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Visitor Center Staff Training: A U.S Assessment

Abstract
As the first step toward developing benchmarks for travel counselor training, the authors identify the methods
and characteristics of existing travel counselor-training programs in the U.S. Responses from 30 out of 50 state
tourism agencies indicate that 12 different methods of training are emplyed; however, usage and satisfaction
with these various training methods vary.
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Visitor center staff training: 

A U.8. assessment 

by Randall S. Upchurch 
and Pimrawee Rocharungsat 

As the first step toward developing bench- 
marks for travel counselor training, the 
authors identiv the methcds and charac 
tenstics of existing have1 wunselor-training 
programs in the U.S. Responses lrom 30 
out of 50 state tourism agencles indicate 
that 12 different methods of t~ining are 
employed. however; usage and satisfaction 
with these varbus training methods vav 

ccording to Nickerson, 
state and provincial 
tourism o5ces are spend- 

ing millions of dollars to promote 
their entire statdprovince.' Hence, 
it is a foregone conclusion that 
state tourism offices perceive the 
visitor center as being a very 
robust "point of interception" for 
the traveler as they enter and 
cross the state. In agreement with 
this notion is the research con- 
ducted by Ritchie and Goeldner 
who found "that next to media 
advertising, the operation of inter- 
state visitor infonnation centers 
(or welcome centers or visitor cen- 
ters or traveler information cen- 
ters) is the second highest promo- 

tional expense of most state 
tourism departments.'" 

In addition, Perdue noted that 
states recognize the critical mle of 
the visitor information center in 
promoting tourism within the 
state3 Hence, there is strong evi- 
dence attesting to the importance 
of providing travelers with timely 
and accurate information at these 
visitor information centers.' 
Therefore, given the magnitude 
and depth of services offered, it is 
no surprise to find that over 90 
percent of these VICs are perma- 
nent facilities, and almost two- 
thirds are open year-round.s 

Visitor information centers 
often represent the first point of 
interaction between visitors and 
the state tourism industry. As 
such, VICs often set the stage for 
a visitor's experience within the 
state6Not only do they influence 
the visitor's critical first impres- 
sion of hospitality and service 
qualitx but they also provide var- 
ious types of infonnation, ranging 
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from highway maps to brochures 
that feature attractions, accom- 
modations, and recreational activ- 
ities within the state.' Visitor infor- 
mation centers also provide the 
opportunity for travelers to rest 
and relax, and from the perspec- 
tive of tourism promoters, they 
increasingly are recognized as an 
important opportunity to develop 
visitors' expectations and, thereby, 
influence travel behavior! 

Therefore, the primary pur- 
pose of a visitor information cen- 
ter is to increase tourism revenue 
to the state by effectively develop- 
ing on-site awareness and enhanc- 
ing destination choice prior to the 
tourist's arrival in the state? 

Economic impact present 
Issues addressing the effective- 

ness of information provision 
strategies are of particular impor- 
tance to public sector organizations 
involved with tourism because 
these organizations have histori- 
cally focused on providing travel- 
related donnation to visitors and 
potential visitors as a strategy to 
increase expenditures." One area 
in particular that drew research 
attention was the role of informa- 
tion provided by VICs in increasing 
tourist length of stay, as well as in 
generating unplanned visits. For 
example, Roehl and Fesenmaier 
indicate that information obtained 
from VICs may influence the 
places visited as well as the 
amount oftime and money spent in 
a state." More specifically, the 
information obtained by visitors at 
VICs influences visitor behavior on 
their current trip and also on 

future trips. Hence, visitor infor- 
mation centers create a significant 
economic impact through incre- 
mental expendtures that they 
help generate." 

Travel counselors are vital 
Certainly, visitor information 

centers are an important compo- 
nent of the promotional strategies 
of most state tourism organiza- 
tions. And, more importantly, 
travel counselors employed at  
these visitor centers are essential 
to making the visitor center an 
informational and satisfactory 
experience for the traveler13 by 
helping the tourist develop an 
immediate impression about the 
state's services and destinations 
as a direct result of this traveler1 
counselor interaction, 

Clearlx requiring staff to be 
knowledgeable about tourist- 
related information assumes that 
active training sessions occur 
upon hiring or throughout the 
travel counselor's duration of 
employment. Therefore, the role of 
travel counselor is that of a "host" 
or "ambassador" to the communi- 
ty by being the on-site expert con- 
cerning products, attractions, 
sites and services." More spec&- 
cally, visitor information centers 
depend on travel counselors' hos- 
pitality and information skills to 
be motivated and committed to 
the service of furnishmg visitors 
with an understanding of tourist 
amenities and attractions avail- 
able within the area.15 In support 
of these views, Tierney and Hass 
indicate that visitor welcome cen- 
ters must have easy access, clear 
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Table I 
Travel counselors in VlCs during each season 

No. of travel Spring Summer Fall Winter 
counselors no. % no. % no. % no. % 

1-3 16 59.3 10 37.0 12 44.4 17 65.4 
4-6 11 40.7 15 55.6 15 55.6 9 34.6 
7-9 0 0 1 3.7 0 0 0 0 
More than 10 0 0 1 3.7 0 0 0 0 

Total 27 100 27 100 27 100 26 100 

signage, adequate room for move- 
ment and displays, and, perhaps 
most importantly, trained std.16 

Moreover, the importance of 
training a visitor center "ambas- 
sador" cannot be overstated in 
terms of developing a positive 
image of state services and desti- 
nations. With this level of impor- 
tance in mind, it is only logical to 
assume that training plays a key 
role in the development and 
refinement of the travel coun- 
selor's ability to be fiendly, help- 
ful, and, more important, effective 
in the delivery of clear and com- 
prehensive travel information to 
the tourist. 

Study profiles training 
The primary purpose of this 

study was to profile the content 
areas of travel counselor training 
and training delivery approaches 
used at each location, and to deter- 
mine the level of satisfaction with 
existing training delivery 
approaches used at visitor infor- 
mation centers in the U.S. 

In each state the government 
agency responsible for tourism 
was contacted and the individual 

responsible for visitor information 
centers identified. The basic pre- 
requisite was that this individual 
had to be responsible for and 
knowledgeable of the state's trav- 
el counselor training program. 
One individual for each state, 
although each held a different 
position, was selected to be among 
the subjects for the research study. 

The questionnaire was devel- 
oped under the advisement of the 
director of the visitor information 
center in Hudson, Wisconsin, in 
an effort to provide questionnaire 
items that were germane to travel 
counselor training. This process 
resulted in a questionnaire that 
asked the respondent to rate the 
"usage and satisfaction" of 12 dif- 
ferent training methods on a scale 
of 1 to 5 and to project their usage 
of these same 12 training methods 
in future travel counselor training 
programs. 

Out of the 30 respondents, 15 
had fewer than five years of indus- 
try experience, eight had six to 10 
years, and seven had more than 
11. It should be noted that the New 
England region was not strongly 
represented in this sample. 
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Table 2 

Content 

1. Destination areas 
2. Citied facilities 
3. Events of interest 
4. Road condition 
5. Give directions to travelers 
6. Map reading 
7. Being a good ambassador 
8. Dealing with emergency situations 
9. Communication skills 
10. Brochure familiarization 
11. Approval of literature 
12. Community culture 
13. Community history 
14. Workplace safety 
15. Others 

Frequency 
# percent 

The number of travel coun- 
selors employed in each VIC 
varies with the seasons. One state 
hires 7 to 9 and another more than 
10; however, the majority (55.6 
percent) (n=15) of states hire 4 to 
6. Seasonal conditions play an 
important role in the number of 
travel counselors in each VIC. In 
winter, nine states (34.6 percent) 
employ 4 to 6 travel counselors, 
but most (65.4 percent) hire 1 to 3. 
The number of travel counselors 
remains relatively stable across 
the seasons. 

Training is diverse 
Eight states (26.7 percent) 

don't provide any form of a stan- 
dardized training program. 
Almost all (n=20) conduct travel 

counselor training sessions annu- 
ally, while only one reports 
monthly training. Bulk hiring 
occurs in order to satisfy the 
increased information demands 
before the peak tourist season 
begins and this influx is charac- 
terized by an intensive orienta- 
tion session. The average length 
of each travel counselor training 
per session varied as follows: 1-3 
hours (1151, 4-6 hours (n=l), 7-9 
hours (n=8), and 10 or more hours 
(n=7), with 7 to 9 hours as the 
most prevalent. Clearly, this ini- 
tial orientation training session is 
a time intensive process and cov- 
ers an extensive list of subjeds 
(See Table 2). 

It is worthy to mention that 
there were additional elements of 
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travel counselor training that the 
questionnaire did not capture. For 
instance, 11 respondents made 
notations that topics such as 
department policies and proce- 
dures, hours of operation, mail 
delivery, state geographical fea- 
tures, state policies, sex discrimi- 
nation, computer training, use of 
on-site software, introduction to 
department staff and their func- 
tions, coordination with state 
agencies and resources, lnternet 
use, and satellite weather service 
are critical pieces of their travel 
counselor training programs. 
These areas can be categorized 
into two sections: first, training 
focuses on knowledge and aware- 
ness of state destinations and 
resources; and, second, travel 
counselor training develops an 
individual's skills and knowledge 
of the visitor center organization. 
Travel counselor training is broad 
and encompasses cognitive, &ec- 
tive, and psychomotor leaming 
domains. 

Wheelhouse indicates that 
evaluation of an existing training 
program is a key portion to main- 
taining the integrity of an organi- 
zation's training Eval- 
uation can be done in many forms, 
but the important part is that a 
structured evaluation should take 
place in close proximity to when 
the training occurred. In essence, 
trainees should receive construc- 
tive feedback relative to their 
progress to heighten level of per- 
formance and efficiency in per- 
forming assigned tasks; therefore, 
evaluation procedures were 
assessed. 

As to the frequency of training 
sessions, 14.8 percent were 
monthly, and 85.2 percent were 
annual. However, only 40.9 per- 
cent evaluate their travel coun- 
selor training programs. Those 
that do engage in a formative eval- 
uation process; 11.1 percent pro- 
vide semi-annual evaluations; 
66.7 percent provide annual 
assessments, and 22.2 percent 
provide some other means of pro- 
gram follow-up. Clearly, this data 
raises the question as to how effec- 
tive existing training programs 
are for those that did not enter 
into any form of objective training 
session evaluation. 

Observation is preferred 
The preferred mode of evalua- 

tion is direct observation (55.6 
percent). It is assumed that this 
feedback is done in close proximi- 
ty to the observed behavior; how- 
ever, the survey did not assess 
this portion. The second and third 
preferred methods of assessment 
are by questionnaire (22.2 per- 
cent) &r the entire training ses- 
sion is completed, or by a person- 
al interview at the completion of 
the training modules (22.2 per- 
cent). Given the small number of 
travel counselors going through 
training at  any one time, it is not 
unusual to find that direct obser- 
vation was the preferred method 
of assessment. 

An interesting profile material- 
ized when respondents were 
challenged to rate "usage versus 
satisfaction" with the 12 training 
methods. In esscncc, Table 3 should 
be viewed h m  a "gap analysisn per- 
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Table 3 
Dirences between respondents' satisfaction 

and the use of training methods 

Methods Currently used Currently used Satisfaction 
Mean s.d. Mean s.d. Mean s.d. r 

1. Lecture 3.52 1.40 3.52 1.40 4.17 0.62 0.280 
2. Manuals 3.48 1.40 3.48 1.40 4.11 0.68 0.101 
3. On-the job-training 

4.55 0.69 4.55 0.69 4.48 0.75 0.353 
4. Videos 2.95 1.27 2.95 1.27 3.93 1.16 0.648 
5. Cassette & recording 

1.53 1.02 1.53 1.02 3.33 1.50 0.503 
6. Conference 2.86 1.39 2.86 1.39 4.25 0.68 -0.23 
7. Role playing 1 Games 

2.50 1.10 2.50 1.10 3.92 0.79 0.538 
8. Mentoring 2.89 1.75 2.89 1.75 4.33 0.65 0.383 
9. CD-Rom training 

1.06 0.24 1.06 0.24 4.00 1.41 -1.0 
10. Internet information 

1.65 1.11 1.65 1.11 4.00 0.63 -0.541 
11. Interactive multimedia 

1.79 1.40 1.79 1.40 4.00 0.89 0.000 
12. Familiarization tour 

3.82 1.22 3.82 1.22 4.45 1.06 0.510 

spective. For instance, one assump- 
tion is that ifa training method has 
a high level of usage, then there 
should be a corresponding high 
level of satisfaction with this 
method of training. Ifthis is not the 
case, then a gap exists that must be 
mtinized very closely to deter- 
mine why the gap exists. Therefore, 
the purpose of the correlation pro- 
cedure was to check the congruence 
of ''wage versus satisfaction" with 
the employed training method. 

Traditional methods preferred 
When the respondent's satis- 

faction ratings for the 12 training 
methods is ranked, a pattern of 
satisfaction develops that is 
strongly skewed toward tradition- 
al delivery methods. The most pre- 
ferred training method is on-the- 
job training(m=4.48,s.d.=0.75) fol- 
lowed by familiarization tours, 
mentoring, conference, lecture, 
and manuals (See Table 3). Given 
these ratings, one would assume 
that future efforts will largely con- 
sist of these training delivery 
methods. However, CD-ROM 
training, Internet information, 
and interactive multimedia 
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Table 4 
-ing methods 

Methods 

Lecture 
Manuals 
On-the job-training 
Videos 
Cassette & recording 
Conference 
Role Playing / Games 
Monitoring 
CD-Fbm Training 
Internet on-line information 
Interactive multimedia 
Familiarization tour 

Mean 

Note: I=  decrease; %remain same; 3=increase 

received a mean score of 4.0 on a 
five-point scale. Even though 
these methods are not used to the 
same degree as the more tradi- 
tional forms of training, there does 
appear to be a very high level of 
satisfaction with these f o m  of 
delivery. This suggests that train- 
ing is a blend of personal contact 
(i.e., traditional forms) and tech- 
nology (i.e., Internet, CD-ROM, 
Interactive multimedia, and 
video). 

Again, given the diversity of 
cognitive, affective, and psychomo- 
tor skills that encompass the trav- 
el counselor's daily regimen, it is 
not a surprise to fkd that multiple 
training methods are utilized. It is 
also not surprising to find that 
there is low to moderate agree- 
ment between the methods 
presently used and satisfaction 
with these training methods. The 

interpretation of this 6ndmg is 
challenging because the instru- 
ment as designed did not deter- 
mine if each training method was 
formally evaluated for its effec- 
tiveness and efficiency. Therefore, 
the correlation procedure and the 
standard deviations at  present 
suggest that satisfaction levels are 
an inflated assessment of the 
training methods employed. 

Future is challenge 
Perhaps the biggest challenge 

for respondents was to project the 
design of travel counselor training 
in the future (See Table 4). At the 
top of the list is an increase in 
usage of Internet information 
(m=2.64). This projected desire to 
incorporate technology into train- 
ing session regimen is supported 
by elevated mean ratings for 
interactive multimedia (2.52) and 
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CD-Rom training (2.48). Con- 
versely, traditional methods of on- 
the-job training (2.44), farniliar- 
ization tour (2.38), and confer- 
ences (2.32) were projected to 
increase in usage but to a lesser 
degree. And at the low end of the 
technology spectrum, the only 
method that is projected to 
decrease was use of cassette 
recordings (1.75). 

With the growth of interactive 
sofiware and the diversity of pro- 
fessional development materials 
available on the Internet, it is not 
surprising to see that CD-ROM 
and Internet materials did surface 
with high mean ratings. It is only 
logical to assume that the use of 
interactive/technological methods 
will become a major component of 
travel counselor training in the 
future. 

Areas can be improved 
Placing the findings of this 

study in the context of training 
and development literature, there 
are obvious areas that can be 
improved. Since the predominant 
length of the travel counselor's 
initial orientation session ranges 
from seven to over 10 contact 
hours, and the breadth of issues 
presented is varied, one must 
ponder the effectiveness of mas- 
sive information overload for the 
learner. Also, the range of topics 
covered in the training sessions 
represents technical and opera- 
tional information as well as 
social and professional etiquette 
components. Hence, there is a 
challenge to group this wide vari- 
ety of cognitive, affective, and psy- 

chomotor skills into teachable 
packages that can be easily con- 
sumed by the learner. Finally, 
since most substantive evaluation 
of travel counselor training 
occurred on an annual basis, it 
may be assumed that this evalua- 
tion coincided with the termina- 
tion of the travel counselor train- 
ing session. However, it is imper- 
ative that the evaluation period 
immediately follow the training 
session in order to capture the 
current state of learner retention 
of concepts and skills, as well as 
the effectiveness of the program 
in transmitting the information. 

The impact of travel coun- 
selors cannot be underestimated 
given the tremendously important 
role they play in image develop- 
ment and economic contributions 
to the state. Hence, it is a neces- 
sary prerequisite to engage in an 
evaluation process that ensures 
that travel counselors meet or 
exceed traveler expectations. 

E'uture studies should concen- 
trate on proper application of 
training steps as employed in 
training prograrns.18 From a prac- 
titioner perspective, this type of 
study would benefit the organiza- 
tion by identifying existing weak- 
nesses in the training program 
and by accentuating the strengths 
as evidenced in the travel coun- 
selor training program. 

Also, a worthwhile study 
would be to evaluate the efficiency 
and effectiveness ratings of the 
various training methods 
employed as associated with cog- 
nitive, affective, and psychomotor 
skills. After each association is 
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determined, then ways to objec- 
tively measure performance on 
each element should be developed. 

Before states adopt a travel 
counselor training program, they 
should benchmark the visitor 
information centers that provide 
unparalleled service to their trav- 
elers. This requires that a forrnal- 
ized evaluation procedure be used 
to benchmark the "moments of 
tmth" as experienced by tra~eler.'~ 
Once this is accomplished, then 
these critical elements must be 
incorporated into the travel coun- 
selor training experience. 

References 

' N. P Nickerson, Foundation of 
tourism (New Jersey: Rentice-Hall, 
1996). 

J. R. B. Ritchie and C. R. Gneldner, 
Pauel, tourism, and hospitality research, 
2nd ed. (New York: John Wdey & Sons, 
1994). 

". R. Perdue, "The innuence of 
unplanned attraction visitors on expendi- 
tures by travel-thmugh visitors," Journal 
of Pave1 Research 25 (19861: 1419. 

P T. Tiemey, ,The innuence of state 
traveler information centers on tourist 
length of stay and expenditures," Journal 
of navel Research 31 (1993): 28-32. 

' R. C. Mill and k M. Momson, The 
tourism svstem (New Jersev: kentice- 
H ~ U ,  1nc.,'1985). 

LD. R. Fesenmaier. C. A. Voet. and W. 
P Stewart, "lnvestiga& the i&ence of 
welcome center information on travel 
behavior," Journnl of navel Research 31 
(1993): 47-52; D. Howard and R. Gitelson, 
"An analvsis of the differences between 
stare welcome center users and non-wers. 
A ~mf i l e  of Orreon \.acationers." krunml 
ofiFauel ~eseareh 28 (1989): 38-40. 

' R. R. Perdue, "Itaveler preferences 
for information center attributes and ser- 
vices," Journal of Pave1 Research 33 
(1995): 2-7. 

D. R. Fesenmaier, C.A. Vogt, and 
W.P Stewart, "State welcome centers: an 

important part of the visitor information 
system,"in M. A. Khan, M. D. Olson, and 
T. Var (eds.), A VNRb Encyclopedia of hos- 
pitality and tourism (New York: VanNos- 
trand Rheinhold, 19931,956963. 

'Tiemey. 
R. R. Perdue and B.E. Pitegoff, 

"Methods of accountability r e a b  for 
destination marketing," Journal of Pauel 
Research 28 (1990): 45-49. 

" W. S. Roehl and D.R. Fesenmaier, 
'Mwlelmg the influence of information 
obtained at  state welcome centers on vis- 
itor's expenditures," J o u d  of Pauel 
and ?burism Marketing 4, No.3 (19951: 
19-28. 

Fesenmaier, Vogt, and Stewart; 
Tiemey 

l3 P. Grant, 'Tactor impading volm- 
teer motivation at  a convention and visi- 
tors bureau: Acase studv of the Friends of 
Claire volunteer pm&arn a t  the Eau 
Claire Area Convention and Visitors 
Buroau, Eau Claire, Wisconsin," Unpub- 
lished master's thesis, University of Wis- 
consin-Stout, Menomonie (1995). 

l4 Nickerson. 
Grant. 

'T P.emey and G. Hass, "Colomdo 
welcome centers: their users and influence 
on length of stay and erpenditures," (Ft. 
Collins, Colo.: Colorado State University, 
1988). 

" David Wheelhouse, Human 
Resources in the Hospitality Industry 
(East Lansing, Mich.: Educational Insti- 
tute, 1989). 

R. Upchurch, Hospitality Market- 
ing (Chicago: Glenme Publislung, 1994): 
C. Fey, S. Fey, and G. Smith, Managing a 
Daining Program, (Barrington, lll.: TPC 
Training Systems,l982); D. Halberstam, 
"Lodging Today," Lodging Hospitality 
(January 1994): 12. 

Leonard Berry, On'Great Service 
(New York: Simon & Schuster, 1995). 

- - 

Randall S Upchurch is an assmate pmfessr 
in the Department of Hospifaliv Management at 
the UniveW of Central no&, and Pimrawee 
Rochawngsaf is a mastefs degree candidate at 
the UniYeTsity of Wiswnsin-Stout. 

Upchurch and Rocharungsat 51 

FIU Hospitality Review, Volume17, Number 1 & 2, 1999
Contents © 1999 by FIU Hospitality Review. The reproduction of any artwork,

editorial or other material is expressly prohibited without written permission
from the publisher.


	Hospitality Review
	1-1-1999

	Visitor Center Staff Training: A U.S Assessment
	Randall S. Upchurch Ph.D.
	Pimrawee Rocharungsat
	Recommended Citation

	Visitor Center Staff Training: A U.S Assessment
	Abstract



