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Abstract
The purpose of this paper is to illuminate in both a quantitative and qualitative sense 
the practices that distinguish great interpretive programs from those that may merely be 
adequate to satisfy the visitor’s basic desires to learn, be entertained, or spend time with a 
ranger. Great programs, like great works of art, have the potential to impact audiences in a 
deeper sense by providing memorable experiences that may influence multiple aspects of 
visitors’ lives. This paper draws on experiences from three months of fieldwork, observing 
376 interpretive programs across 24 units of the U.S. National Park Service, to illustrate 
examples of program elements that distinguished what we considered to be the best 
programs we observed. 
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Introduction
Effective interpretation may produce multiple positive outcomes for program attendees. 
These include enhancing their knowledge and/or appreciation for the resource, 
site, or agency, influencing their behavior both on-site and off-site, and providing 
inspiration, both in a general sense and a more specific sense to enhance desires to 
explore further, learn more, or otherwise take self-directed action (Ham, 2009, 2013; 
Ward & Wilkinson, 2006). These outcomes may result from high-quality orientation, 
skills-building, persuasive communication, and/or effective storytelling that creates 
meaningful cognitive and emotional connections (Ham, 1992, 2009, 2013; Tilden, 1957; 
Ward & Wilkinson, 2006). But what makes the difference between good, or adequate, 
interpretation and great interpretation? This article serves as the final article in this 
special issue and focuses on this distinction, both in terms of the outcomes that might 
differentiate the two and the characteristics that appear to influence those outcomes. 

Our research team observed 376 interpretive programs across 24 units of the U.S. 
National Park Service (NPS), tracking 56 independent variables that we later tested for 
relationships with outcomes measured in surveys administered to program attendees 
(Stern & Powell, this issue). The results indicated that certain practices and interpreter 
characteristics were statistically linked with more positive visitor outcomes. Perhaps the 
most striking finding of the study, however, was that over 85% of the people we surveyed 
rated the program they had attended an 8 or above on a 0-to-10 scale depicting their level 
of satisfaction. This led us to conclude that our results based on visitor surveys could not 
clearly distinguish good programs from bad programs. Rather, they could only identify 
characteristics that appear to move the scale from good to better. 

Despite these consistently high ratings, our team witnessed dramatic variability in 
what we perceived to be the quality of these programs. In this paper, we draw upon our 
qualitative observations and an additional subjective quantitative measure made in the 
field by the research team about the overall quality of each program in an attempt to 
draw a clearer distinction between “good enough” and “great” interpretive programs.

We first explore theory relevant to understanding visitors’ generally high levels of 
satisfaction in the study, elucidating the role of visitors’ expectations on their evaluations 
of the programs they attended. Second, we contrast visitor expectations with their 
experiences, drawing a distinction between what it means to meet expectations and 
what it means to provide a more meaningful experience. We then present analyses of 
the factors that drove our own judgments of each program. Finally, we provide examples 
from our field notes of the factors that appear to distinguish between programs sufficient 
to satisfy visitors’ basic expectations and those that might do something more.   

Meeting expectations vs. making meaningful connections
Visitors’ expectations may play two primary roles in their assessments of interpretive 
experiences (del Bosque & San Martin, 2008). First, they provide a basis for assessing 
performance. That is, a visitor’s satisfaction can, in part, be based on the comparison of 
their experience with their pre-conceived notions. If the experience meets or exceeds 
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their valuation of that pre-conceived notion, we would expect a positive evaluation. 
Others suggest that expectations may also serve as a direct antecedent to satisfaction 
evaluations (Szymanski & Henard, 2001). This can be explained by Assimilation Theory 
(Sherif & Hovland, 1961) as well as the Theory of Cognitive Dissonance (Festinger, 1957). 
Individuals suffer cognitive dissonance (psychological conflict) when their experiences 
do not match their pre-conceived notions. In these cases, individuals make efforts to 
resolve the dissonance they feel. One common response is to adjust (or assimilate) their 
perception of the experience to match their pre-conceived notions. An example would 
be a family that saved up for an annual vacation that didn’t meet their expectations, yet 
convinced themselves that the vacation was still well worth the effort expended. Del 
Bosque and San Martin (2008) investigated these two roles of expectations in tourism 
satisfaction and found that expectations in this latter sense were the dominant drivers of 
satisfaction. Expectations in the comparative sense were linked to positive and negative 
emotions. However, positive emotions were more strongly based on expectations alone, 
rather than how well the program met those expectations.

Understanding motivations for program attendance can help shed light on 
the likely expectations of attendees. Stern, Powell, and Hockett (2011) explored the 
primary motivations of visitors at Great Smoky Mountains National Park for attending 
interpretive programs. The most common motivations included entertainment, a 
chance to see something the visitor might otherwise miss, accommodating others in the 
visitor’s group, and learning more about a specific topic or place. Other researchers have 
uncovered similar motivations for program attendance (Veverka, 1978; Srisomyoung, 
2000; Galloway, 2002; Irving, 1986; Packer, 2004). These motivations provide insights 
into the probable expectations of the program attendees in our recent study—that 
programs should draw visitors’ attention to unique resources in an entertaining and 
educational way. 

These basic expectations may be relatively easy to meet. As such, programs may not 
need to inspire, provoke, or have deep meaning for the visitor to achieve a basic level 
of satisfaction. Still, we witnessed during our time in the parks what we felt to be some 
dreadfully boring talks and others where the interpreter struggled to recall facts about 
the resources they were attempting to interpret. Del Bosque and San Martin’s (2008) 
expectancy theory helps to explain why visitors might still rate a mediocre program with 
moderately high scores. 

We also witnessed programs that brought visitors to tears or clear expressions of 
elation and/or epiphany. Other programs elicited obvious displays of satisfaction and 
clear expressions of what one might call “pleasant surprise” or basic “wow” moments 
indicative of interpreters’ clearly exceeding visitors’ expectations. Despite the clear 
differences we observed in visitor expressions, actions, and emotions on-site, only minor 
differences were apparent in quantitatively measured satisfaction and visitor experience 
and appreciation scores. However, our qualitative observations and the quantitative 
assessments shared in this paper indicate to us a meaningful difference between 
programs that produce basic short-term satisfaction versus those that might approach 
what positive psychologists call eudaimonic well-being (Ryan & Deci, 2001).
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Hedonic vs. eudaimonic satisfaction
Ryan and Deci (2001) define two perspectives on assessing human well-being. The 
hedonic perspective is based on the short-term satisfaction of basic needs and desires 
(e.g., pleasure attainment and pain avoidance). The eudaimonic perspective is more 
akin to Maslow’s (1943) concept of self-actualization and Tilden’s (1957) concept of 
provocation. In the context of interpretive programming or other similar experiences, 
eudaimonic satisfaction goes beyond short-term pleasure and enjoyment toward 
touching the personal values and/or provoking the deeper thoughts of the audience 
member (Oliver & Bartsch, 2010; Wirth et al., 2012). Oliver & Bartsch (2010, p. 76) use 
the term “appreciation” to describe a eudaimonic audience response to a powerful movie 
as “an experiential state that is characterized by the perception of deeper meaning, 
the feeling of being moved, and the motivation to elaborate on thoughts and feelings 
inspired by the experience.” This is similar to the psychological concept of elaboration, 
which is generally seen as a precursor to cognitive changes in a message recipient that 
can lead to long-term attitude or behavior change (Ham, 2009; Petty & Cacciopo, 1986). 
We posit that, like a great movie, excellent interpretation can lead to this eudaimonic 
state, and that this process delineates the space between adequate interpretation, which 
primarily satisfies short-term hedonic interests, and great interpretation. 

In short, adequate, or even mediocre, interpretation may achieve substantial hedonic 
satisfaction, but great interpretation is also capable of achieving eudaimonic satisfaction. 
Like a great movie or work of art that stays with an audience in some form for days, 
months, or even years, great interpretation also has the potential to have meaningful 
influence on how audience members perceive the world after it (Ham, 2013). This 
distinction may be particularly relevant in interpretive programs in national parks, 
where visitor expectations may be quite basic for most interpretive program goers (Stern 
et al., 2011), particularly for those who have never been exposed to a “great” program. 

While satisfying basic expectations (e.g., providing some degree of entertainment 
or satisfying a general curiosity) appears to be common (Stern & Powell, this issue), 
achieving more meaningful, eudaimonic impacts for the visitor may be more 
challenging. Yet, NPS training documents and various other textbooks, trainings, and 
guidance documents regularly reference the importance of meaningfully connecting 
audiences to resources in ways that go beyond mere knowledge provision (Brochu 
& Merriman, 2002; Ham, 1992, 2009, 2013; Knudson et al., 2003; Larsen, 2003; NPS 
Module 101; Lewis, 2005; Skibins et al., 2012; Ward & Wilkinson, 2006). Each program 
presents an opportunity to do so. 

We focus the rest of this article on illustrating the characteristics that appear to 
differentiate programs that merely satisfy basic visitor expectations from those that seize 
the opportunity to move visitors toward eudaimonic satisfaction. 

What makes a great program?
The research effort with which this paper is associated uncovered a number of specific 
practices that were statistically linked with enhanced visitor experience and appreciation, 
greater satisfaction, and even reported changes in behavioral intentions in some cases 
(Stern & Powell, this issue). These included both characteristics of the interpreter and of the 
program itself: 
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Interpreter characteristics

solely factual information

Program characteristics

holistic story, clear theme, link between introduction and conclusion)

relevance to audience, affective messaging, provocation)

To further explore the notion of separating good, or adequate, programs from excellent 
programs, we make use of an additional measure made by our research team in the field. 
Immediately following each program, the researcher observing the program scored its 
overall quality on a scale from 1 to 10. This score was based on two factors. The first was 
the researcher’s personal opinion of the quality of the program. The second was based 
on the researchers’ observations of audience responses. Did the interpretation achieve an 
appropriate response from the audience? Conversely, was the audience visibly disinterested? 
Each researcher witnessed more than 90 live interpretive programs over the course of the 
study. In an effort to ensure reliability, researchers were instructed to revisit their overall 
quality scores periodically throughout the field season to ensure that the scale provided 
adequate comparisons from program to program. 

To keep consistent with our analyses of visitor responses (Powell & Stern, this issue; 
Stern & Powell, this issue), we limited this analysis to programs with five or more attendees. 
Scores ranged from 2 to 10, with a mean of 5.9 and a standard deviation of 1.9. Only three 
programs were rated a 10 out of 10. The research team collectively agreed that a score of 
eight represented a clear threshold for what we would consider to be excellent programs, as 
described in the eudaimonic sense above. Twenty-three percent of the programs we observed 
were placed into this category (scoring 8 or higher on the overall quality measure). 

T H E D I F F E R E N C E B E T W E E N G O O D E N O U G H A N D G R E AT
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Our subjective assessments of overall quality were significantly correlated with 
each of the outcomes measured in the visitor surveys (Table 1). Moreover, scores above 
eight also showed strong statistical relationships with more positive visitor-reported 
outcomes, particularly for satisfaction and visitor experience and appreciation. As such, 
our subjective assessments were validated to some extent by the visitor surveys, yet they 
provide a far more sensitive measure of program quality, accounting for the enhanced 
expectations of more experienced interpretive program audience members.

Tables 2 and 3 show the results of t-tests and chi-square tests that examine the 
statistical differences in interpreter and program characteristics between programs 
that scored an 8 or above on our overall quality measure and programs scoring lower. 
Characteristics with statistical relationships are further explained in Stern and Powell (this 
issue) and in Tables 5 and 6. In Table 2, bold and italicized items are those with a “large” 
statistical effect on membership in the “excellent” category (Cohen’s d > 0.8). In Table 2, 
bold and italicized items represent those with the smallest probability of occurring by 
chance (p < .001). These characteristics in each table generally mirror those that predicted 
better visitor-reported outcomes (Stern & Powell, this issue). In this case, however, they 
explicitly distinguish what we considered to be great programs from all others. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
  

Table 4. Binary logistic regression model predicting an “excellent” overall score (> 8) by the 
research team (Nagelkerke R2 = 0.57). 

  Predicted score Percentage 
Correct < 8 > 8 

Observed score < 8 191 12 94.1% 
 > 8 19 40 67.8% 
 Overall Percentage 88.2% 

Predictors:  p Exp (β) 
Authentic emotion and charisma < .001 4.2 
Confidence .034 3.9 
Organization .005 2.9 
Appropriate for the audience .010 2.6 
Verbal engagement .006 1.8 
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We conducted a stepwise binary logistic regression on all interpreter and 
program characteristics (Table 4) to determine how well the most parsimonious 
set of characteristics could predict an overall quality assessment of 8 or better. The 
characteristics in Table 4 predict with over 88% accuracy which programs scored above 
or below this threshold. We urge some caution in the interpretation of this model. 
Many of the characteristics observed in the field were highly correlated with each 
other. The absence of characteristics that were otherwise strongly related to our score of 
“excellent” does not lessen their importance. Rather, their covariance with the predictors 
that populated the final model precludes their inclusion. For example, connection is 
strongly correlated with authentic emotion and charisma, confidence, organization, and 
appropriate for the audience (r > 0.4 in each case). As such, these variables appear in its 
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place in the model. The primary value of the model, we believe, is in demonstrating the 
strength of interpreter and program characteristics in predicting membership in the 
“excellent” category of programming.

We posit that the characteristics highlighted in the bivariate tests (shown in Tables 
2 and 3), particularly those in bold italics, help to meaningfully differentiate programs 
that are adequate to satisfy visitors in a basic hedonic sense from those that may produce 
eudaimonic satisfaction. Our analyses suggest that each of these practices in various 
combinations may enhance outcomes across a majority of programs in which they were 
practiced. In other words, just like any other piece of art, there is no single recipe for 
success. 

What do the practices look like?
Tables 5 and 6 provide definitions and examples from our field notes of the interpreter 
and program characteristics with the most powerful relationships to positive outcomes. 
We include only characteristics with strong statistically significant relationships (p < .01) 
with at least three measured outcomes (satisfaction, visitor experience and appreciation, 
behavioral intentions, and our own overall quality assessment). Positive examples in the 
tables reveal clear efforts to draw deeper connections to program attendees that go beyond 
mere entertainment and satisfaction of basic curiosity. The interpreters and programs 
exhibiting these traits seize the opportunity to go beyond the provision of basic hedonic 
satisfaction and move the visitor toward a more eudaimonic experience. This is not to 
say that all visitors to these programs experience life-changing moments, but rather the 
programs provide opportunities for visitors who are open to such provocation to make 
meaningful connections to the resources being interpreted. 

We witnessed a number of brilliant programs over our three months of fieldwork. 
We’ve chosen one in particular to demonstrate the potential of interpretation to have 
meaningful longer-term influences on program attendees. This particular program 
scored an 8 on the overall quality measure.

Following a thorough orientation to the program content and logistics, the 
ranger told us a little bit about what we were going to learn and why it was 
important to know. As we walked to the first stop, he also taught us some basic 
facts about the progression of the war, how it came to this site, and some key 
players in the battles that were fought here. This was the extent of the “history 
lesson” about the Civil War. The real meat of the program was the story of one 
young, unnamed man who lived in this town. We stopped at the house where 
he grew up, sat in the schoolhouse where he learned to read and write as a child, 
and visited the blacksmith shop where he learned his trade as a young man. At 
each place we learned about daily life during the time period: how meals were 
prepared in the oppressively hot family kitchen, the long walk to school and 
the cramped conditions inside the single room, the dangers of blacksmithing 
and the injuries that were regularly endured—all through the eyes of our main 
character. As such, we were able to frame the Civil War in a very tangible 
sense and see our character as a real person, similar to us, with real hopes, 
relationships, and struggles. 

As we moved onto the historic battlefield, the interpreter described how 
the young man saw the fight coming over the hill and rushed out his front door 
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to join the Union, without enlisting in any official capacity. As we crossed the 
battlefield we saw the progression of the battle through the young man’s eyes. 
We could feel his anxiety and excitement, his bravery and despair. As the tour 
neared its conclusion, we learned the young man’s name. We also learned how 
he remained on the battlefield until the end, providing safe retreat for his Union 
Army comrades. His heroic actions saved the lives of many but cost him his own. 

We entered the National Cemetery, and the interpreter told us of many 
of the young men who had been buried here. We stopped. The ranger quietly 
paused and seemed to take it all in. Then he looked down at his feet and pointed 
out a grave stone near his feet—the final resting place of the young man we had 
spent the past hour coming to know. The audience’s solemnity and sadness was 
palpable. The interpreter used few words to draw the connections between this 
young man’s story and the magnitude of the Civil War’s impact not only on our 
nation, but also on the people living so close to the battles. We had quite literally 
walked in this young man’s footsteps as strong themes of sacrifice, beliefs, valor, 
and ordinary people unfolded. The audience stood in silence for quite some 
time after the program had ended.

This story, and many more like it, will stick with us for months and years to come. Like 
scenes from a great movie, a line from a song, or a favorite quote or poem, they arise in our 
minds and shape our decisions in ways that aren’t always entirely tangible and for reasons 
we sometimes can’t fully apprehend. Yet, they are there—a piece of our selves. Great 
interpretation provides this.  

So what?
We’ve identified in both a statistical and qualitative sense throughout this special issue 
the characteristics of interpreters and their programs that appear to provide the most 
meaningful experiences for program attendees. We’ve attempted to demonstrate the 
difference between meeting basic expectations of the visitor and providing a truly 
exceptional experience. Sam Ham (2013) describes the endgame of interpretation as 
provocation, or “making people think and find personal meaning” (p. 62). Connection, 
stewardship, appreciation, understanding, revelation, inspiration, caring, motivation, and 
building support (or constituency) are other words commonly associated with the purpose 
of interpretation (Association for Heritage Interpretation, 2013; European Association for 
Heritage Interpretation, 2013; Interpretation Australia, 2013; Interpretation Canada, 2013; 
National Association for Interpretation, 2013; Stern & Powell, 2011; U.S. National Park 
Service, 2013). As such, satisfying the basic expectations of the visitor, such as orientation 
or entertainment, may be viewed not only as interpretive outcomes, but also as means to 
more meaningful and lasting ends (see Ham, 2013). Similar to Pine and Gilmore (1998), 
who urged the tourism industry to transition from a paradigm of service delivery to 
one of experience creation, we urge providers of interpretation to consider the potential 
of interpretation for meeting these more eudaimonic purposes in their planning and 
programming. 

To meet these ultimate goals, we suggest that interpreters and interpretive 
organizations, such as the NPS, might consider the findings of this study in light of their 
hiring, training, and organizational cultures and practices. Many of the characteristics 
identified within the research effort are already clearly identified in training materials 
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and books used in classes on interpretation (U.S. National Park Service, 2013; Skibins 
et al., 2012). The influence of interpreters’ expressed personalities and attitudes beg 
a deeper question, however, regarding how to train for, or otherwise influence, these 
characteristics. 

Hiring and training
We focus in particular on the role of knowledge. We do this for two reasons. First, the 
hiring process for many interpretive agencies relies heavily on the self-reported knowledge, 
skills, and abilities (also known as KSAs) of potential hires. Second, we have witnessed 
interpretive training programs that we feel promote a potentially inappropriate role for 
facts and knowledge in communications with visitors. As discussed in Stern and Powell 
(this issue), the interpreter’s knowledge of the subject matter is critical to the successful 
presentation of a program. However, knowledge should not necessarily be the focus of 
the communication itself. We rather posit that the knowledge of the interpreter serves a 
more important indirect role to successful communication through the development of 
confidence. This confidence frees the interpreter to be creative, emotive, and genuine in his 
or her communications instead of nervous or struggling to remember the correct facts and 
dates (Daly et al., 1989). Our data suggests that an over-emphasis on resource knowledge 
has the potential to hinder rather than promote positive visitor outcomes if it becomes the 
sole focus of the presentation (see also Stern & Powell, this issue). 

Clearly, knowledge of the appropriate techniques and end goals of interpretation as 
well as knowledge of audiences and resources are critical for successful interpretation 
(Lacome, 2013). Our interviews with interpreters prior to their presentations revealed 
that those who aimed to provide visitors with new knowledge achieved less positive 
outcomes than those aiming to inspire visitors to gain a greater appreciation, change 
their attitudes, or desire to learn more (see also Stern & Powell, this issue). We argue that 
interpreters’ understanding of these eudaimonic goals of interpretation may serve as a 
meaningful predictor of their success. As such, gauging beliefs about interpretation’s 
appropriate outcomes in the hiring process might serve as reasonable predictors about 
how one might approach the task. Some assessment of general philosophies about the 
importance of story-telling and commitment to the mission of the organization might 
also be useful at this hiring stage. Each of these elements could also form the basis of 
meaningful training for all interpreters.

Knowledge of the resource, audience, and techniques can be further developed 
after hire on-site. Providing employees with the ability to spend time forming their own 
meaningful connections with the resources and stories they will be interpreting may be 
just as critical as time in the library or archives developing an understanding of the facts 
about the resource. Without these personal connections, it may prove quite challenging 
to provide similar connections for visitors. Without a holistic picture of a place or 
a resource, it may be quite difficult to develop compelling stories that reveal deeper 
meaning to audiences. Training can provide multiple versions of stories to interpreters, 
as they develop their own.

We have witnessed various approaches to training. Some have focused on accuracy 
and education through organizing facts into a coherent order for presentation, 
similar to what one learns in a college public speaking course—tell ’em what you’ll tell 
’em, tell ’em, and then tell ’em what you told ’em. While this approach can help with 
organizing information, it does not alone capture what is most important to interpretive 
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communication. We argue for a more hands-on approach that begins with demonstration 
of the practices uncovered in our study as well as demonstration of drier, more factual 
presentations. Without experiencing each, it may be difficult to grasp the difference 
between mediocre and excellent interpretation. As interpreters practice their own 
programs, the list of characteristics uncovered within this study can serve as a menu 
of elements for experimentation and constructive feedback. Perhaps most important 
would be to stress the desired outcomes of programs to interpreters. Currently, most park 
units’ long-range interpretive plans in the NPS place emphasis on subject matter themes 
rather than desired outcomes for visitors. A slight shift in what is most prominently 
communicated to interpreters from the organization could make a meaningful impact.

Organizational support
Elements of organizational culture have been long identified as important drivers of 
employee performance (Gordon & DiTomaso, 1992; Judge et al., 2001; Schein, 2010). 
We focus on the concepts of employee empowerment and adaptability, critical task, and 
attitudinal organizational commitment (AOC). Our study revealed that interpreters tend 
to produce better outcomes for visitors when they are excited and positive about their 
work (Stern & Powell, this issue). Similarly, a large body of research suggests that happy 
employees tend to perform better (Judge et al., 2001). Organizational culture can have a 
strong influence on such feelings (Ouchi & Wilkins, 1985). 

We posit that interpreters who feel empowered and supported by their organizations 
will be most successful in producing positive visitor outcomes. Our qualitative 
observations, interviews, and casual conversations with interpreters in the field 
strongly support this notion. The proposition is further supported in the management 
literature, where the empowerment of employees is equated to feelings of competence, 
self-determination (freedom to choose how to get the job done), a sense that the work is 
important, and a belief that the work will have a meaningful impact on the larger goals 
of the organization (Kirkman & Rosen, 1999; Spreitzer, 1996). Such empowerment, 
and the adaptability that is associated with it, has been empirically equated with better 
performance in multiple studies (e.g., Gordon & DiTomaso, 1992; Stern & Predmore, 
2012). In our study, elements of confidence and authentic emotion served as critical 
ingredients of outstanding programs.

Multiple studies reveal that adaptability at the individual level is most predictive 
of success in organizations and work units that have a clear and consistent sense of 
mission and a strong organizational culture (Wilson, 1989). Wilson (1989) argues that 
a clear sense of mission emerges not necessarily from a mission statement, but from 
the articulation of a “critical task” that is widely accepted and endorsed by employees. 
A critical task involves the clear definition of the specific outcomes that employees 
can produce to accomplish the overall mission of the agency. A strong and healthy 
organizational culture can be defined as one where employees share consistent views 
about this critical task. They also share relatively consistent views that the organization 
emphasizes both its human resources and goal accomplishment (Hansen & Wernerfelt, 
1989; Gordon & DiTomaso, 1992). This combination can influence high levels of AOC, 
which indicates the relative strength of an employee’s commitment to and identification 
with an organization (Deery & Iverson, 2005; Mowday et al., 1982; Riketta, 2002). The 
stronger the AOC, the stronger the employee’s motivation to pursue the agency’s goals 
and improve its status (Riketta & Landerer, 2005). 
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With all this in mind, certain elements of organizational support may be 
particularly helpful in enhancing interpreter performance: a recognition and 
articulation of clear (and meaningful) objectives for interpretive outcomes for attendees, 
training and immersive time with the resource to enhance feelings of competency, 
freedom to develop programs creatively with organizationally important outcomes in 
mind, and appreciative support and recognition from supervisors and managers. In 
our study, each park unit appeared to have its own unique organizational culture. Our 
qualitative observations indicated strong influences in some cases of less than healthy 
organizational cultures upon interpreter performance. While the mood of individual 
interpreters on any given day may be largely independent of organizational culture, 
unhealthy cultures may predispose interpreters to falling short of providing the best 
programs within their abilities. Meanwhile, healthy, empowering cultures may influence 
higher levels of confidence, passion, and creativity in interpreters, enhancing their 
connections to both the resources they interpret and the audiences they engage.

Conclusions
The research reported within this special issue suggests that certain characteristics of 
interpreters and their programs may make the difference between mediocre, or adequate, 
experiences for visitors and exceptional experiences. In this article, we have tried to 
delineate the differences between the outcomes of each type of program. Most programs 
in the study attained positive levels of satisfaction from attendees, suggesting that basic 
expectations were typically met. Some programs, however, likely influenced attendees 
in far more meaningful ways, similar to the way a great work of art or movie might 
be revelatory or inspirational, or provide some new insight or viewpoint that remains 
long after the experience. We urge interpretive organizations to consider the findings 
presented within this manuscript and the rest of this special issue when developing and/or 
revising training for interpreters. We also urge interpretive organizations to reach toward 
more eudaimonic experiences for visitors by clearly articulating goals that go beyond 
merely satisfying visitors’ basic expectations. Interpretation provides the opportunity to 
accomplish much more, not only in terms of visitor experiences, but also with regard to 
building constituencies for the interpreted resources and the organizations that protect 
them. Finally, we urge interpretive organizations to consider that training alone may be 
insufficient to create the conditions that produce great programs for visitors and that 
organizational culture may have powerful influences on visitor outcomes. 

References

Association for Heritage Interpretation (2013). http://www.heritage-interpretation.org.uk. 
Accessed June 20, 2013.

Beck, L., & Cable, T. T. (2002). Interpretation for the 21st century: Fifteen guiding 
principles for interpreting nature and culture (2nd ed.). Champaign: Sagamore.

Brochu, L., & Merriman, T. (2002). Personal interpretation: Connecting your audience to 
heritage resources. InterpPress.

Deery, S. J., & Iverson, R. D. (2005). Labor-management cooperation: Antecedents and 
impact on organizational performance. Industrial and Labor Relations Review, 58(4): 
588–608.

T H E D I F F E R E N C E B E T W E E N G O O D E N O U G H A N D G R E AT



98  J O U R N A L O F I N T E R P R E TAT I O N R E S E A R C H

del Bosque, I. R., and H. San Martín (2008). Tourist satisfaction: a cognitive-affective 
model. Annals of Tourism Research, 35(2): 551–73.

European Association for Heritage Interpretation (2013). What is heritage interpretation? 
http://www.interpret-europe.net/?id=2. Accessed June 20, 2013.

Gordon, , G.G., & DiTomaso, N. (1992). Predicting corporate performance from 
organizational culture. Journal of Management Studies 29(6): 78–798.

Ham, S. H. (1992). Environmental interpretation: A practical guide for people with big 
ideas and small budgets. Golden: Fulcrum.

Ham, S. H. & Weiler, B. (2002). Toward a theory of quality in cruise-based nature 
guiding. Journal of Interpretation Research, 7(2): 29–49.

Ham, S. H. (2009). From interpretation to protection: is there a theoretical basis? Journal 
of Interpretation Research, 14(2): 49–57.

Ham, S. H. (2013). Interpretation: Making a difference on purpose. Golden: Fulcrum.

Hansen, G.S., & Wernerfelt, B. (1989). Determinants or firm performance: the relative 
importance of economic and organizational factors. Strategic Management Journal 
10: 399–411.

Interpretation Australia (2013). What is interpretation? http://www.
interpretationaustralia.asn.au/about-ia/what-is-interpretation#. Accessed June 20, 
2013.

Interpretation Canada (2013). Our work defined. http://www.interpscan.ca/our-work-
defined. Accessed June 20, 2013.

Jacobson, S. K. (1999). Communication skills for conservation professionals. Washington, 
D.C.: Island Press.

Judge, T.A., Thoresen, C.J., Bono, J.E., & Patton, G.K. (2001). The job satisfaction-job 
performance relationship: a qualitative and quantitative review. Psychological 
Bulletin, 127(3): 376–407.

Kirkman, B.L., & Rosen, B (1999). Beyond self-management: antecedents and consequences 
of team empowerment. Academy of Management Journal, 42(1): 58–74.

Knapp, D., & Yang, L. (2002). A phenomenological analysis of long-term recollections of 
an interpretive program. Journal of Interpretation Research, 7(2): 7–17.

Knapp, D., & Benton, G. M. (2004). Elements to successful interpretation: A multiple 
case study of five national parks. Journal of Interpretation Research, 9(2): 9–25.

Knudson, D. M., Cable, T. T., & Beck, L. (2003). Interpretation of cultural and natural 
resources (2nd ed.). State College: Venture Publishing.

Lacome, B. (2013). The Intepretive Equation. http://idp.eppley.org/IDP/sites/default/files/
EquationEssay.pdf. Accessed April 6, 2013.

Larsen, D. L. (2003). Meaningful Interpretation: How to Connect Hearts and Minds to 
Places, Objects, and Other Resources. Eastern National.

S T E R N,  P O W E L L ,  M C L E A N,  M A R T I N ,  T H O M S E N,  M U T C H L E R



V O L U M E 18,  N U M B E R 2  99

Lewis, W. J. (2005). Interpreting for park visitors (9th ed.). Fort Washington: Eastern 
National.

Madin, E. M. P., & Fenton, D. M. (2004). Environmental interpretation in the Great 
Barrier Reef Marine Park: An assessment of programme effectiveness. Journal of 
Sustainable Tourism, 12(2): 121–137.

Maslow, A.H. (1943). A theory of human motivation. Psychological Review, 50(4): 370–96. 

Moscardo, G. (1999). Making visitors mindful: Principles for creating quality sustainable 
visitor experiences through effective communication. Champaign: Sagamore.

Mowday, R. T., Porter, L.W., & Steers, R. M. (1982). Employee organization linkages: The 
psychology of commitment, absenteeism, and turnover. New York: Academic.

National Association for Interpretation (2013). Mission, Vision, and Core Values. http://
www.interpnet.com/nai/About/What_We_Believe/nai/_About/Mission_Vision_
and_Core_Values.aspx?hkey=ef5896dc-53e4-4dbb-929e-96d45bdb1cc1. Accessed 
June 20, 2013.

National Park Service 2003. Module 101: Fulfilling the NPS mission: The process of 
interpretation. National Park Service, Washington, DC.

Oliver, M.B., & Bartsch, A. (2010). Appreciation as audience response: exploring 
entertainment gratifications beyond hedonism. Human Communication Research 
36: 53–81. 

Ouichi, W.G., & Wilkins, A.L. (1985). Organizational culture. Annual review of 
Sociology, 11: 457–483.

Pearce, C.L. & Sims, H.P., (2002). Vertical versus shared leadership as predictors of the 
effectiveness of change management teams: an examination of aversive, directive, 
transactional, transformational, and empowering leader behaviors. Group dynamics: 
theory, research, and practice, 6 (2): 172–197.

Petty, R., & Cacioppo, J. (1986). Communication and persuasion: Central and peripheral 
routes to attitude change. New York, NY: Springer-Verlag.

Pine, J., & Gilmore, J.H. (1998). Welcome to the experience economy. Harvard Business 
Review, 76(4): 97–105.

Regnier, K., Gross, M., & Zimmerman, R. (1992). The Interpreter’s Guidebook: Techniques 
for Programs and Presentations. Interpreter’s Handbook Series. UW-SP Foundation 
Press.

Riketta, M. (2002). Attitudinal organizational commitment and job performance: A 
meta-analysis. Journal of Organizational Behavior, 23: 257–266.

Riketta, M., & Landerer, A. (2005). Does perceived threat to organizational status 
moderate the relation between organizational commitment and work behavior? 
International Journal of Management, 22: 193–200.

Ryan, R.M., & Deci, E.L. (2001). On happiness and human potentials: A review of 
research on hedonic and eudaimonic well-being. Annual Review of Psychology, 52: 
141–160.

T H E D I F F E R E N C E B E T W E E N G O O D E N O U G H A N D G R E AT



100  J O U R N A L O F I N T E R P R E TAT I O N R E S E A R C H

Schein, E.H. (2010). Organizational culture and leadership. San Francisco: Josey-Bass.

Sharpe, G. W. (1976). Interpreting the environment. New York: John Wiley & Sons.

Sherif, M., & Hovland, C. (1961). Social judgment: assimilation and contrast effects in 
communication and attitude change. New Haven: Yale University Express.

Skibins, J.C., Powell, R.B., & Stern, M.J. (2012). Exploring empirical support for 
interpretation’s best practices. Journal of Interpretation Research, 17(1): 25–44.

Spreitzer, G.M., 1996. Social structural characteristics of psychological empowerment. 
Academy of Management Journal, 39(2): 483–584.

Stern, M.J. , & Powell, R.B. (2011). The Views of National Park Service Superintendents 
and Interpretation and Education Supervisors on Interpretation and Education in the 
National Park Service. U.S. National Park Service. October, 2011.

Stern, M.J., Powell, R.B., & Hockett, K.S. (2011). Why do they come? Understanding 
interpretive program attendance at Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Journal 
of Interpretation Research, 16(2): 35–52.

Stern, M.J., & Predmore, S.A. (2012). The importance of team functioning to natural 
resource planning outcomes. Journal of Environmental Management, 106: 30–39.

Szymanski, D., & Henard, D. (2001).Customer satisfaction: a meta-analysis of the 
empirical evidence. Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 29: 16–35.

Tilden, F. (1957). Interpreting our heritage (3rd ed.). Chapel Hill: The University of North 
Carolina Press.

U.S. National Park Service (2013). Interpretive development program. http://idp.eppley.
org/. Accessed June 20, 2013.

Veverka, J. A. (1998). Interpretive master planning: the essential planning guide for 
interpretive centers, parks, self guided trails, historic sites, zoos, exhibits and programs 
(2nd ed.). Tustin: Acorn Naturalists.

Ward, C.W., & Wilkinson, A. E. (2006). Conducting meaningful interpretation: A field 
guide for success. Golden: Fulcrum.

Wirth, W. Hofer, M., & Schramm, H. (2012). Beyond pleasure: exploring the eudaimonic 
entertainment experience. Human Communication Research, 38: 406–428. 

S T E R N,  P O W E L L ,  M C L E A N,  M A R T I N ,  T H O M S E N,  M U T C H L E R



Book Review
Interpretation: Making a Difference on Purpose

Carolyn Ward
Editor, Journal of Interpretation Research
CEO, Blue Ridge Parkway Foundation
322 Gashes Creek Road
Asheville NC 28803
cward@brpfoundation.org

It has been almost 10 years since I called Sam Ham about writing Conducting Meaningful 
Interpretation with my long-time colleague and friend Alan Wilkinson. I was looking for 
guidance and for advice about publishing, but mostly I 
wanted to talk to the person whom I thought had written 
the most definitive book on interpretation in more than 30 
years, Environmental Interpretation. I have two copies of his 
book, one so worn with the dirt-covered fingers of a field 
interpreter that the spine had long fallen apart and another 
so highlighted and marked up with the pen of a lecturer that 
reading it unimpaired was impossible. 

When I got my first job as an interpreter at Hungry 
Mother State Park in Virginia, before I even knew what 
the term interpretation meant, I was handed Ham’s book 
and told that I needed to prepare a program in two weeks. 
I used it to walk me through the process of program 
development, to understand techniques and strategies 
for dealing with a group and to create a program with 
some meaning. Years later, when I became a professor of 
interpretation at Humboldt State University, I used his book to teach my students. My 
students loved it, and dog-eared copies adorned the classroom until the day I left. As my 
career evolved in the profession of interpretation, I become more immersed in research, 
evidence-based practice and “proof” of what worked and why. The further away from 
practicing in the field I moved, the more I wanted to explain and understand that “light 
in the eyes” of my visitors that I based my own determinations of “success” upon. How 
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could we be sure that programs were successful? What was success? How could we do 
better? 

So when I picked up the phone that day 10 years ago to talk to Ham about writing 
a new book on the practice and science of interpretation, it was certainly with some 
trepidation. Although I did not believe our text would replace Ham’s seminal book, I did 
want to convey more of the science behind the practice and to bound practice in current 
theory as much as possible. My trepidation fell quickly away, when Ham professed that 
he not only thought it was time for a new book, but that he would like for it be a part of 
Fulcrum’s acclaimed Applied Communication Series for which he served as the executive 
editor. He also confessed that he thinking about writing a new book and that he wanted 
it to be different from his first one. He wanted to springboard from where he left off in 
Environmental Interpretation and assured me that our two “new” books would fit nicely 
together in the series. 

Now, almost 10 years after my phone call, Ham’s long-awaited Interpretation: 
Making a Difference on Purpose has been released. Although Ham could have released 
this book years ago (I remember seeing drafts of a chapter almost three years before 
actual release), his tenacity and dogged persistence in seeking his colleagues’ feedback 
and refining his work has paid off. After being in the field for so long, in so many 
different capacities, it is hard to think of reading anything about interpretation that 
would take me by surprise. But this book made me stop, made me think and made me re-
think some of those things which are assumptions and quickly passed over as “basics.” 

I spent many days pouring over his book in preparation for writing this review 
and soon became lost in the work itself instead of focusing on how I would covey it in a 
review. This was to me the mark of yet another seminal work from Sam Ham. I wasn’t 
reading a textbook, as much as having an intimate conversation with the author about 
the profession of interpretation. He drew me in with his relaxed conversational style 
of writing and set the researcher in me to rest with the detailed annotated notes that 
followed each chapter. 

Ham is the embodiment of an interpreter. His TORE model (Chapter 2) is not just 
one he preaches; he practices it in his writing. He does not bore the reader with the 
citations throughout the text which would deter from the conversation, but instead 
includes them, along with a glossary, after each chapter for those interpretation nerds 
like me who want to delve deeper. Although I am sure many captive audiences will read 
this book in a classroom preparing for a pending test, many more readers like me will 
enjoy the conversation that unfolds within the pages and will read it for sheer enjoyment. 
The writing is light, funny and engaging. 

The relevance of the book is without question. Whether the reader is a student, 
practitioner, researcher, or manager, Ham’s book has something relevant to offer. I 
learned new concepts and terms which are sure to have lasting value and application 
in the profession for years to come. Ham’s introduction and discussion of the Zone of 
Tolerance (Chapter 8) is a concept that has been missing in the field and provides a real-
world solution to practicing interpreters for judging whether or not they are “successful.” 
It is elegantly simplistic and yet well-grounded in theory and reality. Discussions of 
Thought-Listing (Appendix 3) and the End Game (Chapter 3) are other relevant concepts 
revealed in the book that are sure to keep readers engaged and leave them enlightened. 

Ham’s organizational style follows that of a honed interpretive program with main 
concepts repeated throughout and new ideas carefully woven into our schemata. In fact, 
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Chapter 4 allows readers to digest and reflect on the three previous chapters, assisting 
readers in building their own scaffolding before moving on to the heart of the matter in 
Chapter 5, Making a Difference on Purpose. Ham’s organizational mastery is not only 
reflected in repetition but in his frequent use of foreshadowing which is applied with the 
skill of a great storyteller keeping readers captured with the excitement of what the next 
page will bring. 

Although according to Ham the theme comes first, I have chosen to cover it last 
in this review because it is the “So What?” that made me stop and think. Like a good 
interpretive program, the theme discussions in Ham’s book are what bind it all together. 
And with four chapters, 6, 7, 9, and 10, dedicated to discussing thematic interpretation, 
Ham clearly supports the notion that it is the critical component of interpretation. The 
discussion of thematic interpretation is dynamic and detailed and takes the reader on 
a journey from simplistic understanding to sophisticated application. The theme helps 
us define the “So What?” and should assist us in determining the Zone of Tolerance 
(Chapter 8). 

Ham’s Interpretation: Making a Difference on Purpose is the ultimate “end game.” 
It made me think, it made me elaborate on what I already knew, and it provoked me to 
want to know more. As Ham said on page 65, “making a difference on purpose is both 
the premise and promise of interpretation,” and this book is both. 
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