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Building a Destination Website
 
In past issues of The Wanderlust Report, we’ve carried on a discussion of travel search 
trends and what consumers are searching for from their travel and destination 
brands. In this issue, we will share with you today’s best practices for building a 
destination website that both travelers and search engines will love.

Considering the maturity of the travel and tourism industry’s online presence, 
compared to most other industries, I’m continually amazed at how few resort, 
destination and attraction websites follow best practices for site design, content 
strategy and search engine optimization. It’s as if they (or “the experts” building 
and maintaining their websites) are stuck in a mass marketing mindset. Don’t get me 
wrong: at first glance, many of these website look great. Unfortunately, when you 
look under the hood, you find that the dancing bologna isn’t performing as graceful 
as it looks. All flash and no substance simply won’t cut it in a Web 2.0 world.

The Times They Are A Changing

In the old days, marketers used websites as “brochureware;” a place to point 
campaigns in other media, a place to close the deal. But things have changed. Today, 
it’s perfectly reasonable to expect your website to attract travelers early in the buying 
process through inbound links, organic searches [preferred] and paid searches [often 
necessary to gain traction], and at the same time, to help nurture consumers until 
they’re ready to buy. To accomplish these aggressive goals, websites must offer 
content that is compelling – not just to humans seeking travel information at all 
stages of the buying process, but also to search engines on a quest for relevance.

Why cater to two such diverse audiences? Upwards of 70% of all travel planning 
begins online. The place most people start? Google. The position of Google as the 
de facto search engine of choice rests squarely on the company’s ability to deliver 
the most relevant search results. They go to great lengths to evaluate every page 
on every website, indexing and ranking each based on its relevance to a particular 
search term.

Try This Simple Test

When you search for “family-friendly resort in the Poconos,” Google wants to make 
sure that you get what you’re looking for, so the search engine carefully screens sites 
for content that matches your keywords. Unfortunately, the resorts aren’t doing their 
part to facilitate successful searches. On the first page of results from this sample 
search, only two in ten listings are actually resorts. The other eight are aggregators  
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and repackagers who make my search more difficult and commodify the resorts 
competing for my business.

Clearly, developing a successful and attractive travel website for today’s sophisticated 
Internet marketplace requires more than a flashy interface or a repurposing of 
resort collateral. It requires an understanding of what consumers are searching for 
and how you can leverage Internet search technology to maximize site traffic. The 
effectiveness of your site hinges on the strategies and decisions you make right from 
the beginning.
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HTML vs. Flash: Choosing The Right 
Web Platform
 
One of the first functional decisions in creating a travel and destination site is 
the choice of programming language. Without getting into complex technical 
descriptions, the top two options are the text-based HTML format (hypertext markup 
language, or html) or the highly visual and graphic Flash format.

Search Engine Optimization

There are many arguments for a destination or resort to opt for an html site over 
a Flash-based website. With a properly coded and optimized html-based site, 
Google and other search engines can index the content on every page. The result? 
If you have, say 50 pages of content on your site, you have 50 homes pages - each 
relevant to a different set of keywords and search phrases. All that work invested in 
developing a killer content strategy will pay off as your site climbs the result rankings 
for a wide variety of search phrases.

In contrast, if your site is built in Flash, it’s a self-contained application. Currently, 
Google and other search engines see Flash sites as a single page, relevant to a single 
set of keywords and search phrases. Most often, these Flash based sites rank high in 
Google for their brand name only. If the person searching for a place to go doesn’t 
know the name of the resort or destination, it’s almost impossible to find it on the 
web directly. For obvious reasons, this is a huge disadvantage over the competition’s 
sites written in html.

Referencing Specific Pages

Another compelling reason to avoid building your site in Flash is the inability to 
reference any specific page. If an agent, sales person, or brand loyalist for that 
matter, wants to send a potential customer to a specific page on the site that holds 
the key to closing the deal, they can’t. They can’t email a link directly to the content, 
they can’t bookmark it using one of the social media tools like Delicious, Digg, or 
Technorati. The best they can do is send them to the home page, with instructions on 
how to navigate to the page with the relevant content. Most people won’t bother.

Software Compatibility Issues

However, there is an even more compelling reason to avoid building a Flash site. 
Since Flash sites are applications, they can become inoperable due to software 
incompatibilities. About a week ago, we were discussing the sale of a resort in New 
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York’s Adirondack Mountains. I had visited the resort’s website a month or so ago 
when the deal closed to see if anything had changed. The resort still had the same 
Flash site the previous owners had built.

Recently, I had to upgrade to Flash 10 player on my computer to accommodate the 
software we use to manage the agency. When I pointed my browser to the resort’s 
site with the new Flash 10 installed, I was served a Flash detector error page. The 
site wouldn’t load. Not only could I not view any content, but there was no way 
for me to contact the resort. I couldn’t even let them know that their Flash site has 
been rendered obsolete by the release of Flash 10. Given this sort of obstacle, most 
consumers would simply give up.

Our Recommendation:

HTML: Html sites, on the contrary, travel well between operating systems, work with 
any browser and are independent of software versions – therefore provide almost 
foolproof performance and expanded search functionality.
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Defining a Destination Website 
Content Strategy
The Laws of Attraction

On today’s Internet, travel websites take very different forms. Many are simply online 
travel brokers, helping users find the best deal and book their vacations through 
the sites. Some rely primarily on the allure and romance of travel photography to 
create interest. Others are all facts and figures. The sheer variety of website content 
approaches makes one wonder: which is most effective for tourism and destination 
brands? Upon closer inspection, very few of these sites actually do what the web does 
best.

Successful Travel Sites Do Two Things Very Well

They deliver content that answers the consumer’s need for information (a mix that 
includes romance, simple logistics and booking information) and present content 
that motivates the reader to take action. This double-edged content solution doesn’t 
happen by accident or by luck – it’s the result of a well-constructed web content 
strategy.

Developing a content strategy is simply the process of identifying the type of 
content that will best enable you to communicate why a traveler should choose your 
destination or resort above all others, and then planning for and allocating resources 
to the the creation of that content. There is a huge opportunity for destinations who 
make a commitment to developing content that competes for inbound links and 
organic search. Those who get there first have the most to gain from it.

To Get There, Its Best To Start At The Beginning

When defining a content strategy for your site, the ultimate goal is to make each 
page of the website relevant to Google so it ranks for appropriate search phrases, 
and at the same time, make the page relevant to people planning their travel. The 
good news is that Google and the traveler researcher are both searching for much 
the same thing: relevant information from which they can make decisions. The 
challenge is determining what your brand has to offer that is relevant to both.

There are three important sources of information essential to developing a killer 
content strategy:

1.  a clear brand position (the single-minded idea that sets your destination 
apart from your competition)
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2.  an offerings list (an inventory of everything your destination or resort has to 
offer), and

3.  a keyword list (all the words and phrases that consumers are using to search 
for destinations and offerings similar to those you have to offer)

A Clear Brand Position Brings Focus

A clear brand position will help you to communicate the single-minded idea that 
sets your destination apart from your competition. At the same time, it will point 
you toward a narrative structure that can become home to the keywords and 
offerings that illustrate all the little things that make your destination a one-of-
akind experience. But probably most importantly, your brand position will keep 
you focused as you undertake biggest challenge of building and maintaining a 
destination website - continuously adding content to keep the site dynamic and 
current.

Clearly, the task of creating and maintaining a travel and destination branding 
website is a significant undertaking for any organization. But with an understanding 
of web technology, the needs of your customers and a commitment to delivering on 
your brand position, your website can become a valuable brand asset and a powerful 
tool to turn prospects into customers.

Next Issue: Building A Destination Website - Part 2

We’ll look at how to keep your site fresh, how to open up a two-way dialog using 
social media and blogging, and conversion tools to help you close the deal.


