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Long-Range Interpretive Planning 

 How interpretive planning fits within NPS planning 
framework

 What is long-range interpretive and visitor 
experience planning 

 What factors lead to effective interpretive 
planning

 What are the most effective media and programs
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My background:

 35 years in NPS
 worked in 3 parks (8 yrs at INDU) and 2 regional 

offices (PWR and NCR)
 20 yrs interpretive planning with HFC (5 years as 

Chief of Interpretive Planning)
 also work in general management planning, value 

analysis, design charettes, and evaluation
 projects in Africa, Burma, Ecuador, and Japan 
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Harpers Ferry Center

 HFC is a central NPS office that provides 
interpretive media planning and design, and 
interpretive planning for the National Park Service. 

 HFC Division of Interpretive Planning has primary 
responsibility for the interpretive components of 
management and development planning. 

 Office in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia. 
 Interpretive Planning offices also in Denver, CO and 

Borger, TX. 
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NPS Planning Framework

 Foundation for Planning and Management
 General Management Plan
 Program Management Plan
 Strategic Plan
 Implementation Plan
 Annual Performance Plan
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NPS Planning Framework 

 Foundation for Planning and Management
 Defines the park’s foundation of legal and policy 

mandates
 Separate document or included in GMP
 No NEPA
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NPS Planning Framework
 Foundation for Planning and Management

 General Management Plan
 Long-range (20 yrs.)
 NEPA
 done by WASO, Region, or contractor 
 Addresses visitor experience and 

interpretation/education/orientation broadly, in 
terms of development and desired opportunities; 
describes how the interpretive program fits into the 
larger park management picture.
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NPS Planning Framework
 Foundation for Planning and Management
 General Management Plan

 Program Management Plan
 Identify and recommend the best strategies for 

achieving the desired conditions and/or visitor 
experiences related to each particular program 
area

 No NEPA
 Includes Long-Range Interpretive Plan (LRIP) 
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NPS Planning Framework
 Foundation for Planning and Management
 General Management Plan
 Program Management Plan 

 Long-Range Interpretive Plan (LRIP)
 7 – 10 yrs. 
Done by park with HFC, region, contractor, 

other parks
 Corresponds to GMP 
 Includes interpretation, education, 

information/orientation (IEO); 
 Sets goals and context and recommends 

actions to achieve them
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NPS Planning Framework
 Foundation for Planning and Management
 General Management Plan
 Program Management Plan 

 Long-Range Interpretive Plan

 Strategic Plan
 3 -5 yrs.
 no NEPA 
 Corresponds to GMP, LRIP
 Done by park with region, others
 Describes goals and related actions to be 

achieved within 3 - 5 yrs.
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NPS Planning Framework
 Foundation for Planning and Management
 General Management Plan
 Program Management Plan 

 Long-Range Interpretive Plan
 Strategic Plan

 Annual Performance and Work Plans
 Articulate annual goals
 Done by Park
 Describe activities to achieve goals
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Comprehensive Interpretive Plan (CIP)

 Long-Range Interpretive Plan (LRIP)
 Annual Implementation Plan (AIP) 
 Interpretive Database (ID) 
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Long-Range Interpretive Plan 
(LRIP)
 Goals: purpose, significance, themes, management 

goals, visitor experience opportunities
 Recommendations:
 Personal services such as interpretive talks and 

walks, demonstrations, living history, and informal 
contacts

 Interpretive media such as exhibits, wayside 
(outdoor) exhibits, audiovisual programs, hand-
held digital devices, internet, and publications 

 Facilities such as visitor centers and other attended 
stations

 Partnerships
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Annual Implementation Plan (AIP)

 Based on LRIP
 Prepared by Park

 Analyze Current Program
 Management Issues
 Annual Work Plan
 Individual Service Plans
 Status of LRIP Implementation Plan
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Interpretive Database

 Done by Park
 Compilation of plans, documents, studies, and 

inventories: 
 Plans
 Media Inventory (MIDS)
 Visitor Studies
 Servicewide Interpretive Report
 Volunteers-in-Parks Report
 Media Plans
 Basic Park Reading List
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Comprehensive Interpretive Plan (CIP)

 Long-Range Interpretive Plan (LRIP)
 Annual Implementation Plan (AIP) 
 Interpretive Database (ID) 
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LRIP Ingredients

 Background for Planning:
 Purpose – Statements drawn from legislation and 

supporting documents that describe why a park 
exists. 

 Significance -- Statements of why -- within 
national, regional, and systemwide contexts -- the 
park’s resources and values are important enough 
to warrant national park designation. 

 Mgmt. Goals -- Describe management’s intent in 
offering interpretation and educational services; 
derived from primary interpretive themes, park 
Strategic Plan, and overall management goals. 
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LRIP Ingredients

 Background for Planning (contin.)
 Primary Interpretive Themes – The most 

important ideas or concepts to be communicated 
to the public about a park; based on purpose and 
significance; themes connect park resources to 
relevant ideas, meanings, concepts, contexts, 
beliefs, and values. 

 Visitor Experience Goals – Statements describing 
desired opportunities for knowledge, attitudes, 
behaviors, and sensory experiences; reflect both 
agency and visitor perspectives. 
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LRIP Ingredients

 Existing Conditions Assessment:
 A description and assessment of major visitor 

experience opportunities, 
 and of the current services, programs, media, 

and facilities available for interpretation, 
education, and orientation (IEO). 
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LRIP Ingredients

 Visitor Profiles:
 A description of park audiences (both actual and 

potential) 
 Includes demographics (numbers, group types, 

origins) and psychographics (motivations, 
expectations, beliefs). 
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LRIP Ingredients

 Recommendations:
 Personal Services – Including conducted 

programs, informal contacts, and attended stations
 Non-Personal Services – Including interpretive 

media, facilities, landscapes, and trails
 Partnerships – Identify services provided by 

cooperating associations, friends groups, 
concessioners, and other organizations

 Implementation Plan – Identify responsibilities 
and actions needed to implement 
recommendations over short, medium, and long 
terms 
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And a Few More Things --
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Visitor Experience

 Interpretive plans aren’t just about interpretation
 LRIPs recommend ways to facilitate visitor 

experience opportunities
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Visitor Experience

 Visitor experiences include knowledge, 
attitudes, behavior, and sensory experiences

 People come to parks to have experiences 
 We need to consider perspectives of agency and 

visitors (e.g., in desired visitor experience 
opportunities)
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Standards for Interpretation (DO-6)

 Superintendents will
 Manage and provide oversight of the interpretive 

and educational program through the 
development of the park strategic plan and the 
comprehensive interpretive plan, and use civic 
engagement to initiate and maintain a vibrant and 
meaningful program

 Approve, implement, and maintain a current park 
comprehensive interpretive plan (CIP) 
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Standards for Interpretation (DO-6)

 Park Chiefs of Interpretation will
 Create, plan, and manage an interpretation and 

education program that fosters an on-going 
dialogue with the public to accomplish park 
objectives, supports regional and national goals, 
and relates directly to the primary themes and 
management strategies of the park as established 
in legislation and park plans

 Make effective decisions about delivery of 
messages including the use and balance of 
personal and non-personal services and 
appropriate media
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Standards for Interpretation (DO-6)

 Park Chiefs of Interpretation will
 Maximize efficiencies and make effective use of all 

the park’s potential personnel resources, including 
partners, concessioners, cooperating associations, 
and volunteers, for the delivery of interpretive and 
educational programs

 Provide an on-going evaluation of all interpretive 
and educational services for the purpose of 
ascertaining effectiveness
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Standards for Interpretation (DO-6)

NPS programs
 Are place based
 Are learner-centered
 Are widely accessible
 Are based on sound scholarship
 Help people participate in civil democratic society
 Incorporate ongoing evaluation
 Are collaborative
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Standards for Interpretation 

 In general, requirements for recommended 
services include public health and safety, resource 
protection, effectiveness, relevance, accuracy, 
relation to primary themes and goals, and 
conformance to policy. 
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Factors affecting effectiveness of  
recommendations 
 Resources
 Goals/Themes
 Audiences
 Effectiveness, Suitability
 Mix of experiences, attractions
 Costs, Benefits
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What makes good interpretive plans 

 Timing
 Good communication
 Evaluation
 Goal-driven
 Analysis 
 Participation
 Management support
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What makes good interpretive plans 

 Effective processes
 Sufficient resources
 Visionary and practical
 Holistic and focused
 Consider multiple perspectives
 Consider costs and benefits
 Consider alternatives
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Office of Interpretive Planning
Harpers Ferry Center

sam_w_vaughn@nps.gov
303-987-6984

National Park Service
U.S. Department of the Interior
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