• Visitors need to be able to TRUST that your visiting environment is safe. They want you
to be proactive. They want to know what can they expect from you and what’s expected
of them. They’ll want this reassurance before they arrive and immediately on arrival as
part of a warm welcome.

Many attractions are already using their online platforms to show how they plan to re-
open. Two great examples of using video to clearly explain to visitors what to expect
when visiting are Merlin Entertainments (worldwide) and Etefling (Netherlands).

• Prioritise SIMPLICITY AND CLARITY by employing measures that your visitors may
already be familiar with e.g. floor markings and one way systems like they have seen in
supermarkets. This will help make your visitor communication more effective.

If you can, demonstrate the importance you’re placing on the welfare of your visitors,
your staff and your inhabitants (in the case of animal centric attractions). It may feel
strange ‘marketing’ your health, safety and hygiene measures, however trust and
reassurance are essential and may give you an edge over your competitors.

• FOCUS YOUR EFFORTS – whilst some of your communications will be for a broad
audience, targeted messages to specific audiences will also be needed.

Many attractions will focus on local and domestic markets whilst international markets
recover. Tailored communications to local visitors might include information on getting
to your site on foot or by bike, while certain elements of your programme or attraction
may have a particular interest among a more local audience.

• BE RESPONSIVE – overall your aim is to respond to both government guidance and
visitor concerns. Keep up to date with official guidance and talk to your visitors prior to
re-opening to understand their concerns. Keep abreast of sentiment research to help
inform your planning.

Trust
Simplicity and 

clarity
Focused effort Responsiveness

Once you open, deliver what you have promised, capture feedback 
from visitors and staff and act on it immediately. 

Timing is key - trust is lost far quicker than it is built.

https://backstage.merlinentertainments.biz/2020/bringing-the-magic-back/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=23&v=Et3diPcEmfY
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4. Maximise opportunities for altruism

Research is showing an increased level of generosity / altruism amongst 
visitors. Visitors are likely to be sympathetic to the challenging climate that 
visitor attractions are operating within and will be more understanding about 
things like queues, being required to book in advance, or staff working behind 
hygiene screens. 

The research also shows that in the case of non-for-profit or charitable 
attractions, visitors will have an increased propensity to donate. 

You may already have a range of fundraising activities underway, or you could 
consider the following:

• Locate DONATION BOXES (with contactless donation options) in 
prominent positions around your visitor attraction. Consider a “suggested 
donation” amount and make this clearly visible on the box – that way, 
visitors have a benchmark for the amount they give and are more likely to 
give the suggested amount. Ensure that your donation programme is 
accompanied by a compelling case for support – people don’t like to think 
their donation disappears into general overheads – they prefer to support 
specific programmes or improvements.

• Offer the option to add a donation at the point of online ticket purchase. 
Remember the need to communicate the compelling case for support.

• Consider what value you can offer in return for support e.g. adopt a 
monument or artefact, adopt an animal, get behind the scenes ‘virtual 
access’, access to a special event like an exclusive online tour or to have 
their name displayed in the attraction.

• Charitable / non-for-profit attractions can look to access the Google Ad 
Grants programme to raise their profile online. 

Whilst you may not ordinarily focus on fundraising, now 
might be a good time to introduce a fundraising or donations 

programme.

https://www.google.ie/grants/


5. Strategic pricing

• Look at ways to incentivise the ticket 
purchasing behaviour you want to see.

• Avoid generic discounting as it 
undermines the perception of value.
Decreasing prices might lead to more 
sales but less overall revenue; likewise 
increasing price may increase income 
but lead to reduced sales and more 
people not willing to pay the price. 

• As well as your basic pricing model –
e.g. adult, family, student/seniors –
could you offer a premium experience 
that you can charge more for? A behind-
the-scenes or private tour? An out-of-
hours tour? These could be suitable for 
small family groups. 

The visitor then has a choice: standard 
experience or premium experience, each 
priced accordingly. Keep your messaging 
simple so that visitors know what they 
get at each price point. Brief staff fully 
so as to avoid confusion at the point of 
purchase.

• Analyse sales on a daily or weekly basis 
to see what’s selling. Use social media to 
promote your different offerings 
accordingly.

Visitor attractions are retail 
businesses at their core. From 

the moment visitors think about 
visiting, you are selling to them

• admissions

• retail 

• café

Make sure you have a 
compelling offer in each area. 
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Motivations to visit are unlikely 
to change, although there may 

be some new ones (e.g. 
multigenerational families, a 
desire to be outside more). 

Motivations are unique to each 
visitor each time, and so is 
their willingness to pay –

especially for ancillary items 
such as retail and café (e.g. 
spend more if it’s a birthday 

than a casual day with family).

For most people, value for 
money is more important 

than price. But there’s also a 
need for affordable price 

points. 
Visitors are happy to pay the 
price that matches the value 

they expect in return. 
But remember - value is 

perception based. An 
experience will have different 

value to different visitors.

• A discount (c. 10%) for advance online 
tickets is common among attractions. 
Don’t forget to factor in the cost of the 
discount on your bottom line.

• Local and domestic markets will play a 
bigger role in your visitor mix this year. 
Can you tweak the offering to suit a 
local/domestic audience? Talk to staff 
and gather customer feedback to help 
make the right decisions.

• Easy transactions and value for money 
drive visitor satisfaction. Visitors don’t 
like hidden costs or unexpected 
multiple pay points.

• Plan for different scenarios when 
preparing forecasts. 
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Refunds and credit note policies

• People are understandably feeling cautious about their spending right now so it’s
important to give visitors confidence to spend with you. Make your refund and
credit note policy clear and communicate any changes to it as quickly as possible.
Ensure your policy is as generous as possible.

• Have clear FAQs online and simple ways to get in touch for more complex
questions.

Visitor memberships and annual passes

• Communication with your members at this time will be key. How you manage
these relationships now will have a long-lasting impact, do all you can to make it
a positive one. Your members / annual pass holders are likely to be your biggest
ambassadors – consider how you capitalise on this – perhaps ensuring they are
sent timely, personalised, targeted emails and offers or engaging some of them in
your re-opening planning.

• Consider how can you make it attractive for members / annual pass holders at
renewal stage to renew? (e.g. extend the length of the membership, offer priority
booking, access to exclusive offers, VIP parking spaces etc.).

How you manage relationships now will have a long-lasting 
impact - do all you can to make it a positive one.

Default pricing
Anchoring is a cognitive bias 
which places additional emphasis 
on the first thing we see. Take 
advantage of this bias by 
ensuring the first price visitors 
see (the default price) is the one 
you want the majority of people 
to opt for as all other prices will 
be anchored to this price. 

For example, Imperial War 
Museums (UK) present the 
default price as £21 inclusive of 
a donation. This anchors the rest 
of the pricing. This simple switch 
can see a substantial uptake in 
the purchase of premium priced 
tickets.

Source: https://www.iwm.org.uk/visits/2020_prices

5. Strategic pricing (cont.)
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6. Commercial innovation

Commercial innovation is important at all times but particularly so as
attractions seek to recoup the loss of income incurred during the lockdown
period and to maximise revenue on re-opening.

Generating additional income will be challenging and will require trial, error
and perseverance. It is unlikely that attractions will see substantial yields
from new innovations, but, done well they may see significant yields
relevant to the current climate and will be able to engage visitors and offer
them great value for money.

Note: see also the suggestions regarding innovations in retail and catering
in sections 7 and 8.

Attractions should work with their staff and key 
stakeholders to look at innovations that can be 

introduced across the business. 

For visitors onsite, why not …

• Offer exclusive or premium products such as private tours for household 
groups, birthday party packages for household groups, out of hours access or 
small group workshops – all charged at a premium rate. 

• If not already doing so, consider offering upgrades or add-ons at the point of 
ticket purchase e.g. alongside buying your tickets you might offer food and 
beverage packages ready for collection on arrival or guidebooks.

• With visits from locals likely to increase it will be a good time to promote 
membership and annual passes. Members and pass holders will be 
ambassadors for your community, are likely to bring fee paying visitors with 
them on their return and will guarantee you secondary spend on retail and 
food and beverages. 

• For attractions with significant outdoor space, larger scale socially distanced 
events could be considered such as drive in cinemas or drive in festivals.
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6. Commercial innovation (continued)

Visitors at home

Some of your audience may not wish or be able to visit attractions for the foreseeable
future. This doesn’t mean they can’t be engaged and they still represent a potential
revenue stream.

Why not offer …

• Activity packs that can be posted or delivered to homes – these could include
materials, instructions and guidance for at-home activities linked to the core offer of
the attraction.

• Virtual live tours, particularly if they offer behind the scenes access or benefits that
might not normally be offered to visitors onsite.

• Virtual “fireside chats” with a curator or expert are a great way to offer engagement,
in an immersive way to small intimate groups online. These could cover topics or
experts not usually available onsite.

• Virtual tours with food and beverage packages delivered to the visitor’s home so they
can enjoy fresh produce, renowned cakes or a drink from your attraction whilst they
watch the tour (see section 7 for more on innovating in catering).

• Classes or guided sessions such as painting, life drawing, cooking or lessons on other
skills with experts from your attraction. These could be sold as one-offs or as a series
of classes over a period of weeks. For classes or sessions requiring specific
equipment there could be an option for students to purchase equipment or resource
packs from you.

• Packages that capitalise on new behaviours established in lockdown such a Cincinnati
Zoo’s initiative to offer the opportunity for individuals to book their zoo animals to
make an appearances at zoom meetings.

• Virtual meet and greets with costumed characters or animals (and handlers).

Other areas of innovations

It is likely that it will be some time before the commercial hire and events market
resumes. In the meantime, larger attractions might consider renting their events
spaces to other businesses or organisations who might have a new need for space.

http://cincinnatizoo.org/news-releases/invite-a-cincinnati-zoo-animal-to-your-next-virtual-meeting/


7. Food and beverage offering

Menus

• Remove menu items that don’t 
regularly feature on your ‘best sellers’.

• Reduce food prep items that are costly 
and/or very labour intensive.

• Remodel menus to suit a more 
reduced stock level and the slower re-
introduction of your full offering.

• Review Guidelines for Re-Opening for 
food and beverage visitor 
considerations.

• Re-write waste management practices 
reflecting how new operations will 
function.

• Order in smaller quantities until 
customer demand becomes clearer 
and business rebuilds.

• Be more mindful than ever of labelling, 
rotating and stock-taking – waste 
must be kept to an absolute minimum.

• Buy in season for best price and 
quality.

Health and Safety Food Service

• Review Guidelines for Re-Opening 
for food and beverage visitor 
considerations.

• Forecast labour needs using an 
‘allocation of tasks’ approach to 
rosters, thus avoiding clustering of 
staff and improving productivity and 
flow. 

• Pre-assign activities in terms of 
hygiene and cleanliness, while at the 
same time ensuring that you adhere 
to social distancing restrictions and 
new safety guidelines.

• Forecast the cost for one person in 
your café / restaurant area to take 
responsibility for adhering to all 
Covid-19 guidelines. 

Utilisation of Space

• Use spaces that will not see
significant business over the coming
months maximising the number of
covers you can offer whilst adhering
to social distancing guidelines.

• Review all outdoor spaces to provide
additional seating. Don’t forget to
factor in the cost of additional
furniture and equipment.

• Depending on your location and if
appropriate, apply for a temporary
outdoor seating licence for food and
drink service.
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7. Food and beverage offering 
(continued)

Staff Training

• Familiarise staff with new layouts, designs and practices in order to 
avoid confusion and time inefficiencies.

• Train staff on queue management techniques so as to avoid 
unnecessary delays.

Innovate

• Make catering packages pre-bookable online or at the point of 
purchasing their ticket. For example, a picnic or lunchbox that’s ready 
for collection by visitors at a designated place or time, or the option to 
book afternoon tea.

• Develop a grab and go offer; it’s set to be the preferred option with 
visitors for the foreseeable future. 

• Consider making a grab and go luxury offer such as a premium picnic 
basket of goodies include champagne, a picnic blanket and high quality 
local produce.

• Use digital marketing to promote your food and drink offerings to be 
top-of-mind when customers think about where to go.

• Re-write and tell your food and drink story. Ensure your staff are “on 
message” and also use relevant channels (online and offline) to create 
awareness. 

Review all costs for 
food, consumables, 
labour and utilities
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8. Retail considerations
For smaller attractions, your overarching plan for re-opening will include the
retail offering. Attractions with a more developed retail offering may wish to
develop more detailed and specific plans for retail.

Amend your retail operating procedures as necessary to comply with relevant
Guidelines for retail area. Document changes to your procedures and include
your retail outlet as part of your general Covid-19 risk assessment.

Innovate

• Offer retail products for sale on your website alongside
admission tickets and have the products ready for
collection by visitors on arrival. E.g. the option to
purchase a guidebook at the point of purchasing their
ticket.

• People like to support local businesses. Could you sell
products that mean visitors might come just to purchase
something, not to visit the attraction? For instance could
you sell fresh produce or plants grown on your grounds?

Buying something in the attraction’s shop is an important part of the 
overall experience for many visitors.

Service excellence can be a big influence on that decision to buy. 

In fact, it’s probably now more important than ever.
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• Consider reducing the number of suppliers you work with in order to reduce 
the number of deliveries and the number of staff hours involved with 
goods-in.

• Analyse all costs and re-negotiate prices and ordering systems with 
suppliers. 

• Consider bulk buying for fast-selling and high-demand items. Negotiate so 
that both you and your suppliers see benefits.

• Ask suppliers to provide you with a copy of their Covid-19 safety statement.

• Analyse costs to identify where, or if, losses are arising. Where losses are 
identified, act immediately to rectify the situation.

• Make sure your sub-contractors (catering partner, retail partner, facilities 
and maintenance, housekeeping etc) are demonstrating to you that they 
are pro-actively working to manage costs.

9. Managing suppliers to manage costs and 
maximise revenue
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10. Ongoing review
Many of the current challenges will remain for the rest of 2020 if not
beyond. Therefore, re-opening should be seen as a process that has
sustainability built into it.

Ongoing reviews of your revised operation and offer will be key. In the
opening weeks the attraction should review its operation on an hourly,
daily and weekly basis whilst it establishes what works and what doesn’t.

• As part of this process regular and timely feedback from visitors and
staff should be sought. Encourage them to engage with the process of
improving your practice.

• Attractions should speak to other attractions about their experiences.
Cooperation and collaboration will be key. Share your learnings and
learn from others. Develop your ideas together. Re-imagine how you do
business. Support each other.

• Collaborate and network with other local tourism businesses such as
accommodation providers, food producers, tour guides and so on.

Contingency

Attractions need to allow for contingencies by:

• Revising your standard T&Cs to ensure your attraction has the right to
adjust its operating model at any time.

• Only presell for tickets or events for a limited period in advance with a
clear process in place should you need to cancel or change a visitor’s
booking.

• Operating a phased re-opening with smaller capacities initially or
opening only for annual pass holders or members. Attractions may
chose to open with some areas of the attraction remaining closed
initially.

Ensure the ability to be flexible is built into your planning. 

There could be further changes in virus control restrictions 
and Guidelines and you may need to overhaul your 
operational plans as things evolve over the coming weeks 
and months. 
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11. For further reference
• Fáilte Ireland’s Covid-19 Support Hub - https://covid19.failteireland.ie/

Links

Page Link

4 Future Ticketing https://www.futureticketing.ie/

4 Eventbrite https://www.eventbrite.ie/

6 Fáilte Ireland https://www.failteireland.ie/

6 Local Enterprise Office https://www.localenterprise.ie/

6 Skillnet https://www.skillnetireland.ie/

6 Irish Museums Association https://www.irishmuseums.org/

6 Massive Open Online Courses 
(MOOCs) 

https://www.mooc.org/

6 The Association of Cultural 
Enterprises 

https://culturalenterprises.org.uk/

6 MuseumNext https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCRnBI5Bl9kC
zRwhHwklwWlg

7 Merlin video detailing their re-
opening measures 

https://backstage.merlinentertainments.biz/2020/
bringing-the-magic-back/

7 Efteling video detailing their re-
opening measures

https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=
23&v=Et3diPcEmfY

8 Google Ad Grants https://www.google.ie/grants/

12 Cincinnati Zoo – bookable 
animal meet and greets

http://cincinnatizoo.org/news-releases/invite-a-
cincinnati-zoo-animal-to-your-next-virtual-
meeting/
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