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Executive Summary

The Haywood County Tourism Development Authority (HCTDA) is the legislatively-
mandated entity responsible for collecting occupancy taxes for all paid
accommodations in the county, and determines the allocation of those dollars to
drive overnight visitation. The HCTDA collects a 4% occupancy tax and invests
those funds in a variety of tourism marketing efforts. The county has a long
tradition of tourism marketing, having been one of the first counties in North
Carolina to authorize the creation of a TDA and to invest in countywide destination
promotion. It has enjoyed a reputation for decades as a mountain retreat set among
some of the highest mountain peaks in eastern North America and two national

parks.

Like many destinations across both North Carolina and the United States, Haywood
County is emerging slowly but surely from the severe economic downturn
experienced in recent years. The county has seen visitor expenditures rebound to
exceed pre-recession levels and solid growth in the local economic impact of
tourism. However, its rate of growth lags its peer county destinations in western
North Carolina, and local tourism stakeholders have expressed several concerns

about the state of the industry in the county and its future direction.

While Haywood County enjoys numerous advantages as a destination, those
advantages must be shaped into a consistent and appealing message that reaches
the target audience most likely to act upon them. This effort will require a greater
understanding of who that target audience is and what will motivate them to visit
the county. In addition, the HCTDA and the local industry must enhance their
capabilities to increase the destination’s competitiveness, particularly as other
regional destinations continue to invest more in both marketing and in product

development.




To generate higher levels of visitation, visitor expenditures, and guest satisfaction,
Haywood County must have as its strategic aspiration to become more relevant to
more people. In many ways, the county is experiencing a transition from a
destination experience rooted in the 20t century to one grounded firmly in the 21st,
That means it must rigorously evaluate both its marketing approach and its visitor
experience. This report identifies and recommends 14 strategies for the county to
pursue in order to become more competitive as a destination:
e Establish a More Market- and Data-Driven Culture
e Develop Haywood County’s Destination Identity

Leverage Haywood County’s Unique Location as a Strategic Asset

Transition Away from the Visitor Service Function

Continue to Build Internal Relevance

Leverage and Build Core Capabilities

Create Countywide Destination Experiences

Determine Where to Play

Optimize Revenues

Begin Positioning the Destination to Reach Millennials

Leverage the County’s Lodging Diversity, Especially Its Strength in the Rental

Market

Invest More Marketing Dollars in Digital

Enhance the Opportunity for Success of the Additional 2% Tax if Passed

Continue the Transition from Destination Marketer to Destination Manager

These strategies encompass actions that are both visitor-centric as well as industry-
focused. They recognize that there has been a lack of engagement with and

consensus among both the local industry and the HCTDA, and acknowledges that

those internal challenges can be as much of a hindrance to the destination’s growth

as external market forces. This document is intended to be a strategic plan for the
HCTDA as an organization—it is not a comprehensive marketing plan, and is as much
centered upon enhancing the TDA’s relevance to stakeholders as it is to potential

visitors.




Introduction

In spring 2014 the Haywood County Tourism Development Authority contracted
with Magellan Strategy Group to facilitate a strategic plan for the TDA. This
initiative is intended to be a 5- to 10-year plan to guide the county’s destination
marketing and management efforts. But there are also several things that this plan
is not:
e A detailed marketing plan, even though it contains numerous marketing

elements and influences.

A mediation or other means of settling an ongoing dispute.

Exhaustive—there will be numerous strategic opportunities that have not

been anticipated which will be leveraged.

An audit of either the financial or the marketing kind.

A hunt for the guilty or an opportunity to point fingers.

An endorsement of any action other than what is explicitly mentioned within

this plan.

A product development plan, although we note within this report thatitis a

logical next step.

The end-this should be a living document and ongoing process that is

regularly evaluated and updated.

This initiative was informed by individual interviews with HCTDA board members
and others; a facilitated input session with the board; and an online survey sent to
over 200 industry stakeholders in the county (using a contact list provided by the
HCTDA). The results of the survey (for which there were 75 respondents) are
included in the Appendix of this report.

We also looked closely at the growth of the local industry over a period from 1991

to 2012, as measured by the annual visitor revenue reported by the North Carolina

Division of Tourism, Film, and Sports Development for every county in the Tar Heel

State in its annual “Economic Impact of Travel on North Carolina Counties” report.




The Division uses annual Travel Economic Impact Model (TEIM) data provided by

the U.S. Travel Association. (2012 represents the most recent year available.)

Table 1: Haywood County Annual Visitor Revenue, 1991 - 2012
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Table 2: Haywood County Visitor Revenue- % Change from Previous Year
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Annual visitor expenditures in Haywood County have grown during the period from
$56 million to $126 million (Table 1). Notable declines in the annual growth of
visitor expenditures were observed in 1997 (likely due to the rock slide closure of
Interstate 40 for almost three months during the peak summer season), and during

the economic recessions of the early 2000s and 2008-2009 (Table 2).

We also looked at how growth in Haywood County visitor expenditures compared to
eight other nearby North Carolina mountain counties (Table 3). (Data for Swain
County was not included as their numbers are significantly skewed by the opening
of Harrah’s Cherokee hotel property in 2001.) These counties were chosen for their

similarity and/or proximity to Haywood Counties.

Table 3: County Comparison, Visitor Revenue- % Change from Previous Year
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The average annual growth rate for each of the eight counties during the period
1991-2012 was also calculated and compared (Table 4), and the same done for the
most recent 10-year period from 2003 to 2012 (Table 5).




Table 4: County Comparison, Visitor Revenue- Average Annual Growth (1991 - 2012)
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Table 5: County Comparison, Visitor Revenue- Average Annual Growth (2003 - 2012)
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This comparison shows that tourism growth during the most recent decade in
Haywood County is respectable at 2.67% annually, but still lags behind all of the
peer county destinations. The reasons for this have been debated within the
county’s tourism industry, and include the closure of local attraction Ghost Town in
the Sky; a perceived shortage of new tourism products; infighting within the county;
occasional closures of the Blue Ridge Parkway; a lack of new hotel room inventory;

and the growth of destination competitors.

We also conducted a separate assessment of Haywood County tourism stakeholders
and their engagement with the HCTDA, and with each other. In reviewing the
websites of 80 accommodations and attractions listed on the HCTDA's destination
website (visitncsmokies.com), we found the following:
e Only 5 of the 80 had web links back to visitncsmokies.com.
e 57 had web links to other tourism entities in the area.
Only 15 offered packages of some type, combining room nights, attraction

tickets, etc.

A review of area websites is not necessarily a perfectly objective gauge of the degree
of collaboration and engagement that exists within a destination. Some of the stated
reasons why hotels and other entities don’t cross-link to each other or to the
destination website include fear of losing site visitors and competitive concerns.

But this isn’t a good sign of collaboration and cross-selling each other, either.

Our observations based upon the industry’s input (via the stakeholder interviews,

board feedback session, and the survey) and other metrics include the following:

e Many local area tourism industry respondents reported a good year for
business in 2013, and most stakeholders are expecting a better year in 2014.
The local industry is steadily but surely moving away from print as a
dominant advertising vehicle.

Many stakeholders are quite concerned with Asheville and Cherokee as

competitive destination threats.




There is still a lack of awareness among the industry of what the HCTDA is
doing specifically to drive visitation.

There is not much collaboration within the local industry, and collaboration
is regarded as a major challenge for the destination.

While growing, Haywood County tourism is not growing as fast as other

nearby destinations.

Strategic Plan Recommendations

Given the need for tourism sector growth and to enhance its competitiveness,
Haywood County’s strategic aspiration should be to achieve greater relevance as a
destination. Like most destinations in the U.S., Haywood County has been caught up
in a tsunami of industry changes and challenges over the last 15-20 years. These
include the threat of terrorism, gasoline price spikes, a major recession, the Internet,
industry consolidation, and changes in consumer behavior. But the destination has
also faced a number of local challenges during that same time, including the decline
and closure of Ghost Town in the Sky, rock slides forcing the closure of Interstate 40
through the Pigeon River Gorge, government cutbacks in spending, and strong

growth in several nearby destinations.

Haywood County tourism has grown during the last two decades, but clearly not as
rapidly as the growth experienced by some neighboring counties. There are
numerous reasons for this disparity, many of which have been oft-discussed
elsewhere. Some of the growth in other counties has been fueled by new tourism
product, some by increases in visitation to existing product, and some by increases
in rate and occupancy. Haywood County’s growth has been hampered by some of
the challenges described above, but in-fighting and a lack of consensus on some
industry issues haven’t aided the destination’s competitive position. This is where
the importance of creating and following a strategic aspiration comes into play—a

vision around which the industry can plan and execute.




We believe that in order to be more competitive in future years, Haywood County’s
strategic aspiration should be to achieve greater destination relevance among more

travelers.

This will be achieved by:
e Making informed choices about the allocation of precious financial and
human resources and strategic focus.
Targeting the right customers with the right message via the right media.
Crafting and communicating a superior value proposition.

Engaging and partnering with informed and aligned stakeholders.

How is “achieving greater relevance as a destination” defined? For Haywood County,

it means...

Establishing Haywood County as a destination in the consideration set of more
potential visitors year-round. Due to the explosion of consumer media and the
availability of information on a 365/24/7 basis, travelers no longer consider and
plan for travel within an established linear time period. They are constantly
thinking about where to go and what to do, not only for their next travel occasion
but for the one after that and the one after that as well. The “consideration set”
consists of those destinations the consumer is constantly evaluating for their

personal fit and suitability as potential investments of leisure time and money.

Establishing an emotional connection with consumers via a strong brand.
Haywood County has struggled to establish a countywide emotional connection that
can be easily communicated, in part because of the strength of the identity of its

individual communities, but also because of its complexity as a destination. It's

large, diverse, and not easily comprehended by the traveler. The county’s

destination positioning has, at times, historically relied more upon physical

attributes than benefits, particularly its location (“In the Center of it All,” “Where the




Sun Rises on the Smokies”). An emotional appeal has been lacking, hindering the

ability to build more emotional relevance with the destination.

Providing more reasons to visit more often. Growing destination relevance also
means being more important to more people, by reaching out and inviting new
audiences or creating new reasons for a repeat visit for past audiences. Haywood
County is fortunate to be able to offer one of the few truly four-season destination

experiences in the entire region. That's an advantage that Haywood County can

leverage to grow repeat visitation and to refine its target audience messaging to

create relevance across different seasons. (That approach, however, is dependent
upon having more insight into the consumer and understanding the differences

between each season’s visitors. This need will be addressed later in the plan.)

Clearly distinguishing yourself from the competition. Western North Carolina is
blessed with an abundance of scenic beauty. So is east Tennessee, north Georgia,
and southwest Virginia. Establishing relevance based upon scenic mountain beauty
is something a hundred counties in the region would like to do but can’t because no
one destination can “own” scenic mountain beauty in the marketplace. Yet
Haywood County possesses several unique qualities and assets that aren’t found

many places.

Marketing to potential visitors in new and multiple ways. Creating relevance
for any product or service in today’s marketplace requires identifying a target
audience and understanding the particular media vehicles with which they engage.
Targeting has always required a thorough understanding an audience’s media
habits, but the staggering number of available media tools now demands a multi-
faceted approach for audiences. Mass marketing is largely dead, but there are now

many more communication tactics available for advertisers.

Making the TDA more relevant to the industry. The HCTDA has strived in recent

years to enhance its communication to the local travel and tourism sector, but many

10




stakeholders are still not aware of the breadth of what the TDA does and how it
impacts them. For an organization that invests public tax dollars, it is critical that it

be viewed as an important resource.

Having a clear identity around which both visitors and stakeholders can rally.
There is no clear consensus as to what Haywood County stands for as a destination,
in large part because many stakeholders don’t perceive it as a single destination but
as a cluster of several different community destinations. It’s difficult to develop
resonance for the destination among a target audience if its stakeholders can’t agree

on what “it” is.

Continuously engaging visitors along the destination planning cycle. It's no
longer sufficient to simply engage the potential visitor at the time they are planning
a specific visit to your destination. There now exists a 365-day-a-year continuous
cycle in which consumers are considering, planning, shopping for, buying,
experiencing, and reliving their travels (Table 6). It’s a hyper-competitive bazaar
where communities are constantly trying to engage potential visitors—before,

during, and after their visits.

Table 6: Destination Planning Cycle
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We believe this strategic aspiration can be achieved for Haywood County (by the
HCTDA and hand-in-hand with its stakeholders) by executing the following 14

strategies.

Strategy: Establish a More Market- and Data-Driven Culture

Currently, Haywood County’s tourism industry is heavily oriented towards an
internally driven culture versus one focused upon market opportunities where the
customer provides the strategic guidance. One example of this culture that was
observed frequently during the discovery phase is the statement, “ is the
source of X% of the TDA’s revenues.” While occupancy tax as a revenue metric is
very important, it only indicates where the guest stayed overnight and not what

drove the destination visit in the first place.

Other than anecdotal evidence, very little is known about the destination motivators
for Haywood County visitors (what got them there), visit behaviors (what did they
did while visiting), and demographics and psychographics of the visitor (who are
they and what do they think). Additionally, political divisions within the county
(county lines, cities, towns) seem to mean far more to the county’s internal

stakeholders than they do to visitors. Visitors don’t see those divisions, particularly

when separated by only a few miles.

Indeed, Haywood County is a complex destination. It is large, topographically
varied, and consists of several communities and numerous activities and attractions.
Given its diversity, there are likely a number of different visitor types for the
destination. There probably isn’t a single visitor description that fits all. Butit’s
nearly impossible to determine that with certainty given the lack of current market

research and visitor data.




[t is precisely because of its complexity that Haywood County should be using
market research and other readily available data to guide strategic decisions about
resource allocation, including media and messaging. There is a significant need to
invest in marketing research to understand:

e Visitor motivations e Destination competitive set

e Destination perceptions e Visitor psychographics

e Barriers to visitation e Destination behaviors

Other data, such as website and social media analytics, can also be used to profile
prospective visitors based upon their online behavior. Tools such as Google
Analytics and Facebook are helpful guides to assessing what potential visitors are
looking for and how they plan their visits. They can’t be the sole guidance as to how
travelers are making decisions—those particular consumers have deliberately
chosen to engage with the TDA, and are reacting to information placed there by the
destination marketing organization. But they can be useful-and inexpensive—guides

to what website visitors and social media fans are seeking.

Some of the types of research that would be most beneficial to Haywood County

include the following:

Destination Attitude & Perception
While research that profiles the typical visitor to a destination is important, too

many destinations focus upon the audiences already visiting rather than attempting

to understand who'’s not visiting, and why. Identifying barriers to visitation (real

and perceived) is crucial to understanding the inhibitors to growth, both current
and future. Online panels of leisure travelers can also be used to assess unaided and

aided brand awareness of a destination and to identify the competitive set.

Given the sluggish growth of area travel and tourism over the last decade, this kind
of research could help answer some crucial ongoing questions about the traveler

perception of Haywood County, awareness of the destination and its individual




communities, competitive destinations, and motivations to visit. Online panels of
leisure travelers can be used to survey potential visitors in virtually all of the key

source markets for Haywood County.

Visitor Intercept Study

Visitor intercept studies aren’t always the most reliable of methodologies for a
destination as large and complex as Haywood County. They are highly dependent
upon having a sufficiently large sample of respondents taken from various locations
across the destination. Surveys can be executed at visitor centers, attractions,
accommodations, festivals and events and other businesses. Unfortunately, a poorly
executed visitor intercept survey might only exacerbate the various divisions in the
county if some stakeholders didn’t feel their community or target audience was
fairly represented in the study. Visitor intercept studies do have value, particularly
as “man on the street” research— getting out and interviewing visitors while they are

in the destination—but their limits should be understood and observed.

Visitor Follow-up Survey
A reliable alternative for in-person intercept studies is to conduct a follow-up
conversion study of inquirers to the destination via an online survey. Those

inquirers who actually visited Haywood County can be surveyed about visit

motivation, behaviors while in Haywood County, guest satisfaction, likelihood to

refer and return, and demographics. Additionally, inquirers who have not yet
visited can be asked about their intent to visit and reasons for not doing so. This
methodology is largely dependent upon having a reliable sample of recent email

addresses from inquirers.

Website Intercept Study

Website intercept studies are conducted by large numbers of marketers both in and
out of travel and tourism as a means of understanding website user behaviors and
expectations, and identifying areas for enhancement. For destinations, they can be

used to profile potential visitors and their preferences and attitudes towards the




destination, as well as determining the types of information they are seeking and

what other destinations may be under consideration.

Advertising Testing and Evaluation

As noted previously, identifying the “sweet spot” of market positioning is an ongoing

challenge for Haywood County as it seeks to coalesce its various attractors into a
single message. Advertising testing and evaluation would help the county’s
marketers determine its most effective messaging and market positioning. This
type of testing can also be accomplished via some of the other methodologies

outlined above, such as the destination attitude and perception study.

Database Profile

This methodology compares Haywood County’s database of inquirers to a national
database of over 110 million households, and segments the audience based upon
key differentiators such as age, net worth, place of residence, and the presence of
children at home. Suppliers for this type of “geo-demographic cluster” segmentation
include Nielsen’s PRIZM and Acxiom'’s Personicx. This segmentation also enables

some profiling based upon audience interests and psychographics.

New Tourism Product Assessment

These types of studies are increasingly popular among destination managers as they
attempt to grow the appeal of their communities through new visitor experiences.
They are viewed as invaluable for assessing gaps in tourism products and
determining the potential return on investment for the destination. A new tourism
product study often includes testing of various concepts for new visitor experiences
among key target audiences, and profiling the potential visitor volume generated by

such products.




Economic Impact Study

Destination marketing organizations are under increasing pressure to demonstrate
the value of the travel and tourism sector to their local communities, and to justify
the value of the work they do on the industry’s behalf. Economic impact studies
typically take into account various revenue flows generated by visitors to a
community, including lodging, retail, and dining. These studies utilize models such
as IMPLAN to track the impact of that revenue upon jobs and other industries not
directly related to tourism, such as banking and professional services. The study
can also include components which quantify the value of the DMO by looking at

visitors to the destination website.

There are several options available to HCTDA for investing in destination market
research. Most importantly, it need not be done all at once. A phased approach to
acquiring customer insights, with an annual investment in a research plan, would
yield much learning that could be applied gradually to the organization’s work. The
TDA should first select the “lowest hanging fruit” with the greatest potential return.
We’'d strongly recommend a destination attitude and perception study as a way of

satisfying this criteria.

The “do-it-yourself” approach is a relatively simple way of utilizing resources such
as the TDA’s email and inquirer databases. But while inexpensive, not having the
outside validation of research (when performed by a research provider) could result
in a lack of credibility for the work. Partnerships with local industry participants

such as attractions and accommodations can help reduce the cost of research

initiatives. Western Carolina University’s revitalized hospitality and tourism

program also offers the potential for student projects.

Strategy: Develop Haywood County’s Destination Identity
Given the complexity and diversity of Haywood County as a destination, more work
must be invested in creating a true destination brand and a related brand

architecture. The current identity of the destination is neither clearly understood




nor communicated—not due to a lack of expertise, but because it’s likely never been
rigorously worked for such a hard-to-define destination. Visitors and stakeholders
alike need to be able to communicate with clarity what Haywood County is and what

it stands for.

The current HCTDA messaging, “Homegrown in Haywood,” is more of a campaign

and not a true brand identity for the destination. Campaigns can (and often should)
change regularly, but brands are more evergreen. They are not only the visual and
verbal identity for the destination, but also reflect the emotional connection that its
visitors have with the place. That emotional connection shapes everything from
advertising to the tourism experiences in the destination. “Homegrown in
Haywood” is reflective of many of the destination’s assets, but it does not fully

capture the visit experience in a unique and compelling manner.

This is not easy work, and for a destination with the complexity and diversity of
Haywood County, it will be even more challenging. But the county must develop an
effective destination brand identity and the architecture around it, including
identifying its:
e Positioning—Where does Haywood County reside in the destination
marketplace, and in the minds of potential and actual visitors?
Brand Promise—What does the destination promise to its visitors, and how
well does it live up to that promise?
Brand Mantra—Can the brand be distilled into a simple, easy-to-remember
statement of only a few words?
Personality—Can the destination be described in words that accurately depict
its character?
Benefits —-What does the destination provide to its visitors that will enhance
their investment of time and money?
Values —What do the destination and its stakeholders believe in?
Culture—How do those values manifest themselves in the destination

experience?




As part of its destination brand challenge, Haywood County should also resolve to
address the issue of its verbal identity. “Haywood County” has always been the safe
option—it is the one identity that every stakeholder can identify with and it
effectively covers the entire region administered by the HCTDA. But the safest
choice isn’t always the best choice, as most travelers don’t know and don’t care

about county monikers.

There are likely three basic destination verbal brand identity options available to
Haywood County:
1. Continue using the county’s name as the principal identity.
2. Leverage the identity of the primary communities within the destination
(which in most cases are better known than the county name).
Create a neutral “umbrella” identity that encompasses the entire destination

and leverages or communicates a particular attribute or asset.

Some examples of the above third option for destination identities include the
following:
¢ Wilmington and the Beaches (Wrightsville Beach, Kure Beach, Carolina
Beach, NC)

Florida’s Historic Coast (St. Augustine and Ponte Vedra, and St. Johns County,
FL)

The Crystal Coast (Carteret County, NC-Morehead City, Beaufort, Atlantic
Beach)

Lake Lure and the Blue Ridge Foothills (Rutherford County, NC)

Lake Placid and the Adirondacks (Essex County, NY)

None of the above use the word “county” in their identification, but instead rely
upon either a unique asset of the destination or a combination of the largest, best-

known community in the county and another feature such as beaches or mountains.




Pursuing the second option described above would mean using Maggie Valley and
Waynesville as identifiers, the two best known communities (to travelers) in the
county. That would mean exclusion of the smaller or less familiar communities in
the destination from the primary brand identity—Canton, Clyde, and Lake Junaluska.
That’s not a slight to them as communities or destinations, but it does place
emphasis upon the brands best known to travelers. They could, however, be

included within the brand identity as secondary destinations.

We believe it’s also possible to develop a unique umbrella identity for Haywood

County as a destination, while also building strong brand identities for individual

destinations within the county. This would recognize each community’s unique
characteristics and personality, their particular destination assets and market
positioning, and their identity as a sub-brand. A good destination website is
particularly suited to executing this approach. There is much work that would need
to be invested in determining an umbrella brand identity and its related brand

architecture.

That destination identity could be tied into being the location of two very well-
known national parks, for example—something that very few other destinations can
claim. Itis still a largely untapped marketing strength for Haywood County, and
regardless of whether it is utilized in the county’s brand identification, it is a very

strong and unique asset that should be heavily marketed.

Strategy: Leverage Haywood County’s Unique Location as a Strategic Asset
Having two national parks with significant brand awareness is but one example of
how Haywood County’s location is a strategic asset. During the discovery phase of
the strategic planning process, several stakeholders expressed their concern about
being located between two strong tourism brands, Asheville and Cherokee, and the
fear of being overlooked by travelers headed to one or the other. But being
sandwiched between Asheville and Cherokee isn’t a reason for regret. In the digital

world, it's now a reason for celebration.




Search engine marketing and optimization offers the opportunity to sell to online
travel shoppers driven to the web by those two significant drivers of traffic.
Haywood County should leverage its location strengths online through aggressive
digital marketing to travelers searching for Asheville and Cherokee, as well as other
nearby well-known brands (and drivers of traffic) such as Harrah’s and Biltmore.
The advantage of SEO and SEM is that the results are easily measured, and the
tactics associated with online digital marketing can be adjusted as they are

implemented.

And contrary to what was frequently heard during the discovery phase and
witnessed in the results of the stakeholder survey, we don’t believe Asheville is a
significant competitor to Haywood County. Asheville offers a much different

destination experience, one that is no longer focused solely upon being a mountain

destination. Haywood County offers its own unique experience, and several assets

that Asheville does not have (a large inventory of rental properties being one of
them). There may be travelers who are looking at both Asheville and Haywood
County, and there may also be a small market who decide to stay in properties in
West Asheville at Interstate 40 Exit 44 instead of in Canton or elsewhere in the
county. But the odds are very good that the visitor who chooses to stay in Asheville
is seeking a different experience not offered by Haywood County, and vice versa.
The comparison between Cherokee and Haywood County is closer, but they are still

different destinations with their own assets.

[t's time to stop worrying about being competitive with Asheville and Cherokee, and
to embrace the opportunities they present with their close proximity to Haywood

County.




Strategy: Transition Away from the Visitor Service Function
The HCTDA already has a challenging task marketing a complex destination like
Haywood County. Its responsibility is heightened by programs such as the 1% local

funding allocation, which requires a great deal of uncompensated administrative

effort and which fragments available funding. And the HCTDA plays in a highly

competitive category, where the dollars available for destination marketing are
directly influenced by the results generated. That is, more visitors paying a higher

room rate equals higher tax revenues and more available marketing dollars.

In the stakeholder survey completed as a part of this initiative, we observed that
local industry respondents are generally supportive of the visitor centers, but also
somewhat ambivalent on their continued support through TDA funding. The
HCTDA has already scaled down its operation of visitor centers in the county, but it
should begin looking towards a future where its sole focus is upon driving visitation

to the destination.

Servicing travelers through visitor centers is important. Nothing can replace a
smiling face and friendly advice on where to go and what to do. But in the era of
smartphones and other third-party apps, DMOs across the nation are questioning
their investment in visitor centers, particularly those that operate multiple facilities.
The Hilton Head-Bluffton Chamber of Commerce, the official DMO of that South
Carolina resort destination, ended their work on a new visitor’s center two years
ago and also decided to close its one center in favor of new technology to provide
the same services. Additionally, while most DMOs measure the traffic through their
centers, many fail to ask what service is actually being provided to them and the
return on investment. How many visitors are only seeking directions to the nearest
public restroom? Can at least some of the center’s functions be performed by better

signage, mobile-ready websites, and other visitor tools at a lower cost?




Local chambers of commerce may in fact be better positioned to service visitor
needs. At atime when many chambers are looking to enhance the value of their
members’ investments, chambers can offer visitor services and a presence in a
visitor center as an exclusive benefit to their members. This clearly differentiates

the role of the HCTDA and that of the chamber—the TDA is responsible for driving

guests to the destination, and the chamber is responsible for meeting their needs

once they arrive in the local community. It enables the TDA to focus its strategic

resources solely upon competing against other destinations in key feeder markets.

No one should expect this transition to occur immediately. Potential partners are
needed if the industry decides that the service provided by a visitor center is
needed, but not as a function of the HCTDA. At the very least, the TDA should begin
measuring the effectiveness of the visitor center by assessing both the volume of
visitor traffic and the reason for the visit. This will help determine how to replace
the visitor center functionality if the TDA decides to do so in the future, or help

justify its expenditure should the organization decide to stay in that business.

Strategy: Continue to Build Internal Relevance

The stakeholder survey research and HCTDA board feedback both demonstrated
that the local industry is highly fragmented and not always very familiar with what
the TDA does for the destination. While this is probably true in many communities,
it is a critical issue in a destination like Haywood County where there are strong
opinions about the future direction of area tourism. While creating relevance for
the destination is vital for external audiences, it is also important to build it for

internal audiences as well.

The HCTDA currently appears to do quite a bit to engage with the local industry. Of
course, they can provide regular communication and stage industry events on a
regular basis, but if the message isn’t getting through it does not matter. The
HCTDA should absolutely continue to engage with stakeholders and the community

as a strategic imperative, through media such as the HCTDA website, regular email
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communication, and its annual report. It must continue to provide frequent
opportunities for engagement and facilitate partnerships with and amongst area

tourism stakeholders.

There are a number of other tactics that the TDA should consider for testing. These
include “speed dating” events and workshops to encourage packaging and
information sharing at key times of the year among hotels and other visitor
attractions and activities. As noted in the stakeholder research and in our review of

area websites, there appears to be very little collaboration within the local industry.

In addition to providing a visitor benefit, packaging and other forms of collaboration

present a picture of a vibrant destination with varied activities and attractions,

leading to more educated visitors, longer stays, and higher guest expenditures.

Another tactic that may help engage the local industry is to present an annual
“investors” meeting event exclusively for hotel owners and managers, with content
aimed squarely at them. While the travel and tourism sector consists of many
different providers, lodging operators ultimately collect the occupancy tax that

keeps the HCTDA in business.

Strategy: Leverage and Build Core Capabilities
The HCTDA's internal marketing team is a strategic asset that few destinations of
Haywood County’s size possess. The potential ROI from having an internal team is
likely much higher than an equivalent expenditure in many forms of media, given
that most media is a one-time investment. This capability provides a number of
strategic advantages, most notably:
¢ Intimate knowledge of the destination
¢ In-house expertise in marketing communications
Opportunities for building local stakeholder relationships
Ongoing digital and social media marketing management
Content creation that can be leveraged across multiple media platforms, such

as social, video, and public relations




e “Nimbility,” or the ability to move quickly to take advantage of new and fast-

moving opportunities in the destination or the external environment

HCTDA should augment this in-house expertise and these core capabilities with the

addition of a group sales team member dedicated to selling group venues and

building countywide destination impacts. The capability offered by a group sales

specialist means that the county can target groups that are suited to the types of
accommodations and meeting and sports venues located throughout Haywood
County. Given that meetings and events are relationship-oriented businesses, it may
take several years to grow these opportunities. But the potential for booking both
localized business to Haywood’s communities and county-wide events makes this

hiring desirable.

Strategy: Create Countywide Destination Experiences

Given the lack of unity in the destination and the oft-cited inability to look beyond
the community represented by tourism stakeholders, HCTDA should seek out some
opportunities to market Haywood County as a single unified destination.
Opportunities that are truly countywide in terms of impact are hard to find and
sometimes expensive to execute (given the complexity and size of the destination},

but this is imperative as a means of creating a countywide destination culture.

These opportunities include countywide events and promotions that drive visitors
to one or more communities within the larger destination. Another marketing
opportunity is signage. While a countywide wayfinding program would help unify
and identify Haywood as a single destination, it is also expensive. One means of
starting small in this area would be to create standardized welcome signage for each
community. Another county with a variety of smaller “destinations within a
destination,” Currituck County in the northern Outer Banks of North Carolina (the
best known is Corolla), has done this with its signage. The aforementioned group
sales manager position is another opportunity to create destination marketing

initiatives that cross municipal lines and bring diverse parts of the county together.
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Strategy: Determine Where to Play

Haywood County must identify a unique market position that it can truly own in the
destination market place. Its competition isn’t necessarily Asheville or Cherokee. It
offers a much different product, and therefore likely appeals to a different audience
as well. Those differences might be subtle and probably go beyond simple

demographics. Aging Baby Boomer demographics, for instance, dominate many

destinations’ target audience profile, so that alone isn’t going to be sufficient for

distinguishing who is the county’s target audience. The target audience profile for
Haywood County (and there may be more than one) will likely depend upon
psychographics (what the target audience is thinking), their desired benefits, and

preferred visit activities.

Given the diversity of the destination and the depth and breadth of its offerings, the
path of least resistance for HCTDA would be to pursue an approach that tries to be
all things to all people. Regrettably, many destinations follow the same path
because they are either risk-averse or lazy. It is important that HCTDA find a unique
market position and stick to it. This will almost certainly require the investment in

market research mentioned earlier in this report.

Haywood County may end up with more than one market position, and more than
one target audience. While its marketing resources are limited and the county
should avoid fragmenting its investments, the reality is that there may be more than
a single answer. A motorsports driving market position may be ideally suited and
required for Maggie Valley specifically, but an outdoor recreation positioning may
encompass the entire county. A group sales initiative will require that the
destination be positioned as a desirable meeting and amateur sports location, but
for groups seeking a particular experience specific to Haywood County. Of course,
this positioning will be different than one established by other destinations with
more traditional types of meeting and event venues. (The leisure positioning should
help support the group and event positioning, since much of HCTDA’s promotional

focus is upon that market and always will be.)




Strategy: Optimize Destination Revenues

Because the HCTDA is obligated to support a large number of initiatives through the
Haywood County occupancy tax, it should drive visitation that hits the “sweet spot”
of visitors who stay longer and spend more, generating more tax revenue.
Marketing research will again be essential at determining which customer type

offers the greatest potential for return on investment, at different times of the year.

A winter sports visitor, for instance, may generate room nights, but may not

generate them at a high average daily rate, or may not generate other types of

ancillary spending such as retail and food and beverage.

This initiative is dependent in part upon determining whether the destination is
“full” at peak times of the year. If occupancy is maximized during key seasonal
weekends, can length of stay be optimized during those same seasons? And if
midweek visitation is optimized during July and October, can shoulder months such
as June and August be optimized even on weekends? Understanding seasonal
visitation and occupancy patterns is an important component of optimizing

destination revenues.

But this analysis also extends to understanding the destination’s visitor types. For
example, a guest who stays in a rental property may not necessarily spend as much
in local restaurants or visiting area attractions. However, a longer stay (which also
generates higher occupancy tax revenue) may compensate for lower non-lodging
visit revenue. Conversely, a winter season guest who spends only the weekend in
the destination, brings all of their own food, and spends very little time in area
stores and restaurants may not be as valuable a visitor as some other types. In
order to continue to reinvest occupancy tax revenues into programs like the 1%
local fund, HCTDA must seek out opportunities for maximizing revenue and driving

more valuable guest segments.




Strategy: Begin Positioning the Destination to Reach Millennials

Haywood County’s core visitor is typically older, with 42% reported to be age 55+
according to the TDA’s 2013 survey of industry partners reported in its annual
report. The Baby Boomer population is still a very attractive market segment, as
they possess substantial spending power and available free time. As more of this
audience ages into retirement, they will continue to be a much sought-after target

by many destinations.

But Millennials will soon be the largest and heaviest spending leisure traveler

segment. (In some industry market studies, they already are.) The first Baby

Boomer will turn 70 next year, so many destinations are already planning for a
future in which the engine of Boomer spending slows and a new market takes its
place. Appealing to a younger audience doesn’t mean leaving the core audience
behind, though. Active Boomers will continue to aspire to destinations and
activities that make them feel young, seeing themselves as younger than they are.
They identify with many of the same activities that are popular with Millennials and

Generation X (the smaller generational segment between Boomers and Millennials).

Millennials are stereotypically portrayed as not having much disposable income,
often living at home, and lacking in motivation. But many are in fact beginning to
enter into their prime earning potential years, and are having children or soon will
be. Haywood County has substantial assets that will likely appeal to Millennials,
from numerous outdoor activities to locally-produced food and beverage. While it’s
not necessary to shift the entire marketing focus to this generation immediately, the
HCTDA should begin to think about how it will capture dollars from this segment in

the future.




Strategy: Leverage the County’s Lodging Diversity, Especially Its Strength in
the Rental Market

Few other destinations in western North Carolina offer the diversity of
accommodations possessed by Haywood County. It is probably rivaled only by
Watauga County in terms of the number of vacation rental properties in WNC.

That’s an asset that can be better leveraged by the HCTDA.

For one, that diversity of accommodations can be used to target multiple audiences.

As an example, the availability of larger rental units is an effective means for driving

multi-generational travel to the county. Larger, multi-bed rental homes are
attractive to this segment because they facilitate reunions of families, friends, and
other parties. They may also lend themselves to longer length of stay and higher
occupancy tax revenues, and will be appealing to both Boomer and Millennial

travelers.

Even outside of the market for vacation rentals and other multi-bed units, the
diversity of accommodations is a strategic advantage compared to many other

counties in the region.

Strategy: Invest More Marketing Dollars in Digital

While the HCTDA has executed some digital marketing in recent years, we believe
there is a greater opportunity for it based upon some of the other challenges faced
by the destination. Digital is ideally suited to marketing a complex, multi-layered,
four-season destination like Haywood County. It enables the HCTDA to drive
potential visitors effectively to the destination website, where the depth and
breadth of Haywood County as a destination can be best communicated. The
medium also yields a rich amount of data about potential visitor preferences and
behaviors, and allows for adjustment of tactics in real time based upon changing

market opportunities and conditions.




Digital can also help build Haywood County’s social media presence faster (which is
efficiently managed in-house and is cost-effective for the county). Ongoing search
engine optimization and paid search engine marketing are also crucial to leveraging
Haywood County’s central location. As noted previously, digital marketing
(particularly SEM) can be used to capture some of the online traffic being generated
by Asheville and Cherokee. Digital is also essential for positioning the destination to

the Millennial market since they eschew many forms of traditional media.

Strategy: Enhance the Opportunity for Success of the Additional 2% Tax if
Passed

Because the HCTDA has already taken a position in favor of the additional 2%
occupancy tax for accommodations in the county, this report assumes that passage
of the legislation authorizing its collection is already a strategic imperative. While
the passage of the legislation in Raleigh may not be a certainty, it will likely continue
to be pursued by the HCTDA for the foreseeable future. We do believe that there are
important steps the HCTDA can take to strengthen the process for how the tax will

be allocated for tourism product development if it is authorized.

It is critical that the HCTDA and its stakeholders differentiate between the
legislation that authorizes the additional occupancy tax revenue and the local
policies that can and should guide the process of determining how the funds are
allocated. These policies will build local confidence that the funding will be utilized
in an appropriate manner by establishing transparency and fairness. Specific details
of how the process of allocation will occur should be developed and publicized, and
the criteria and necessary requirements for any funding of potential projects clearly
laid out in advance of any application process. The county’s history of a highly
politicized local tourism environment demonstrates that even if there was a

consensus regarding the tax legislation, there is hardly a guarantee that the process

would be executed with similar widespread consensus in the future. The HCTDA's

policies governing the process for how product development funds are to be used




must be detailed and written to ensure the greatest possible return on investment

for the industry and the community.

The Buncombe County TDA, which has had a tourism product development fund for
13 years, is currently revamping its funding process to improve it and leverage the
learning that has occurred during that period of time. Among the recommendations

being implemented include moves to provide greater transparency; a streamlined

application process; a requirement for a 1-to-1 funding match; and a rigorous

approval process that will continue to be led by local hoteliers. But the revamped
process also includes the potential for an agreed-upon waiver from the industry
review committee for projects that the industry believes are critical to the

destination but which may not necessarily meet all of the outlined criteria.

As part of the new product initiative, the HCTDA should also strongly consider
developing a destination product assessment and tourism master plan to help guide
new product development. This will accomplish two major objectives. First, it
would publicly demonstrate a greater variety of opportunities for tourism growth
through new products. Many stakeholders in the county appear to be fixated upon
only one or two possible projects, which restricts the vision for other potential
growth opportunities. There are many other opportunities for Haywood County
which need to be exposed and explored, and for which the new funding mechanism

may be suited.

Second, the HCTDA would be making an additional statement about the strategic
direction of tourism in the county. Guiding the development of future tourism
product is consistent with the role of being a destination management organization
and not simply an advertiser of the destination. It will help align the HCTDA’s
strategic direction with other entities in the county, both public and private, looking

at possible tourism-related projects.




Strategy: Continue Transition from Destination Marketer to Destination
Manager

For decades, most destination marketing organizations fulfilled an old school role in
their local communities that was narrowly defined. They were mostly focused upon
traditional sales and marketing programs; operating the local visitor center; and
rarely collaborating with local government or economic development entities. The

idea of establishing and managing the destination brand was largely unheard of, and

guiding new tourism product development was left to local government or the

private sector.

In the 21st century, however, the definition of the DMO is changing from destination

marketer to destination manager. This new role, being embraced by destinations

both large and small, is marked by several traits:

¢ By understanding better than anyone else the needs and wants of the visitor,

the organization serves as a catalyst for new tourism product development.
It becomes an active (rather than passive) supporter of tourism growth, and
publicly expresses a vision for the opportunities provided by this growth.
The organization identifies potential sources of project funding that can be
used to drive new product development in both the public and private
sectors.
The destination manager works closely with local, state and federal
governments for the betterment of the industry and the community.
Traditionally, most DMOs have had a hands-off approach to working with
government as a partner in destination growth. But the influence of
government actions upon the industry at all levels is enormous.
It is also a critical partner in economic development. DMOs should have a
seat at the table when communities consider their economic development
options. While travel and tourism is often not considered in the realm of
traditional economic development (unfortunately), its direct and indirect
impacts upon the broader economy and quality of life are too great to be

ignored.




e The new DMO brings stakeholders together for their mutual benefit. This
may be as simple as facilitating packaging opportunities, or it may be as
powerful as pulling in local partners to lobby on their behalf. But the new
DMO is no longer sitting on the sidelines waiting for someone else to act on
opportunities that could either restrict or accelerate destination growth.
While the concept of the destination brand is not new, more DMOs are
recognizing that they are responsible for destination brand management.
Many destinations rushed out to develop new logos and taglines, but too few
have yet to embrace the idea that the DMO is responsible for managing that

brand and ensuring its consistent application amongst industry partners.

The HCTDA has already embraced a number of these traits in its transition from

destination marketer to destination manager. Its partnership with the National

Park Service and the Blue Ridge Parkway is innovative and beneficial. Local
economic development entities and chambers of commerce are engaged with the
HCTDA. And while controversial for some in the community, the proposed 2%
tourism product development fund is an example of identifying new sources of
funding and shaping future destination growth. It is important that the HCTDA
continue its transition away from being simply an advertiser for the destination to a

true manager of and advocate for it.




Conclusions

Haywood County is a destination of great scenic beauty encompassing two national
parks, some of the highest mountain peaks in eastern North America, charming
small towns, and a variety of compelling activities and attractions. It provides
leisure travelers a wealth of four-season visitor experiences in an easily accessible,
central location. The county offers a wide variety of lodging types at all price points,

and its assets include the equity of several well-known brand names.

Ironically, it is that very abundance, variety, and diversity which is at least partly to
blame for a partial lack of strategic direction and a consensus about how it should
be best marketed as a destination. Without a primary focal point in its marketing
(such as a physical asset or an emotional theme) and lacking more than anecdotal
research, the county’s tourism stakeholders have at times struggled to identify the
principal visit motivators are for the destination. This is not a bad problem to have,
because it’s better than the alternative—having few marketable assets or lacking a

visitor infrastructure. That's a prickly challenge faced by many communities.

Like most destinations in western North Carolina, Haywood County has continued

to see growth in visitor spending in recent years, particularly coming out of the

Great Recession. But its growth lags behind that of other nearby destinations. The
purpose of this report is not to rehash the reasons why that growth has been slower
than desired, or to assign blame to any organization. The objective is to provide the
HCTDA with a roadmap for the next 5 to 10 years. The HCTDA can begin to
accelerate that growth by first recognizing that what matters is not where you've

been, but where you’re going.

The next decade promises great potential for the region’s travel and tourism sector.
Continued strong population growth in key markets like Atlanta, Charlotte, and
Raleigh/Durham means there will be an ample supply of potential visitors in nearby

cities within easy driving distance. The economic recovery and rising real estate




values will lead to renewed visitation to the region from Florida. The discretionary
spending and available free time of aging Baby Boomers will be matched by a surge
in the travel by savvy Millennials. The anchors of tourism in the southern

Appalachians—Gatlinburg, Pigeon Forge, the Great Smoky Mountains, the Blue Ridge

Parkway, Asheville, Cherokee—will likely see continued strong visitation.

So there will be no lack of an available market for Haywood County tourism.
Competing successfully against hundreds of other destinations, however, will be the

primary business challenge. To increase demand, Haywood County must better

distinguish itself from those destinations with a clear and unique message targeted

at the right audience. Creating greater relevance for itself as a destination should
be a paramount strategic imperative. In a marketplace choked with ideas, Haywood
County must truly mean more things to more people. Its current destination identity

is muddy and its target audience not in sharp definition.

In spite of the internal (and occasional external) challenges faced by the
organization, HCTDA does many things well. Its staff is marketing-focused and
manages available resources well. The board is knowledgeable and concerned.
Engaging more local stakeholders (from both the private sector and local
government) in a productive way has been shown to be a challenge. All elements of
the tourism sector can improve their performance in this area. As a speaker ata
recent tourism conference in Kentucky said, in describing a successful regional
partnership in her state which matches both small and large entities, “It’s not about
equal pay (to partner with each other)—it’s about equal sacrifice.” The HCTDA
cannot, by itself, be the sole driver of tourism growth in the county. No successful
destination has ever relied entirely upon its DMO to achieve dramatic and sustained
increases in visitation and guest expenditures. All parts of the local tourism
industry—private businesses, non-profit organizations, and governmental entities—

must share that burden.




Of course, the future of tourism in Haywood County doesn’t depend entirely upon
increased collaboration amongst industry partners and with the TDA. DMOs have
increasingly become more sophisticated in their approaches to understanding their
target audiences, encouraging new tourism product development, delivering
relevant messages in a timely manner, and remaining engaged with their visitors.
The HCTDA must continue its evolution into a destination management organization
that aggressively works to ensure a seamless guest experience—before, during, and
after the visit. Achieving greater relevance as a destination for Haywood County is

not simply a marketing exercise. It also means that the county meets and exceeds

visitor expectations, and offers an experience that guests will want to repeat and tell

others about.
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