


[bookmark: _Toc6584314]Executive Summary
This report provides information about the Merlin Entertainments organisation and focuses mainly on the Alton Towers resort. The report includes the political, economic, social, legal, technological and environmental impacts on Alton Towers, and considers its main strengths and weaknesses. It discusses the opportunities and threats Alton Towers currently experiences and those which could be experienced in the future. It provides calculations for Merlin’s 2017 ratios, followed by an analysis and a SMART objective. The researcher has considered the recruitment and selection process, and also analysed equality and diversity within the company. The performance management process has been studied, including feedback from past employees at Alton Towers. Recommendations for Merlin Entertainments follow as does a brief conclusion of the report findings.
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Alton Towers is the UK’s biggest theme park, attracting thousands of visitors every year with its many rides, attractions and hotels. Alton Towers allows visitors the opportunity to stay for a number of days or to buy a one-day ticket to experience the thrilling rides and exciting attractions that the theme park has to offer. This report will endeavour to investigate the affect the theme park has on its surrounding communities, to explore Merlin’s financial position and to research the recruitment and performance management of staff at the resort. 
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Brexit is a political issue that could have an impact on visitor numbers at Alton Towers both positively and negatively. There is a possibility that visitor numbers may decrease due to European visitors not being able to enter Britain as easily as they were, however, it could boost visitor numbers because of the rise in ‘staycations’ within Britain. A staycation is when someone holidays within their home country rather than travelling abroad. ‘dictionary.cambridge.org’ Last year, three in five British people decided to stay in Britain rather than travel abroad. ‘www.standard.co.uk’ Another reason for Brexit having an impact on Alton Towers could be due to the rapid decrease of the pound in Britain. The ‘sterling slump’ has had a major effect on UK attractions such as Alton Towers, as Europeans and other tourists are coming to the UK in search of a bargain. As dollars and euros go further since the pound has decreased it makes the park a lot more affordable for tourists from abroad. The pound has fallen by 18% since the Brexit referendum leading to Merlin receiving a 12% rise in revenue in 2017. ‘news.sky.com’
An economic factor that will have an impact on Alton Towers will be the GDP. GDP stands for gross domestic product; this is when businesses help to support to the British economy. Alton Towers contributes to the economy as it employs a large number of people and money spent at the park will benefit the UK’s GDP. Unfortunately, the area surrounding Alton Towers has a reasonably high unemployment rate, as of December 2017 to January 2018 the highest unemployment rate was within Yorkshire and the Humber at 5.2%. ‘www.ons.gov.uk’ Alton Towers could help to lower this statistic by employing more people from the local area.
When looking at the social factors surrounding Alton Towers there are some conflicting opinions, mainly from locals living in Alton and in the Staffordshire Moorlands, areas closest to the park. Alton Towers is surrounded by trees and woodland areas, not by housing, flats or estates yet many residents say that the park causes visual and noise pollution due to the heavy traffic. However, other residents support the park as it has created a large number of jobs and boosts the local economy. Prior to 2006 Alton Towers was providing twenty free tickets a year for the local residents of Alton, Farley, Denstone and Whiston but from March 2006 this privilege was taken away from the residents of Whiston creating a hostility between themselves and the theme park. Alton Towers claimed that the change was not about money, they wanted to support the locals closest to them. ‘news.bbc.co.uk’ Initially this was a strategic move by Alton Towers to keep the locals in their favour but unfortunately when tickets were revoked, they alienated the goodwill of the people in Whiston.
Alton Towers allows people to purchase their tickets online, tickets are sent via email, these can be printed prior to visiting or saved to a mobile device for scanning on entry. Online purchase saves visitors time as they do not have to queue to buy tickets. A map of the theme park and its attractions is provided on the website, allowing visitors to plan ahead. The map indicates where food can be purchased and also notes when future attractions will arrive at the park. ‘www.altontowers.com’
In 2015 an accident occurred on ‘The Smiler’ rollercoaster which landed Alton Towers in a court case. Two young ladies who were severely injured in the incident claimed for compensation. The park owner was fined £5 million for the incident. ‘www.theguardian.com’
The environment surrounding Alton Towers is mainly affected by noise, transport and waste. Alton Towers claims that it is trying to reduce congestion in neighbouring villages at peak times and is always looking into new recycling strategies. Decreasing the traffic congestion within the villages would lead to improved relations between the locals and the theme park, and developing new ways of recycling would give them a competitive advantage within the theme park industry. Alton Towers employs litter pickers to ensure the surrounding areas remain clean. ‘altontowers.blob.core.windows.net’
Most businesses have strengths and weakness/areas to improve. A strength of Alton Towers theme park is that it appeals to all ages. A specific area of the park called ‘CBeebies Land’ is dedicated to 3 to 10-year olds. Whilst other areas of the park contain high octane rides for the older thrill seekers, who desire an adrenaline rush. Alton Towers also appeals to all types of people, there are relaxed rides for the fainter hearted and rollercoasters that loop the loop for those looking for a more exciting day out. The park continues to attract visitors by creating new rides and attractions, 2018 saw the introduction of ‘The Wickerman’ rollercoaster based on the horror film of the same name and 2019 has seen the opening of the Alton Tower’s Dungeons! ‘www.altontowers.com’ A major strength of Alton Towers is that it experienced a serious accident in 2015 but overcame this quickly and professionally. Despite much detrimental media coverage, visitor numbers were not affected, in fact in 2016 visitor numbers rose from 1.93 million to 1.98 million and rose again in 2017 to 2 million visitors. ‘www.statista.com’
Some of the areas for improvement within the business are the food outlets. Most are unhealthy, containing only junk food. Some would argue that the food on offer is a treat to add to the atmosphere of a fun day out. However, with people becoming more health conscious or turning to veganism, more healthy options should be made available. Many people leaving reviews on TripAdvisor have complained about the entry price, saying that it is very overpriced for what is actually there. ‘www.tripadvisor.co.uk’ Another weakness for Alton Towers it is unable to build above the trees surrounding the park due to the visual and noise pollution it would cause the surrounding areas. This planning permission clause was put into force by the Stratford council. ‘towersstreet.com’ Finally, another weakness of the theme park is its location and the transport links to the location. There are several train stations nearby but none that go directly to the theme park itself. Travel instructions are provided for drivers on the website, however, they are told that their sat nav might not help them and in fact take them down the wrong road when approaching the theme park. ‘www.altontowers.com’


A potential opportunity for Alton Towers is the ability to expand, there is a lot of land surrounding the park and as long as planning permission is sought, agreed and adhered to, the park could be enlarged. The park owners are able to support local farmers and shops by buying their produce for its hotels and food outlets, Alton Towers claims on its website that it believes in using fresh ingredients that they can depend on. ‘support.altontowers.com’ Alton Towers could seize the opportunity to promote healthy living and well-being at the park by encouraging visitors to explore the entire park area by foot. The park is 3.7 km squared, and this includes scenic gardens and tranquil lakes that can be enjoyed whilst walking or even jogging from one area of the park to another. The creation of healthy eating food outlets would also satisfy the health-conscious visitor and again support local businesses. Alton Towers has the opportunity to develop its technology further by introducing more interactive VR activities for children, such as simulators. They could also introduce interactive feedback stations at the park exits, for visitors to record their feelings about their visit. ‘pdfs.semanticscholar.org’ 
The main threat for Alton Towers has to be other theme parks, such as Thorpe Park and Drayton Manor, however, its main competitor is Disneyland Paris. Disneyland has the monopoly over other theme parks in the world as it is such a well-known universal brand, though Alton Towers is the biggest theme park in the UK and is starting to catch up with its main competitor. ‘forums.digitalspy.com’ Unfortunately, a natural threat to the park is the British weather, as Alton Towers is completely open, apart from the restaurants, the weather can have a huge impact on visitor numbers and can actually prevent some people from choosing to visit. Sadly, terrorism is a threat to the park, particularly as it is the biggest theme park in the UK. Alton Towers is often densely populated during school holidays and on weekends making it a potential target for terrorists. Finally, negative media coverage can act as a threat, particularly when an accident like the one in 2015 occurs, and is shared across social media platforms and on the main television news channels.











[bookmark: _Toc6584317]Ratio Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc6584318]Figures
Gross profit margin
2015 
1,085,000,000 x 100 / 1,278,000,000 = 84.89%
2016
1,230,000,000 x 100 / 1,457,000,000 = 84.42%
Net profit margin
2015
170,000,000 x 100 / 1,278,000,000 = 13.30%
2016
211,000,000 x 100 / 1,457,000,000 = 14.48%
ROCE
2015
170,000,000 x 100 / 2,478,000,000 = 6.68%
2016
211,000,000 x 100 / 2,959,000,000 = 7.13%
Total assets turnover
2015
1,278,000,000 / 2,478,000,000 = 0.51 times
2016
1,457,000,000 / 2,959,000,000 = 0.49 times
Fixed assets turnover
2015
1,278,000,000 / 2,475,000,000 = 0.51 times
2016
1,457,000,000 / 2,958,000,000 = 0.49 times



Working capital turnover
2015
1,278,000,000 / 3,000,000 = 426 times
2016
1,457,000,000 / 1,000,000 = 1,457 times
Current ratio
2015
260,000,000 / 257,000,000 = 1.01
2016
340,000,000 / 339,000,000 = 1.00
Quick ratio
2015 
           230,000,000
260,000,000 – 30,000,000 / 257,000,000 = 0.89
2016
           304,000,000
340,000,000 – 36,000,000 / 339,000,000 = 0.89
Debtor days
2015
 27,740,000,000
76,000,000 x 365 / 76,000,000 = 365 days
2016
 31,390,000,000
86,000,000 x 365 / 86,000,000 = 365 days






Creditor days
2015
 14,965,000,000
41,000,000 x 365 / 189,000,000 = 79.17 days
2016
 22,995,000,000
63,000,000 x 365 / 233,000,000 = 98.69 days
Debt ratio
2015
Liabilities
   Current            Long-term
257,000,000 + 1,320,000,000 = 1,577,000,000
Assets
   Current             Fixed 
260,000,000 + 2,475,000,000 = 2,735,000,000
Total
1,577,000,000 / 2,735,000,000 = 0.57
2016
Liabilities 
    Current            Long-term
339,000,000 + 1,518,000,000 = 1,857,000,000
Assets
    Current            Fixed
340,000,000 + 2,958,000,000 = 3,298,000,000
Total
1,857,000,000 / 3,298,000,000 = 0.56
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Gross profit is used to assess an organisation’s financial health and how much it has left over from sales after dividing by the number of goods that were sold. From the gross profit we can see that there has been a decrease from 2015 to 2016. A reason for this decrease could be the result of a lowering in product price. At Alton Towers the prices have remained stable, with entry tickets costing £56 at the gate, yet when purchased online, five or more days before, tickets are just £33. As technology becomes a more prominent part of society it could be that more people are buying their tickets online rather than at the gate. ‘www.altontowers.com’ Another reason for the decrease could be due to an increase in the cost of goods that are being purchased, there is a possibility that the food for the many stalls or the parts for the rollercoasters and attractions have increased, resulting in their having to spend more. 
Net profit is what is left after all expenses have been taken away from the sales of the organisation. The net profit indicates that there has been an increase from 2015 to 2016. This is a possible indicator that the company is being managed better than the previous year. This could be due to assets being put to good use and a possible decrease in expenses such as rent, repairs and insurance.
The ROCE is when we calculate a ratio on the amount of capital spent for the acquisition of the profit. The high ROCE in 2016 could be due to the organisation investing more of its profits into the organisation. ‘www.investopedia.com’ A high ROCE is good as it allows organisations to invest larger chunks of profit back into the company to benefit the shareholders. However, organisations will set their own benchmarks for this type of ratio. For example, in 2015 the percentage may have been below the target benchmark but then reached or exceeded the benchmark in 2016. The ROCE ratio should remain consistent from one year to the next and there shouldn’t be too much fluctuation between the percentages. The percentages for Merlin are quite low considering Disney’s return on capital employed was 15% in 2018. ‘www.stock-analysis-on.net’
The total asset turnover ratio analyses the efficiency of the organisations assets and whether they are being used to their advantage or disadvantage. There has been a decrease from 2015 to 2016 in the total asset turnover ratio and this could be due to assets not working efficiently, or as efficiently as the year before. There could be a number of reasons for the assets not working efficiently, this may be due to new members of staff not having the knowledge of how to use these assets to their full potential, or the assets are not working as well as they once were. For example, one of Merlin’s most beneficial assets is marketing via various social media platforms and on television, if the adverts are not as appealing as the year before this could affect this ratio. 
The fixed asset turnover ratio analyses how efficiently the organisation is generating net sales. There has been a decrease between 2015 and 2016, this could be due to the business having to purchase more fixed assets, such as buildings and motor vehicles. Another reason for this could be that Merlin over invested in their fixed assets and have not been able to put them to good use, therefore leading to a decrease in the fixed asset ratio.
The working capital turnover has had an increase. This could possibly be due to assets being used to their full potential within the organisation. For example, Alton Towers has released a television advert every year since 1992 and this has worked in their favour as it has promoted the rides and resort in general. In 2015 it created an advert about the new ‘Enchanted Village’ where visitors could stay, and in 2016 they released an advert about a new VR ride named ‘Galactica’, which potentially enticed many to try out the more modern rides within the park. 
The current ratio is a liquidity ratio and this measures the organisations ability to pay short-term obligations. ‘www.investopedia.com’. Generally speaking, a ratio of 1-3% is healthy for a business, however organisations and companies can set their own benchmarks and decide what would be achievable for them. Generally, if the company is within this margin then it has good short-term financial strength. Merlin is within this bracket and this could therefore indicate they have good financial strength.
The quick ratio has the same outcome as the current ratio, it is a liquidity ratio that measures the organisations ability to pay short-term obligations, but there is a different and faster way to calculate it. Yet again, depending on the benchmark that the organisation has set itself for this particular ratio, it’s not known whether the ratio is good or bad. Good being an indication that they have financial strength and bad being they are severely below the suggested ratio point. The general benchmark for this is 1, and with Merlin below the benchmark it could be an indication of not having short-term financial strength, but this could then be argued by the current ratio.
Debtor days are the amount of days it takes for a business, organisation or individual to pay back the debts they owe to the organisation. Debtors are customers who purchase goods or service on credit. The general number of days for debtors is 30 but Merlin is vastly out of this range, Merlin is a very large organisation and cannot always abide by the general benchmarks, thus having to set its own. The days are the same for 2015 and 2016. This could be due to debtors having enough time to pay the organisation back and the organisation deciding that as this has worked well for them, they will keep the number of days as it is. Many organisations such as schools and tour operators may wish to buy their tickets in bulk and would therefore need a sufficient amount of time to be able to collect funds and pay the company back.
Creditor days is classed as the number of days the organisation takes to pay back their creditors. Again, the accepted amount of days is 30 but it can be changed depending on the benchmark an organisation wants to set itself. The creditor days increased from 2015 to 2016, this could be due to the organisation negotiating new repayment terms with its creditors. There is also a possibility that the business has struggled to pay the debts owed in the time set and may have needed to revaluate the amount of days.
The debt ratio looks at how much the company finances itself through debt. Debt is not necessarily a bad thing, if an organisation is borrowing money it can finance growth. The ratio has decreased which could indicate that the organisation is using borrowing appropriately. However, a reduction could also indicate that the company is struggling to obtain credit.
[bookmark: _Toc6584320]SMART Objectives
A SMART objective for the organisation is to endeavour to maintain the current ratios, however, consideration should be given to increasing the benchmark for the number of days given to pay back creditors, in order to prevent this from climbing every year.
[bookmark: _Toc6584321]Human Resource Management
Recruitment and selection are ‘terms that refer to the process of attracting and choosing candidates for employment. The personnel department of a larger business will often have detailed recruitment and selection policies that need to be followed by those responsible for hiring new employees.’ ‘www.businessdictionary.com’
There are three specific stages for application and recruitment at Alton Towers. The first stage of the application process can be carried out via the Merlin Website, here the potential applicant can select their preferred location, for example ‘Alton Towers’. A list of current job vacancies at the chosen resort will appear. ‘merlin.csod.com’ Once a vacancy is clicked, it will open a page which informs the applicant as to what the role entails and gives a list of questions which the applicant should ask him/herself before applying, in order to ensure the role is suitable. The potential applicant is given the option to save a job for future reference, however, if there is a limited application time for a particular job the apply now option will be available. As with many other application websites the applicant is required to input their personal details and upload their CV/resume. The second stage of the application process is being invited for an interview. At Alton Towers the interviews are carried out with candidates being part of a group, candidates are asked to carry out a group interview or to take part in a group activity during which each candidate’s performance is evaluated. ‘www.glassdoor.co.uk’ The third stage of the process takes place individually and entails answering both generic and specific interview questions such as, ‘Why do you think you would be suited to this role? And, ‘Why have you chosen to apply for a post at Alton Towers rather than any other theme parks?’
For every recruitment process there are positives and negatives. One of the negatives for Merlin recruitment, could be that not every would feel comfortable being part of a group interview or group activity, even though such activities would potentially be analysing team work and leadership skills, many could feel under pressure or intimidated by others and not perform as well as they might individually; some candidates may even choose not to attend due to the fact it is a group interview. Another negative that research has indicated, is that candidates are given a three-hour time slot, yet no indication is given as to why the time slot is so vast. On the other hand, a positive is that the interview questions are based solely around the advertised job, and are aimed to challenge people in order to make sure that they are the right calibre for the role, for example ‘tell us about a time you have shown initiative’ and ‘tell us about a time you have demonstrated high quality customer service’.
Equality ensures that individuals are not treated differently or less favourably to others, with regard to race, gender, disability, religion, sexual orientation, age and so on. Diversity aims to recognise people’s uniqueness and individuality and celebrates this by recognising and accepting the many different cultures around the world. ‘www.ed.ac.uk’ In October 2010, an equality act was introduced, it replaced previous legislations and aims to ensure that employers and employees are aware of what is fair within a workplace environment and promotes that all organisations should comply by the law. 
There are nine specific characteristics that are protected by the 2010 Equality Act and these are; age, disability, gender reassignment, marriage or civil partnership (in employment only), pregnancy and maternity, race, religion or belief, sex, and sexual orientation. Having carried out research based on Alton Towers theme park, there are two main characteristics that Merlin focuses heavily upon within this park and within the entertainments industry in general, namely, gender and disability. ‘www.citizensadvice.org.uk’ When looking at the Merlin Gender Pay Report 2017, the organisation discusses the pay gap figures and shows the average difference between men and women. In 2017, Merlin had a mean gender pay gap of 16.55% which is below the UK average of 17.4%, however, this is still high for an organisation of their scale. Merlin claims that the reasons for this pay gap is that there is a low representation of women in senior and higher paid roles, there are a large number of male dominated roles, for example engineers and electricians and females are taking up roles with greater flexibility in working hours. Merlin claims that they are striving to increase their female representation at both Board and Senior Management level. The last four appointments to the board have been female, with the board consisting of a 44.4% female presence, an increase on what it has been previously. ‘www.merlinentertainments.biz’ A recently published article about Merlin’s biggest competitors Disney, stated that Disney’s gender pay gap is a massive 22%, with staff starting to come together to fight against this inequality. ‘www.fastcompany.com’
In terms of disability, Alton Towers welcomes all its guests with open arms and tries to make their facilities as accessible as possible for all, however, according to a member of the British Association of Leisure Parks, Piers and Attractions, the organisation does have the right to stop visitors going onto a ride if they feel it could be hazardous to their health or physical condition. Some of the rides in the park are vigorous and physically demanding, should the management feel there is a potential threat/danger to someone by going on a particular ride they have the right to refuse admission. Merlin mentions on its website that refusal on a ride is for the visitor’s own good, and that this does not constitute discrimination in any way. Merlin hopes that visitors can understand and accept the decisions that the park has to make. ‘www.altontowers.com’
Performance management is the on-going process of communication between a supervisor/manager and employee throughout the year. Effective performance management can be achieved by setting realistic goals for individual employees and by ensuring that relevant training and ongoing support is put in place. Continued good effort should be recognised by the employer and achievements celebrated.
There is a general modern-day performance management process that the majority of organisations tend to follow, including Alton Towers. The performance management process begins when hiring people to join the company/organisation, from here onwards the company evaluates the employee to make sure they are performing to a satisfactory level and meeting the organisation’s needs and expectations. Clear job descriptions are given to potential candidates and the process starts during the interview; interviewers look to see if the candidates are applying themselves to the goals the organisation has set in the job description, and whether the applicants are referring back to the job role regularly. The organisation should assess progress holistically by carrying out frequent feedback sessions throughout the year, in order for the employees to talk about what they feel is positive and negative in the company and to receive feedback on their standard of work from management. This not only benefits the employee by informing them how they can make improvements but also benefits the company by listening to staff suggestions as to how it can improve in certain areas. A key performance indicator is the positive recognition of employees in the workplace, this allows employees to know when they are doing well and promotes positivity moving forward. Employers should promote staff development and support individuals to develop their skills and potential within the industry, encouraging employees to further their careers and achieve personal goals. ‘www.cornerstoneondemand.com’
Reviews on Indeed from past employees at Alton Towers indicate a number of negative comments, one employee claimed that ‘the management was poor, there was limited care to individuals due to such a large workforce’, another stated that ‘the management do not care about the staff and there is no teamwork as nobody there has a work ethic’. However, there are some positive comments such as, ‘the management listen to me when I have something to say’ and ‘management is good as well as the benefits from the job’. Even though there are positives and negatives the majority of reviews are in the 1-star and 2-star range and are mainly negative. ‘www.indeed.co.uk’
[bookmark: _Toc6584322]Recommendations
Having read past employee reviews a recommendation for the management team at Alton Towers could be to have specific managers allocated to various sectors of the workforce. Managers would oversee a smaller group of employees and aim to communicate with them on a frequent basis, allowing employers and employees to share successes and problems/grievances regularly.
A further recommendation for the company would be to display the age and height restrictions for every ride and attraction on their website, enabling visitors to be fully informed before visiting and preventing disappointments on the day.


[bookmark: _Toc6584323]Conclusion
Overall, the researcher has found that Alton Towers is a very popular and highly recommended theme park with attractions to suit all ages. It is generally well supported by the local residents by providing work and business opportunities. Merlin Entertainment manages its finances well, using its profits to further develop its many attractions including the continued expansion of Alton Towers. There is a robust recruitment process though performance management of staff is a possible area for further development. Alton Towers is a sustainable asset to the Merlin Entertainment group with a potentially rosy future.
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