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70 Effective Ways to Generate Revenue in a Recession
F R O M T H E R E P O R T :

[CINDY ESTIS GREEN]
FOR THE RESORT MARKETING SPECIAL INTEREST GROUP

Resort Best Practices Initiative
Executive Summary
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BACKGROUND
From the first instance in September,
2008 of the media spotlight on AIG
for conducting an incentive meeting
at the St. Regis Monarch Beach resort
in California a week after receiving
$85B in government bailout funds,
any organization choosing a resort
meeting venue has been demonized.
The image conveyed by the press of
corporate America guilty of excessive
spending on lavish events while the
rest of the country is suffering high
rates of unemployment is inspiring
fear and paranoia in the meeting plan-
ner community. The industry is esti-
mated to have lost $1B in meeting and
conference cancellations and with it
an estimated 200,000 jobs in 2008 and
another 250,000 expected in 2009 (as
projected by US Department of
Labor). Many resorts have removed
the word resort from their printed
materials to make it easier for the
meeting planners to keep their plans
under the radar screens of media
witch-hunts.

Resorts were asked to identify the
initiatives they undertook to stimulate
revenue in this most hostile of cli-
mates. They were asked to document
any programs that triggered the
phone to ring or the “Reserve Now”
button to get clicked on a Web site.
These are not always the most produc-
tive of initiatives, but the resorts indi-
cated that the report submissions rep-
resented in this study got positive
results. Some had not yet run a full
sales cycle but they appeared to be
promising. Given the dramatic down-

turn in the group and meetings side
of the business (which was felt by all),
most of the new initiatives focus on
the consumer markets. The study is
divided into illustrations that fall into
four major groups:

• Tapping consumer markets
• Leveraging secondary revenue

streams
• Groups/Meetings
• Distribution channels: booking and

communications

METHODOLOGY
This study was conducted by collecting
initiatives undertaken over the last
year by the 30 participating resorts to
illustrate successful programs that
moved the needle on revenue.
Commentary from the resort execu-
tives was collected and is incorporated
into the report. Summaries of all mar-
keting initiatives were extrapolated
from the submissions.

Like most sales and marketing prac-
tices, none can be applied directly
from one resort to another with the
expectation of getting the same result.
Resorts are unique business entities
with different customer bases operat-
ing in different environments with
widely varied product and service
offerings. Therefore, programs need
to be adapted accordingly. If some-
thing fails in one resort, it may be
wildly successful in another. There
were clearly some patterns that
emerged in this study that created a
blueprint for success. They are
reviewed in the Summary of Findings.

The participating resorts in the HSMAI Resort Best Practices
Initiative were interested in comparing their own approach to
generating revenue in a recession with that of their peers in
the resort industry. The study examines what the participating
resorts have done in the last year to generate revenue in an
economy troubled by recession and aggravated by a national
level political pushback on resort meetings.

S T A T E M E N T O F P U R P O S E

HSMAI Resort Marketing Special
Interest Group

The Resort Marketing Special Interest

Group is a group of HSMAI members

who advance the resort sales and

marketing discipline and the profes-

sional development of its members

through information sharing and edu-

cation. This group is responsible for

creating forums for information

exchange such as the annual Resort

Conference and for publishing

newsletters and articles related to the

resort sales and marketing specialty.

It also guides the Best Practices

Initiative, of which this report is a

product. The Best Practices Initiative

produces two research studies per

year, and includes webinars, a sub-

scriber-only Linkedin group, and bi-

monthly networking conference calls.

For more information about the

HSMAI Resort Marketing Special

Interest Group and how to become a

subscriber to the Resort Best

Practices Initiative, please go to

www.HSMAIResortBestPractices.com
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
In the last recession in 2001 following
9/11, the resort revpar data (as indi-
cated by Smith Travel Research) expe-
rienced the smallest drop (mainly
attributed to average rate) when com-
pared to the drop experienced by all
other hotel type categories. Resort
management had largely withstood
the temptation to drop rates in
response to the reduced demand.
While the dust has not yet settled on
what will be called the recession of
2009, this economic downturn appears
to be far more serious because its
roots in the financial markets cut a
deeper scar in the overall economy,
and also because the financial industry
has historically been a strong support-
er of the resort industry, particularly
for those with a high proportion of
corporate meetings.

Beyond the rudimentary cause of
the downturn, the effects are com-
pounded by the tidal wave of the “AIG

Effect,” creating a double dose of trou-
ble that may take longer to subside.
Obviously, those resorts dependent on
groups and meetings were hit hardest
and those with lighter debt structures
and/or independent ownership may
have the stamina, will power, and/or
wherewithal to ride out the storm with
less collateral damage. If anyone
thought a deep recession and the AIG
Effect were the worst they could imag-
ine, the resorts in Mexico also had to
contend with widespread media

reports of drug-related violence in pop-
ular destinations followed by an out-
break of the H1N1 (swine flu) virus.

This study puts forth many initia-
tives that “worked” to ring the cash
register. It also provides some insight
to the participants in ways to minimize
this so-called collateral damage so
when the listing ship is set straight and
the economy is on the upswing (pre-
dicted by many forecasts to shift by
mid-2010), the resort industry can be
quicker on the uptake to benefit as
early as possible from the positive turn
of events.

The initiatives that were most suc-
cessful in each category had similar
elements. Many resorts offered sugges-
tions or caveats that they will heed
themselves if/when they repeat the
programs. Many resorts indicated that
they believe the approach taken in the
past, along with all its incremental
variations, has to fundamentally
change in the new climate.

They have to re-work the way they
negotiate or offer products and ser-
vices. There was a sense from many
resort executives that they are starting
from scratch in the way they assemble
group/meeting or individual offers.
This was disconcerting for many, but
may ultimately prove to force the
industry to question and critique
everything they have done—recogniz-
ing that even when the recession sub-
sides, they will continue to deal in a
new way with the demanding and well-

informed post-2009 consumer, who
will remain vigilant even when good
times roll again.

Tapping Consumer Markets
(individual/transient guests)
The most aggressive programs were
generally undertaken by resorts heavi-
est hit by group cancellations during
peak periods. Many opted to offer
compelling deals to re-create the base
that was missing due to the absence of
groups/meetings. Although there
were varying formats for discounts
from rack or published rates, in all
cases, they were offered in a tight
“fenced” timeframe requiring booking
to be done in a narrow window (usual-
ly 2-4 days), even when the options for
stay dates were much wider. Discounts
were deep in some cases, from 20 per-
cent to 80 percent, but at the deepest
end, the resorts generally had black-
out dates to protect peak periods or
those with heavy group activity to
avoid conflicts with group rates.

In the post-mortem evaluations of
these initiatives, many resorts offered
valuable advice: create a mechanism
within your offers to protect
peak/high compression periods within
the sale windows and create tiered dis-
counts that can be stepped down as
the booking volume picks up. When
the 50 percent off rooms are sold,
move quickly to 40 percent, 30 per-
cent, 20 percent so there is still some
connection between rate and demand.
Some underestimated the demand and
offered 25 percent when their con-
sumers were just as willing to book at
the same volume when it was offered at
a 15 percent discount. Other impor-
tant recommendations by resort execu-
tives included limiting the number of
options to three in any one promotion
to keep it simpler; several resorts
included five options (combinations of
discounts and add-on services like spa,
fitness, golf) and found it too difficult
to manage internally, too difficult for

“This study was conducted by collect-
ing initiatives undertaken over the last
year by the 30 participating resorts to
illustrate successful programs that
moved the needle on revenue.”

Resort Best Practices Initiative
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media coverage, and harder for the
consumer to select. Lesson learned.

Several resorts were particularly suc-
cessful in supporting their primary
message by using Twitter, YouTube,
and Facebook to spread the word to a
larger audience and one that is more
engaged with the property. Not sur-
prisingly, past guests were most
responsive, being most able to fully
appreciate the value on offer. The
resorts reported the most successful
programs carefully targeted sub-mar-
kets and tailored the offers to their
known preferences.

Leveraging Secondary
Revenue Streams
A dramatic lead-in for the offers (like
50 percent off) seemed to pay off in
almost all cases to get the phones ring-
ing. The trick seems to be to offer a
low enough rate to capture interest,
use the low rates to extend stays (by
creating incentives that reward longer
stays with higher discounts) but don’t

go so low that you are attracting a con-
sumer who will not spend on ancillary
revenue. Even if the core product
offering is lower (e.g., room rates for
lodging, lift tickets for ski resorts) be
sure to require additional ancillary
spending or to provide incentives to
stimulate interest in spending on
optional products/services.

The widespread use of the resort
credit proved highly effective to cap-
ture reasonable room rates with the
temptation of $50-$100 per day on any
other ancillary services purchased
(dining, golf, spa etc.).

There were some great examples of
initiatives to stimulate spa revenue
such as $20 gift cards for arriving
guests who did not make an advanced
spa booking or offering a variety of
three mini-spa services rolled into one
at an appealing rate during off-peak
season to locals.

Many of the ancillary revenue initia-
tives were directed to the local markets
and worked exceptionally well at little

to no incremental marketing expense.
Offering a choice of services such as
dining, spa, or golf rounds can be
appealing add-ons for overnight stays as
well as for locals. Local golf cards or
meal/spa combinations were all very
successful with their local communities.
One resort developed a beverage pro-
gram in which the vendor paid for
most of the promotional costs and the
resort (and the vendor) benefited from
the incremental sales of new products.

Groups/Meetings
Many of the group/meetings initia-
tives were not as program-based as
found in the consumer market offer-
ings. One resort’s meeting guarantee
was one of the more dramatic. Many
resorts were back-to-basics with sales
blitzes, major pushes for site visits, tele-
marketing campaigns, and tightly con-
trolled goals for sales staff. There were
quite a few examples of options
offered to meeting planners that they
could choose from including reduced20
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meeting rentals, discounts on golf
rounds, spa treatments, and other
resort services. All resort executives
felt that they were selling one group at
a time with a degree of attention to
each individual contract they may not
have given for many years. The idea of
a house holiday party proved very pop-
ular with local businesses wanting to
have a party for their employees but
not wanting to spend the full amount
required for a private room.

This high degree of service person-
al attention went a long way with meet-
ing planners in addition to the sweet-
ening of the deals in terms of dis-
counts and one-time accommodations.
Service standards and attention is the
residual that will likely remain even as
rates move up with a strengthening
economy.

Distribution Channels:
Booking/Communications
Some resorts came up with new uses of
old channels to get bookings or to send
out messages. Some tried new channels
and many became very proactive in the
use of existing channels such as public
relations turbocharged through social
media. Travel agents and taxi drivers
provided new sources of business,
stepped up pay-per-click (PPC) cam-
paigns on the Web site meant doubled
budgets with eight to tenfold results,
and a practical use of local radio deliv-
ered for several resorts. There was a
clear pattern that appeared indicating a
shift in funds from offline communica-
tions to online.

RECOMMENDATIONS
Many of the resorts shared their expe-
rience as they reflected on initiatives
that worked and needed to be refined
over time. This list summarizes the
comments, advice, and feedback from
the resort contributors.
• Fence discounted rates so they are

limited in terms of timeframe and
protect peak/high compression

periods.
• Tier the rates so you have the ability

to yield when demand is strong
and/or require longer lengths of
stay for deeper discounts. Even when
you want to offer a rate that will cap-
ture consumer attention, guard
against giving too low a rate during
the intermittent periods of high
demand that fall within the offer
window so you can still get higher
rates at that time.

• Use credits, gift cards, or other
means as an alternative to discount-
ing rates.

• Be sure the consumer and group/
meetings markets attracted to the
periodic discounted offers are within

the demographic band that will
spend on ancillary products and ser-
vices.

• Build campaigns around ancillary
products/services for the overnight
as well as the local market. Don’t
underestimate the local market’s
interest in all the resort products
and services for overnight as well as
day use.

• Try new distribution channels for
communications and for bookings;
get proactive in your use of them
and don’t be hesitant to experiment.
Most have a relatively low cost of
entry and attract a wider demo-
graphic than you might expect. This
includes PURLs, social media such as
Twitter, Facebook, YouTube, FLickr,
dynamic booking engines, and new

options to reach travel agents or the
online consumer markets.

• Use the intelligence of your databas-
es to better target offers; go back to
those most likely to appreciate value
offers. Make sure you build the
lessons you learned into your
database so your offers can get con-
tinually more targeted for each sub-
set of customers.

• Make it as easy as possible for guests
to make advance bookings for ancil-
lary revenue centers. When a con-
sumer is reviewing the Web site, or
called by a reservation sales agent,
they may be more likely to consider
the full range of offerings. If you can
get them to commit then to an activi-

ty or service, they can utilize the
resort more fully. Once on property,
they may not be as aware of the
options or willing to take the time to
look into them. More advance plan-
ning leads to a better resort experi-
ence as well as higher revenue.

• No matter what a resort conjures up
in the short-term recession to attract
consumers or group clients, there is
no question that the nature of the
stay is what will create the demand
for a return visit—this year and for
many years to come. No amount of
incentive or deal will make a cus-
tomer return who has an inferior
experience when they visit the
resort. Get it right in terms of guest
experience if you are in it for the
long term. �

“All resort executives felt that they
were selling one group at a time
with a degree of attention to each
individual contract they may not
have given for many years.”

Resort Best Practices Initiative


