
 

 
As it has so many other industries, the portable internet has fundamentally changed the way people 
travel. With new expectations from the ever-connected consumer and new competition from global 
information sources, Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs) 
need to reexamine their role in the travel process in order to stay 
relevant in this new paradigm. 

The Traditional Role of a DMO 

People used to make travel-based decisions on a fairly predictable, 
linear path. Research showed that regardless of the type of travel, 
the destination was usually the first decision, and decisions narrowed 
into a “funnel” after that: from destination, to duration, to budget, to 
transportation, to accommodations, and finally to dining and 
activities.  

A DMO’s role has been to interject itself into as many of those 
decisions that it could by aggregating information about the 
destination and presenting it in a way that would attract visitors, 
meetings and conventions, sporting events, and other types of 
visitors. Travelers and meeting planners had access to information, 
but it wasn’t always accurate or comprehensive.   

So the DMO became the authentic, trusted, and “official” voice for 
destinations. It conducted thorough inventories of the destination’s product and published them in a 
comprehensive and non-biased way. The DMO served a valuable role to visitors, meeting planners, and 
travel media because it could present choices and options based on the individual’s needs, not on who 
paid for the service.    

Some forward-thinking DMOs, including DCVB, also realized many years ago that a DMO’s role didn’t 
stop with putting “heads in beds,” but also extended to encouraging additional spending once visitors 
and meeting delegates were already in-market, serving as a steward for the destination’s brand 
message, informing development decisions, and helping visitor-related businesses amplify their own 
messages. This 360o approach to anticipating and responding to the full needs of visitors is providing a 
solid platform to understand and meet the evolving needs of today’s visitor. 

A New Decision Model 

The modern traveler has more information in her pocket than most DMOs have in all of their databases 
combined. Giant, international information aggregators with farmore resources than DMOs have gotten 
in to the game – Google, Yelp, TripAdvisor, and others have dedicated billions into aggregating content, 
maps, reviews, and other crowdsourced databases that a visitor can reference in seconds on her smart 
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phone. Online travel agencies such as Expedia, Travelocity, and Booking.com have made the tedious 
process of price comparisons a matter of just a few clicks or taps. The rise of social networking and 
online reviews has forced a transparency of service unparalleled in history – a bad experience can be 
shared with millions of potential customers. Because consumers now dominate control of online 
reputations, organizations no longer own their own brands. 

Word of mouth (WOM) marketing moved 
from small discussions around the water 
cooler or the living room to digital 
messages sent and re-sent to an almost 
unlimited number of recipients. Social 
media and mobile technology increased 
the speed at which these messages are 
delivered, multiplying the impact of WOM 
in influencing travel decisions.   

All of these influences have turned the 
travel decision process from a predictable 
funnel into a dizzying network of decision 
points. A potential traveler can make any 
decision at any point in the process, 
influenced by any number of online or 
personal interactions.  

While information sharing after the trip 
has always been a part of the travel process, this experience has also evolved and amplified – what was 
once sitting through Aunt Mary’s tedious slideshow of her cruise 30 years ago has become 
instantaneous sharing, tagging, and inspiration to hundreds while a person is still in the destination.  

A traveler is as likely to be inspired to visit a particular restaurant as they are a destination in general, 
and they may not choose where to stay until they’re already on the road. Additionally, today’s visitor is 
less likely to trust messages they can “see through” as marketing speak – they’d much rather hear real 
experiences from others like them who have already visited. Traditional marketing messages are going 
to push away the next generation of travelers rather than draw them in.  

The proliferation of choice has become the new normal for meeting planners as well. Planners can easily 
source their own meetings and do their own research online without the assistance of a CVB or other in-
market contact.  

The Advantages of DMOs 

Potential travelers have more choices and access to more information now than ever. However, this has 
not helped them magically get more time in their day to go through them. It’s the classic paradox of 
choice: today’s visitor or planner expects instant information delivery how and when they look for it, but 
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they need help distilling their choices into an experience that is relevant for them and still gives them 
the amount of control and choice they desire. This is where DMOs can really step up to the plate.   

DMOs in general, and DCVB in particular, have distinct advantages over companies like Google, Trip 
Advisor and others with huge global resources because even though these companies have the power to 
aggregate and iterate faster than a DMO could ever hope to, they cannot provide some key things that 
today’s travelers want and need. DMOs are actually in the destination, and we can partner with and 
utilize these “competitors” to shift our focus and capitalize on these advantages: 

• We’re real people. CVB employees can experience a destination in a way that the Google Earth 
camera cannot. Our expertise is more than the sum of our database. 

• We have expert knowledge about our destination. We know what’s here, how easy it is to get 
to, how visitor-friendly it is. We’re perfectly positioned to help filter the endless lists into 
meaningful experiences.  

• We’re connected to locals. Through social media and other local outreach programs, such as 
Wayfinders, we can connect visitors to real people and the experiences they are seeking 
through the additional reach of our extended network. 

• We’re connected to community decision-makers. We can provide various civic and business 
leaders with intelligence and advocacy for the destination’s visitor product. 

• We’re experts at destination marketing. We can help 
our tourism industry partners help themselves by 
providing insights into visitation trends, analysis, etc. 

 The Future DMO

In order to survive and thrive in the new technological 
paradigm, DMOs need to hone their advantages by focusing 
on their local connections and cultivating relationships – with locals, meeting planners, and potential 
visitors alike. And they need to do it quickly, in real time.   

• From inventory aggregators to experience experts: Future DMOs will embrace their locality and 
serve as a “friend on the ground” to travelers.  

Instead of reciting lists of choices, DMOs need to become comfortable offering human expertise 
to help visitors and planners tailor all of the options into an experience that is the most 
meaningful to them. 

DMOs will also utilize this expertise to provide a source of relevant, localized content that the 
new third party aggregators can help deliver to visitors when and where they need it. 

• From promoters to connectors: Rather than mass marketing, future DMOs will help tailor 
individual visitors’ interests and planners’ needs by connecting them with local experts and 
partners. DMOs will “enable more” and encourage relationship building within the industry. 

“The future DMO needs to focus on 
delivering intelligence, rather than 

information.”  

Troy Thompson 
Travel 2.0 
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Frontline training programs, in-market engagement, and strategic partnerships with visitor-
related organizations will be crucial for 
the future DMO to ensure that visitors’ 
and meeting delegates’ in-market 
experiences generate positive reviews 
and referrals. Additionally, DMOs will 
help visitor-related businesses help 
themselves by providing training and 
insights on visitor marketing as a whole. 

• From attracting one-time visitors to 
building advocates: In addition to 
encouraging visitors and meetings to 
return, DMOs will focus on helping their 
partners turn happy customers into true 
brand advocates. 

These new brand advocates will, in turn, help amplify the message to potential visitors across 
their networks.  
 

DCVB has already begun developing programs that will serve as a launch point to connecting and 
engaging the future traveler. The rest of this plan will focus on how we plan to build on these platforms 
over the next three to five years and beyond in order to serve today’s visitor and attract a future 
generation of Durham advocates. 
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