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1. Summary
This report describes findings from visitor research commissioned by the Cairngorms Capercaillie
Project and funded by the National Lottery Heritage Fund (NLHF). The research is unique in being
part of a project that is aiming to tackle capercaillie conservation through community involvement
and participation. It benefitted from a partnership of three significant neighbouring protected
forests in the area: Rothiemurchus, Glenmore Forest Park (managed by FLS) and RSPB Abernethy
Nature Reserve. These sites have extensive path networks, popular scenic lochs, visitor facilities and
welcome large numbers of visitors each year. Their shared vision for this research was ‘thriving
capercaillie areas and high quality sustainable visitor experiences’.
The survey fieldwork was carried out between June and September 2021 with a series of focus
groups in October. A huge number of insights were also gathered via a background literature review
and meetings with key people.
As a year, 2021 was highly atypical in which to conduct the research, but aside from very few
international tourists, the visitor profile was broadly demographically comparable to the 5-yearly
Cairngorms Visitor Survey, last conducted in 2019/20. Further confidence in the results arises from
the very large primary data set (1130 respondents) and variety of routes through which prospective
respondents were directed to the online survey (visitors were prompted on site, off site and via
Facebook advertising with local and national targeting). The survey included standard profiling and
sentiment-based questions but also ones designed to dig deeper into the likes, dislikes, attitudes
and motivations of visitors, which we felt were relevant for the people managing sites for visitors
and for nature.
Visitor segmentation, an additional piece of work and based on the survey data, proved challenging
due to the unanticipated broad similarities found across the visitor profile from the survey data.
However, the model produced has good potential to be used to support visitor experience
development and in aiding strategic approaches to engaging visitors in the context of capercaillie
conservation.
Recommendations made that have arisen through conducting this research as outlined in the
relevant section, and include sets of suggestions that are grouped as:
•
•
•
•
•

Local, next steps, practical and do-able
Site-controlled, strategic
Wider actions and strategic approaches
Aspirational, National Park scale
Beyond the National Park

On a personal note, as the contracted researcher, I found this piece of work a fascinating and
enlightening journey, full of amazing experiences and involved working with brilliant people. The
Cairngorms is a precious and special place, valued and loved by many people, but with this comes
the challenge of many strongly held beliefs and opinions on how the area should be managed. I
hope that this piece of work contributes in some small but useful way and forms a source of
valuable data to inform future decisions by partners in the Cairngorms National Park.
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2. Introduction
Working with the visitor community to Rothiemurchus, Glenmore Forest Park and RSPB
Abernethy Nature Reserve
The core work with the partner sites involved inviting, capturing and interpreting the voices of
people visiting these sites, be they local residents, day trippers or holiday makers. Insights
gathered were intended to influence the thinking behind holistic site management plans to benefit
visitors and nature, with an emphasis on supporting thriving capercaillie populations.
With numerous national and international desgnations asserting the importance of the Cairngorms
for nature, being home to over 80% of the UK capercaillie population, and an estimated million or
more visits to the landholdings each year, it is a constant effort to manage the sites for the benefit
of both nature and people.
Finding out more about visitors, what they think, what they like, what they don’t like and their
relationships with nature aimed to gain deeper insights into the types of people visiting the area –
going beyond the more standard marketing information gathered on a regular 5 year cycle in the
Park visitor survey. The ultimate goal, as well as a taking a snapshot of current visitors and their
sentiments, was to produce a visitor segmentation model and associated tools as sustainable
outputs for future planning, monitoring and research.
The research findings and outputs were also anticipated to be of interest and use to other
landholdings and the local business community, much of which is highly dependent on the tourism
industry. The Cairngorms Business Partnership was therefore also a key player in the process of
conducting the research and disseminating the findings and visitor insights.
Each of the three sites involved in the research conduct their day to day work and fulfill their
responsibilities as part of the National Park in their own ways, each working within legal
obligations and driven by their respective organisational objectives and priorities. Sometimes this
results in differing opinions and policies on ecosystem and visitor experience management.
Conducting this research in collaboration demonstrated very visibly and practically that the three
sites, along with the Park Authority, wished to work more collaboratively, including with the
business community through the Cairngorms Business Partnership.
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3. Research Project Definition & Objectives
The shared vision and objectives for the research, developed together by the collaborative
partners were as follows.
Vision: ‘Thriving capercaillie areas and high quality sustainable visitor experiences’
‘What defines a high quality visitor experience is ever-changing, but always about exceptional
and memorable experiences that are inclusive, respect the needs of others, and support the
protection and enhancement of the area’s heritage. In contrast, as a specialist species only
able to survive in a narrow range of environmental conditions, the things that capercaillie need
to thrive are constant and very specific.’
‘To achieve their shared vision, the RSPB, Rothiemurchus and Forestry & Land Scotland need
robust and up-to-date data that will enable them to develop a shared and more informed
understanding of visitors to Abernethy Forest, Rothiemurchus and Glenmore Forest Park.
There is a need to create and analyse a dataset that spans the three landholdings.’
The key research questions that the dataset set out to answer were:
1. Who are the visitors to Abernethy Forest, Rothiemurchus and Glenmore Forest Park?
2. How are they using the area?
3. What are their attitudes and values to the area and conservation?
4. What do they need in order to have a high quality experience?
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4. Research Methodology & Process
The research was conducted in four phases, as outlined in the original research brief. However, as
the work progessed, each phase was expanded or modified to ensure successful delivery of the
required outputs, which themselves evolved over time in response to site partner discussions.

4.1 Phase 1 – Analysing existing data
A wide variety of reports, presentations, sets of notes and other types of background documents
were collated, and existing data synthesized. Useful baseline data re audiences pre-COVID was
extracted. As a result of this exercise, a summary document with reading list was produced in June
2021 and is available on request.
This phase of the research also included (virtual) meetings with key people to introduce the
research, objectives and intentions for use of the research findings. Useful intelligence was
extracted and contacts made from these meetings to inform research methods and survey
questions. The range of people consulted included CBP, CNPA depts, NatureScot, local businesses,
Visit Scotland and the University of Derby (regarding Nature Connectedness research).

4.2 Phase 2 – Consulting the local community
The local community were anticipated to be potentially highly engaged with the proposed research.
A range of individuals, groups and organisations were identified and contacted. Bodies such as
Community Councils, Friends, National Park organisational management teams, community groups
and local media were included in this list. Mostly the task was a case of timely information provision
rather than consultation in its truest sense. However, a call-out took place via the website and with
individual personal / professional site staff contacts to signpost us to existing data that we might
have missed. In the event, nothing further was suggested via this route.
Ongoing communication with these identified people and groups at key stages took place regularly
throughout the research and reporting stages, including publishing an overview and FAQs on the
Cairngorms Capercaillie Project website and sending out offers to present key results.

4.3 Phase 3 – Generating new data
New data was generated via two primary research methods: a large-scale visitor survey and a short
series of small focus groups.
Visitor survey
The large scale visitor survey was conducted online and involved complex methodology to prompt
responses. It benefitted from input by many people and in a variety of locations, which resulted in
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the collection of a significant amount of data. A total of 54 questions were included (though via
routing, a maximum of 43 questions were answered by any one respondent). A grand total of 1227
responses were received which, after removing disqualified respondents (who had not visited
recently) yielded a primary data set of 1130.
Focus Groups
After the basic analysis of the visitor survey data, a piece of work to propose visitor segments was
undertaken (see section 6 in this report). The original plan for the focus groups was to invite
representatives of each of the seven proposed segments into an informal session to capture from
them more qualitative data and to use that to give pointers for further survey data analysis and/or
raise significant points to add depth and colour to the research.
In the event, recruitment was challenging but participants were found from five out of the seven
segments were and three focus groups were run. The standard questions asked during each focus
group were:
Question 1 [memorable activities & sites] – This area of the Cairngorms is a very special place for
nature as well as being a really popular place for people to visit. Thinking about your visit when you
completed your visitor survey, please tell us about a particularly memorable experience for you?
Question 2 [primary experience factors] – Photos x4. What do you see yourself doing here / what
does this photo make you think of that would be a great experience for you as a visitor? What would
spoil that experience?

Question 3 [personal impacts] – Thinking about your own visit(s) to natural environments like this
area, please share any good examples you’ve seen, in the Cairngorms or elsewhere, of things that
landowners have done to make sure that people enjoy their visit and don’t disturb or harm the
wildlife? Did that method change your views, your attitudes, your behaviours? Do you think it did
the same for others?
Question 4 [nature spotting & conservation] - There are many species of plants and animals
including rare birds such as the capercaillie in the Cairngorms. Many of them live in areas popular
with visitors, and disturbance can be an issue for some. Most people who completed the survey said
that they’d be very pleased to see special wildlife. What are your thoughts about satisfying this need
- for you, do you just like to see wildlife ‘by chance’ or would you like special experiences related to
seeing specific mammals, birds or other wildlife? What else could satisfy the desire to see special
Cairngorms Capercaillie Project | Visitor Research | February 2022
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wildlife whilst minimising disturbance? Eg virtual experiences? Do you think it’s acceptable or possible
to make it ‘socially unacceptable’ to seek out rare species? If so, how? Influencers - who / what do
you listen to / trust?

4.4 Phase 4 – Sharing the learning
This umbrella report is the main reporting output summarising the visitor research. The Cairngorms
Capercaillie Project will include findings and lessons from this research in general reporting to the
funder and will look to share widely in the sector.
There are a number of other more detailed reports and outputs available to download or on
request. See summary flowchart below.
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5. Findings
5.1 Visitor Survey
Full findings of the visitor research through the survey are presented and analysed in a variety of
ways and presented in additional reports and presentations, available separately.
5.1.1 Visitor Survey Summary Points – in words
How representative is our primary data set?
Despite initial cautions about how representative our research sample might be, a number of metrics
turned out to be reassuringly similar to findings from the Cairngorms Visitor Survey (CVS) in 2019/20
including the proportions of families, gender, age, ethnicity, working status and accommodation type.
However, the main differences in this research to highlight, compared to a ‘usual’ visitation period are
likely to be:
• Much reduced overseas visitation
• Increased visitor footfall at certain periods, possibly across all sites (eg in 2021 at Loch an
Eilein, there was a measured 25-70% increase on 2019 visitation over specific periods,
especially over the summer)
• Inability to include data from mid Sept to end of May, although a small number of surveys
were returned regarding visits made between Feb and May 2021 too
• Suspected under-sampling of non-UK country of origin visitors who live in Scotland
• Suspected under-sampling of more active visitors (though there is no way to check what a
representative level of these visitors might be)
The usual cautions around conducting surveys apply here too – for example possible bias resulting
from some people who are especially keen, or not, to complete surveys and suspected trends in
female, older and closely engaged people being more likely to come forward to share their views.
Local residents and non-locals
Locals are frequent visitors, visit more locations, know the quiet spots and feel a wider range of
emotions than non-locals. Individual local residents potentially have greater proportional affects
through high numbers of visits. However, they are also more likely to know about capercaillie and
SOAC than non-locals, they are fewer in number and easier to identify and engage, making them
important potential advocates and influencers. Non-locals as a group also make very high numbers
of visits, with the resulting potential affects but they are much harder to reach during their transient
visits to the area. Many non-locals have been to the area many times, and the survey response
profiles of very frequent visitors starts to resemble those of local residents.
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Celebrations, gripes and good ideas
The survey results, especially in the free text comments, give a very good indication of the things that
both local residents and visitors like and dislike about their visits. It is a good source of suggestions
for changes and improvements, and for deeper investigation in the future, there is a rich source of
data to interrogate, and a large number of people who have voluntarily left contact details and
agreed to be asked to take part in future research.
Visitors, capercaillie & conservation
With reference specifically to capercaillie conservation, most respondents are positive about
capercaillie protection and a large number of people would be very pleased to see a capercaillie
(50% said it would make their year). This does not mean that they would, or have enough
knowledge to, actively seek out a viewing, but it does suggest that there is an appetite to see this
rare species.
When asked about ideas for how visitors can enjoy the environment alongside a thriving capercaillie
population, this elicited many comments and suggestions which give a good flavour of the depth
and diversity of feeling on this subject.
With regards to the Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC), 50% of respondents have either never
heard of it or don’t know what it says, which suggests there is still a job to do on raising awareness
around responsible access.
Communicating important messages
The survey indicates that a very high number of people say that they tend to read information online
both before and during visits, as well as relying on site panels, notices and leaflets on the day of their
visit. However, when asked what they actually read on their visit, a lower proportion of people
indicated that they did this. This is highly correlated to site familiarity, with the likelihood of reading
materials on site reducing depending on number of times visited. This suggests that written materials
should not be the only tactic to use to reach all visitors, especially repeat ones.
We’ve also got many (964) reactions from people about one specific sign that requests visitors to
keep dogs on leads. Additional comments in visitors’ own words were left by 243 people, with 59
people being specifically positive, 70 being generally positive but with suggestions for improvements
and 33 people leaving negative comments. With most people being generally positive, this would
indicate a willingness by most to accept and pay attention to instructional signs on their visit.
Passionate respondents
As we predicted (and wanted), the survey has given a voice to many people, some of whom had a lot
to say. All comments are captured and reported in good faith.
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5.1.1 Visitor Survey Summary Points – in numbers

Residents of the National Park
In the last 2 years, over 80% of respondents who live in the National Park have visited (in this order
of popularity); Rothiemurchus Forest, Loch an Eilein, Loch Garten, Loch Morlich and Green Lochan.
Most popular activity undertaken are walking 2-8 miles (37%), using a café or shop (25%) and dog
walking (25%).
Respondents are regular visitors – 33% make visits to sites 1-3 times per week, 30% visit more than 3
times per week and 29% visit 1-3 times per month.
In terms of residence, 48% of respondents have moved here from elsewhere in Scotland,
29% moved from elsewhere in the UK, 12% have always lived locally, 8% were born locally, moved
away then moved back and 3% moved here from outside the UK.
Respondents have long connections with the area. They are most likely to have lived here for over 20
years (30%), 25% have lived here 11-20 years and 21% have lived here 4-10 years.
Thinking about living here, residents generally feel Relaxed (70%), Responsible (70%),Protective
(66%), Inspired (63%), Proud (61%) and Connected (51%).
However, 25-31% also feel Frustrated, Overcrowded or Annoyed
The best things about living here are the Landscape, scenery and beauty (mentioned by 38%), Nature
or habitats (37%), Quiet, space to escape, or fresh air (36%). 19% mention being able to undertake
active pursuits.
The worst things about living here are irresponsible or inconsiderate visitors or locals (mentioned by
30%), overcrowding (25%), litter, fouling or fires (24%) followed by lack of services (12%) and traffic or
parking issues (12%).
Visitors to the National Park
Respondents who are visitors to the area (living outside the National Park) are most likely to have
visited 2-6 times before (39%), followed by 25% who are on a first visit. 16% have visited over 20
times.
On this visit, over 40% of respondents have visited (in this order of popularity), Loch Morlich,
Rothiemurchus Forest, Loch an Eilein and Glenmore Forest Park / Visitor Centre.
Most popular activity undertaken by respondents are walking 2-8 miles (54%), bird, wildlife or nature
watching (34%) and using a café or shop (30%).
Visitor respondents have recalled reading a number of things on site: instruction signs – eg don’t
light fires (69% selected this), directional signage (68%), map on site (58%), welcome board in car park
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(56%), leaflet (37%), outdoor interp panel (29%), hazard signs – eg deep water (26%), A boards with
temporary info (24%).
4% did not recall reading any of these.
For visitors, the best parts of respondents’ experiences have been: landscape, scenery and beauty
(mentioned by 38%), nature or habitats (28%), quiet, space to escape or fresh air (23%). Active
pursuits closely follow (22%).
For visitors, respondents said that their experience could have been improved by: Nothing! (53%),
better toilets, paths, signage, infrastructure (14%), parking or traffic improvements (8%), fewer people
(5%), rubbish or dog poo / poo bins (4%), more wildlife or feeders (4%), better eatery choice or quality
(4%), better management of inconsiderate visitors (4%) and more benches or better accessibility (4%).
When asked about what visitors have felt, respondents chose Relaxed (94%), Inspired (65%),
Connected (57%), Responsible (47%), Protective (42%), Proud (41%) and Nostalgic (37%).
However, up to 15% also feel Overcrowded, Frustrated or Annoyed.
Visitors’ feelings tend to intensify depending on how frequently they visit, with increased mentions of
negative feelings alongside feelings of empowerment, responsibility, connection and pride.
All respondents
Survey respondents are visiting alone (11%), with other adults only (58%) or with children under 18
years (30%).
Families state that on their best day out, nature connection is top priority for their children (77%) or
fun is top priority (24%).
When voting for words to describe their perfect visit, half or more chose Beautiful (91%), Peaceful
(81%), Relaxing (73%), Active (65%), Inspiring (58%), Interesting (54%) and Quiet (50%).
Competitive was the thing that most respondents would actively not want their visit to be (chosen by
67%) but some also chose Entertaining (22%), Social (19%) or Spiritual (13%).
The top 5 images voted for to describe respondents’ perfect visit were (in order):

When asked for all the reasons why respondents chose to visit, they selected To experience the
beauty of nature (81%), To spend time with friends / family (69%), To escape and re-charge batteries
(61%), To enhance emotional health or mental wellbeing (57%), To see awe-inspiring places or views
(56%) and To enhance physical health or wellbeing (56%).
When asked to pick only one main reason, they selected To spend time with friends / family (31%),
To experience the beauty of nature (22%), To escape and re-charge batteries (14%), To pursue a
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personal interest or hobby (7%), To see awe-inspiring places or views (7%), To enhance emotional
health or mental wellbeing (6%), or To enhance physical health or wellbeing (6%).
And asking in another way… when asked the one thing they ‘are just happy doing’, they selected
Being outdoors (45%), Experiencing majestic scenery (36%), Doing my sport / activity (6%), Pursuing
my interest / hobby (6%) or Being on a day out (6%).
Thinking about ‘nature connectedness’, 90% respondents agreed that they ‘feel part of nature’
whereas only 58% of an England-wide population survey in July 2021 said the same thing.
Thinking about seeing specific wildlife, looking at weighted average scores, respondents would be
most pleased to see Otter, Wild cat, Pine Marten, Red squirrel, Golden eagle and Capercaillie.
Respondents are least likely to be able to recognise a pine marten, ptarmigan, crossbill or crested tit.
Of the wider nature asked about, ‘special or unusual geology’ was the thing that would be most
popular.
Respondents regularly take with them to use: Mobile phone (89%), Walking boots (84%), Camera on
phone (83%), Full waterproofs (56%), Picnic (46%), Binoculars (43%), OS map – paper (39%), OS map –
digital (29%), Separate camera (29%), Mapping or tracking app (26%) and Bike (25%).
Thinking about finding out about a place they are visiting, respondents generally use: Website for
place being visited (69%), Online searches - during or after a visit (55%), Interp panels on site (39%),
Leaflets at a site (38%), Social media or review sites (33%), Staff on site to speak to (27%), Guidebooks
– printed (27%) and Exhibitions in visitor centre (20%).
The top reactions to this sign by respondents were:
Polite (87%)
Acceptable (66%)
Necessary (59%)
Simple (49%)
Informative (46%)
Effective (38%)
A very small number of respondents thought it was ineffective (5%), unacceptable (1%), unhelpful
(1%) or intrusive (1%).
Although it got mainly positive reactions, a significant number of respondents (29%) also gave
suggestions for improvements.
NB This sign was a generic example of a proprietary sign that can be purchased from suppliers and it
was explained to survey respondents that it is not one used (nor planned to be used) in the Park.
Regarding awareness of capercaillie, respondents voted for I’m a bit of an expert (2%), Know quite a
lot (27%), Know a little (46%), Heard of them, don’t know much (14%) or Never heard of them (10%).
Most visitors think we should protect capercaillie for future generations to enjoy them (92%), they
feel fortunate to have capercaillie in the Cairngorms (90%) and do feel we should be worrying about
capercaillie (83%).
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Regarding the Scottish Outdoor Access Code (SOAC), respondents have Never heard of it (27%),
Heard of it but know nothing (23%), Know a bit or a lot (51%).
For those who knew anything about SOAC and were asked what, 40% mentioned leaving no trace,
38% mentioned being responsible, 23% mentioned respecting people and guidance given, 17%
mentioned closing gates or leaving them as found, 15% mentioned keeping dogs under control or on
leads and 12% mentioned fire precautions.
When asked for ideas on what visitors could do to make the biggest difference for capercaillie and
to help them thrive here, they suggested a considerable list:
• Visitors generally to minimise disturbance by keeping to paths, minimising noise or keeping
dogs controlled (37% mentioned one of these)
• Land managers to define restricted areas (23%)
• Land managers to provide more information or viewing opportunities (21%)
• Visitors should observe signage, avoid areas or not light fires (14%)
• Money should be invested in supporting capercaillie or their habitat (6%)
• Land managers to provide food and/or shelter in winter (4%)
• Land managers to ban / restrict or enforce controls on dogs (3%)
• Visitors to learn about capercaillie (3%)
• Land managers should control predators (2%)
• Breed and release capercaillie (2%)
• Visitors act as advocates to others (<1%)
• Land managers ban grouse shooting (<1%)
• More capercaillie research (<1%)
• Stronger SOAC enforcement powers (<1%)
Profiling – all respondents
How are visitors visiting? They are Away from home on a 5+ night break (47%), Away from home on
a 1-4 night break (20%), Live locally (within B&S) (19%), On a day trip from outside the NP (13%) or On
a day trip from inside the NP (1%).
Accommodation last night was: Permanent home (33%), Self-catering house / cottage (29%), Guest
house / B&B (12%), Motorhome / caravan on campsite (8%), Holiday or second home (5%), Staying
with friends (4%), Tent on site with facilities (3%) or Motorhome, campervan or tent ‘wild’ (2%).
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Visitors have travelled from all over the UK but mostly from Scotland and especially from areas
immediately around Aviemore and surrounding postcodes.

Home country. Only 7 respondents were visiting from outside the UK and 2 of those were from
Ireland.
Ethnicity. The ethnicity represented in our respondent sample was 95.4% white and very slightly
more diverse than Scotland’s census data profile from 2011.
Country of origin. A small number of respondents (5%) said that their country of origin was not UK.
Age. 80% of respondents were aged 31-70 with much smaller numbers of people either younger or
older.
Gender. 38% of respondents were male and 60% female. 1% stated other and 1% preferred not to
say.
Difference or disability.
• 7% of respondents shared that they have a mental health issue
• 6% have a health condition that affects day to day life
• 4% have a long term or life-limiting condition
• 3% are neurodivergent (eg autistic)
• 3% have a physical disability
• 2% have a sensory disability
• 77% of respondents stated none of the above
Working status.
• 47% of respondents work full time
• 20% are retired
• 14% work part time
• 9% are self-employed
• 5% are students
• 2% are looking after home/family
• 1% are unemployed
• 1% are permanently sick or disabled
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5.2 Focus Groups
Focus Group Summary Points
Across the three focus groups, some strong themes emerged in response to the focus group prompt
questions. The main ones were:
Changes in numbers. Focus group participants are disappointed at noticing reducing numbers
and/or density of wildlife and increasing numbers of visitors (especially noticed in 2021).
Defined activity areas. When dealing with people who want markedly different things from their
visit, the concept of zoning was proactively mentioned a number of times, with some examples of
where this is seen and apparently works, in other UK green spaces. There was a specific mention of
doing this by positively designing good places for specific activities rather than just putting up signs
limiting access.
Dogs, dogs, and dog owners. Dogs off leads and not picking up after dogs were universally
unpopular, with self-judged responsible dog owners being the ones likely to be most annoyed by
uncontrolled dogs (and irresponsible owners).
You care, they care. Showing that landowners/managers care through good quality signage and
facilities etc was thought to have knock-on positive effects in the behaviour of visitors. In particular,
lack of toilet facilities was seen to be a problem and a major factor in causing people to ‘go’ in
inappropriate places. Also, good quality and consistent maintenance of paths, routes and
fingerposts nudge people to stay in the right areas and not go into vulnerable habitats.
Visitor focus. As well as perceived insufficient investment in facilities, on the local front, there was a
feeling that some places are generally not visitor-focussed enough – an example of this was a
complaint about early closing times for cafes in peak visitation times. There were also complaints
from one parent, with a wheelchair-bound child, that not enough places had considered how to be
more physically accessible, though she said that she especially enjoyed a visit to Loch Garten Nature
Centre where the staff ‘were amazing’.
Say why, but say it briefly, consistently and clearly. Regarding signage, there were comments
around clarity, simplicity and consistency – in message and style (including between sites which
come across as having very different approaches, which were said to be confusing). Signs also need
to be sympathetic to where they are in design and materials used etc.
People put it best. Despite an accepted need for signage, people to talk to (including rangers) on
the ground were thought to be the single best way to communicate messages, both negative and
positive, to visitors.
Experience diversification. All groups discussed and agreed that a variety of experiences should be
available to visitors – from entirely opportunistic wildlife encounters to guided experiences through
to partially ‘manipulated’ experiences like feeding stations and webcams. The latter guided and
‘guaranteed’ experiences were especially highlighted as being important for people who have
travelled a long way to see a particular thing, or as a good experience for children.
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Getting twitchy. Many participants felt that there will always be people who will selfishly disregard
guidance or rules if there is an experience that they are determined to have. They suggested that
there should be consequences for this, but they felt that most people were only too happy to do the
right thing if it’s clear what that should be and it’s communicated clearly using mutiple channels.
Strategic investment From a wider perspective, the message that Scotland needs to ‘up our game’
came out of one group’s discussion. It was considered that the country doesn’t spend enough on
countryside infrastructure as a tourism destination. There was also a suggestion that as a whole,
there is a need to have bigger designated areas to disperse visitors.
SOAC wording and awareness. This was discussed, but there is clearly a large disparity between
people who know it well and people who may never have heard of it or know little about what it
says (50% of visitors according to the survey). One participant who knows it well criticised the
clarity of the guidance around lighting fires. Most participants seemed to be in agreement that
more visitors should be ‘educated’ about SOAC / responsible countryside access (eg via
accommodation providers) and that more effort should be made to raise awareness in children
through formal learning routes.
The images below are examples of SOAC posters for the 2021 campaign - note these were not
used as part of the research. They are included here as examples of SOAC-specific messaging.
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6. Visitor / Visit Segmentation
6.1 Introduction to Segmentation
Audience segmentation is a way of splitting a large population of people (for example visitors or
customers) into smaller, recognisable groups. These groups need to be useful to help organisations
understand their audiences and inform their future plans. After undertaking audience research,
usually via large-scale questionnaires or surveys, segments are split using specific factors - called
‘definers’, which are usually based on previously tried and tested set-format questions. Other data
associated with the groups identified are ‘describers’ of each group – and it is the degree of
separation that exists between the sets of describers that points to the confidence with which we can
work with the defined segments.
Segmentation in principle can work on any defined population of people. In the last 20 years or so,
museums and (natural and human) heritage visitor attractions have been working to catch up when
much more commercial organisations like supermarkets have been effectively using segmentation
methodology for decades. Unlike this research, the most urgent and common need for segmentation
is to grow audiences (‘customers’), so most comparator organisations in the heritage or
environmental visitor attraction sector seek to develop market segmentation models. The main
driver of this is to find better routes to reach potential customers and to persuade them to engage in
the first place. This often leads to the definers being (demographic) factors that make marketing
more focussed – like age or socio-economic profiles, postcode mapping, propensity to read
newspapers etc, though behavioural and attitudinal factors are also starting to be included in some
models too.
Less common is customer, or in this case, visitor, segmentation. The main driver of this kind of
segmentation is to find ways to define our segments that help us understand how to start and
continue ‘conversations’ with us when they have already engaged. If successful, this kind of
segmentation points to ways to understand our audiences and engage with them at much deeper
levels, by understanding the motivations, interests, likes, dislikes, attitudes and values that influence
their behaviours. These are known as psychographic factors (as opposed to demographic, above).
In our context, and generally speaking, market segmentation is most useful for the marketing teams
who wish to grow and develop their audiences and attract people with whom they have not
engaged before. Visitor segmentation tends to be more useful for operations, visitor experience
and learning staff who wish to engage more deeply with the people who are already visiting sites.

6.2 Segmentation Benefits
The benefits of segmentation for this project are:
• To give organisations terminology to use and a joint understanding, and empathy for, their
audiences
• To officially acknowledge different types and groups of people and thereby give them equal
status and ‘value’ in the eyes of those who deal with them
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•

•

•

•

•

to allow more accurate and granular planning and objective-setting for the purposes of
improving the visitor experience, for example aiming to provide more activities suited to one
particular segment which is currently under-serviced on site
to facilitate more detailed or nuanced planning and objective-setting for the purposes of
natural heritage conservation, for example initiating ‘audience-friendly’ communication
styles or channels for segments most likely to venture into ecologically sensitive areas
to increase understanding of what visitors like and don’t like, which can influence at many
levels – from strategic planning as above, through to very specific day to day activity like
choosing the best image to use in a poster advertising an activity
to understand what visitor types do and don’t like. This makes it easier to communicate well
with different segments, but it can also give a much deeper understanding of what multisegment appeal should look like. For example, what kinds of words or images might be offputting for some in places that need to appeal to everyone (eg welcome areas)
to give organisations the ability to add specific ‘evidence of need’ in funding applications and
add to the perception of an organisation being a ‘safe pair of hands’ to receive external
funding because it has proved that it bases decisions on evidence and seeks to listen to its
audiences

6.3 Segmentation Aims
Segmentation in this study aimed to split the population of visitors to the three study sites into
groups to be useful and contribute to the overarching vision which is ‘Thriving capercaillie areas
and high quality sustainable visitor experiences’. Therefore, the segmentation design had to bear
in mind the need to focus on high quality visitor experiences as well as paying attention to how this
relates to capercaillie conservation. This is not an easy task in the context of the Cairngorms,
because as a place, it has an extremely long history of meeting the needs of both people and nature
in a vitally important, ecologically unique and highly sensitive area. The region is also full of
passionate people – people who work in the many constituent organisations, businesses,
landowners etc, community residents as well as visitors, many of whom have visited very regularly
over a long period of time.

6.4 How this Segmentation Model was Developed

The process of developing this segmentation model was especially challenging due to the unique
profile of visitors represented via the survey primary data set. Via initial data-scanning, it was clear
that this area of the Cairngorms attracts a particular profile of visitor which looks more cohesive
than the more diverse range of identifiable visitor types seen at a defined visitor attraction like a
zoo or museum. It’s therefore been trickier to find and clearly separate a segmentation model.
The atypical nature of 2021 as a visitation year during a pandemic with influences of markedly
different travelling habits worldwide has not made this any easier.
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However, using the survey primary set as a source along with a number of other useful tools and
influences, a model has been developed and proposed here. Research used to inform the
development of the model included:
•
•
•

•

My previous experience of a wide range of visitor attractions and visitor research and
modelling at some of those attractions and organisations
My experience of the three sites, first-hand, via the study site staff and through familiarisation
with a range of prior background research reports
Looking at comparator segmentation models, such as:
o RSPB segmentation
o Visit Scotland external segmentation
o National Museums Scotland visitor segmentation
o National Trust (England, Wales & Northern Ireland) market segmentation
o Wildfowl & Wetlands Trust visitor segmentation
o Morris, Hargreaves, McIntyre ‘culture segments’ generic segmentation model
Direct liaison and consultation with sector colleagues including an academic involved in the
University of Derby Nature Connectedness research work and a contact at Morris, Hargreaves,
McIntyre

In terms of detailed process, the primary data set was split a number of times, and in different ways,
by using a variety of likely ‘definers’. Then ‘describers’ of the data groups created were compared
against the whole primary data set to assess how the characteristics of the group either over or under
indexed against the original set. The sets were also compared with each other. As mentioned, the
primary data set was a difficult one to analyse as it had some similar traits running through it (most
significantly nature connectedness), so this meant that the differences seen between segments were
likely to be smaller and more difficult to see in the data than in data sets from audience research at
other types of visitor attraction or organisation. In the end, the segments identified do exist in the
data, but some of the confidence in defining them also comes from the external intelligence from
other organisations and models, and also keeps in mind the ease with which the model might be used
in practical applications.
The initial ‘proto-segments’ proposed were broadly the same as the final set of segments described in
the final documents, with a few small tweaks informed by more detailed examination of segment
data profiles during analysis. In particular, the percentage splits between segments changed for some
segments. The main changes are a result of more refined definition and sorting of survey
respondents into their respective segments. For example, it was found that people carrying a
separate camera was not a reliable definer for the Active Interest - Intellectual segment, so the
percentage of this segment has reduced.
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‘Pen Portraits’ of the proposed seven segments are available separately on request. This
segment tree is a very brief summary.

6.5 A Note about Nature Connectedness
‘Nature Connectedness’ is a specific construct that has arisen out of many years of work funded by
Natural England (NE) who have conducted a national survey in England monitoring the population’s
relationship with the environment. NE worked with a number of Universities and organisations on
this, including the University of Derby, University of Plymouth and environmental sector organisations
such as the National Trust, RSPB, the Wildlife Trusts and many others, including health-focussed
organisations. A paper in the Journal of Experimental Psychology in 2020 discussed ‘Nature contact,
nature connectedness and associations with health, wellbeing and pro-environmental behaviours’
(full reference in the Reading list). Pro-environmental behaviours in this context included recycling,
local food sourcing, eco-friendly purchasing, green transport and supporting environmental or
conservation organisations.
Key points from the nature connectedness research are:
•

Contact with, and psychological connectedness to the natural world are both associated with
various health and sustainability-related outcomes
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•

•
•

•
•
•

Specific types of nature contact, as well as individual differences in nature connectedness,
are differentially associated with aspects of health, well-being and pro-environmental
behaviours
Living in a greener neighbourhood is unrelated to any wellbeing or sustainability outcomes
By contrast, visiting nature at least once a week is positively associated with general health
and household pro-environmental behaviours. Also, people who watch/listen to nature
documentaries report higher levels of pro-environmental behaviours
Nature connectedness is positively related to eudaimonic wellbeing (happiness achieved
through experiences of meaning and purpose) and pro-environmental behaviour
Moreover, connectedness moderates key relationships between nature contact, wellbeing
and pro-environmental behaviours
In conclusion, the research suggests that interventions to increasing both contact with, and
connection to nature, are likely to be needed in order to achieve synergistic improvements
to human and planetary health

During the preparatory phase of this piece of work, it was suggested that ‘nature connectedness’
could be a strong definer to support the development of visitor segmentation models. An approved
nature connectedness question (the extent to which respondents agree with the statement ‘I feel
part of nature’) was therefore included in our survey to potentially be used as a segment definer in
our model.
The findings, however, showed that survey respondents did not show the typical profile as recorded
by Natural England’s ongoing monthly monitoring.
The chart below shows that our sample appear to be much more ‘nature connected’ than the general
population in England.

Nature Connectedness - Our Research vs NE survey
100%

90%

80%
58%

60%
40%
20%

16%
3%

0%
Caper Visitor survey Jun-Sept2021
Completely agree/Strongly agree/agree

P&NS (Natural England) July 2021
Completley disagree/Strongly disagree/disagree

P&NS = People & Nature (monthly) Survey results for July 2021

This interesting finding prompted consideration of the validity of the question in our survey when
compared to the general Natural England research. Perhaps visitors to the Cairngorms are
psychologically pre-disposed to feel more ‘part of nature’ by virtue of their recent physical proximity
to nature? Whereas in the NE survey, it’s perhaps more likely that respondents are not in that
situation? In any case, the results not only ruled out the use of that question as a definer, but also
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was an indicator that the segmentation exercise was likely to be challenging when the pool of people
to be segmented appeared to be rather similar to each other, at least in terms of nature
connectedness.
A further comment made by a member of the Insights team at Visit Scotland appeared to support this
when she observed that “I also can echo your thoughts around similarity in the dataset and the
difficulty in identifying data differences. We had a similar issue when applying our UK segmentation
to our database – when we did monitoring research it was very difficult to see differences between
segments as essentially people were coming to Scotland due to a great (attitudinal) love for the
destination and all it had to offer rather than specific aspects.”
The nature connectedness measure was, however, a useful describer and is included as a key
comparator metric in the segment pen portraits.

6.6 Segmentation Implementation Support Materials
Monitoring + Segmentation Golden Questions
Ongoing monitoring of visitors will be important to ascertain the real life numbers and proportions of
segments visiting sites, which will vary according to visitation period. Visitor profiles will be different
during school holidays and weekends versus school term time weekdays, but may also vary
significantly seasonally.
‘Golden Questions’ have been developed as part of the segmentation modelling exercise. Usual
practice is to re-use the definer research questions in monitoring work but in our case, due to the
difficulty in defining segments, undertaking the same segmentation process in the future would
involve asking multiple existing questions and employing a complex segment coding process. So, it is
suggested that a simplified set of questions and coding methodology are used, as described in the
supporting document.
Segments Insights – a Think Piece
Going beyond the data and the segmentation model, there will be an ongoing phase of sites, the
Project (and others who might find the model useful) thinking more about how the segmentation
model will actually translate into approaches, plans and actions. As a starting point for this, a table
(available on request) has been drafted as a tool where further understanding can be built through
educated predictions about each of the segments, applying previous knowledge and expertise of
teams at the sites in question. It’s a working document, and rows can be added when questions or
criteria arise. This Think Piece working document could function as a tool to help embed the
segmentation via co-development by site teams themsleves.
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7. Conclusions and Recommendations
7.1 Conclusions
This research was a fascinating piece of work to undertake, with a huge number of insights gathered
via the background literature review and meetings with key people as well as the primary research
through the visitor survey and focus groups. It was unique in being part of a project that is aiming to
tackle capercaillie conservation through community involvement and participation, and benefitted
from the partnership of three significant landholders in the area, who welcome a large volume of
visitors each year.
It was beneficial to have the baseline data from the Cairngorms Visitor Survey from 2019/20, though
that represented visitation stats from a pre-pandemic year. Our visitor survey was conducted in
2021, when visitation was very different. The survey included some standard profiling and
sentiment-tracking questions but also some which were designed to dig deeper into the likes, dislikes,
attitudes and motivations of visitors, the findings from which we felt would be relevant for people
managing sites for visitors and for nature.
The segmentation work proved challenging due to the broad similarities found across the visitor
profile from the survey data. However, the model produced has good potential to be useful on a
practical basis at sites - to support visitor experience development if it is embedded in the thinking
and planning at each site. However, it will also aid the strategic approaches to engaging visitors in the
context of capercaillie conservation through understanding visitors’ motivations, their potential to
cause wildlife disturbance and how their behaviour on sites might be ‘nudged’.
The focus groups added some further insights, in visitors’ own words, with some very interesting
observations, comments and suggestions which added colour and depth to the research and
informed the subsequent collation of the segment pen portraits and also in the recommendations
here.
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7.2 Recommendations
The recommendations to follow have arisen through undertaking this visitor research, which has
included listening to a broad range of views from visitors through the survey and focus groups and
focussed discussions with Park Authority and site staff, all guided by the research brief’s remit. The
‘conversations’, virtually via the survey and in person, were wide-ranging with many people sharing
not only specific answers to specific questions, but also more general and sometimes strategic
suggestions for improvements or different ways of doing things.
The researcher is aware that many initiatives have taken place historically or are currently in
development that will be related to some recommendations set out below. Each recommendation
should therefore be assessed on its own merit and within the relevant context to make a judgement
on the estimated value of investing in implementation.
7.2.1 Local, next steps, practical and do-able
Cascade the basics of the segmentation model and its proposed use within sites. Work with teams to
build local understanding and meaning-making regarding implications for that site. Make this feel real
and useful for operational and front of house staff who will want to know what difference this makes
to their day to day job.
One tool to support this is to undertake ‘segment hat’ exercises to inform local site planning. This is
effectively a facilitated process whereby pairs of people within the operational teams at a site make
time to get to know a segment, then go around the site with that ‘hat’ on, making notes of what works
well, what could be improved, and any new ideas which would benefit the visitor experience for that
segment.
Integral to this, ensure that the site has top line objectives which are very clear, so that any planning
activity using the segment modelling ends up being segment focused and achieving organisational
goals rather than being completely segment led.
Develop new or modified messaging (including images), activities and services to appeal to specific
segments guided by the segmentation model, but also remember that segmentation can help to
increase understanding of effective multi-segment visitor interfaces in appropriate places - for
example in arrivals areas or car parks.
On-site, prioritise leaflets, panels and maps to communicate key messages to visitors.
Follow up on this research when tourism normalises. Current projections estimate that most countries
will have resumed full pre-pandemic international travel by 2023-24, with possible dips in visitation in
2022 (and possibly 2023) when UK outbound tourism is increasing but travel from all of UK’s inbound
tourism countries is not yet at pre-pandemic levels.
Cairngorms Capercaillie Project | Visitor Research | February 2022
26

Monitor segment visitation profile year-round at sites via asking Golden Questions in a mini-survey or
by including those questions in existing survey(s).
Work to raise awareness of SOAC in visitors on site via people and other communication channels and
routes.
For capercaillie-specific purposes, pay attention to Active Interest - Physical, Active Interest Intellectual and Love People segments as they may be most likely to be inadvertently or deliberately
causing disturbance to capercaillie.
Capture the lessons successes and failures from this research to share within and beyond this
project.
7.2.2 Site-controlled, strategic
Sites to define or consolidate their identities, brands and values. To what extent is the current visitor
experience malleable in response to visitor suggestions or commercial pressures?
Discuss and make decisions on levels of social responsibility as well as environmental responsibility
for sites - what are the acceptable levels of each? Identify parameters that may help to define this –
for example does this site have an obligation to provide a service for under represented audiences?
Consider developing an appropriate range of mediated wildlife experiences to enable visitors to see
species for which the Cairngorms is famous. Bear in mind that this should not be over-commercial or
compromise the ‘by chance’ encounters that many visitors also wish to have.
In particular, explore more opportunities for red squirrel feeding and associated viewing
experiences. This is a USP for the Cairngorms and feels like it's a significant visitor experience
enhancement for multiple segments and a business opportunity at the same time.
Develop communications plans mindful of evidence that repeat visitors (locals & non-residents) are
less likely to read signage, and are crucial to reach - they visit frequently and regularly go to ‘quieter’
areas.
Invest in people on the ground (rangers and visitor-facing roles) and make efforts to communicate
with visitors through these people and in multiple other ways.
Invest in infrastructure to support tourism such as toilets, paths (construction and maintenance),
parking.
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Encourage visitor experience differentiation in different areas, not by restrictive ‘do not’ signage but
by providing routes or facilities that encourage visitors to undertake suitable activities in suitable
locations because those locations offer a better experience for what they want to do.
Develop and run free puppy and dog training courses or special activities in the Park designed for
people with dogs. Use this to convey key messages about responsible dog management in the Park,
and also to recruit (and surreptitiously or openly train) more peer to peer advocates for responsible
dog behaviour in the Park.
Strengthen and deepen local community liaison to build positive and consultative relationships
between residents, identified communities of interest (eg mountain biking groups) and
landowners/managers.
7.2.3 Wider actions and strategic approaches
Initiate and manage mentoring for sites to help communicate research results and embed their
segmentation model.
Interrogate and utilise the research findings and sources of consultees to support current and future
research and consultations by the Park Authority. For example, some data on ‘best things’ and ‘worst
things’ about visits gives some sense of many topics relevant to the National Park Partnership Plan
that's currently out for consultation.
Find ways for sites to coherently work together to develop common messages. In particular, establish
standard and consistent communications around visitor behaviours related to environmental impact.
Work to raise awareness of SOAC in visitors before they arrive through pre visit communications.
Find ways for businesses and sites to work more closely together on visitor experience
development.
Review the ‘led’ wildlife experiences that take place on sites. Do they all adhere to best practice
in terms of environmental messaging through leading by example? If not, can the Cairngorms
Business Partnership help in identifying and communicating a combined and agreed local code
of practice?
Investigate and initiate organisational development to help facilitate community-led action which
results in raising peer to peer influence in segments and groups who venture deep into vulnerable
habitats. For example, continuing to work with mountain biking groups to re-route trails in
vulnerable areas (and create potentially even better ones), and through this, have a peer-led example
to influence both (less engaged) mountain bikers and other sites with similar issues through offering
an exemplar of this type of initiative.
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Off site, focus on venue websites and social media. Where possible, communicate with
prospective visitors before they arrive.
‘Loved’ estates and landscapes - what is there to learn from them and do we want to embody
more of that on our sites?
7.2.4 Aspirational, National Park scale
The National Park Authority and Cairngorms Business Partnership to (continue to) provide inspiring
and visionary leadership to get full buy-in from as many land owning / managing partners in the
Cairngorms as possible so that they can work together on multiple fronts.
Build experience product identity and USPs around responsible access in a wild and magical place.
This connects with the current CNPA ‘sustainable tourism’ initiative / direction.
Tackle anti social visitor behaviour. Development of facilities and infrastructure feels central to
facilitate this but it needs investment.
Consider how to mediate between land owners /managers where there are problem or
potential problem areas - for example different approaches to land use for conservation.
Open / continue a dialogue between the Park Authority and National Park partner landowners /
managers to discuss key questions including:
• Do we want to spread the visitor load away from specific bottleneck areas at specific
times of the year? If so what's the best way of doing this?
• How can the Park mediate a separation between emotion and the facts or real issues?
• How can everyone be confident that the facts are actually facts?
• What evidence and sources of information can everyone trust?
• What is ‘sustainable tourism’ and how is that connected to capercaillie conservation?
Develop a holistic, sustainable business model for park users, but give ‘deals’ for frequent users and
local residents. For example what is a sustainable price to pay - to park, to stay in accommodation
within the park, to wild camp? Is there a way to calculate cost to represent more fairly the
environmental load of that activity on the park? What does ‘sustainable tourism’ cost?
Find and partner with relevant bodies or organisations to ensure that any suggested routes or walks
in walking, cycling or running guides and messaging on websites are in tune with agreed, consistently
communicated caper-friendly messaging about visitor behaviour. This should include image use. To
reduce message overload for visitors, SOAC is ultimately the logical umbrella set of guidelines, with
capercaillie messaging only being used in very specific situations.
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7.2.5 Beyond the National Park?
Learn from other National Parks in the UK and beyond. How do they encourage / enforce responsible
access to wild areas? But bear in mind cultural differences (with some countries being more ruleabiding than others) and differences in land ownership models and therefore the levels of control and
consistency possible when ‘making the rules’.
Feedback suggests that the Scottish Outdoor Access Code appears to have some unclear
clauses. For example, the wording on fires was suggested as a section that would benefit from
further clarification.
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