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Writing for tourists: one woman’s perspective

Martha Hickman Hild
Flatrock, Newfoundland A1K 1C8, Canada

In connection with a book project, I visited about 
150 sites of geological interest in Newfoundland during 
the summer and autumn of 2011. This talk is an informal 
reflection on some insights gained into the world of 
geotourism and its need for user-friendly literature.

I learned that many tourists feel time-pressed as they 
try to optimize their brief escape from routine, so they get 
frustrated with literature that is impractical or presents 
other difficulties of use. Due to the vagaries of weather, 
transport, or wellness they often need flexibility, so modular 
activities (e.g., flexible combinations of related sites) or 
alternative activities (e.g., hike- vs car-accessible sites) are 
welcome. They plan and navigate using multiple resources 
and appreciate when it is easy to cross-reference among 
them. They may be negotiating with travelling companions 
about what to do, so they seek multi-faceted activities (e.g., 
combining geology and history) that can satisfy various 
interests. Above all, every tourist is seeking a memorable 
experience, one that provides a good story worth sharing 
with others. Content that is lively and colorful—without 
condescension—rather than relentlessly instructive can 
frame such a story and highlight its appeal.

Geoscientists naturally gravitate in their writing toward 
helping people understand geologic features and concepts, 
but the geotourist first needs help selecting destinations 
they will enjoy, successfully arriving at the outcrop without 
confusion, and locating and observing the features of 
interest. Literature that does not support the full range of 
issues geotourists face will not deliver the “good story” 
they seek to capture. Indeed, careful selection of sites is an 
important first step in successful geotourism writing. While 
the province’s geoheritage includes a wide variety of sites 
worthy of documentation and protection, only a subset of 
those are capable of delivering experiences of high quality 
that will meet tourists’ expectations and perpetuate the 
province’s reputation as a geotourism destination.

The geoheritage community in Newfoundland and 
Labrador could adopt a scoring rubric and use it to define 
an inventory of provincial geoheritage sites as well as a 
prioritized subset of geotourism sites. Then the adoption of 
a set of expertly developed content templates and guidelines 
would enable a variety of authors to generate useful 
geotourism pamphlets, booklets, phone apps, etc., having a 
consistent look and feel. Use of fixed-length or modular, pre-
designed templates would be preferable. Populating them 
with content requires editorial decision-making that fosters 
clarity, impact, and consistency. Open-ended document 
formats would rarely be suitable for use in geotourism.  
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