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Leveraging Your Destination  

 
Executive Summary 
 
The adverse economic climate of 2009 highlights the need for every resort to  
utilize sales and marketing funds with great care and a focus on results. Most 
resorts participate in destination marketing initiatives at some level whether it is  
local, regional, state/provincial and/or national. The resorts interviewed for this 
study reported varied results with their destination marketing organizations 
(DMOs); more than one-third indicated they received limited value through these 
relationships relative to the value they receive through their own direct sales and 
marketing efforts.  
 
All agreed they do not expect a DMO to provide the same kind of support their 
own staffs, corporate teams or rep firms would supply; however, there is some 
disappointment in many resorts with the value they get relative to the amount 
spent on destination marketing programs. A few resorts, in contrast, reported a 
highly synergistic relationship with their DMOs and felt they were a vital part of 
their own marketing efforts.  
 
With the added access to low cost online marketing tools, the ability to take 
advantage of destination efforts and to allow small and large destination 
members alike to participate has never been higher. This unprecedented access 
to consumer-facing tools can dramatically expand the reach of a destination and 
facilitate new cooperative efforts. Given the limited marketing funds of each 
resort, it is a good time to re-evaluate destination-wide efforts and to establish a 
new set of expectations and standards.    
 
Years of research consistently point to consumers choosing the destination and 
then making a decision where to stay. Although many “destination resorts” have 
become the destination the consumer seeks, creating a wide range of activity 
options for business or leisure travelers, both inside and outside of the resorts’ 
boundaries, and building demand for the destination is an essential foundation of 
the resort marketing plan.  Destination marketing can be done in conjunction with 
a destination marketing organization or by a resort independently, but either way, 
it should be considered for a comprehensive business strategy. The best 
practices contained in this report may provide ideas to stimulate the destination-
based components of an innovative resort marketing plan. 
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Sometimes it works out well and sometimes it doesn’t  
 
 
 There were three primary reasons why resorts felt underserved by their DMOs:  
 

1. The resort is not physically close enough for full DMO participation 
 
Quite a few resorts were not located directly within the geographic reach 
of many DMO programs. They are members of 2-3 organizations but do 
not feel they are important to any of them. Transportation issues arise with 
the resorts in these locations that limit participation in meeting planner or 
media fams and make them seem difficult to reach (relative to the options 
closer to the airports or downtown areas served directly by the destination) 
for leisure programs.  
 

2. The markets served by the resort do not align with the DMO 
 
There were reports by resorts that the DMO targeted a wider ranging 
demographic (all income levels), or only one component of the business 
mix (e.g., leisure transient and SMERF but not corporate/association 
meetings). This is in contrast to many resorts in the Best Practices 
Initiative that train their sights largely on a higher income demographic 
with a combination of leisure and corporate, and mainly higher paying 
groups. This misalignment means that few of the group leads generated 
by the CVB may be a good fit for the larger or higher end resorts. The 
transient efforts may appear to be “watered down” since they are trying to 
reach such a diverse audience. 
 
 

3. They did not share the same priorities for allocating staff time and funds 
 
Some DMOs placed an emphasis on efforts such as visitor centers or 
other broad-based programs that do not always deliver direct business. 
Others spend disproportionate funds to benefit the smaller members 
(restaurants, attractions, B&Bs) since they have limited marketing budgets 
and staffs. For those within the sphere of a CVB with a convention center, 
but are too far from the convention center to benefit, a large percentage of 
the DMO funds and management focus are applied to convention 
activities and do not always serve an independent resort well.  
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In spite of the reasons why resorts find limited benefit from DMO partnerships, 
there are many cases where the collaboration is highly effective. The primary 
reason for this is when:  
 

1. The resort is proactive in leadership and program execution for the DMO 
 

Some resorts are very dominant in the leadership and direction of their 
DMOs. Some are the largest player in a relatively small market and, 
although they contribute the largest amount (usually in terms of bed tax 
and/or membership), they still need to allow the DMO to ensure the 
smaller members are getting the attention they need. In addition to 
participating in leadership, which many do as a “community service”, (but 
who still feel they do not gain great benefit), those reporting better results 
are front and center in facilitating the ideas brought by others. They find a 
way to gain benefit without detracting from “the little guys” in the same 
destination. Wild Dunes has some good examples of making a concerted 
effort to tap every benefit they can get from their CVB and has gotten 
terrific results by being first in line to take advantage of many programs 
that they help create such as hosting the Charleston wedding contest 
winners. The Greenbrier, in a much smaller setting, has tapped state 
lottery funds for promotional grants as well as local initiatives to move 
forward with their objectives. 

 
 

2. The resort is laser-focused on “mission critical” efforts 
 
For those resorts where air lift is an issue (e.g., islands or land-based 
destinations with limited commercial demand for airlift and therefore, the 
primary purpose of airlift is to serve tourism), some resorts have built the 
DMO relationship around efforts to secure and maintain adequate air lift to 
bring the needed volume into their destination. None of the members of a 
DMO can succeed without getting sufficient air lift and it often takes the 
more vocal leadership of larger members to ensure these most basic 
needs are met. The Fairmont Southhampton in Bermuda has done a great 
job working with a committee including the airlines to develop some highly 
effective strategies to ensure needed volume that keeps all destination 
partners busy. Steamboat takes the lead without the formal involvement of 
a DMO to spearhead and also guarantee airlift. They also take the lead by 
offering reservation services to smaller entities in the destination. 
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3.  Resorts that create alternate organizations (temporary or permanent) or 
initiatives to meet destination needs  
 

Not all destination activity is under the umbrella of a formal DMO. Some are 
created “on the fly” to meet a need either to solve a short-term problem or for 
on-going requirements of a destination. There were instances of these 
initiatives that may or may not have been created through a DMO but were 
effective to bring additional volume or address a market need. There are 
many examples of this: Scottsdale built a Scottsdale-Sedona website even 
though Sedona is well outside of its borders; Water Color Inn has created a 
Route 30A cluster of resorts who work together to bring business to a small 
region in the Florida panhandle; Gateway Canyons created destination events 
such as Autofest to bring business to the destination and highlight the 
unusual activities at Gateway Canyons related to the history and usage of 
automobiles. The Broadmoor (through its owning company) created Pikes-
Peak.com to highlight their sister companies’ offerings and create more 
reasons for visitors to come to Colorado Springs. 
 
Leveraging Your Destination  
 

There are many time honored methods for gaining lift through a destination 
(whether it is executed by a formal DMO or not). Though some are new and 
innovative, others are tried-and-true best practices and should be available for all 
members of a destination. If they don’t already exist, they should be considered 
for development because they are clearly effective in saving marketing costs 
and/or generating revenue. Examples of each of these activities will be shown 
and described in the Detailed Findings of the report. 
 

 Advertising: co-ops and destination-based themes 
 Market events in feeder cities 
 Incoming fams (media, meeting planners) 
 Email campaigns (with media or through DMO databases) 
 Airline negotiations 
 Special events in local market 
 Special programs regional, state/province, national 
 Public relations 
 Destination websites 
 Data mining co-ops 
 Social media outreach 
 Regional promotions, including online-based 
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Summary and Recommendations 
 
Many resorts feel they are not getting enough “bang for the buck” from their DMO 
relationship, but it may be a good time to re-evaluate the opportunities. Although 
it may prove difficult to break the habit of thinking of a resort/destination 
relationship in a particular way, some have found it beneficial to consider a new 
model with those who share the need for business into the same region.  
 
Those resorts who claim strong results are leveraging their destination to get 
more power from the time and money they are spending through cooperative 
efforts. If the DMO is not strong enough to accomplish this alone (some do not 
have the management teams or the funding to do this), the highly effective 
resorts are proactively getting involved within or outside of the DMO 
organizations to create and execute the programs that work for them as well as 
for other members of their destination. Since online tools are relatively low cost 
for all tourism partners, using them as a focal point of joint efforts was clearly one 
of the more effective methods that consistently brought traffic and/or direct 
revenue to destinations. For example, add-on microsites directed to niche 
markets with high potential were one of the techniques that made it easier to 
execute and consistently delivered results.  
 
Few can afford to “go it alone” in this economic downturn. The timing may be 
ideal to supplement a resort’s efforts through the power of the destination. 
Resorts can creatively re-think how their destination can provide added lift to 
their marketing efforts and build the initiatives around a destination marketing 
plan. This report will provide many examples of best practices where successful 
resorts did just that. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 




