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Tourism Branding Positioning
There are too many places to go out there

There are tens of thousands of destinations (from cities to museums to attractions to 
resorts), all fighting to get the consumer’s attention. What separates the wheat from 
the chaff in this crowded category is a strong and clearly articulated brand position.

Now, we all know that the words “brand” and “branding” have been completely 
overused in these times of measurement and metrics. So before your eyes glaze over 
during yet another mindless effusion, let us cut straight to why those two words are 
still important to travel marketers:

“Without a position, it is almost impossible to achieve a meaningful and sustainable 
point of differentiation.”

It’s easy to overlook the power of positioning when there are competitive pressures, 
market forces or deadlines to deal with:

• Brochures must be distributed on time, or else

• Direct mail campaigns must drop when scheduled

• Banner ads, web content, and deal driven links need to get out there

Any diversion from the plan could impact revenue. Unfortunately, when these tactical 
efforts don’t follow a carefully crafted position, the destination can end up either 
looking schizophrenic to the customer, or worse: indistinguishable from competitors. 
Cover up the logos and it could be marketing from any place.

A unique, ownable position gives a destination 
gravitas

It has pull. It makes people want to get up off the couch, pack their bags, and go. 
With their friends, family, even solo. Whether it’s across town, the country, or the 
ocean, a destination has to make people lust after it. This requires an inspirational 
promise that holds true to the experience (and value) it can reliably deliver.

Creating this higher level of differentiation means taking the time to learn the 
truth behind what makes it unique, and what it has to offer that is relevant and 
compelling to the travelers wanted as repeat, high value customers. All great 
positions are rooted in a nugget of truth, or a kernel of insight that helps you stake 
out an ownable space in the mind of the consumer that is unique, and that no other 
brand can co-opt, or invade.

Once that truth has been uncovered and clearly articulated, every decision that has to 
be made gets a lot easier moving forward.
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Tourism Without Branding

In a competitive landscape, lack of differentiation 
equals commodity.

There isn’t a commodity out there that gets to charge a premium--not one red cent 
more--unless there are no competitors. Commodities are complete substitutes. No 
one cares if you swap out one for another, because they’re all the same. There is little 
differentiation. A beach here is basically the same as a beach there. A lift and lodging 
deal here is the same as a deal over there.

Let’s say you’re in the lobby of a hotel, or at a rest 
stop, or even surfing the web.

You happen upon a brochure (or website) for a ski resort. You flip through it. How 
much of it was truly unique? How much differentiation was created in your mind as 
you viewed it? Aside from a few facts about physical attributes, what popped off the 
page as truly unique? I’d bet you saw one or two money shots showing off the snow, 
a few more generic skiing and riding action shots, some lifestyle photographs and 
maybe a cute kid with a helmet and goggles, right?

Let’s use another example.

You pick up a travel magazine at your local newsstand, and page through it casually 
as you wait for a phone call, or sip coffee. It’s an issue about beach getaways. How 
many different ads will feature a photo of a woman, on a lounge chair, with a 
palm tree? It might surprise a lot of destination marketers to learn that a common 
response to ads like these is “Great. A Beach. So what?”

To make matters worse, online travel agencies, aggregators, and directory websites 
seem to have trained the consuming public to look for low price as the only driver of 
choice. The websites that people like to go to see how much it would cost to fly to 
Denver, or Miami aren’t in the business of helping create differentiation, or build a 
strong brand, or introduce a destination to a new audience. For them, it’s all about 
transaction volume.

The result? Lots of great deals for the consumer, but travel brands become 
uninteresting in a hurry if they’re not the cheapest deal.



www.createwanderlust.com     |     518-272-2800     |     297 River St., Troy, NY 12180

3

Features and attributes are not meaningful points 
of differentiation

For those on the inside of the business, it’s especially important to see things from 
the consumers

perspective. Many marketers take stock of the features or attributes they have to 
sell or promote, and attempt to create a brand position around them. The problem 
is that many of those attributes (a ski lift, a beach, a restaurant, activities for kids) 
aren’t all that unique. Lots of places have beaches, don’t they?

This is why creating differentiation within a particular sub-category is so vital to 
a strong competitive position, and can really drive preference, market share, and 
bottom line growth.
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Destination Marketing | Defining a 
Unique Position
Our experience shows us that there are four steps integral to uncovering truths and 
determining which contribute to a believable, differentiating, relevant, memorable 
and deliverable promise of value for any destination:

• Peeling back the onion

• Analyzing the competitive idea space

• Identifying the true relationship drivers

Getting intimate with the consumer

Peeling back the onion

Take a good hard look at your place in the world, from an outsider’s perspective. 
Where did it originate? What does it offer of value? How has it been represented in 
the past? What is its current positioning in the mind of the consumer, and what is its 
current market position? How about the people behind it? What are they thinking 
and saying? How do they act? What do they really believe? What do they really think 
of the travelers that find their way here? Tell the truth and nothing but the truth.

Analyzing the competitive idea space

Take a look at all of your competitors. Reverse-engineer their advertising and 
marketing communications to see where they are focusing, how they are positioning 
their destinations. What are they saying? How is it different, and how is it the same? 
Is it the truth? After you’ve completed this, you should have a good idea where there 
is saturation and where there is opportunity in the world of ideas.

Identifying the true relationship drivers

Identify all of the attributes in the category and do a gap analysis to determine 
which of these are the relationship drivers for the category, and for your destination. 
Are the drivers tangible or intangible? Which attributes do you need to do well just 
to be considered? Which offer the highest return on investment and which aren’t 
worth spending time or money on? Don’t be afraid to invest in consumer research 
(qualitative or quantitative) at this stage. Good fieldwork and analysis will deliver 
decision support tools for a decade or more.
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Getting intimate with the consumer 

Among travelers who seek out destinations in your competitive space, what are their 
current perceptions of the category as a whole, your brand and those you compete 
with? What keeps them up at night? What interests them, makes them happy, 
and can improve their quality of life. Focusing on the relationship-building drivers, 
ladder up the list of attributes to get to the place that resonates with consumers 
emotionally. What are they willing to believe about your place that is somehow 
different and more desirable than the competition?

The bottom line

It may not be so plainly evident, but uncovering the truth is the key to finding a 
position that will be meaningful, different, and ownable over the long term.



www.createwanderlust.com     |     518-272-2800     |     297 River St., Troy, NY 12180

6

In A Position To Achieve A 
Greater ROI
The Foundation for Successful Marketing

Sometimes it’s hard for travel marketers to think of the value of a position in 
concrete ways. Similarly, it’s VERY hard for the C-Suite to justify staff resources and 
out of pocket expenses for positioning work if they can’t find immediate ways 
to demonstrate some semblance of an ROI. But if you look at a position as the 
foundation, just about every marketing initiative gets a bump in ROI.

You are measuring ROI, aren’t you?

When you dig down deep and get to the truth about your position, you’re really 
getting in touch with the soul of your business. If you’ve spent the time to learn 
about the soul of your company, and use it to position your brand, then lots of other 
things fall into place. Just think of front line staff. With an ethos to follow, they can 
really live the position, and create great consumer experiences.

That may sound like an ethereal idea, but it’s very 
real, and it’s measurable.

Brands that understand this consistently score better than the competitive set for 
customer satisfaction, advocacy (or willingness to recommend), and loyalty. Net 
promoter scores invariably rise. The correlation between these marketing metrics and 
good old dollars is strong. But, with no soul, it’s very hard to create a battle cry that 
the internal team can live by, and consumers will respond to.

There are other good examples of how a strong position can make other marketing 
initiatives easier, and return more value.

Consider internet marketing

This is a real-world, stone-cold example that EVERYONE has probably dealt with by 
now. If you haven’t, we expect that you will very shortly. Even in a down market, 
with media budgets on the chopping block, this is the one sector in the advertising 
industry that will see continued growth for the near future. Without a solid brand 
position, the absolute basic web marketing 101 tasks like SEO and SEM are painful, 
and likely, aimless. Sure, it’s trackable, but without a position, creating effective paid 
and organic keyword campaigns that translate into conversions is difficult. With a 
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unique position, creating long term strategies that improve organic rankings, deliver 
more relevant visitors, and convert at higher rates, is within reach.

And remember the message

Perhaps the most compelling example of how much simpler marketing can become 
if a valid, meaningful position is established is in good old advertising and marketing 
communications. Consistently good creative is the love child of great positioning 
and creative talent. Agencies whose clients have established their competitive line in 
the sand, grounded in truthful insight, can deliver great work over and over. It also 
makes it easy to stay on track over time. How many times have we seen marketing 
campaigns lose the mojo after a few great executions, and then completely unravel 
after a few quarters?

Positioning can help avoid this, and help ensure that good decisions are made 
over time.
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Resort Marketing | 12 Questions 
To Ask 

As you examine where your brand is now, and where you want to be in the future, 
consider the position you’re in.

Ask yourself these twelve questions:

1. Do we follow what our competitors are doing and saying?

2.  Do we talk with our customers to find out what they think?

3.  Do we talk with non-customers to find out why they aren’t customers?

4.   Does the look, flavor or tone of our marketing campaigns change 
frequently?

5.  Do we have a “mood board” and brand statement for our company?

6.  Has everyone that comes into contact with our customers seen it?

7.   Do we have a litmus test to determine if each element of our 
communications program is “on position?

8.  Do we have a brand standards or graphics standards manual?

9. Are they followed religiously?

10. Do we have a designated brand steward to pay close attention to creative, 
and other applications of the brand?

11. Do we track ROI for marketing initiatives?

12. How are our conversion rates?

It’s a crowded world we live in, and despite recessions, layoffs, and tumbling revenue 
projections, people will still make time for getting away. A strong position will help 
you create emotional, evocative connections with the consumer. Those connections 
are built on insights grounded in the truth, and will help you find meaningful 
differentiation in your category.

The process is simple, and makes everything else more effective down the road.


