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Using Social Media In 
Destination Marketing
 
A couple of years ago, we queried our social media networks (Points of Interest blog 
followers, Twitter followers, LinkedIn groups and Facebook fans) for ROI stories using 
social media in destination marketing. We had experienced some initial social media 
successes, but were looking to build a list of best practices to share with our clients 
and readers.

Instead of examples touting measurable results, what we received were numerous 
accounts of the many tactics various destinations, resorts and attractions were using 
in social media. Everyone was throwing things up on the wall to see what sticked. 
The few that addressed the topic of ROI either told us it was about “engagement” 
and not direct results, or offered us anecdotal evidence: “I tweeted a discount 
weekend rate and landed a booking. It didn’t cost anything but my time.”

Social media experts (to call yourself a social media expert back then, all you had 
to do was have a Twitter account or Facebook page) were claiming that advertising 
no longer works, and that the best thing was to stop wasting money advertising 
altogether and put all faith into social media, regardless of the lack of evidence that 
this would work. Vail Resorts actually took their advice. For Vail’s sake, let’s hope they 
didn’t make a huge mistake.

At the time, we were surprised at the apparent 
lack of interest in measuring real ROI.

Before social media’s rise in popularity, the difference between internet marketing 
and traditional advertising was the internet’s ability to directly link cause and effect. 
Then Twitter comes along, and suddenly tracking ROI no longer mattered. Forget 
about reaching enough people to move the needle (it’s just not scalable: you can’t 
put enough heads in beds or feet through the turnstile one tweet at a time. Not yet, 
anyway).

However, while we still firmly believed (and still do) in an integrated marketing 
strategy including some form of advertising, social media’s rising influence could 
not be ignored. So we kept searching for evidence, anything, that could prove that 
using social media in destination marketing could help deliver real results and help us 
begin to build our list of best practices.

At the 2009 PhoCusWright Conference in Orlando, we finally found it.
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The Best Job in the World

Chris Chambers, Director of Digital Marketing for Queensland, Australia, presented 
a fairly detailed case study on his campaign to market the Great Barrier Reef 
internationally: The Best Job in the World. Before we get into the details of the 
campaign, let’s start with what we began looking for eight months ago: a social 
media ROI story with measurable results.

Here’s what Queensland had achieved as of October 31, 2009:

Marketing measures

• 8.4 million site visitors, from every country

• 8 minute average time on site

• 34,680 job applications

• $390 Million AUD of publicity

Business measures

• First quarter of current fiscal year

• Australia tourism down, but Queensland tourism up 20%

• 50% of Australia trips now include a Queensland component

Pretty impressive results for a social media campaign, nes pas?
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Queensland: Social Media or 
Integrated Campaign? 

Truth be told, while Tourism Queensland’s The Best Job In The World relied heavily 
on social media, it was an integrated marketing campaign that could not have 
succeeded without a website, the heavy use of advertising, public relations and a 
healthy dose of crisis management.

It all started with a big idea

Conceived with the help of Queensland’s advertising agency, Cummins Nitro, The Best 
Job In The World idea was a big one: recruit applicants for a six-month assignment to 
become a Great Barrier Reef island caretaker, take out the garbage, clean the pool, 
water the dog and feed the fish.

While the on the job, the successful applicant was also expected to explore the 
islands and write a weekly blog reporting on his adventures. Compensation included 
round trip travel from anywhere in the world, room and board, all expenses while in 
Queensland, and a salary of $8,800 US per month. Total package, $150,000 AUD.

Paid Advertising

While the core of The Best Job In The World campaign was social media-based, it 
launched as a world-wide drive to web effort using paid classified advertising, online 
recruitment ads, banner advertising and video.
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Website

The want ads pointed interested parties to a website selling the Great Barrier Reef in 
terms of the benefits of the job - live in one of the most beautiful, unspoiled places in 
the world and definitely on your top ten list of places to vacation. Anyone interested 
in applying was encouraged to submit a 60 second video explaining why they should 
get the job.

Public Relations

An aggressive pr push was also mounted. Coverage was widespread, with placements 
on Oprah, ESPN Sports, in Time magazine, on TechCrunch and SpringWise, and in 
local news programming around the world. The BBC produced a reality tv-style 
documentary, following four British applicants as they competed for the job.

Social Media

YouTube was used both for distributing recruitment videos and as the video 
submission engine on the campaign website, and a branded YouTube channel 
was created to expose the applicant videos to a much larger audience. This was 
a particularly effective play as YouTube is the largest social media network in the 
world. Branded Facebook and Twitter pages were also created to open the campaign 
up to an even wider social media audience, as well as photos on Flickr.
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Key Takeaways from the Queensland 
Case Study
User generated content will challenge your 
intestinal fortitude

Make peace with it and leave it alone. If you try to remove it, you will likely do more 
damage than if you just ignore it.

Social media costs more than you think

According to Chris Chambers, no new marketing dollars were allocated for The Best 
Job In The World campaign. They funded the entire program by diverting the bulk 

Some of it will be pretty good.

Some of it will be controversial.

But most of it will be awful.

Maybe even downright offensive.
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of their annual marketing budget to the six week campaign and convincing their 
various partners to pool funds slated for other, more traditional tactics. Politics aside, 
this was a big leap of faith for a lot of people accustomed with doing things the 
same old way.

While the total budget for the campaign has not been disclosed, the advertising 
portion alone has been estimated to be $1.2 Million. Add to that the cost of 
developing all of the creative, the website, the social media channels, the public 
relations effort and paying the winning applicant, and you have a pretty significant 
spend for a small tourism bureau like Queensland.

It takes more effort than you can imagine

In terms of human effort, Chris said they totally underestimated the time required to 
pull the social media effort off. In addition to the 34,680 videos, they also received 
over 20,000 emails. On their Facebook page, fans would respond to questions, 
but they had to moderate by actively listening and correcting mistakes and 
misinformation. And someone had to watch those 34,680 job application videos to 
pick the winner.

The Tourism Queensland folks were totally overwhelmed and had to work crazy 
hours. They had prepared 3-4 people to watch 4,000 videos in a few half day sessions. 
It turned out they needed 35-40 people to vet the final 9,000 videos over the last 
weekend. In a panic, they enlisted volunteers from the community to help. Their 
advertising agency helped out, too.
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Social Media Best Practices in 
Destination Marketing
Don’t try to make it viral

Think big, but keep in mind that very few social media campaigns break through. If 
you are lucky enough to get on the wave, ride it for all it’s worth. Six weeks is a short 
timespan, and when its over, its hard to maintain that kind of momentum without 
the money to pay for it.

Planning and execution are key

The Best Job In The World campaign was highly orchestrated. Timing was critical. It 
was a tough time for the tourism industry and they had planned phases to draw out 
results. It was important to launch before the Obama inauguration to avoid getting 
lost, but take advantage of the lift from Australia: The Movie. They had to alter their 
plans on the fly whenever opportunities arose.

Set goals so you can measure success

The Queensland marketing team struggled with setting goals for the campaign as 
they had never undertaken anything like it and there were no benchmark metrics 
to consider (one of the biggest challenges with social media). They were spending a 
lot of money and expending significant effort, so they needed to define what would 
constitute success. Their constituents and partners would demand it.

They finally settled on a goal of 400,000 total visitors to The Best Job In The World 
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website (as of the end of October, they had exceeded 8.4 million visitors from every 
country in the world), with 1-3% applying for the job (2.8% actually applied).

Don’t try to fake it: you’ll get caught

At the start of The Best Job In The World campaign, Cummins Nitro seeded the 
website with a video story about a woman who tattooed an advertisement for the 
Great Barrier Reef on her arm to win the job. According to Chris, their intention was 
to give an example of the kinds of videos they were looking for from applicants.

Unfortunately, when word got out, the social networks took over and the outcry, 
“FAKE!! -The Best Job In The World FRAUD EXPOSED!!” and the accompanying anger 
went around the world in no time. It took several days of damage control (using 
additional unplanned resources) and a public apology to eventually quell the storm.

There you have it

Queensland successfully used social media as a part of an integrated destination 
marketing campaign to drive traffic to their website (8.4 million site visitors, 
from every country) and visitors to their destination (Australia tourism down, but 
Queensland tourism up 20%). We’ve got our first ROI story from other sources and 
the start of our social media integration best practices list for destination marketers.


