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ABSTRACT
This study seeks to explore the visitor experience at heritage sites pre, during 
and post visit. A conceptual model depicting the heritage visitor experience 
was proposed. A self-administered survey (n = 195) was completed by visitors 
at six heritage sites across Northern Ireland. Visitor characteristics and pre-
experience were analysed and results showed that heritage visitors are 
primarily motivated by recreation and base their visitation decision on advice 
from friends and family. Results from the exploratory factor analysis showed 
that audio and visual communication, atmospherics, on-site engagement, 
information and heritage preservation were the most influential factors 
during a visit. Post-experience results indicate that 54% of the sample was 
satisfied with their visit and 85% would revisit the heritage site. The final 
model suggests a range of factors which positively contribute to the visitor 
experience at heritage sites though this requires further testing.

1. Introduction

The dynamic nature of the tourism industry combined with advances in transport, technology and 
media communications has resulted in changes in tourist needs and preferences for travel. Nowadays, 
tourists are less interested in conventional, mass ‘sea, sun and sand’ holidays and instead are demanding 
more memorable and engaging travel experiences (Timothy 2011; OECD 2012). In response to tourist 
demands the industry has sought to provide visitors with alternative or thematic types of tourism expe-
riences (Stamboulis and Skayannis 2003). One such form of tourism which has grown in popularity 
is heritage tourism, often used interchangeably with the term cultural tourism (Richards and Wilson 
2006). Heritage tourism is defined by Richards (2001b, 37) as ‘the movement of persons to cultural 
attractions away from their normal place of residence, with the intention to gather new information 
and experiences to satisfy their cultural needs’. This growing demand for heritage tourism is a result 
of changes in customers’ tastes and preferences as visitors are seeking more diversified, engaging and 
intellectual experiences (Timothy 2011). Visitor demand for heritage tourist attractions is sizeable with 
approximately 40% of global tourism relating to heritage/cultural based travel in 2007 (OECD 2009; 
UNWTO 2010; cited in Shore 2010). Thus, heritage tourism is considered as one of the fastest growing 
sectors within the tourism industry bringing significant contribution to local and national economies.
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2   J. KEMPIAK ET AL.

Some critics have challenged the investment required in heritage attractions as these types of 
visits are often viewed as a short-lived experience. Ashworth (2009, 7) suggests, ‘the tourist experi-
ence of local heritage is short, with visits to particular towns measured in hours and to a particular 
site or exhibit better measured in minutes or even seconds’. However, research within this area 
should not be neglected as knowing and understanding the mind-set of heritage visitors is key to 
informing the development of successful management plans and marketing strategies surrounding 
the attraction (Richards 2001a; Poria, Butler, and Airey 2004; Daengbuppha, Hemmington, and 
Wilkes 2006).

This paper will examine the key factors influencing the visitor experience pre, during and post visit 
at heritage attractions. The study seeks to take a holistic perspective of the visitation experience by 
evaluating the characteristics of the heritage visitor, identifying the motivational and decision-making 
drivers influencing the visitation choice, exploring the factors influencing the satisfaction of the visit 
and determining the likelihood of a revisit to the attraction.

2. Literature review

According to Palmer (1999, 315) heritage was ‘the “buzz” word of the 1990s’. Fyall and Garrod (1998) 
viewed heritage tourism from an economic perspective, suggesting that it is a process during which 
both environmental and socio-cultural resources are used for the purpose of attracting the visitor. 
However, Poria, Butler, and Airey (2003, 1048) defined heritage tourism as, ‘a subgroup of tourism, in 
which the main motivation for visiting a site is based on the place’s heritage characteristics according 
to the tourists’ perception of their own heritage’. Timothy (1997) purports that heritage visitor attrac-
tions (HVA) should be considered at four levels: (1) world; (2) national; (3) local and; (4) personal. 
For the purposes of this review the literature will attempt to address studies relating to all four levels 
while the study will narrow its focus towards local and national heritage.

HVA are a vital element of the sector often perceived as a ‘pull’ factor attracting visitors to a 
destination for a variety of reasons. When categorising heritage attractions, it is crucial to take into 
consideration the difference between HVAs and World Heritage Sites (WHS). The core characteristic 
and obligatory aspect of WHS is fact that these places and sites (natural and built alike) are recog-
nised by UNESCO as properties with ‘outstanding universal value’ and are inscribed on the World 
Heritage list (Breakey 2012, 83). In addition, a site has to meet certain criteria in order for it to be 
listed by UNESCO. It could be argued that such sites are likely to have a more significant impact on 
visitors’ intention to visit as well as their experience during and post-visit evaluation, compared to a 
local or national HVA. Moreover, it could impact on visitor behaviour patterns such as the length of 
visit. Nevertheless, it is essential to highlight that this literature focuses on local and national HVAs 
which are not considered as WHS.

Furthermore, de Rojas and Camarero (2008) emphasised the link between heritage site attributes, 
their setting and their impact on visitors’ engagement, satisfaction and the quality of experience 
which according to Moscardo (1996, 378), ‘should be placed at the centre of any heritage management 
process’. McIntosh (1999) and Apostolakis and Jaffry (2005) drew attention to the importance of the 
physical environment but emphasised that this was only one of several factors motivating visitors to 
visit the attraction. These authors highlighted this shift towards developing an HVA which focuses on 
enhancing the overall visitor experience. Therefore, this paper purports that understanding the visitor 
experience at national and local HVAs is a vital component in the decision-making process for those 
involved in the management of such tourist sites.

2.1. The heritage visitor experience

The underpinning concept of the experience economy (Pine and Gilmore 1999) notes that the tourism 
industry and heritage tourism sector are strongly associated with the consumption of an experience 
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(Chen and Chen 2010). Keeping in mind the dynamic nature of the industry and its technological 
advances, it is essential to take into consideration the evolution of experience concepts. As stated by 
Richards (2012, 16), critics have pointed out that the experience economy concept pays too much 
attention to the role of the producer in providing experiences and not enough attention to the role of 
the consumer in creating, shaping and adapting their own experience.

Richards (2012) proposes an evolutionary model of the tourism consumption experience wherein 
the concept of co-creation and communities play a key role. Unlike in the experience economy where 
the focus is placed on staging of the experience, the co-creation process enables collaboration between 
businesses and consumers, and encourages both parties to take an active part in a design and imple-
mentation of the experience (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004a). While the concept of co-creation 
will not be directly explored in this study, an understanding of visitor’s behaviours at a local and/or 
national HVA is sought.

As suggested by Falk and Dierking (1992) a visitation to a heritage site involves engagement 
with a complex range of interrelated components including: personal (an individual’s character-
istics, i.e. motivations and interests), social (experience and behaviours varying i.e. accordingly 
to travelling party), and the physical setting (the heritage setting i.e. exhibitions, atmospherics). 
Pine and Gilmore (1999, 98) stated that ‘an experience occurs when a company intentionally uses 
services as the stage, and goods as props, to engage individual customers in a way that creates a 
memorable event’. This definition highlights several core aspects – intentional use, engagement and 
a memorable moment. Moreover, the authors identified four dimensions of experiences (enter-
tainment, education, aesthetics and escapism), based on a visitor’s level of participation and the 
form of the experience itself.

The four realms of the experience model suggest that visitors looking for entertainment are 
passively involved in the experience. Yet it should be remembered that, as highlighted by Hughes 
and Benn (1995), entertainment is one of the most significant elements within the wide scope of 
tourism products. On the other hand, when it comes to education, visitors seek to learn something 
new, hence the process requires a more active involvement and engagement which at the same time 
gives tourists an opportunity to increase their knowledge. Moreover, both of these dimensions 
are characterised by absorption, in other words it means that visitors’ attention is occupied by a 
particular experience (Pine and Gilmore 1999). Undoubtedly notable is the fact that entertainment 
and education are separated, especially while looking at it from a perspective of heritage sites that 
aims to entertain and educate at the same time. Having considered the fact that both are strong 
motivational factors, more recent research has identified the emerging trend of edutainment which 
aims to combine educational technologies and the educational content to take full advantage of 
their values and enhance the visitor experience (Hertzman, Anderson, and Rowley 2008). Also, 
the model indicates that an aesthetic dimension relates to passive appreciation of the place and 
perception of the physical environment. As stated by Oh, Fiore, and Jeoung (2007) the significance 
of aesthetics is clearly noticeable in the concept of servicescape which often has an impact on 
visitors’ decision-making process when they chose whether to revisit and recommend the site to 
others. Alternatively, during escapism visitors often ‘travel’ into a different world hence they are 
actively involved/ immersed in the experience that enables them to get-away from a daily routine 
and everyday activities.

2.2. The tourist pre-visit experience

While looking at the tourist’s pre-visit experience it is essential to examine the key motivations of 
heritage visitors. McKercher and du Cros (2003) identified five main types of heritage visitors: pur-
poseful, serendipitous, sightseeing, casual and incidental visitors. This typology highlights that visitors 
vary in their motivations for visiting a heritage site and that learning about heritage itself may not 
always be a primary motivating factor. Moreover, it indicates that the depth of the visitor experience 
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increases proportionally to the importance of culture in the decision-making process. This suggests 
that visitors who are interested in culture and heritage ought to have more meaningful experience 
while visiting a heritage site. Keeping in mind the differences amongst groups of heritage tourists, it 
can be argued that heritage visitors are a diversified market segment. This may result in implications 
for management as visitors may perceive the heritage site in different ways which may influence their 
experience and affect their level of satisfaction.

According to Prentice (1993), as cited in Poria, Butler, and Airey (2004, 21), other motivational 
factors may also include, ‘pleasure of viewing, education, information, relaxation, entertainment, 
and exercise.’ Moreover, Jansen-Verbeke and van Rekom (1996) also recognised escapism from daily 
routine and life enrichment as potential motivating factors, while Kerstetter, Confer, and Graefe 
(2001) highlighted the interest in history and culture as well as the need for an authentic experience. 
Furthermore, Timothy and Boyd (2003) identified nostalgia as a reason for visiting heritage sites. 
Additionally, Swarbrooke and Horner (2007) noted the fulfilment of emotional needs while Moreno 
Gil and Ritchie (2009) stated curiosity about a place/heritage site has to offer and a desire to do some-
thing meaningful should also be considered. Besides, more recently Wu and Wall (2016) identified 
a range of pull factors (value for money, an excellent environment for family activities, the creative 
and innovative displays in the museums and the tranquillity of the historical area) and push factors 
(education and learning, relaxation, creating positive leisure habits, relationship enhancement and 
extended family obligation). Undoubtedly visitor motivations are diverse and depend on individuals’ 
needs, circumstance, personality and attitude. Nevertheless, it is important to note that tourist’s moti-
vations for visiting the attractions can influence their experience, level of engagement and satisfaction 
(Falk and Dierking 2000).

According to Laws (2001) visitors begin to evaluate their experience before the actual visit starts. 
The author identified factors influencing visitors’ perceptions and expectations, which include pre-
visit information, opening times, parking facilities, accessibility of the site and signage. Additionally, 
Daengbuppha, Hemmington, and Wilkes (2006) drew attention to the planning stage of the visit. Marty 
(2007) emphasised the importance of museum websites and information available which very often 
can influence the desire to visit a site, while according to Anderson and Lucas (1997) and Guisasola 
et al. (2009) the availability of pre-visit instructional materials and activities (Leighton 2007) can 
influence the level of visitors’ learning outcomes especially when it comes to the younger audience.

2.3. The tourist experience during the visit

Having considered that visitor experiences consist of various components, it is also essential to look at 
factors within the heritage setting that influence the tourist’s experience during the visit and impact on 
their behaviour. The following section discusses visitor management techniques, with an emphasis on 
the role and importance of availability of information, communication and engagement with tourists 
as well as the impact of the surrounding environment.

2.3.1. Information
One of the core purposes of heritage attractions is to educate visitors through the provision of infor-
mation which enables visitors to obtain new or expand already existing knowledge (Calver and Page 
2013). Undoubtedly guidebooks as well as leaflets and brochures available at the heritage sites play an 
important role in the acquisition of the primary information. As visitor attractions deal with domestic 
and international tourists alike, it is crucial that management considers the needs of both segments 
and provides key information in a variety of languages to satisfy the needs of visitors for whom, for 
example, English is not a first language (Frochot and Hughes 2000; Pyo 2005). Moreover, it is worth 
adding that accuracy, clarity and authenticity of information may have an impact on its value as well 
as visitors’ perception, experience and overall satisfaction (Ho and McKercher, 2004). At the same 
time, the extent to which visitors can increase their knowledge is influenced by the variety and content 
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of collections and exhibitions available at the site (Hui and Ryan 2012). However, it is important to 
note that the heritage setting should be designed in a way which does not ‘overload’ visitors with the 
information as this may frustrate and/or discourage them.

2.3.2. Communication
Another vital factor affecting visitor experience is the way in which information is communicated and 
how it is interpreted by the visitor at each site. Some studies revealed that various forms of presentation 
and interpretation (e.g. interactive media, types of exhibitions, information panels and descriptors) 
aim to educate, entertain and increase visitors’ awareness (Goulding 1999a; Biran, Poria, and Reichel 
2006). Cunnell and Prentice (2000) and Leighton (2007) highlighted the value of interpretive media 
such as information and display boards and stated that both interpretive and interactive sources of 
information not only stimulate visitors’ learning process but also make their experience more mem-
orable. Besides, Moscardo (1996) referred to work of Patterson and Bitgood (1988) who explored 
correlations between interpretive techniques and visitor behaviour. It was highlighted that interactive 
exhibitions are perceived as more attractive and tourists are more likely to spend more time exploring 
the interactive display, rather than observing a traditional static gallery. In addition, the importance 
of visibility and proximity of artefacts and antiques and its influence on visitor’s experience must also 
be considered.

While considering the value of onsite interpretation Moscardo (1996) argued that there is a 
significant difference in perception of interest in interpretation (as understanding and acquisi-
tion of knowledge) related to certain types of heritage visitor which are classified as mindful and 
mindless. The study pointed out key qualities of tourists, highlighting differences in behaviour, 
motivations, feelings, abilities and learning outcomes, between these types of cultural/heritage 
visitor. Therefore, it can be argued that the more mindful visitor, the greater his experience and 
higher satisfaction.

2.3.3. Engagement
According to Chhabra, Healy, and Sills (2003) performances (i.e. living history and re-enactments) 
as well as participatory activities (i.e. workshops) not only stimulate learning process but also engage 
visitors in ways that can positively affect their experience. In addition, Garrod (2008) highlighted that 
educational facilities positively influence visitors’ behaviour by creating a more engaging experience. 
Page (2011) added that educational facilities also contribute to conservation of heritage as these help 
visitors to gain a better understanding of an impact of their behaviour and increase awareness of 
how to preserve both tangible and intangible heritage. This acquisition of knowledge may enhance 
overall tourist satisfaction. Moreover, keeping in mind the importance of visitor experiences and the 
shift towards the development of visitor oriented facilities and amenities within heritage attractions, 
numerous authors have emphasised the vital role of customer service interactions amongst and between 
customers and employees emphasising the value of the social context within the heritage setting and 
visitor experience (Rowley 1999; Apostolakis and Jaffry 2005; de Rojas and Camarero 2008). Studies 
highlight that the ‘co-creation experience’ enables consumers to personalise their experience thus 
providing added value, while interactions and dialogue between consumers and organisations ensure 
quality and can be perceived as a source of competitive advantage (Prahalad and Ramaswamy 2004a, 
2004b).

2.3.4. Atmospherics
Atmospherics are often referred to as the servicescape which aims to help the visitor gain ‘the sense 
of the place’. As highlighted by Bonn et al. (2007) the physical environment surrounding visitors 
can either make them approach or avoid an attraction. For example, an exhibit may encourage or 
discourage a visitor to stay in the museum longer. Bitner (1992) acknowledged that a servicescape 
has a major impact on visitors’ satisfaction and distinguished two core elements: spatial layout and 
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functionality as well as elements related to aesthetic appeal. Additionally, Kottasz (2006) highlighted 
the importance of intangible cues such as mysteriousness, novelty and coherence, while Kotler (1974) 
referred to: colours, brightness, sizes, shapes, volumes, smells and temperature. While many of these 
factors are typically found throughout most visitor attractions in totality, they may yield a significant 
influence on a visitor’s overall experience and satisfaction. Wakefield and Blodgett (1994) and Bonn 
et al. (2007) emphasised that atmospherics have the power to stimulate emotions and affect the mood 
of visitors; hence managers can use these to influence visitors’ behaviour.

2.4. The tourist post visit experience

The post visit stage is an inseparable part of the experience when visitors, whether deliberately or not, 
take into consideration pre-visit expectations, assess various elements of their experience and the 
overall satisfaction (Calver and Page 2013).

2.4.1. Visit duration
The length of time that visitors spend at the heritage attraction may be affected by several factors. A 
study by Fodness and Murray (1997) highlighted that the visit duration is positively related to the 
amount and variety of sources of information. On the other hand, Dickinson et al. (2004) stated that 
the length of the visit affect can be influenced by the type of travel (long holidays or day trip) and 
scheduled arrangements. In addition, Botti, Peypoch, and Solonandrasana (2008) pointed out that 
the visit duration may vary accordingly to the visitor’s perception of the site. Namely, visitors tend 
to stay longer at the attraction when they perceive it as the main point of interest, while secondary 
attractions are usually associated with shorter visits. Moreover, according to Tchetchik, Fleischer, and 
Shoval (2009) visit duration often depends on visitors’ intellectual interest in the heritage site.

2.4.2. Acquisition of knowledge
Heritage attractions offer a variety of interpretive media which encourage and stimulate the learning 
process, and the acquisition of knowledge. As stated by Prentice, Guerin, and McGugan (1998, 15), 
it is essential ‘to distinguish between “knowledge” and “learning”: the former being a profile of the 
visitor when leaving an attraction, and the latter being an outcome of visiting and comprising only 
part of their knowledge’. According to McIntosh (1999), the heritage setting provides visitors with an 
opportunity to learn either through an observation or active participation in on site activities while both 
are crucial elements of the heritage experience. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that as highlighted by 
Packer and Ballantyne (2002) the extent to which visitors acquire knowledge during a visit is strongly 
associated with motivational factors as people do not always desire to learn something new and often 
take trips to heritage sites for entertainment purposes or social interaction.

2.4.3. Satisfaction
According to Chen and Chen (2010, 30), ‘In tourism context, satisfaction is primarily referred to as a 
function of pre-travel expectations and post-travel experiences.’ Several studies revealed that satisfac-
tion is strongly related to and positively associated with service quality and value (Bigné, Sánchez, and 
Sánchez 2001; Caldwell 2002; de Rojas and Camarero 2008). Moreover, it was highlighted that overall 
visitor satisfaction often plays an important role in tourists’ post visit behaviour and visitors’ intentions, 
namely word of mouth (WOM) and development of expectation (Johns 1999; Baker and Crompton 
2000). Visitor satisfaction is therefore of paramount importance to the management of HVAs.

2.4.4. Revisit
The outcome of this process of evaluation and reflection upon the visit to a heritage attraction is directly 
linked to likelihood of revisiting the site, recommending it to others and spreading positive or negative 
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WOM (Harrison and Shaw 2004; Rashid 2013). With this in mind it can be argued that it is crucial 
to create a meaningful, memorable and satisfying experience as this may result in increased visitors’ 
loyalty and gaining a competitive advantage. Moreover, given the rapid rise of social media positive 
WOM, referrals may play a significant role in influencing a visitor’s decision to visit an attraction 
(Leask, Fyall, and Barron 2013a).

2.5. Toward the development of a heritage visitor experience model

Stemming from this review of the literature a range of factors influencing a visitor’s experience pre, 
during and post visitation to a heritage site were identified and a conceptual model of the heritage 
visitor experience was developed (Figure 1).

This model illustrates that visitors can be motivated by a variety of ‘pull’ and ‘push’ factors which 
influence their intentions to visit to a heritage attraction. During a visit to the heritage site visitors’ 
experience is affected by information, communication, engagement and atmospherics. Moreover, the 
quality of these components impacts on the depth of the visitor’s experience and plays an influential 
role in the post visit stage when tourists evaluate their overall experience. Depending on how well 
the heritage site attributes meet the needs of tourists and based on the perceptions (positive and/
or negative) of the visit, visitors will decide whether to recommend the attraction to others and if 
they are willing to revisit the attraction in the future. A conceptual model depicting the relationship 
between motivation and decision-making attributes of the visitation experience, overall satisfaction 
and revisit intention was proposed. Primary research in the form of a self-administered visitor survey 
was carried out to test the conceptual model and investigate visitors’ experiences at heritage attrac-
tions. This approach and justification for the methods employed are now discussed in detail in the 
following section.
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3. Materials and methods

The overall aim of the study was to examine visitors’ experiences of heritage attractions in Northern 
Ireland in order to gain a better understanding of the heritage visitor. As such the study took a posi-
tivistic research approach employing the use of a self-administered questionnaire as the main research 
instrument.

3.1. Survey design and development

Key themes identified from the literature-based conceptual model of the heritage visitor experience 
were used to guide the structure of the survey instrument. In addition, a scoping exercise was carried 
out at each heritage site to verify factors informed by the literature and to identify any additional 
factors which should be included within the final survey instrument.

The first section of the questionnaire was designed to gather demographic information address-
ing the characteristics of heritage visitors. The second section of the survey investigated the pre-visit 
experience by addressing motivational and decision-making factors. The third section focused on 
the experience during the visit addressing the four key areas identified within the conceptual model 
(information, communication, engagement and atmospherics). Questions were measured on a five-
point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not at all important) to 5 (extremely important). The final section 
of the survey addressed post visit evaluations while other questions within this section included 
enjoyment and revisit intentions.

3.2. Survey administration

The selection of research sites was based on the Northern Ireland Visitor Attraction Survey (DETI, 2013) 
and included attractions of historical, educational or industrial nature which ranked within the top 
five, most visited, heritage sites across categories: Museums and Art Galleries, Historic Properties, 
Visitor Heritage Centres, attracting the highest number of visitors annually. Moreover, selection of 
sites within different categories aimed to provide the opportunity for generalisation of the results. 
The six heritage attractions chosen as the research sites were: the Old Bushmills Distillery, the Ulster 
Museum, the Ulster Folk and Transport Museum, Castle Ward, Belfast City Hall and Belfast Castle.

3.3. Participants

The sample consisted of both domestic and overseas tourists and visitors. Over 200 took part in the 
survey. A total of 195 usable responses were obtained, which constituted a response rate of 93%. 
Mundfrom, Shaw, and Ke (2005) and Pearson and Mundform (2010) referred to the work of Comrey 
and Lee (1992) who indicated that 200 is regarded as a fair sample when conducting factor analysis. 
Moreover according to Worthington and Whittaker (2006, 817) ‘sample sizes of 150–200 are likely 
to be adequate with data sets containing communalities higher than 0.50’. Having considered the 
overall number of potential respondents and the final sample size the research should be considered 
as exploratory. Sampling took place in order to achieve a balance of participants across each of the 
heritage sites, while each participant was approached at different exit zones at the site.

3.4. Data analysis

All data was coded and put into SPSS (v20) for analysis. The data was checked for coding as well as the 
measures of central tendency and dispersion. To identify outliers and the normal distribution of the 
Likert scale questions, the skewness and kurtosis measures were used. Data was then analysed using 
univariate and bivariate analysis followed by exploratory factor analysis (EFA).
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4. Results

The study revealed that females (55%) represented a larger proportion of the surveyed visitors than 
males (45%). The majority of tourists were between 25 and 54 years old (68%) while visitors within 
15–24 age groups (9%) were the smallest population. Over 74% of visitors who participated in the study 
have either a full time or a part time job. With regards to the level of education, the study shows that 
over a third (34%) of visitors at heritage attractions have an undergraduate and 21% a postgraduate 
degree. Moreover, a majority of tourists visited a site with a family member (39%) or a partner (30%).

4.1. Motivations and pre-visit decision-making

The study showed that the main motivating factor was for a recreational visit (41%) and to learn 
about heritage (19%). Interestingly, one of the lowest ranked motivations was that of nostalgia (4%). 
However, it can be assumed that the result is related to the nature of the experience offered at the 
heritage site and content of the galleries which not always evoked sentimental emotion. Furthermore, 
results revealed the main factor influencing the decision-making of visitors was advice from friends 
and relatives. The results also showed that 25% of the sample had made a previous visit to the site 
influencing their decision to revisit the site. Surprisingly, results indicated that social media (2%) was 
the least influential factor in a visitors pre-visit decision, thus highlighting an area for an improvement.

4.2. The tourist experience during the visit

To investigate the factors influencing a visitor’s experience, participants were asked to indicate the 
importance of a variety of items on a Likert scale. The results are based on the outcome of the EFA 
which was conducted to explore the structure of the data and identify a model for the 33 heritage 
visitor experience items.

Table 1. exploratory factor analysis.

Heritage visitor experience Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 Factor 5 Cronbach’s alpha
audio-visual exhibitions 0.849 0.900
animations 0.804
Sound & recordings 0.779
Interactive exhibitions 0.743
timelines 0.653
full-scale reconstructions 0.579
Information boards 0.478
labels & descriptors 0.419 0.410
Spatial layout & design functionality 0.838 0.906
lighting 828
décor 0.791
Visitor route 0.769
ambience 0.763
Internal signage 0.620
Interactive and “hands on” workshops 0.802 0.888
educational games 0.801
dressing up 0.800
Kids’ zones 0.753
re-enactment & living history 0.711
Special events 0.603
the availability of knowledgeable staff 0.793 0.771
accuracy of information 0.717
Clarity of information 0.644
the availability of information in different 

languages
0.644

the availability of guidebooks & leaflets 0.614
Visibility of antiques 0.788 0.839
Conservation of antiques 0.732
the use of personal stories 0.678
the use of myths & legends 0.479 0.554
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The Kaisere–Meyere–Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO) value was 0.880 exceeding the 
recommended value of 0.6 and Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity reached statistical significance (p = 0.000) 
which confirmed that factor analysis was an appropriate method to generate a new set of variables.

Principal component analysis showed a presence of seven components with eigenvalues greater 
than 1 explaining 35.25, 9.01, 7.18, 6.06, 4.95, 4.00 and 3.14% of the variance respectively. An investi-
gation of the scree plot and parallel analysis indicated that only five of all factors should be retained. 
The five component solution explained a total of 62.44% of the variance. To help in the interpretation 
of extracted components Varimax rotation was performed and problem items were removed one at a 
time. Moreover, a reliability of each factor was tested using Cronbach’s α coefficient (Table 1).

Table 1 shows the EFA with the five factor solution where the components were named based on 
the core aspect reflecting the nature of the factor.

Factor one Audio and Visual Communication consisted of nine items related to the forms, types 
of exhibitions and sources of knowledge. Amongst the variety of interpretive media four items had a 
factor loading above 0.7. These include audio-visual exhibitions, animations, sound and recordings 
and interactive exhibitions suggesting that interactive and digital media are vital forms of communi-
cation of the heritage content and play a major role in visitor experience. Moreover, visitors perceived 
information boards (mean = 3.6) and labels and descriptors (mean = 3.5) as the most important during 
their visit to heritage sites.

Factor two Atmospherics consisted of six items relating to the environment surrounding the her-
itage site. Spatial layout & design functionality had the highest loading (0.838), while visitor route 
(mean = 3.92) and ambience (mean = 3.92) were also rated as the most important factors affecting 
visitors’ experience. Therefore, it could be argued that the heritage setting, which plays a crucial role 
in visitors’ perception of the site, is highly valued and atmospherics have a significant impact on 
visitors’ experience.

The third factor On-site Engagement consisted of six items. High factor loadings of interactive 
and ‘hands on’ workshops might suggest that visitors are willing to participate in on site activities 
and look for the opportunity to interact with the heritage setting. The fact that the factor related to 
the use of educational games, dressing up and kids’ zones suggesting that heritage sites should have 
a family orientation especially considering that recreational trips and taking friends and relatives on 
a visit were important motivational factors. It is worth noting that amongst all of these components, 
special events (mean = 2.25) were rated as the most valuable aspect of the visit to heritage sites. It was 
closely followed by re-enactments and living history (mean = 2.15) which also contributed to visitor 
experience and satisfaction.

Factor four Information consisted of six items associated with the availability and accessibility 
of information. As shown in Table 1, the availability of well-informed staff had the highest factor 
loading. It indicates that employees play a crucial role in providing information and are a valuable 
‘source of knowledge’. Moreover, the accuracy (mean = 4.21) and clarity (mean = 4.14) of information 
were perceived by visitors as the most important factors. Having considered these findings, it could 
be argued that information and authenticity are highly valued factors affecting visitors’ experience.

Lastly, factor five Heritage Preservation consisted of four items related to intangible heritage and con-
servation. While the visibility of antiques had the highest factor loading, conservation (mean = 3.58) 
was rated as the most important aspect of the experience. It indicates that visitors, at least to a certain 
extent, are concerned with the preservation of heritage. The fact that visitors are interested in personal 
stories shows that tourists want to learn about history; moreover, it supports the previous finding 
highlighting the need and desire for the authenticity of information. On the other hand the impor-
tance of the use of myths and legends suggests that visitors want to immerse into a different world.

Further analysis of the data revealed a number of insights which contributed to understanding the 
heritage tourist. The Mann-Whitney U test revealed that the importance of factors such as accuracy 
[Yes n = 177, mean rank = 101.81/No n = 18, mean rank = 60.53, U = 918.5, z = −3.248, p = 0.001, 
r = 0.23] and clarity of information [Yes n = 177, mean rank = 100.40/No n = 18, mean rank = 70.36, 
U = 1167.5, z = −2.012 p = 0.044, r = 0.14] had a significant impact on the acquisition of knowledge. 
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Moreover a Kruskal-Wallis test showed significant difference between visit duration and: interactive 
exhibitions [×2 (df = 3, n = 195) = 15.51, p = 0.001], ‘hands on’ interactive workshops [×2 (df = 3, 
n = 195) = 24.39, p < 0.001], re-enactment and living history [×2 (df = 3, n = 195) = 17.65, p = 0.001].

4.3. The tourist post visit experience

Results relating to the heritage visitor experience and their overall satisfaction of the visit were 
identified.

4.3.1. Visit duration
Across all sites the results revealed that the majority of the sample (41%) spent 1–2 h visiting the 
heritage site with only 14% of respondents who reported spending 3 h or more at the other heritage 
sites. The crosstabulation showed that nearly 90% of respondents who reported to spend less than 1 h 
at an attraction were at the site for the first time, while for 59% of visitors who indicated that their 
visit duration was 3 h or longer stated that it was a return visit.

4.3.2. Acquisition of knowledge
Nearly all of respondents (91%) reported that the visitation increased their knowledge of heritage. 
Moreover, the study showed that knowledge is associated with the type of visitor experience.

4.3.3. Visitor satisfaction
In relation to how visitors described their experience results showed that over 29% of respondents 
indicated that their experience was enjoyable. This was closely followed by informative (29%) and 
authentic (21%) while only 4% of visitors perceived their visit negatively. Results revealed that 92% of 
visitors indicated to be satisfied (55%) or very satisfied (37%) with their visit while only 3% reported 
to be dissatisfied.

4.3.4. Return visit and the WOM
Results showed that 85% of visitors were willing to return to the heritage attraction they visited, 
while nearly all respondents (95%) indicated that they would recommend the heritage site to oth-
ers. Further analysis showed that there is a significant association between the level of satisfaction 
and return visit. Additionally, the Mann–Whitney U test revealed a significant difference between 
the level of satisfaction and revisit as well as recommendation of the heritage attraction. The results 
highlight the importance of providing visitors with the best possible experience to ensure positive 
recommendations.

5. Discussion

In this study females accounted for a larger proportion of respondents than males. Similar results 
relating to a distribution of gender within sample were presented in heritage tourism market research 
(Mintel 2010). However, according to characteristics of respondents in research by Poria, Butler, and 
Airey (2004) and Apostolakis and Jaffry (2005) males were the dominant group that visited heritage 
attractions. Moreover survey findings showed that a majority of visitors were between 45 and 54 years 
old which corresponds with the trend noted by Timothy (2011). Visitors under the age of 24 accounted 
for the smallest group visiting heritage sites, with similar results were presented by Shore (2010) in 
study on heritage market characteristics. Results highlight those aged under 24 as an opportune market 
within heritage tourism. Employing tactics like edutainment may provide a means to engage this type 
of visitor during the visit experience.

Having considered the fact that a majority of visitors completed higher education, the study findings 
supports the work of Timothy and Boyd (2003) and Kerstetter, Confer, and Bricker (1998) who argue 
that heritage visitors tend to be better educated. Results were also aligned to that of Sharifi-Tehrani, 
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Verbič, and Chung (2013) who identified an association between level of education and visitors’ 
willingness to pay for an experience. A relatively small proportion of visitors indicated travelling in 
organised tours or groups meaning the majority of visitors were independent travellers. These results 
are similar to studies by Gaffar, Prateep Wetprasit, and Setiyorini (2011) and Ashworth (2004) who 
noted that the independent travellers accounted for a majority of visitors at heritage sites. Visitors 
classified as independent travellers will have a greater degree of freedom to explore the heritage site 
which may increase visitor satisfaction and enhance an individual’s knowledge and learning of heritage. 
The analysis showed that visitors living in Northern Ireland are more likely to stay at the heritage site 
longer than international visitors. This however might be related to the fact that often international 
visitors have pre-planned trip arrangements hence their time is more restricted. Additionally, it can 
be seen that visitors who described their experience as an interactive one spent 3 h or more at the site. 
This study revealed that younger participants were mainly motivated by recreational needs as well as 
curiosity toward finding out what the attraction has to offer. At the same time more mature visitors 
visited heritage attractions for nostalgic reasons. These findings support similar results from a study 
by Goulding (1999b) who indicated that the tourists were primarily motivated by past memories 
are mainly the ‘grey’ market. Moreover, it was interesting to note that nostalgia was a more popular 
reason to visit an attraction among domestic participants than international participants. Therefore, 
it could be theorised that international tourists may not feel a sense of belonging or an attachment 
to the attraction therefore more likely to be motivated by factors such as learning or seeing what the 
attraction has to offer.

The findings indicated that the majority of participants who were motivated to visit the attraction 
to enhance their learning or increase their knowledge about heritage had higher education qualifica-
tion at either undergraduate or postgraduate degree level. Schouten (1995, 260) considered the main 
reason to visit a heritage site was ‘to learn something new’ as a myth and argued that visitors’ behav-
iour, ‘is more akin to window-shopping on a Saturday afternoon than to the intelligent acquisition 
of new knowledge.’ Alternatively, the majority of tourists with a lower level of education were more 
interested in the social aspects of the visitor experience, for example, spending time with friends and 
relatives. These findings highlight the importance of social interaction acting as a motivating factor 
among lower educated participants.

WOM recommendations from family and friends played a vital role in visitors’ decision-making 
when planning a visit. Often these types of recommendations are considered as the most reliable, 
trusted and powerful source of information which often influences a visitor’s expectations (de Rojas 
and Camarero 2008). A previous visit to the attraction was another key factor influencing the deci-
sion-making of the visitor. Undoubtedly it is of vital importance to managers and marketers to get 
an in depth understanding of the sources of information that influence visitor’s decision-making 
process before visiting a heritage attraction (McCain and Ray 2003). Having considered the fact that 
large proportion of international participants within the sample were older it was not surprising that 
they preferred to use tourist guidebooks suggesting that they may feel more comfortable using more 
‘old fashioned’ sources of information. Given today’s media savvy visitor it was surprising to find that 
social media was the least used source of information that influenced participants’ decision-making 
process. With this in mind it is essential that heritage attractions evaluate their investment in the 
pre-visit experience to ensure that are effectively targeting the right tourist and are maximising their 
opportunity to attract wider market segments, especially the younger tech-savvy generation Y (Leask, 
Fyall, and Barron 2013b).

Findings relating to the visitor’s experience during the visit identified a five factor solution (audio 
and visual communication; atmospherics; on-site engagement; information and; heritage preserva-
tion). The results revealed, the main factors influencing participants’ experience at a heritage attraction 
were related to the accuracy and clarity of the information provided which are similar to the work 
of Jewell and Crotts (2009). This study indicated that visitors who rated these factors as unimportant 
did not report an increase in knowledge. In addition, visitors who ranked the provision of labels and 
descriptors, information boards and social interactions amongst customers and employees as important 
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tended to stay longer at the site. These findings emphasised the need for further research into whether 
a relationship exists between the provision of information and the quality and value of the heritage 
visitor experience as well as benefits (i.e. the acquisition of knowledge).

Furthermore, the study showed that certain forms of communication (i.e. interactive exhibitions) 
and engagement (i.e. workshops and special events) are in the interest of visitors. It can be argued 
that an increase in the use of technology empowers modern consumers and facilitates co-creation 
of tourism experiences (Binkhorst 2006; Tussyadiah and Fesenmaier 2009). A study by Neuhofer, 
Buhalis, and Ladkin (2013) highlighted the importance of technology in the creation of enhanced 
experiences and higher value for the tourist (Gretzel and Jamal 2009). This highlights the need for 
further research into how co-creation can add value to the visitor experience at a HVA. The find-
ings suggest that visitors seek and value the opportunity to be actively involved in the experience 
and interact with the heritage setting. Such forms of communication can help to enhance a visitor’s 
experience and stimulate the learning process. Moscardo (1996) referred to work of Patterson and 
Bitgood (1988) who indicated that interactive exhibitions enhance tourists’ education and attract 
bigger attention. As a result visitors tend to spend more time than in comparison to traditional 
displays. Nevertheless, Petrelli et al. (2013) highlighted several weaknesses associated with interac-
tive attributes on sites which involved queuing to get access to a particular interactive display and 
disruption in social interactions. This finding raises the question of whether visitors paying shorter 
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visits to a heritage attraction have enough time to engage and explore the site fully. Therefore, findings 
suggest that the visit duration time could be increased by enhancing the level of on-site engagement 
and investing in the audio and visual communication within the visitor experience to involve visitors 
in the heritage experience.

The results showed that higher levels of satisfaction meant visitors are more likely to revisit and 
recommend the heritage site. Similar findings were noted by Cronin, Brady, and Hult (2000) who 
highlighted the positive relationship between satisfaction and intentions to return. Nevertheless, it 
is worth noting that a study by Nowacki (2009) showed that return visits and referrals often depend 
also on benefits gained from a visit and perception of the site quality.

Having considered the results of this study which examined the factors influencing a heritage 
visitors experience and their importance the conceptual model of the heritage visitor experience was 
further developed. This conceptual model is based on foundations of the framework presented in the 
literature review, but has been further expanded upon using the survey findings. The newly revised 
conceptual model is presented in Figure 2.

This Heritage Visitor Experience model (Figure 2) presents a more detailed revised version stem-
ming from the earlier conceptual model (Figure 1). Based on the research findings, the model provides 
a more comprehensive representation of the factors at play. This commences with pre-visit motivations 
and decision-making through to the actual heritage experience in situ and the key factors which create 
the experience for the visitor; followed by post-visit aspects with further factors such as WOM referral 
driving the tourist to revisit the heritage site at some future date.

6. Recommendations for further research

As discussed by Park (2014) contemporary tourists are not satisfied with merely consuming products 
and services but increasingly seek unique and memorable experiences and this is especially prevalent 
for HVAs. It is believed that the results of this study will encourage further investigation into visitor 
experiences within the field of heritage tourism. Further testing of the proposed conceptual model 
(Figure 2) is required, with the development of measurement scales relating to the motivations and 
decision-making factors influencing pre-visit choices of heritage destinations. An examination of 
visitors’ expectations prior to the visit and post visit could also provide further insight into whether 
the expectations of the heritage visitor are being met and indeed fully catered to. Future studies could 
use participant observation to investigate visitors’ on site behaviour patterns, engagement and inter-
action with the heritage setting. Lastly, further investigation into how heritage attractions could be 
promoted to younger generations to encourage visitation should be considered. The future of heritage 
sites as tourist attractions is highly dependent on such enticement and engagement with younger 
demographics and the experiences which are provided at these sites.

7. Conclusions

The research aimed to examine visitors’ experiences of heritage attractions in Northern Ireland. A 
review of literature highlighted the growing interest in heritage as a form of tourism and how it plays 
a significant role in a destination’s image. As such this study evaluated the importance of heritage 
tourism, explored the characteristics of heritage visitors, and investigated the visitor experience at 
heritage attractions (pre, during and post visit). Key aspects of this visitation cycle have been repre-
sented on the model in Figure 2.

An investigation of motivations and visitor’s behaviour patterns revealed that the most common 
reason for visiting the heritage site was recreation with the desire to gain more knowledge and learn 
about the heritage being a secondary factor. In addition, the study revealed that WOM recommenda-
tions play a vital role in the pre planning decision of heritage visitors. The research identified five factors 
which enhance the experience of the heritage visitor during their visit (audio and visual communica-
tion; atmospherics; on-site engagement; information and; heritage preservation). Moreover, the study 
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identified a relationship between knowledge acquisition and satisfaction which subsequently would 
lead to a WOM referral or a return visit to the site. Having considered the complexity and potential of 
the heritage market, further research into the field is essential to gain a better understanding of how to 
effectively target the heritage visitor and provide them with a meaningful and memorable experience.
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