
Business, Innovation & Enterprise in Botanic Garden Tourism 
“How might artificial intelligence help botanic gardens become even more innovative, 

transformative, engaging, accessible and sustainable visitor economies?” 

This was the question explored by RIMES interns Olivia Furness and Callum 

Grady, working with Nick Catahan and external mentors Michelle Hopwood 

(Planning Officer, Liverpool City Council & University of Liverpool), Steve 

Lyus (Liverpool Botanical Trust) and partners from the inspiring flagship 

Liverpool Botanic Garden portfolio of assets at Liverpool City Council’s 

Croxteth Country Park and Hall’s Walled Garden, Sefton Park Palm House, 

Liverpool City Council’s Central Library and Archive, North West Plant 

Heritage Group, and others from across the Liverpool City Region. The project examined how AI and 

emerging digital technologies are already being used across botanic gardens and comparable visitor 

attractions, and what these developments might mean for the future of #BotanicGardenTourism.  

The interns undertook structured rapid reviews of academic and wider 

evidence, developing experience with research tools and methods 

including PRISMA, RefWorks/EndNote Fusion and NVivo. Their work 

explored themes including visitor experience, accessibility, sustainability, 

digital transformation and responsible AI innovation.  

The research highlighted opportunities for 

technologies such as conversational AI, 

augmented and virtual reality, digital twins and interactive digital content 

to support learning, accessibility and engagement. However, the project 

also questioned whether technology should always be visitor-facing. 

Callum’s work highlighted opportunities for AI behind the scenes, 

including supporting administrative activity and the documentation of 

collections, while emphasising the importance of considering cost, risk and genuine organisational need 

before adopting new technology.  

One of the strongest messages to emerge was therefore that innovation 

should not simply mean adding more technology. Botanic gardens need 

to consider where digital and AI-enabled innovation can create 

meaningful value for visitors, organisations and communities while 

supporting equity, equality, diversity, inclusion, accessibility, social value, 

transformative service and sustainability.  

 

The RIMES experience 

https://www.edgehill.ac.uk/departments/support/graduateschool/rimes/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/olivia-furness-21b324299/?isSelfProfile=false
https://www.linkedin.com/in/callumlgrady
https://www.linkedin.com/in/callumlgrady
https://liverpoolbotanicaltrust.org.uk/
https://liverpool.gov.uk/parks-and-greenspaces/explore-our-parks/croxteth-country-park/
https://liverpool.gov.uk/parks-and-greenspaces/explore-our-parks/croxteth-country-park/
https://palmhouse.org.uk/
https://liverpool.gov.uk/libraries/archives-family-history/archive-catalogue/
https://www.plantheritage.org.uk/groups/north-west/
https://www.plantheritage.org.uk/groups/north-west/
https://www.liverpoolcityregion-ca.gov.uk/
https://www.prisma-statement.org/
https://www.edgehill.ac.uk/service/refworks/
https://eshare.edgehill.ac.uk/15880/


Alongside the research outcomes, the internship gave Olivia and Callum 

opportunities to develop practical experience of academic research, 

engaging with diverse stakeholders, content and thematic analysis, digital 

research tools and communicating research through reports, 

presentations and posters.  

External mentor Michelle Hopwood reflected particularly on seeing the 

interns develop as researchers, highlighting Olivias growing confidence in 

understanding the research process and Callum's autonomy and professionalism. She also described 

the value of bringing together students, academics and external partners, 

with mentoring becoming a two-way learning experience that also 

generated new ideas for her own research practice.  

Likewise Steve Lyus and partners also praised the interns for their 

engagement and passion for the opportunity. The students worked 

alongside external partners gaining 

insight into the vision of a Liverpool 

Botanic Garden(s) project. During their 

RIMES research days at Croxteth Walled Garden, Sefton Park Palm 

House, and Liverpool City Council’s Central Library and Archive, their 

work connected directly with Liverpool Botanical Trust’s ongoing 

activities, with creative assets such as 

photographs and infographics generated 

through the students’ fieldwork 

identified for potential use within Plant Heritage records of Liverpool 

Botanic Collection and other digital platforms, and potential integrated 

digital marketing communications and campaigns. The collaboration also 

helped connect their investigation of AI-enabled innovation with the 

practical opportunities and challenges facing botanic gardens and botanical collections. 

For me, what made the project particularly special is that RIMES moves 

successful students beyond simply learning about research to actively 

developing their professional research practice. Olivia and Callum 

developed confidence, curiosity, independence and professional 

networks while contributing to a live area of research with academic, 

social and environmental relevance on behalf of Edge Hill University 

Business School and partners. 

 

 

https://liverpool.gov.uk/parks-and-greenspaces/explore-our-parks/croxteth-country-park/
https://palmhouse.org.uk/
https://palmhouse.org.uk/
https://liverpool.gov.uk/libraries/archives-family-history/archive-catalogue/
https://liverpoolbotanicaltrust.org.uk/
https://www.plantheritage.org.uk/
https://www.plantheritage.org.uk/national-plant-collections/search-the-national-plant-collections/?SearchText=liverpool&PlantGroupId=0&SeasonId=0&AreaGroupId=0#collections-results
https://www.plantheritage.org.uk/national-plant-collections/search-the-national-plant-collections/?SearchText=liverpool&PlantGroupId=0&SeasonId=0&AreaGroupId=0#collections-results


A quote from Michelle Hopwood, lead external: 

“I was delighted to be invited back by Nick to be a mentor again on the Research Internships for 
Minoritised Students (RIMES) programme at Edge Hill University. It has been an inspiring and 
rewarding experience as an opportunity to support the interns throughout their research journey 
while also learning more about the research process myself and recent developments in AI-
enabled garden tourism. Joining the evening welcome event at the outset was insightful on the 
range of projects ongoing this year and it was inspiring to see the evident excitement and passion 
around the project the students would be undertaking, including their planned field trips and the 
different approaches they would be taking to their research. This gave me a useful insight into the 
wider RIMES programme and the opportunities it provides for students. 
 
Over a course of a few weeks, I met with Olivia as an opportunity to discuss how the research was 
progressing, hear about their experiences during the field trips and think through some of the 
challenges encountered as the research progressed. I have particularly enjoyed being able to help 
them work through some of the hurdles involved in moving the research forward and encouraging 
different ways of approaching a problem. The intern's proactive approach to learning has been 
great to witness and Olivia reached out for guidance, asking questions and seek solutions when 
she encountered something unfamiliar. Although she had not previously completed formal 
research as part of her undergraduate studies, she quickly understood the research process and 
was able to use that understanding to identify next steps. Seeing her development in confidence 
has been one of the most rewarding aspects of being a mentor. It was great to see the team-
working approach they took to prevent duplication while also working autonomously, and 
Callum's confidence to work autonomously and professionalism was evident from the start. 
 
The experience demonstrated to me the value of bringing together students, academics and 
external partners. As a planning practitioner and Edge Hill alumna, I have been able to contribute 
a perspective from professional practice. I also gained an insight into the students' experiences 
and the challenges of undertaking research for the first time, as well as their lived experiences 
with garden tourism. The weekly conversations have allowed me to see how academic research 
can develop through discussion, reflection and practical problem-solving. As a researcher, 
conversations around the literature review gave me a few lightbulb moments for my own research 
practice, so thank you to the interns for helping me develop my research skills too.  
 
I have thoroughly enjoyed being part of the RIMES programme and supporting the interns 
throughout their research journey. The experience has reinforced to me the value of research, for 
providing students with opportunities to engage with research beyond the classroom, and for 
providing encouragement, practical guidance and a different perspective. I am so excited to see 
the final outputs of their labour and opportunities in advancing the all-important field of garden 
tourism.  Thank you to EHU and the Graduate School for the opportunity to be involved, and to 
Olivia and Callum for making the mentoring experience so enjoyable. I look forward to seeing how 
they continue to develop their research skills, alongside applying their enthusiasm and experience 
gained through the project to future research. Two highly professional researchers in the making!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Olivia’s Poster Presentation 

 



Callum’s Poster Presentation 

 



A quote from Nick Catahan, Business School academic and RIMES Principal Investigator and lead: 

"The Research Internships for Minoritised Students (RIMES) programme at Edge Hill University 
(EHU) has been a fantastic experience for me, the students and our external partners. Working 
with Olivia Furness (Film & Broadcast Production) and Callum Grady (Business & Management) 
on this live research project enabled them to develop confidence, advanced research skills, 
professional networks, and practical experience while exploring a topic with genuine academic, 
societal and environmental impact. It has been particularly rewarding to watch them grow from 
enthusiastic students into capable researchers who can engage confidently with research 
methodologies and digital tools, collaborate with external partners and communicate their 
findings professionally. Throughout the project, Liv and Callum demonstrated remarkable 
enthusiasm, curiosity and commitment, embracing new challenges and opportunities to learn. 
Seeing their confidence develop as they worked alongside me and external partners has been one 
of the most rewarding aspects of the entire experience for me as a mentor and researcher. 
 
We were fortunate to work with an outstanding group of external partners and mentors, 
particularly Michelle Hopwood, Planning Officer at Liverpool City Council, whose experience as 
both an Edge Hill alumna and former RIMES participant brought an invaluable perspective to the 
project. Alongside Michelle, the project benefited from the support of a fantastic network of 
partners from across the Liverpool City Region. Their expertise, encouragement, generosity and 
willingness to engage with the students enriched the project immeasurably, while their collective 
support and guidance were instrumental in making this RIMES journey such a positive experience 
for everyone involved. 
 
The collaborative RIMES project between EHU Graduate School, SustainNET and EHU Business 
School provided an excellent opportunity to move beyond theory and engage in impactful 
research practice, examining the potential of AI-enabled service innovation within visitor 
attractions and, more specifically, within my own research interests in botanic garden tourism, 
sustainability, and service and place marketing. 
 
As a researcher and mentor, I have gained fresh perspectives from the students themselves and 
have thoroughly enjoyed working alongside colleagues, partners and mentors throughout this 
Summer and Autumn RIMES journey. Their engagement, enthusiasm, creativity, curiosity and 
insight have reinforced the value of involving undergraduates in meaningful research. The project 
demonstrates how student research can enhance learning, support ongoing academic work, and 
create value for students, academics, external partners and the wider community. 
 
I am incredibly proud of what Liv and Callum have achieved, and deeply grateful to everyone who 
contributed their time, expertise, guidance, encouragement, enthusiasm, generosity and 
hospitality to make this such a rewarding and successful experience. 
 
Nick Catahan, EHU Business School 
 
#RIMES2026 Business, Innovation & Enterprise in Botanic Garden Tourism - A Rapid Review" 

 

LinkedIn Featured Highlights of this year’s #RIMES2026  

Kicking off #RIMES2026 at the #EHU #RIMES Welcome Event! 

🌱 What a fantastic #EHU #RIMES Research Day! Olivia Furness & Callum L. Grady 🌳  

A top day like today reminds me exactly why Edge Hill University #research #mentorship matters 🌱 📚 

https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7483622538753851393/
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7485019152773070849/
https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:7495200894553194497/

