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Research revealed that outdated 
maps were a common cause of visitor 
complaints – from poor legibility and 
orientation to inaccessible routes and 
missing facilities. Many visitors didn’t 
understand the habitats they were 
seeing and families or people with 
mobility needs often felt overlooked. 

In response, the design solution 
included three integrated map types 
(General, Access and Family), all 
delivered through accessible formats 
(tear-off, digital, and on site signage), 
supported by a comprehensive toolkit 
to guide the national roll out.

This collaborative project involved 
multiple departments across the 
organisation, from UX to EDI to Health 
& Safety, and was shaped by extensive 
user research and testing. Design led 
the way in defining the wider visitor 
experience and signage strategies.

Despite a limited rollout period at 
the time of submission, early results 
already show strong impact:

•	� +10% increase in 5/5 visitor ratings 
for ease of wayfinding

•	� +4.5% increase in membership at 
Old Moor post-map launch

•	� 100% reduction in complaints about 
map legibility

•	� Positive feedback from VAQAS, 
national quality assessors, and front-
line volunteers.

The new mapping system directly 
delivers on all four original objectives: 
it is audience-focused, accessible, 
effective in deepening connections 
to nature, and flexible, important and 
relevant for the organisation. Through 
strategic and inclusive design, this 
project has reshaped how people 
navigate, understand and enjoy RSPB 
reserves across the UK.

“One reaction by visitors has really stood out for me; 
every time I’ve given out an access map, the visitor’s 
face has lit up and they’ve commented on the slope 
gradient and length information. I’ve had lots of 
people say they really appreciate it and they’ve not 
seen any other attractions provide this information.”

– Welcome Volunteer at Old Moor

Executive summary
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The RSPB Maps for All project set out to transform how visitors 
of all ages, backgrounds and abilities experience nature across 
the UK’s 200+ RSPB reserves. The goal was clear: to design 
a flexible mapping system that helps people feel confident 
exploring, connects them with nature, and reflects the RSPB’s 
commitment to accessibility and inclusion.
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Project background
The RSPB’s mission is to conserve 
nature and connect people with the 
natural world. Its Visitor Operations 
Vision set out an ambition to become 
the UK’s market leader in nature 
experiences – requiring consistent, 
high-quality visitor orientation across 
all 200+ nature reserves. Following the 
launch of a refreshed brand in late 2022, 
the RSPB sought to redesign its reserve 
mapping system to support that aim 
and align with a new signage strategy.

Previously, reserves had a single site 
map which was occasionally outdated, 
unclear or inconsistent, with no 
separate access or family version. 
These maps lacked the flexibility and 
information to meet the diverse needs 
of today’s visitors. The RSPB brief 
called for a new mapping system that 
would be audience-focused, inclusive, 
brand-consistent and adaptable – both 
online and on site – to encourage 
confident exploration and connection 
to nature.

Challenges
RSPB uses site maps to help guide 
visitors safely through their reserves. 
Maps were available pre-visit on reserve 
web pages, at visitor orientation points 
on site (staffed or not) and handed out 
as paper maps at the welcome point. 

Previously, reserves had just one simple 
site map – with access information 
given separately online. There was no 
separate access map or family map 
with relevant information.

Wayfinding, accessibility 
and legibility
RSPB visitor maps, before the redesign, 
were mentioned in complaints about 
wayfinding, orientation and accessibility. 
For example, complaints regarding the 
lack of context of topography on the 
original maps, especially on hillier sites. 
Sometimes the steepness or length of a 
slope was not as expected and negatively 
affected a visitor’s experience of the site.

Some sites had trails that were 
waymarked using red and, when on 
a background of green on the maps, 
were not clear for those with red/green 
colour blindness. 

These were a common topic of 
complaints and feedback, along with 
legibility of icons, understanding of 
distances and where the next bench 
was going to be.

Managing visitor behaviour
Site teams fed back that the map 
designs could better help them to 
manage visitor behaviour. For example, 
some sites had issues with visitors 
doing pond dipping in the wrong 
places. This can be an ecological risk, 
with the potential for risks such as 
disturbance of protected species or the 
spread of invasive plants. A clearer map 
with locations of appropriate pond 
dipping platforms would support them.

In addition, the site map often only 
showed the suggested routes and not 
all paths on site. This could often cause 
confusion for visitors on the ground 
who would be following one route but 
find they’d turned off and were in the 
wrong place as there was a footpath 
that was not on their map.

Inflexibility of design
The inflexibility of the design of the 
original maps added to confusion and 
clunky experiences in some locations. 
For example, with all maps designed 
and applied facing north, sometimes 
the real-life orientation within the 
visitor centre, made using the north 
facing map unintuitive. At another 
site, whenever staff gave out maps to 
visitors, they always told them to turn it 
up side down to make it make sense!

With significant proportions of the 
UK population stating that they 
can’t read a map (27% say they have 
not been taught and 14% say they 
still don’t know how*), adding extra 
clunkiness to the experience, such as 
in this circumstance, further hinders 
orientation and wayfinding.

The existing map designs had a 
one-size-fits-all approach too, which 
tried to be everything for all audiences 
at once. 

Historically, maps had been rolled out 
when needed by the in house design 
team whose remit was vast and busy. 
It had been many years since the style 
had been developed.

Inspiring connections to nature
The RSPB believes that nature is for 
everyone. It aims to inspire visitors to 
connect with nature and in turn act 
for it. Everyone should feel welcome 
and able to enjoy the beauty of the 
natural world.

Inclusivity and accessibility was 
placed at the heart of this project 
to redesign RSPB maps. The project 
aimed to factually describe the terrain, 
potential barriers to access (for 
example steps) and facilities, so that 
visitors can make their own judgements 
on what is suitable for them, with as 
much information as possible, in the 
easiest way.

Context and overview

* Statistics taken from www.ordnancesurvey.co.uk/news/
have-we-all-lost-our-sense-of-direction

Cover image © Ben Andrew, RSPB-Images

Original arrival map at Old Moor: Missing the You Are Here, orientated north 
rather than heads-up, icons obscure detail and lacking information.
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Traditionally, nature reserves haven’t 
always been a place where families 
and children have felt welcomed. 
The RSPB tries to break down those 
barriers, and ensure nature is inclusive 
for everyone. The original map design 
didn’t always make it obvious that 
there was a family offer to get closer 
to nature on some sites. 

It was sometimes difficult for visitors 
to understand the rare and complex 
habitats that the RSPB protects by 
using the previous maps. They used 
solid blocks of colour for habitat 
types which left visitors who were not 
familiar with habitats, such as reedbeds 
or saltmarsh, unsure of what to expect. 
This created confusion which led to 
complaints to reserve staff. A more 
literal representation was needed, but 
one which was easy to understand 
and indicative – but not so far as being 
complex and exclusionary.

Project objectives
The new, redesigned visitor-friendly 
reserve maps should be:

1. Audience-focused
Help our diverse visitors to choose 
experiences that connect them to 
nature, meeting their motivations.

Measured by increased audience 
satisfaction and confidence, repeat 
visits and a reduction in staff/volunteer 
support needed.

2. Accessible and inclusive
Give all visitors confidence to explore 
our sites safely and within their 
abilities, without fear of getting stuck 
or lost.

Measured through testing during 
development, user feedback and 
Quality Assurance Scheme.

3. Connect more people to nature
Better experiences make repeat visitors 
who become advocates for nature and 
the RSPB – increasing visitor numbers, 
membership and positive behaviour 
on site.

4. Flexible and efficient
Developed in line with the new brand 
and organisational strategy, the maps 
should be flexible to work best for 
visitors and site and internal teams, 
easy to update, quicker to implement 
and adapt internally. 

The pilot sites
Site teams were an integral part of a 
wide working group from the outset. 

Five pilot sites across the four nations 
of the UK were chosen to develop, test 
and implement the first iterations of 
the reserve maps.

These were:

•  Old Moor, England

•  Conwy, Wales

•  Loch Leven, Scotland

•  Bempton Cliffs, England and

•  Rathlin Island, Northern Ireland (not 
yet live at time of submission).

These sites were vital to developing 
the design solution and were engaged 
throughout the project, ensuring 
outcomes were suited to each nation – 
whether bilingual or in line with 
the Scottish Outdoor Access Code 
for example.

This ensured that nuances and direct 
experience of sites and their visitors 
around the UK would inform the 
map design solution and consequent 
visitor experience.

The working group
This was a large, collaborative project 
managed by a core head office team 
(Brand, Visitor Experience, Project 
Management) and The Way Design. Key 
departments including Web, UX, Health 
& Safety and EDI were consulted at 
every stage. 

Experts from site teams and strategic 
leads gave vital input, and final designs 
were approved by the Senior Leadership 
Team. UX and EDI colleagues supported 
research and testing, ensuring 
accessibility and inclusivity remained 
central to the design.

Launch date
Although all the maps for the pilot 
sites were complete in early 2024, 
their launch was dictated by the 
reserves signage project (the physical 
manifestation of the maps and new 
brand on site). This was a separate 
national project which The Way Design 
was also commissioned to undertake, 
which saw new visitor signage and 
wayfinding going in at the pilot sites 
with a view to national roll out. The site 
maps were a key element to the visitor 
experience and so were implemented 
online and on site simultaneously with 
installation.

The pilot sites who have to date 
implemented their new maps are:

•  RSPB Old Moor, March 2024

•  Bempton Cliffs, March 2025

•  Conwy, April 2025

• Loch Leven in May 2025.

Design fees
The project was split into phases:
•  Phase 1 (late 2022 to March 

2024): Research, testing, design, 
development and supply of pilot 
sites and toolkit, [redacted].

•  Phase 2 (2024+): Roll out across 
reserve network as and when 
needed in line with signage project. 
To [redacted].

Map project 
objectives: 1  Audience-

focused 2  Accessible 
and inclusive 3 Connect 

more people 
to nature 4 Flexible and 

efficient
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Market context and project brief

Visitor demographics
RSPB welcomes over 1.5 million visitors 
annually – from highly engaged birders 
to families seeking fresh air, and 
newcomers visiting for wellbeing or 
leisure. Most map users are first-time 
visitors, and can struggle with traditional 
navigation. Nearly a third of UK adults 
say they can’t read maps confidently 
(Ordnance Survey, 2022). For this 
audience, orientation tools must be 
easy, inclusive and confidence-building.

These insights were at the heart of the 
design solution for reserve maps. But 
first, we needed to talk to the visitors...

Market research
From the outset, this project put visitors 
at its heart with the aim of building 
a mapping system that worked for 
everyone, regardless of age, ability or 
familiarity with the reserve. Two key 
stages of visitor engagement shaped the 
work: initial audience insight gathering 
followed by iterative user testing.

The initial visitor surveys focused 
on what different visitors needed 
from maps and wayfinding on site: 
what helped them feel confident, 
what information supported their 
motivations, and how they preferred 
to navigate the site.

Working with RSPB’s internal User 
Experience team, face-to-face sessions 
were carried out at several reserves 
(including Old Moor, Bempton and 
Conwy from the pilot sites plus three 
other sites with varying visitor offers 
to get as broad a scope as possible) 
across different times and days, 
including midweek during term time 
and school holiday weekends. This 
ensured a diverse mix of audiences 
and motivations were approached, 
from seasoned birders and returning 
members to first-time family visitors 
and people looking for a relaxing day 
out together.

The team engaged visitors as they 
arrived at the site, asking open-ended 
questions and gathering observational 
insight on how maps were being used 
– both physically (paper vs. digital) and 
cognitively (what people sought out or 
struggled to find). People could respond 
verbally or on a paper questionnaire if 
they preferred, helping identify needs 
without leading the participant.

This research uncovered several 
recurring insights:

•  Visitors needed better orientation 
tools. Many expected maps to be 
more available on site and were 
disoriented when they weren’t.

  Accessibility was a key priority 
across all sessions as visitors wanted 
information on distances and times, 
benches, gradients and facilities to 
help them plan with confidence. 
From the outset, access guided our 
whole approach.

•  Paper was strongly preferred over 
mobile due to screen glare and 
usability, but visitors liked having the 
option of digital for pre-visit planning.

•  Existing icons and colours used 
caused confusion, with multiple 
visitors struggling to distinguish 
between features like hides, screens 
or other facilities.

Insights and evidence
Research identified a clear gap in 
how visitors orientate themselves, 
understand access, and plan their visit 
confidently. Existing maps often lacked 
basic usability. For example, scale was 
unclear, distances were missing, as were 
icon explanations in the key, similar 
colours overlapped and in some cases 
on site, paper updates were visibly stuck 
over outdated features. 

Many visitors relied on volunteers and 
staff to help them understand the maps 
and expressed their frustration with 
missing accessibility information such 
as seating locations or step-free routes. 

With ALL sites displaying their maps 
north up, rather than heads up, this was 
often raised as a frustration at some 
sites. Particularly for people who were 
not accustomed to reading maps.

In parallel, digital research showed 
that visitors wanted maps that could 
help them visualise the day with 
clearer trails and wildlife (experience) 
information. 

These insights shaped the development 
of the new suite of maps, prioritising 
clarity, inclusivity and self-guided 
confidence. They also laid the 
foundation for the toolkit that would 
help future site teams commission and 
implement maps consistently across 
the four nations.

Research
At the start of the project, The Way 
Design and the client working group met 
on site for a workshop at Old Moor with 
the site team. This is where we looked 
at RSPB competitors and explored best 
practice maps at visitor sites locally, 
nationally and internationally.

Questioning the site team and 
experiencing the site and existing map 
first hand, and as a first time visitor, 
led to valuable insights and organic 
conversation which wouldn’t have been 
possible in a virtual meet up.

“Prefer a paper map as 
mobile is o�en unreliable 
due to signal issues. 
Sunshine on phones can 
be difficult to see.”

“Access information 
would be helpful to have. 
Including seats available 
and size of hides.”

“Didn’t include distances so 
difficult to assess [routes].”

– Comments from paper surveys 
at Old Moor.
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Theme Key insights Visitor type Importance

Accessibility Visitors need detailed information about terrain type, 
gradients, seating, toilets and accessible features and 
activities to plan routes safely and inclusively.

Visitors with specific 
mobility, sensory or 
family needs

Very High

Navigation Visitors want clear, confidence-boosting trails, especially on 
first visits, including start points, distances and gradients.

First-time visitors, 
route planners

High

Facilities and 
infrastructure

Toilets, cafés, benches and hides/screens (nature 
activities) need to be clearly marked, especially in terms of 
accessibility and availability.

All, particularly 
parents and visitors 
with access needs

High

Map usability Many maps were outdated, too small, poorly placed or 
contained handwritten edits. This impacted visitor trust 
and usability.

All site users, 
especially unfamiliar 
visitors

High

Rules and 
restrictions

Lack of clarity around rules (e.g. dogs, bikes, out-of-bounds 
areas) led to confusion and reliance on volunteers/staff for 
guidance.

Families, access 
users, dog walkers, 
cyclists (all)

Medium

Points of interest Visitors are motivated by engaging features like viewpoints, 
sculptures and historical landmarks, which were often not 
clearly mapped or referenced.

All audiences‚ 
especially families 
and new visitors

Medium

Wildlife and nature People want to know where and what wildlife they might 
see. Sightings boards are very popular and iconic of RSPB 
reserve experiences, but not well integrated with maps.

Birders, nature 
enthusiasts, curious 
families

Medium

Physical vs. digital 
use

Paper maps were preferred, but some visitors relied on 
photos from orientation points due to practicality. A few 
welcomed digital tools like QR codes linked to the map or 
pre-visit digital downloads.

General visitors, 
environmentally 
conscious users

Medium

Signage Visitors wanted consistent, clear directional signage that 
reinforces maps and marries up with the experience on the 
ground.

New or occasional 
visitors

Medium

Finding your way around

The Discovery Zone
Step straight into nature in our Discovery 
Zone, taking in our wildlife gardens, 
adventure playground, family hide and 
heritage games trail. 

Take a break at one of the picnic benches 
and listen to the lazy hum of insects in the 
summer. There are four pond dipping points 
where little explorers can investigate the 
wonders of water life. Perfect for all young, 
and young at heart, wildlife lovers.

Green Lane trail
To walk to the end of this trail 
takes about 15 minutes if you 
don’t stop off at any of the hides. 
You return along the same route. It 
offers brilliant views of wildlife for 
everyone to enjoy. Watch the ducks, 
geese and gulls on the Mere. Wath 
Ings hide is the perfect place to see 
thousands of wading birds swirling 
across the sky. 

Reedbed trail
This trail takes about 15 minutes to 
walk without any stops. 

It takes you through the reedbeds, 
which are home to one of our most 
secretive birds, the bittern. Enjoy 
panoramic views of the valley from 
the Bittern Bus Stop and try to get 
close up views of kingfishers from 
the Reedbed Screen.
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Reedbed Path 
500m (560yds)
10-minute walk

This peaceful path leads you 

to the Reedbed Hide and back, 

with plenty of pausing places 

for a mindful moment with 

nature. You could glimpse the 

bright blue flash of a Kingfisher, 

spot a secretive Bittern hiding 

in the reeds or see the acrobatic 

antics of Bearded Tits.

What is the trail like?

It’s mostly wide and flat, with 

a smooth surface. There’s one 

long, moderate (7%) slope. 

Some stretches can be damp 

after heavy rain.

Good to know

This path is closed in spring to 

give breeding birds the peace 

and quiet they need to raise 

their chicks.

Green Lane Loop 
1.2km (0.75 mile)
25-minute walkDiscovery Trail 

500m (560yds), 10-minute walk

Come and enjoy this family-friendly adventure trail! 

It’s where budding adventurers can hop across 

stepping stones, climb a tower, and splash through 

the water zone. The paths meander past wildlife 

ponds and pools, all buzzing with life. 

What is the trail like?

It’s mostly wide, smooth paths, with a few short 

sections of boardwalk with handrails. There’s a short, 

fairly steep (18%) incline up to the Bittern Hide. 

Good to know

There are picnic benches dotted around this area, 

as well as a variety of play spaces. Watch your step 

though, as paths to these play areas can be grassy 

and uneven, and there are narrow, wobbly bridges 

too. In summer, you can hire pond dipping kits to 

help you get close to underwater wildlife.

You’ll be treated to beautiful views 

across the wetlands as you amble 

along this trail. Remember to pop 

into the hides along the way, for a 

chance to see Avocets, Lapwings and 

Redshanks, as well as ducks, geese 

and gulls out on the mere. 

What is the trail like?

There are a couple of short, moderate 

slopes along this route. The paths are 

smooth and wide. Some areas can be 

muddy with puddles after heavy rain. 

The bridges are wide and flat.

Stay connected

Keep up to date with the latest thinking, 

news, events and information from RSPB 

Old Moor.

RSPB Dearne Valley – Old Moor

Old Moor Lane, Wombwell, Bolton upon 

Dearne, Barnsley S73 0YF

old.moor@rspb.org.uk
01226 751593
rspb.org.uk/oldmoor

@RSPB_OldMoor

/OldMoorRSPB

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered 

charity: England & Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654. 

TWD-2433 March 2024 © RSPB. Bearded Tit by Edwin Kats. 

Boy and sunset images by Rosie Dutton. Daytime landscape 

by Andy Hay. All photographs © rspb-images.com

Please recycle after use.

Bearded Tit

Discover Old Moor

For alternative 
maps, please scan 
the QR codes

Detailed map 
with accessibility 
information

Map for 
families

2433 RSPB Tear map main A3 AW.indd   2

15/04/2024   11:32

Reedbed Path 
500m (560yds)
10-minute walk

Discover life in the reedbeds along 

this peaceful path, including the 

secretive booming Bittern. This 

path takes you to the Reedbed Hide 

and back, with plenty of pausing 

places to discover for wildlife as you 

explore.

What is the trail like?

Generally the path is wide and flat, 

with a smooth surface. There is one 

incline over the flood embankment. 

Some stretches can be damp after 

heavy rain.

Good to know

This path is closed during the spring 

to give breeding birds the peace and 

quiet they need to raise their chicks.

Green Lane Loop 
1.2km (0.75 mile)
25-minute walk

Discovery Trail 
500m (560yds), 10-minute walk

Grab your little ones and get ready for a wild 

adventure on the Discovery Trail. You can hop across 

stepping stones, splash through water and scramble 

all the way up the secret island’s playtower. Back 

at ground level you can wander along the looping 

paths and discover the wildlife ponds and pools. 

What is the trail like?

It’s mostly wide, smooth paths, with a few short 

sections of boardwalk with handrails. There’s a short, 

fairly steep (18%) incline up to the Bittern Hide. 

Good to know

There are picnic benches dotted around this area for 

those all-important snack stops, as well as a variety 

of play spaces to explore, and wobbly bridges. Paths 

to these areas can be grassy and uneven, and the 

wobbly bridges are narrow. In summer, you can 

hire pond dipping kits to help you get closer to the 

watery wildlife along the Discovery Trail.

There’s so much to see and do on 

the Green Lane Loop! Why not 

enjoy some messy play in the sand 

pit or discover the Secret Water 

Zone? Don’t forget to pop into The 

Lookout, our family-friendly hide, 

where you can spot all sorts of 

wildlife out on the mere. Watch out 

for ducks, geese and gulls, and you 

might even see a black-and-white 

Avocet, with its long, curved beak. 

There’s more on the Green Lane Loop 

too, if you’d like to explore further.

What is the trail like?

There are a couple of short but 

moderate slopes along this route. The 

paths are smooth and wide, but some 

areas can be muddy with puddles 

after heavy rain. The bridges are wide 

and flat.

For alternative 
maps, please scan 
the QR codes

Detailed map 
with accessibility 
information

Map for 
adult
visitors

Stay connected

Keep up to date with the latest thinking, 

news, events and information from RSPB 

Old Moor.

RSPB Dearne Valley – Old Moor

Old Moor Lane, Wombwell, Bolton upon 

Dearne, Barnsley S73 0YF

old.moor@rspb.org.uk
01226 751593
rspb.org.uk/oldmoor

@RSPB_OldMoor

/OldMoorRSPB

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered 

charity: England & Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654. 

TWD-2433 March 2024 © RSPB. Boy and sunset images by 

Rosie Dutton. Jumping by Rahul Thanki. The Lookout by Kat 

Cheetham. All photographs © rspb-images.com
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Why not hire a pond 
dipping kit and see what 
creatures you discover?

The Lookout

Where wildlife hides

Stepping stones

Discover Old Moor

Trails are 
buggy and 
wheelchair 
accessible.
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This peaceful path leads you 

to the Reedbed Hide and back, 

with plenty of pausing places 

for a mindful moment with 

nature. You could glimpse the 

bright blue flash of a Kingfisher, 

spot a secretive Bittern hiding 

in the reeds or see the acrobatic 

antics of Bearded Tits.

What is the trail like?

It’s mostly wide and flat, with 

a smooth surface. There’s one 

long, moderate (7%) slope. 

Some stretches can be damp 

after heavy rain.

Good to know

This path is closed in spring to 

give breeding birds the peace 

and quiet they need to raise 

their chicks.

Green Lane Loop 
1.2km (0.75 mile)
25-minute walkDiscovery Trail 

500m (560yds), 10-minute walk

Come and enjoy this family-friendly adventure trail! 

It’s where budding adventurers can hop across 

stepping stones, climb a tower, and splash through 

the water zone. The paths meander past wildlife 

ponds and pools, all buzzing with life. 

What is the trail like?

It’s mostly wide, smooth paths, with a few short 

sections of boardwalk with handrails. There’s a short, 

fairly steep (18%) incline up to the Bittern Hide. 

Good to know

There are picnic benches dotted around this area, 

as well as a variety of play spaces. Watch your step 

though, as paths to these play areas can be grassy 

and uneven, and there are narrow, wobbly bridges 

too. In summer, you can hire pond dipping kits to 

help you get close to underwater wildlife.

You’ll be treated to beautiful views 

across the wetlands as you amble 

along this trail. Remember to pop 

into the hides along the way, for a 

chance to see Avocets, Lapwings and 

Redshanks, as well as ducks, geese 

and gulls out on the mere. 

What is the trail like?

There are a couple of short, moderate 

slopes along this route. The paths are 

smooth and wide. Some areas can be 

muddy with puddles after heavy rain. 

The bridges are wide and flat.

Stay connected

Keep up to date with the latest thinking, 

news, events and information from RSPB 

Old Moor.

RSPB Dearne Valley – Old Moor

Old Moor Lane, Wombwell, Bolton upon 

Dearne, Barnsley S73 0YF

old.moor@rspb.org.uk
01226 751593
rspb.org.uk/oldmoor

@RSPB_OldMoor

/OldMoorRSPB

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered 

charity: England & Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654. 
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Discover life in the reedbeds along 

this peaceful path, including the 

secretive booming Bittern. This 

path takes you to the Reedbed Hide 

and back, with plenty of pausing 

places to discover for wildlife as you 

explore.

What is the trail like?

Generally the path is wide and flat, 

with a smooth surface. There is one 

incline over the flood embankment. 

Some stretches can be damp after 

heavy rain.

Good to know

This path is closed during the spring 

to give breeding birds the peace and 

quiet they need to raise their chicks.

Green Lane Loop 
1.2km (0.75 mile)
25-minute walk

Discovery Trail 
500m (560yds), 10-minute walk

Grab your little ones and get ready for a wild 

adventure on the Discovery Trail. You can hop across 

stepping stones, splash through water and scramble 

all the way up the secret island’s playtower. Back 

at ground level you can wander along the looping 

paths and discover the wildlife ponds and pools. 

What is the trail like?

It’s mostly wide, smooth paths, with a few short 

sections of boardwalk with handrails. There’s a short, 

fairly steep (18%) incline up to the Bittern Hide. 

Good to know

There are picnic benches dotted around this area for 

those all-important snack stops, as well as a variety 

of play spaces to explore, and wobbly bridges. Paths 

to these areas can be grassy and uneven, and the 

wobbly bridges are narrow. In summer, you can 

hire pond dipping kits to help you get closer to the 

watery wildlife along the Discovery Trail.

There’s so much to see and do on 

the Green Lane Loop! Why not 

enjoy some messy play in the sand 

pit or discover the Secret Water 

Zone? Don’t forget to pop into The 

Lookout, our family-friendly hide, 

where you can spot all sorts of 

wildlife out on the mere. Watch out 

for ducks, geese and gulls, and you 

might even see a black-and-white 

Avocet, with its long, curved beak. 

There’s more on the Green Lane Loop 

too, if you’d like to explore further.

What is the trail like?

There are a couple of short but 

moderate slopes along this route. The 

paths are smooth and wide, but some 

areas can be muddy with puddles 

after heavy rain. The bridges are wide 

and flat.

For alternative 
maps, please scan 
the QR codes

Detailed map 
with accessibility 
information

Map for 
adult
visitors

Stay connected

Keep up to date with the latest thinking, 

news, events and information from RSPB 

Old Moor.

RSPB Dearne Valley – Old Moor

Old Moor Lane, Wombwell, Bolton upon 

Dearne, Barnsley S73 0YF

old.moor@rspb.org.uk
01226 751593
rspb.org.uk/oldmoor

@RSPB_OldMoor

/OldMoorRSPB

Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) is a registered 

charity: England & Wales no. 207076, Scotland no. SC037654. 
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Why not hire a pond 
dipping kit and see what 
creatures you discover?

The Lookout

Where wildlife hides

Stepping stones

Trails are 
buggy and 
wheelchair 
accessible.
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Site facilities
Let us know if there’s anything 

we can do to help you during 

your visit. You can either 
contact us in advance, or speak 

to a volunteer or member of 

staff when you arrive.

Visitor hub
There’s a step-free, level entry. 

Toilets and baby changing  are 

located on the ground floor. 

The cafe is on the first floor, with 

a lift. Mobility scooters can be 

hired in advance and collected 

from the Visitor Centre. 

Out and about
All trails have hard surfaces and 

there are some inclines. Seating 

(with and without backs) is 

available roughly every 100m. 

All hides are suitable for 

wheelchair users. There are 

some picnic tables with space 

for wheelchairs near the ponds 

and playground.

For full details on accessibility

at Old Moor, please visit

rspb.org.uk/oldmoor

Reedbed Path 
Distance: 500m (560yds)

Time: 10-minute walk

Trail conditions:
Generally wide and flat with 

a smooth surface. There’s one 

incline of 7% over the flood 

embankment. Parts can be 

damp after heavy rain. 

Description:
Discover life in the reedbeds 

along this peaceful path. It 

takes you to the Reedbed 

Green Lane Loop    
Distance: 1.2km (0.75 mile)

Time: 25-minute walk

Discovery Trail    
Distance: 500m (560yds)

Time: 10-minute walk

Trail conditions:
Generally good, with wide, smooth paths. 

Short boardwalks with handrails. A fairly steep 

incline up to the Bittern hide of 18% for 20m. 

Description:
A family-friendly adventure trail! With places 

to pond dip and play here. There are stepping 

stones, a chance to climb up the secret island’s 

tower, and a water zone, as well as looping 

paths that enable you to enjoy the many

ponds and pools.

Good to know:
There are picnic benches dotted around this 

area, as well as a variety of play spaces. Paths 

to these play areas can be grassy and uneven, 

and there are narrow, wobbly bridges too. In 

summer, you can hire pond dipping kits to

help you get closer to underwater wildlife.

For alternative 
maps, please scan 
the QR codes

Map for adult
visitors

Map for 
families

Trail conditions:
A couple of short but moderate 

slopes along this route. Paths are 

smooth and wide. Some areas 

can get muddy after heavy rain. 

Bridges are wide and flat. 

Description:
Follow wide, open paths with 

great views across the varied 

wetland habitats. There are also 

a number of hides for excellent 

birdwatching opportunities. Watch 

the ducks, geese and gulls on the 

Mere and look out for Lapwings, 

Redshanks and Avocets.

hide and back, with plenty of 

pausing places to take a mindful 

moment and spot wildlife. 

There may be Marsh Harriers, 

Kingfishers, Bearded Tits and 

Bitterns.

Good to know:
This path is closed during spring 

so that birds can breed safely. 

There is a steep gradient with 

refuge points and handrail to 

the Bittern Bus Stop. Wheelchair 

users may find this route 

particularly demanding. 

Discover Old Moor

Stay connected

Keep up to date with the latest thinking, 

news, events and information from RSPB 

Old Moor.

RSPB Dearne Valley – Old Moor

Old Moor Lane, Wombwell, Bolton

upon Dearne, Barnsley S73 0YF

old.moor@rspb.org.uk
01226 751593
rspb.org.uk/oldmoor

@RSPB_OldMoor

/OldMoorRSPB
Please recycle 
after use.
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Out and about
All trails have hard surfaces and 

there are some inclines. Seating 

(with and without backs) is 

available roughly every 100m. 

All hides are suitable for 

wheelchair users. There are 

some picnic tables with space 

for wheelchairs near the ponds 

and playground.

For full details on accessibility

at Old Moor, please visit

rspb.org.uk/oldmoor

damp after heavy rain. 

Description:
Discover life in the reedbeds 

along this peaceful path. It 

takes you to the Reedbed 

Green Lane Loop    
Distance: 1.2km (0.75 mile)

Time: 25-minute walk

Discovery Trail    
Distance: 500m (560yds)

Time: 10-minute walk

Trail conditions:
Generally good, with wide, smooth paths. 

Short boardwalks with handrails. A fairly steep 

incline up to the Bittern hide of 18% for 20m. 

Description:
A family-friendly adventure trail! With places 

to pond dip and play here. There are stepping 

stones, a chance to climb up the secret island’s 

tower, and a water zone, as well as looping 

paths that enable you to enjoy the many

ponds and pools.

Good to know:
There are picnic benches dotted around this 

area, as well as a variety of play spaces. Paths 

to these play areas can be grassy and uneven, 

and there are narrow, wobbly bridges too. In 

summer, you can hire pond dipping kits to

help you get closer to underwater wildlife.

Trail conditions:
A couple of short but moderate 

slopes along this route. Paths are 

smooth and wide. Some areas 

can get muddy after heavy rain. 

Bridges are wide and flat. 

Description:
Follow wide, open paths with 

great views across the varied 

wetland habitats. There are also 

a number of hides for excellent 

birdwatching opportunities. Watch 

the ducks, geese and gulls on the 

Mere and look out for Lapwings, 

Redshanks and Avocets.

refuge points and handrail to 

the Bittern Bus Stop. Wheelchair 

users may find this route 

particularly demanding. 

Stay connected

Keep up to date with the latest thinking, 

news, events and information from RSPB 

Old Moor.

RSPB Dearne Valley – Old Moor

Old Moor Lane, Wombwell, Bolton

upon Dearne, Barnsley S73 0YF

old.moor@rspb.org.uk
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After: Old Moor’s redesigned map set.

General tear-off map

Access tear-off map

Family tear-off map
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Following the visitor surveys and staff/volunteer 
insight stages, we refined the outputs to directly 
respond to the needs identified and aligned them 
with the RSPB’s strategic aim of making nature more 
accessible, inclusive and engaging for everyone. This 
included looking at both physical deliverables and 
the process of embedding the mapping approach 
through roll out across the reserve estate.

General map
Publicly accessible reserves – from 
staffed flagship sites to remote, free-
entry locations – would have a general 
map. Generally, they were aimed 
primarily at first time visitors, but 
research showed that even confident 
visitors relied on maps for orientation 
and that clear start points, distances 
and key features improved visitor 
confidence and in turn the experience 
of their visit.

This also required an expansion of 
the recently redesigned icon set, 
designed specifically for maps and 
access barriers, that was simple and 
inclusive.(Easily identifiable icons are 
particularly helpful for those visitors 
for whom English is a foreign language 
or those who struggle with reading.) 
For consistency of experience, these 
additional icons are now integrated 
throughout the visitor’s journey.

Access map
All the maps give access information, 
after all that’s what maps are for, but 
more detailed information about 
barriers on site or facilities, gradients 
and their length, and a large print 
option needed space on their own 
map. Otherwise one map would have 
been overcrowded and less helpful 
for visitors. 

Using the base map from the general 
map, a dedicated access map would 
also be available, focused on routes, 
facilities and key access-related details 
– giving more in depth information 
regarding slopes, distances and facilities 
than the general map. This directly 
responded to user feedback around 
terrain, gradients, rest points and 
accessible viewpoints, allowing visitors 
with specific access needs and young 
families to plan visits with confidence.

Family map
A simplified, discovery-led version 
of the map designed to encourage 
exploration and engagement with 
nature for families and children would 
be provided at sites with a large 
family offer. Insights showed that 
families wanted more visual, story-led 
orientation tools that help children 
participate in route planning and 
wildlife spotting.

A bank of inter-generational diverse 
visitor illustrations was created to cover 
common family experiences on sites, 
such as pond dipping, natural play, bug 
hunting and picnicking. In addition, a 
collection of species illustrations of 
commonly-spotted nature experiences 
were created for children to connect 
with, such as ducks, bees, butterfly or 
blue tit.

Printed and 
downloadable maps
Each of the three core site maps were 
supported by additional information 
for different visitor needs and contexts. 

Each tear-off (or download) contained 
map content tailored to its audience, 
designed as much for orientation as for 
experience planning, both pre-visit and 
on arrival. 

These maps were made available as 
paper tear-offs at larger staffed sites, as 
downloads from the reserve’s webpage 
and via QR codes displayed on site 
signage at all reserves.

Drawing directly on research findings, 
they included:

•  Trail information (eg. distance, 
estimated walking time, seasonal 
changes, accessibility notes)

•  Facilities listings (eg. toilets, cafés, 
hides, seating, access notes)

•  Nature highlights (pond dipping, 
wildlife garden, viewing points) 
and inspiring photography to build 
anticipation and connection

•  Family-specific activities and 
discovery themes (on family maps)

•  Cross-links to other formats via QR 
code (e.g. general maps link to access 
or family maps)

Importantly, they were not only taken 
away by visitors but were also the 
primary content presented at on-
site orientation points, ensuring a 
consistent and useful introduction to 
the site regardless of how or where a 
visitor accessed the map.

This allowed maps to remain low-
barrier and inclusive, while still 
enabling digital extensions for those 
who preferred mobile access – a direct 
response to the insight that paper was 
strongly preferred, but many visitors 
also took photos or were happy to 
download digital versions.

The design solution

Family maps 
show diverse, 
intersectional and 
multi-generational 
groups enjoying 
activities together.
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Toolkit and templates
To future proof the project and embed 
consistent design principles into BAU 
processes, a site toolkit and template 
was created for use by internal teams 
to guide teams through commissioning 
their own site maps. This also enabled 
quicker production, easier updates, and 
a more agile response to changing on 
site needs for internal teams.

Experience planning
Beyond the maps themselves, the 
project redefined how orientation 
supports the wider visitor experience. 
Rather than simply reflecting the 
landscape, maps were designed to 
actively guide and shape visitor journeys 
– fulfilling their motivations for visiting, 
encouraging exploration and giving 
visitors ownership of their experiences.

Experience Planning was an element 
that evolved from the brief and had 
overlap with the signage project in 
terms of the installation on site.

What is experience planning? At the 
start of their visit, every reserve has 
this space which shows the site map, 
trails and facilities available, events 
and temporary notices and potentially 
which species have been seen recently. 

All maps were reorientated to match 
up with the visitor’s arrival experience 
on site. So the map they looked at first 
time at the welcome area, matched 
the map in their hand and the map 
they downloaded from the website. 
No more turning them upside down to 
match their experience in real life!

Using a grid on the base maps allowed 
for easy heads up orientation out on site 
too. So what was in front of you on the 
map, always reflected what was in front 
of you on the ground. In turn, taking 
this approach to heads up orientation 
from the outset meant that the base 
maps were designed to be easily rotated 
in future which greatly sped up time 
creating variations as needed.

INTRODUCTION
GETTING SET UP

MAP FEATURES
MAP STYLES

ILLUSTRATIONS
TIMESCALES

READY TO GO?

THE RSPB | MAPPING GUIDELINES 
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Map key features
A full set of icons have been developed for use on maps.
Shown here are the core facilities, dog icons and the etiquette/behaviour signs.Only the core facilities of parking, information/visitor hub and toilets are used in Sky Blue to enable them to stand out against other facilities. 

Etiquette signs
Etiquette or behaviour signage will be used sparingly, but should be included where they are absolutely needed for visitor safety and guidance. 

There is very specific guidance around the use of these type of signs in Scotland. Please check what you intend to include with visitor experience and/or your rural surveyor. Etiquette signs follow industry-recognised standard colours and are red roundels. 

PP i
Parking

Parcio 
hygyrch

Visitor hub / information 
point

Canolfan ymwelwyr/man gwybodaeth

Maes 
parcio

Core facilities: national standard in Sky Blue / cyan

Accessible 
parking Toilet/s

Toiled/au

Accessible 
toilet/s Female 

toilet
Toiled/au 
hygyrch Toiled i 

fenywod

Changing 
Places

Male toilet Male toilet 
with baby 
changing

Female 
toilet 

with baby 
changing

Accessible 
toilets 

with baby 
changing

Toilets 
with baby 
changing

Toiledau 
Changing 

Places Toiled i 
ddynion

Toiled i 
ddynion gyda chyfleuster newid babanod

Toiled i 
fenywod gyda chyfleuster newid babanod

Toiled hygyrch a newid babanod

Toiled 
a newid 

babanod

Dogs and animals

Dogs 
allowed

Caniateir 
cŵn

Dogs under close control
Assistance 

dogs
Cŵn dan 

reolaeth agos
Cŵn cymorth

Dogs on 
lead

Cŵn ar 
dennyn

Dog bin

Bin baw 
cŵn

No horses

Dim 
ceffylau Dim cŵn

No dogs
Dim beiciau / dim beicio

No bikes / 
no cycling

Etiquette signage

Dim 
ysmygu

Dim fforio Dim 
dronau

No 
smoking

No foraging No drones

Horses / 
ponies

Cattle

Ceffylau/
merlod

Gwartheg

There are variations to the wording for the above, as required on site. For example, all gender toilet, family 

toilet etc. However, accessible parking/toilets are always referred to as accessible, not easy access or disabled.
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Visitor hub / information 
point

parking Toilet/s
Accessible 

toilet/s
Changing 

Toilets 
with baby 
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Map features

Habitats and landscapes
You will need to provide habitat 
maps for your reserve so that these 
can be appropriately detailed on 
your map. The choice of habitats 
is shown here. Please label your 
reserve maps with the habitats that 
most closely represent those found 
on your reserve.

Paths, roads, bridges, buildings and 
other man-made features are all 
drawn in a consistent way too.

Please note there are different 
rights of access in different 
countries so there are different 
design styles to represent this.

Boardwalks
Boardwalk areas should only be 
included in this map style if: 

The boardwalk area is over 100m, 

It does not have passing places 
and the start and end are not 
visible from each other,

It’s narrower than 1.2m.

If there are only short sections of 
boardwalk they do not need to be 
shown on the map (this would be 
included in trail descriptions).

If you do have boardwalk, please 
note this in your initial briefing.

Broadleaf woodland
Coetir llydanddail

Sand / shingle
Tywod/cerrig mân

Permissive route, England, 
Wales, Northern Ireland
Llwybr caniataol

Path, Scotland

On site paths

Landscape features Off site paths

Reedbed
Gwelyau cyrs

Bridge
Pont

Public footpath(Eng/Wa/NI)
Llwybr troed cyhoeddus

Path, Scotland

Reserve land 
Tir y warchodfa

Heathland/moorland
Rhostir

Boardwalk (over 100m)
Llwybr pren

Open water
Dŵr agored

Pylon and power line
Peilon a llinell bŵer

Main road
Priffordd

Coniferous woodland
Coetir conwydd

Rocks / pebbles
Creigiau/cerrig

Buildings
Adeiladau

Public Bridleway 
(Eng/Wa/NI)
Llwybr ceffylau cyhoeddusSaltmarsh/mud flats/bog

Morfa heli/traethell leidiog/
cors

Underpass
Tanffordd

Reserve vehicle track (no 
unauthorised vehicles)
Llwybr i gerbydau’r 
warchodfa (dim cerbydau 
heb ganiatâd)

No public access 
Dim mynediad i’r 
cyhoedd

Wet grassland
Glaswelltir gwlyb

Recommended route 
(various colours)
Llwybr a argymhellir

Stream/river
Nant/afon

Railway line
Rheilffordd

Disused railway
Rheilffordd segur

Dual carriageway / 
motorway
Ffordd ddeuol/traffordd

Scrub
Prysgwydd

Cliffs
Clogwyni

Public footpath (Eng/Wa/NI)
Llwybr troed cyhoeddus

Tidal zone
Ardal llanw

Wind turbine
Tyrbin gwynt

Minor road
Is-ffordd

Non-RSPB reserve
Gwarchodfa nad yw’n 
eiddo i’r RSPB

Wildflower meadows / 
machair
Dolydd blodau gwyllt

Public Bridleway (Eng/Wa/NI)
Llwybr ceffylau cyhoeddus

Aerial
Erial
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Habitats and landscapes
You will need to provide habitat 
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can be appropriately detailed on 
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other man-made features are all 
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rights of access in different 
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design styles to represent this.
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Reserve maps

RSPB Mapping guidelines

This version created 14.04.25 © The RSPB May 2025

For site teams requiring new or updated maps to inspire 

visitors and give them confidence to explore.

Please don’t download or print as viewing here 

ensures you’re looking at the latest version.

Mapping toolkit for reservesAccessibility throughout
Access considerations weren’t seen as 
‘separate’ but integrated into all maps 
as much as possible while maintaining 
clarity. For example, to support people 
with visual impairment, the access map 
was created as a large print document, 
but the colours used throughout 
the maps were also chosen for high 
contrast so trails were clear. So maps 
could be enjoyed by people with a 
large range of colour blindness and this 
was checked using online tools in the 
development stage.

“...you have done a really thorough job of making 
sure that the accessibility requirement stands 
out as one of the key things we are looking to be 
addressed. It’s very clear that this is a priority and 
I’d hope that this would translate to responses 
that put accessibility at the heart of the solution.” 
– John Dowswell, EDI lead, RSPB
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Leading the signage
Importantly, the mapping work ran ahead 
of the new reserves signage project, which 
allowed the design of the maps to define 
the flow and logic of on site experiences. 
By starting with maps, we gained a clear 
view of how visitors might engage with 
different parts of the reserves. This shaped 
subsequent signage needs, such as how 
trails should be colour coded for contrast 
on the map to then inform the wayfinding 
on the ground, where to position entry 
points to reduce bottlenecks and how to 
ensure routes were visually and physically 
accessible from the outset. Many previous 
routes have been renamed, amalgamated, 
separated, redirected or reduced as a result 
of the mapping work, to make the visitor 
experience more intuitive and engaging on 
the ground.

The final mapping suite was designed to be 
flexible and adaptable, allowing seamless 
integration into on-site orientation points, 
whether digital, paper-based or on signage, 
while offering a coherent and branded visual 
experience across the RSPB estate.

User testing
Early visitor research looked at what people 
wanted from the maps. Secondary testing 
was to establish preferences and behaviour 
on suggested formats 

The project used formative evaluation to 
ensure design solutions met the initial 
objectives and goals. The user testing phase 
was instrumental in responding directly 
to how visitors used the new maps, and 
thinking outside of our internal biases. We 
found that comprehension of maps was also 
much better than before. 

For example, during the second round of 
market research focusing on user testing, 
visitors were surveyed for their preferences, 
and feedback responded to directly. To 
meet Objective 2 on accessibility and 
inclusivity and to directly respond to the 
initial feedback on ease of orientation, 
need for distances and scale, two scale 
options were put to visitors at Old Moor. 
The first was a map with a traditional scale, 
the second option was a map with a less 
commonly used, grid-based scale and icon 
indicating the estimated time taken to move 
one square. Even after initially stating they 
preferred a traditional map scale to work 
out distances, visitors found themselves 
automatically using the grid based map to 
work out a distance, when asked, because 
of its simplicity. Some even pointed out 
that their feedback had been contradictory, 
retracted their initial preference and became 
very enthusiastic about the grid system! 

This two-stage approach to research and 
testing meant that the final maps were 
informed directly by their audiences and 
met the project objectives. 

Loch Garten

Boat of Garten

Nethy Bridge

Loch Mallachie

Nethy Bridge

Entrance kiosk
and toilets (when
Nature Centre
is open)

Our peaceful trails take you through 
Caledonian woodland, which is home to 
hundreds of plants and animals, and on 
to the glorious serenity of Loch Garten 
and Loch Mallachie. As well as the Big 
Pines and Two Lochs trails, there is part 
of the Speyside Way between Nethy 
Bridge and Boat of Garten. 

Soak up the tranquil atmosphere of the 
forest and listen out for woodland birdsong 
in the spring and early summer, including 
crested tits and redstarts. Keep your eyes 
peeled for energetic red squirrels and for 
wood ants going about their business. On 
the loch shores, look out for goldeneye 
ducks and common sandpipers. 

Big Pines trail
This half mile trail takes fifteen minutes 
and leads from the Nature Centre car 
park to the Loch Mallachie car park, 
where the Two Lochs trail starts. 

You’ll walk through the best bits of 
woodland on the trails here. Look out for 
massive “Granny” Scots pines (trees which 
provide seed for the next generation of 
trees) and juniper bushes. You’ll see that we 
don’t remove dead trees – they’re vital for a 
healthy forest. Listen and look for great 
spotted woodpeckers, especially on dead 
trees, and in late summer, look for white, 
creeping ladies’ tresses orchids.  

Key
Water

Woodland

Bog woodland

Speyside Way

Parking

Nature Centre

Viewpoint

Toilets

•  Protect the forest by following the Scottish 
Outdoor Access Code and Cairngorms 
National Park Authority advice.

•  Please stick to tracks and paths and strictly 
no fires allowed in the forest or on peat. 
For more information visit our webpage 
or check the car park information boards.

•  Please keep dogs on a lead from 1 April 
to 15 August to avoid disturbing breeding 
ground nesting birds, including capercaillie. 
Please clean up after your dog.

•  If you notice any behaviour that is of 
concern, please call 01479 821409. 

•  Disabled visitors may drive up to the Nature 
Centre. Please ask at the entrance kiosk.  
For more information about the accessibility 
please visit rspb.org.uk/lochgarten
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Two Lochs trail
This circular 1.7 mile trail takes about 
one hour to walk and leads you through 
the forest to the beautiful shores of 
Loch Garten and Loch Mallachie.

Look for lying and standing deadwood. It 
provides food, shelter and nesting holes for 
bugs, animals and birds, and when it rots it 
returns vital nutrients to the soil. Listen for 
flocks of crossbills flitting through the trees 
searching for pine cones, then rest and 
soak up the views over the peaceful lochs. 
The water is peaty brown and, surprisingly, 
supports very few fish!

The Two Lochs 
trail is through the 
old plantation – the 
Nature Centre was 
built from trees 
felled here.

The Nature 
Centre offers 
great views 
of fantastic 
Highland wildlife.

The 50 year old 
plantation has 
been thinned to 
benefit wildlife.

Look for the 
goldeneye ducks’
nestbox on the 
tree to the left of 
the island.

Look out for 
wood ants
going about 
their business.

Two Scots pine 
giants lie where 
they fell, providing 
new homes for 
nature.

Check out the 
trees on our Big 
Pines trail! They
are some of the 
biggest here.

Many smaller 
trees here were 
snapped by the 
weight of heavy 
snowfall.

Look up to 
Bynack More
– also part of 
Abernethy reserve 
– which rises to 
3,500 feet. 

The rare bog 
woodland trees are 
as old as surrounding 
trees but are stunted 
by wet ground.

Finding your way around
Loch Garten

The RSPB is a registered charity in England & Wales 207076, in Scotland SC037654.  ABY-0666-19-20

Helping to give nature a home
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At the time of writing, the new maps 
have been in use at Old Moor in 
England since March 2024, at Conwy 
in Wales since March 2025 and at Loch 
Leven in Scotland since April 2025 (all 
have the general map, access map and a 
family map) so feedback and results are 
based on these fairly short timelines. 

100% reduction in legibility complaints 
regarding maps to date.

+10% increase in visitors scoring 5/5 for 
ease of wayfinding in feedback surveys 
after the new map introduced at Loch 
Leven (two months prior, compared 
with two months post map and signage). 

+4.5% increase in membership at Old 
Moor in the year after the mapping 
went live. Showing that improved on 
site experiences are leading to repeat 
visits and an increase in membership 
to the RSPB.

The important Visitor Attraction 
Quality Assurance Scheme (VAQAS) 
assessments have also recently taken 
place and commented specifically on 
the new maps:

Results
“The trail map provided is thoughtfully designed 
and serves as an invaluable asset for visit planning. 
Additionally, the accessibility map... is particularly 
helpful for encouraging individuals with mobility 
challenges to visit, boosting their confidence in the 
overall experience they can expect on-site.’

‘The family map was a delightful addition which was 
well designed and themed and pinpointed the best 
experience if young children are in the visiting group.”

– VAQAS report 2025 for RSPB Old Moor by Visit England

10%
increase 
in visitors 
scoring 5/5 
for ease of 
wayfinding

100%
reduction in 
complaints 
about map 
legibility



12 | RSPB Maps for all | The Way Design

Credits
The Way Design

India Rabey

Mary James

Emily-Jane Pasco

Ben Horne

RSPB

Kate Struthers

Pete Exley (now retired)

Stakeholders and leads from RSPB 
Visitor Operations team, Brand team, 
EDI team and Service Design team.

© The Way Design and the RSPB, 2025. 
The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds (RSPB) 
is a registered charity: England and Wales no. 207076, 
Scotland no. SC037654

Volunteer feedback has also proven 
that the maps are having an impact:

“One reaction by visitors has really 
stood out; every time I’ve given out an 
access map, the visitor’s face has lit up 
and they’ve commented on the slope 
gradient and length information. 
I’ve had lots of people say they really 
appreciate it and they’ve not seen 
any other attractions provide this 
information.”

– Welcome Volunteer at Old Moor

There has been an observed behaviour 
change too. At Old Moor, staff have 
reported more people using Wild Play 
and more people now using the correct 
ponds for dipping.

Operational impact
Thanks to the 25-page site toolkit, 
site teams are now commissioning 
independently as part of the reserve 
roll out, reducing the burden of design 
resource on the internal team. 

Influencing factors
Timings of the project, and work plans 
on the initial nature reserves, have been 
influencing factors in data collection 
since rollout of the first maps. 

A change in reporting has also made 
it harder to compare year-on-year. We 
have far more anecdotal evidence of 
their effectiveness than we do in terms 
of statistics due to staffing pressures 
on site.

In addition, the maps are only 
implemented on site as the signage 
roll out takes place. Over the next 
few months, there are several more 
sites going live but at time of writing, 
only three reserves from which to 
draw conclusions.

Conclusion
This project successfully delivered 
on all four of its original objectives 
through design that was strategic, 
insight-led and deeply collaborative.

1. Audience-focused
Research shaped every decision from 
iconography to language to trail clarity, 
ensuring the new maps meet the 
needs of real people, from first-time 
families to expert birders. Multiple 
formats cater to distinct motivations, 
helping visitors confidently choose the 
experience they want.

2. Accessible and inclusive
By leading with accessibility, not 
retrofitting it, the new maps empower 
all visitors to explore within their 
abilities. Features like clear distances, 
rest points, terrain types, and 
alternative formats directly answer 
the barriers revealed in research. 
Design helped replace exclusion 
with autonomy.

3. Connect more people to nature
Easier navigation, better on-site 
orientation and engaging map 
visuals have directly improved visitor 
confidence and satisfaction. Positive 
feedback, increased use of trail routes 
and stronger dwell time all show 
that the new maps help visitors form 
deeper connections with nature – 
and return again.

4. Flexible and efficient
The toolkit, templates and design 
system enable any site to adopt the 
new map suite. Maps are now easy to 
commission, faster to produce, easier 
to update and can easily adapt to 
location, all while remaining consistent 
with brand and strategy.

“The Map Toolkit has proved to be an excellent resource 
in guiding the development of a reserves visitor map. 
It offers a comprehensive, step-by-step framework that 
clearly outlines what needs to be done, how to do it, 
and who should be involved – alongside thoughtful 
explanations of the design decisions behind each stage. 
Its first use in planning and briefing designers for a 
complete suite of maps at RSPB Saltholme resulted 
in an efficient, well-structured process that was easily 
understood by both the site team and the supporting 
project manager.”

– Ed Chivers, Visitor Experience and Events Area Consultant,
Scotland and North England 




