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FOREWORD 

Back in 1965, the first Interpretive Planning Handbook was developed 

to guide the blossoming emphasis given to interpretation in the Na

tional Park Service. Much has happened since then to date the origi

nal work. New policies, new technologies, and changes in procedure 

have made some of the original material obsolete. 

This new handbook, loosely based on its predecessor, provides an 

overview of planning in the National Park Service, with special em

phasis on the role and function of interpretive planning. It de

scribes the process currently employed by the National Park Service 

and reflects on its experience with interpretive media. The Harpers 

Ferry Center staff hopes that the handbook will help those involved 

with interpretive planning and those wishing to learn more about the 

process whether or not they are in the National Park Service. 

ii 



INTRODUCTION 

Even great chefs start with recipes, but they change them, with inge

nuity and taste, to produce inspired dishes. 

Planners need cookbooks like this one too, listing contents and de

scribing procedures, but they must add imagination and judgment. How 

much interpretation is enough? What role should each medium play? 

These questions aren't covered in the book. They're best learned 

through experience. Fortunately we don't have to learn just from our 

own mistakes. We can study other people's successes and failures. 

The secret of creativity is mentally filing away a great store of 

solutions to problems, with an understanding of why they worked, or 

didn't. Without such a store you must try to invent a new solution 

to every planning problem. With one, constantly growing, your mind 

may steal (call it borrow) creatively, modifying, adapting, and re-

combining ingredients into a new mix. That's what great chefs do 

too. 

/ s / Jfarc Sagan 

Manager, Harpers Ferry Center 
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CHAPTER ONE 

PURPOSE OF INTERPRETIVE PLANNING 

Interpretive planning is a process that analyzes the need for pro

grams, facilities, and media to communicate information to park visi

tors. It is a process that defines objectives, examines various 

options and alternatives, and considers the financial, and possibly 

environmental, consequences of the proposals. It enables management 

to make informed decisions long before interpretive programs or fa

cilities are developed and to allocate the required resources. 

Interpretive planning in the National Park Service occurs on several 

levels. A General Management Plan (GMP) is usually first prepared 

to discuss the general development of a park. It examines factors 

affecting the park and the region, analyzes visitation trends, evalu

ates the need for improvements in visitor services, resource manage

ment, and lays the foundation for interpretation. It normally out

lines the interpretive themes of a park, and in broad terms, suggests 

the direction of interpretive programs. 
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Once the General Management Plan is approved, a series of "Action 

Plans" are initiated to provide more detailed information. In some 

cases, a Development Concept Plan (DCP) is produced to provide more 

specific site information necessary to develop new facilities and 

estimate costs. Other action plans dealing with interpretation in

clude the Interpretive Prospectus and more detailed media production 

plans. 

The Interpretive Prospectus 

The Interpretive Prospectus (IP) is the key to developing interpre

tive media in the National Park Service. The IP 1s designed to firm 

up proposals outlined in the GMP and other planning documents. It 

identifies interpretive themes and objectives, and makes recommenda

tion concerning appropriate media. It blends the entire interpre

tive program .into a harmonious whole. 

For example, a GMP for Yellowstone might identify the interpretive 

theme for Mammoth Hot Springs as the establishment of Yellowstone 

National Park, and the evolution of the National Park movement na

tionally and worldwide. The GMP would not determine whether this 

would be accomplished through films, exhibits, publications, or a 

combination of all of these. Yet, these decisions must be made in 

advance so funds can be programmed to implement the action. 
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