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Consumer Focused Positioning
Bulletin Board Focus Group Summary



Background

Explore Minnesota Tourism currently markets the
state as four geographic travel regions:. Metro,
Northcentral/West, Northeast and Southern

Regions are often a tool for the marketer and not
the consumer

State offers product diversity that is not
represented by geographic travel regions



Objectives

Evaluate the image of Minnesota and the existing
regions

ldentify how travel regions are perceived and
utilized by consumers

ldentify points of differentiation among the region S

Provide potential marketing messages that would
be meaningful and relevant to consumers



Methodology

Four bulletin board focus groups with consumers
from four target markets

Questions were posted over the course of three
days; with varying levels of participation, there
were 83 respondents

Chicago | Minnesota | St. Louis | Wl/lowa | Total by Day
1 Day 6 1 4 1 12
2 Days 2 10 7 2 21
3 Days 12 9 10 19 50
Total by Market 20 20 21 22 83




Overview

As an initial step in the research process, SMARI
reviewed Minnesota research and marketing
materials to assess visitation and regional
differences. Secondary research was also
conducted to explore how many states use
regional designations, how they are utilized, and
rationale for designation and organization of
regions.

The primary research consisted of focus groups
which generated hours of discussion and
hundreds of pages of information. Transcripts to
these discussions are included in the Appendix to
this report.



Overview

The goal of this report is to highlight key finding S
and recommendations for Explore Minnesota
Tourism to consider in making strategic decisions
regarding its regional marketing program.



Overview

Through this process, several themes emerged.
The following summarizes the key themes and
findings and explores these main issues:

How do consumers make decisions regarding the desti nations
they choose?

What is the role of regions in the decision making process?
How are regions used to market states and areas?
What is the current image of Minnesota and itsregi  ons?

What are the key issues in implementing a regional marketing
program?



Destination Decision Making

People tend to go places they've been before. This IS true for
consumers generally, and also true for visitors to Minnesota. The
majority reported that they had been to the state b  efore. This has
important implications for the state when developin g its marketing

programs.

Consumers travel to a place — a city or attraction — for a specific
activity, or group of activities. While most consum ers will describe
traveling to a place, they most often decide on tha t place based on
the activities or attractions available.

“We travel for an activity; we then decide the best place to go for that activity.”

“We mostly travel with at least one activity in min d. Our kids want to know WHY
we’re going and WHAT we’ll do.”



Destination Decision Making

As noted, most visits are to familiar places, and r  epeat visitation

requires little information gathering prior to a tr ip. They may get
up-to-date info or want to learn about what is new, but they are
generally choosing to go someplace because of known activities or

experiences that it offers.

Primary influence in destination selection is word of mouth. They
may hear about a place from advertising or other so urces, but their
next step is to ask friends and relatives for more information. They
can be overwhelmed by the information and “hype” ava ilable, so
word of mouth is viewed as more comfortable and rel lable.



Destination Decision Making

When they do consider new places, the Internet ist  he primary vehicle for
researching a new destination. The ease and availa bility of searches gives
people a quick and easy way to find out a lot about a potential destination
and decide whether there are activities available t  hat are appealing. At the
same time, people will try to confirm what they lea rn on-line through
recommendations or direct contact.

Rarely do consumers think regionally when discussin g travel. When they
are asked where they visited, or want to visit, the  y almost always mention a
specific city or attraction (Minneapolis or the Mal | of America).

When people do mention regions, it is usually for a  reas without many
cities, towns or major attractions and it is usuall y past visitors and in-state
residents who may group together areas of the state that are similar.
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Decision Making & Regions

Generally consumers prefer activities and specific destinations.

“I prefer [to search] the state the way we actually travel: look at the
festivals/activities/attractions, and then plan our route accordingly.”

“[Regions] don't make much sense to me as | would n ot select
according to the area of the state, and I'm not fam iliar with the areas
[with activities of interest]. | doubt | could loca te the cities this way.”

“Not sure [regional organization] is a good idea. Mo st people that are
familiar with the state already know most of the in fo and people not
familiar will not always know where to look for stu ff.”
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Decision Making & Regions

Because consumers don’t think in regional terms, re gions can
make planning confusing and frustrating for those u nfamiliar with a
state. When information is organized this way, esp  ecially on-line,
they are likely to by-pass these categories and use the search
function.

Often they are looking for a city and are unaware i n which region it
IS located. Even with geographic regions, they may not know
where a city is located within the state. This is especially difficult

when a city/town is located near a regional border.

In addition to cities, people look for activities, and with the use of
regions, it can be difficult to determine which sim llar activities are
near to each other.

“l tried looking under several regional categories until, frustrated, |
went back and tried the search box.”

12



Decision Making & Regions

Regions are most useful when they describe an attra  ction or
activity contained within the boundaries. When thi S occurs, the
regional name can help define an area, and provide a “short-hand”
description that allows consumers to determine whet her this is an
area that holds interest for them.

“[Another state] has official names for each of it’ s regions, which are
descriptive, so that just by hearing the name you k now something about
what'’s there.”

Regional organization is useful once a traveler has decided on a
destination, and is looking for additional activiti es or options at
their destination. In this way the regional groupi ngs may help
prolong a trip or increase the number of activities that are included.

“If | know [where] we’re going, | can then search f  or other thingsto do on
the way.”
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Decision Making & Regions

Consumers’ reactions to regions might lead to the in itial
conclusion that using a regional breakdown is not a good option.
The regions are not the logical way that consumers think about or
find information, and they can be confusing and fru strating.

But there are several reasons to consider that deci sion more
closely, and these reasons relate to:

e Common practices among state marketing organization S
* Considerations relating to promoting all areas of t he state
* Consumer reactions to the use of regionalization
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Regions — Common Practices

Of all state tourism organizations, all but 10 orga  nize their products
by some type of regional breakdown. Approximately h alf only use
regions (26), while 14 have both regional and city breakdowns and
the remaining 10 use only cities.

Many use geographic names, while others use names t hat are
based on a key feature of the region or area. For some, activity
based names are natural — coast vs. mountains — while for others,
the names seem designed as marketing efforts.
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Regions — Common Practices

Among those who do not use regions, there is some f eeling that it
would be too difficult to determine regional bounda ries or
groupings. In some cases, such as Florida, the cit ies of the state
are well-known, and regions are not necessarily hel  pful.

States without regions most commonly marketed by ac tivity and
city.

It is noteworthy, that two of the 10 without region s are Wisconsin

and Michigan — states with similar product offerings as Minnesota.
Wisconsin specifically indicated that they didn't f eel they had
natural regions, and therefore refrained from using this type of

organization.

16



Regions — Common Practices

Geographic regions are effective in states with
topographical differences; example: North Carolina

Thematic regions can be
useful In marketing a
state that Is largely
undifferentiated In

topography; example: Montana



Regions — Common Practices

A review of state marketing materials and the use o f regions,

suggest that in some cases, the use of regions may not be
consumer-driven, but rather may stem from marketing goals or

strategies. By creating regions and promoting them , the state
may hope to educate consumers regarding activities that are

available — but not concentrated in a single city or destination.

Discussion with some states also indicates that the use of
regions may not be driven by the state office of to urism, but
rather a recognition of existing groups that are ac tive In
marketing or working together.

Also, in some cases, regions are developed for orga  nizational
reasons, such as a good way to distribute grants or monitor
progress and measure tourism.
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Regions — Marketing Entire State

A key issue for many state tourism offices is how t o effectively
market the entire state, and the various areas with in the state as
tourism destinations.

Rural areas often require regional groupings to mee t “critical mass”

in developing a marketable product. By grouping co mmunities
together, the marketing can present a viable destin  ation to
consumers. The use of regions can also be helpful when there are
parts of the state that have low consumer familiari ty, and therefore
appeal. By linking some of these areas to other mo  re well-known

attractions, consumers may consider including them in their trips.

From this standpoint, regions are especially approp riate and
effective in areas without a magnet destination, or an area with a
number of small towns/destinations. For example, c onsumers
talked about going to southern Michigan, where the appeal was a
number of small areas that provided a good place to visit as a

group.



Regions — Marketing Entire State

At the same time, regional boundaries have politica
border communities struggle with where they fit, an
together better than others.

Especially for some states the best way to group ar
state. For example, a small town with a major univ

change as communities grow and change, or decide to
way.

Minnesota faces some of these issues, as there are |  arge parts of the state
that are fairly rural and without major cities. In some areas, geographical
features help define the area and lend themselves t 0 a regional grouping.
For Explore Minnesota Tourism, one key question is whether using regions
Is a more effective way to market the diversity of the state and what it has to

offer.

| implications in that
d some areas work

eas iIs not clear, and
some communities may prefer to align themselves wit h a specific part of the
ersity may feel more
linked to a larger city than nearby rural areas. T hese relationships can
market in a different
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Consumer Reaction to Regions

Another reason to consider the use of regions is ba sed on
how consumers react to states that don’t use region S, or that
use regions that are more activity focused (or mark eted)

Consumers were asked to review a couple of other We  bsites
to get a reaction to the use of regions: Kentucky a nd

Wisconsin. These sites provide options different f rom
Minnesota:

* As noted, Wisconsin does not use any regional
designations

e Kentucky uses regions but has names that include
activities, attractions and natural features
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Consumer Reaction to Regions

Consumers were very positive about Kentucky’s
organization and its thematic regions:

“I found [thematic naming] very helpful, especially since | don’t
know much about Kentucky. It helped pinpoint things I'd like to
do.”

“I am totally unfamiliar with Kentucky, so | would have no idea in

which region my favorite activities are located. [T hematic naming]
makes it much easier to decide where to go.”

“The Kentucky naming way would make me more likely to
research and explore the ENTIRE state.”

“By using names like Kentucky did, it makes me more likely to
click on each region — it draws me in.”



Consumer Reaction to Regions

Consumers were much more negative about
Wisconsin, and the lack of regions:

“It would be difficult to plan a trip with the Wisc onsin site. It
seems backwards to have to pick a particular destin ation and
then look at the detail to see where it is on the s  tate map and
what activities or events occur there. With the des  tinations
listed alphabetically, it's too much work for me to figure out
what’s near what to plan a trip.”

“Wisconsin is difficult [to navigate] because if yo u're not
familiar with the state, you will have no idea wher e things are
located.”



Consumer Reaction to Regions

These reactions to the websites and regions are imp  ortant and
provide useful insight:

* While consumers don’t generally think about their t ravel from a regional
perspective, it can be a useful organizational tool . Especially for states,
where often there is an overwhelming amount of info rmation, regions
give consumers a way to narrow their search and be more efficient.

* |tis also critical to recognize that regions are m  ost useful to people who
have little familiarity with a state. The regions help organize the state in
their minds and help them learn about what it hast o offer.

* Regional designations are less helpful to those wit h strong familiarity
and those who have visited in the past. Therefore, the importance of
regions and using them in marketing depends upon th e degree to which
the state wants to attract new visitors to the stat e — and the degree to
which those with low familiarity are using the mark eting materials.
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Consumer Reaction to Regions

Yet, while the Kentucky site utilizes regions, and consumers had a positive
reaction, this is not where consumers are likely to begin their search.
Instead they are more likely to look at activities and then stumble upon the
regional designations as they navigate the website.
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Consumer Reaction to Regions

Once they discover the regions, some of the useful
include brief descriptions of each region but more
Throughout the discussion, the importance of maps b

features on this site
importantly, a map.
ecame quite clear.
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Consumer Reaction to Regions

Consumers had a difficult time navigating the Wisco nsin site, indicating
bigger problems than a lack of regional breakdowns. But regions may have
helped people find parts of the state that were app  ealing or interesting.
Without this, they tended to leave the site. These findings reinforce the
value of regions as a marketing tool.
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Consumer Reaction to Regions

By only listing cities and recreation areas, Wiscon sin deters those
unfamiliar with the state. There is too much infor mation and consumers feel
overwhelmed. Again, this is not an issue of whethe r or not they are familiar.
The key is to determine the degree of value and usa ge among potential new

visitors.
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Minnesota & Regions

While consumers don't initially think in terms of r egions, this type
of organization can help them learn more about a st ate — and
Increase interest in new areas. If there is a desi re to attract new
visitors, regions are a useful tool.

Wisconsin, which has a similar product, doesn’t use regions and
this did not receive a positive response. If Minne  sota decides to
move away from regions, it needs to ensure that it organizes

information in a way that does not generate the sam e result.

Minnesota also has regional organizations that are active, which is
another reason to consider regions. The use of reg Ions also
promotes activities throughout the state and helps Explore
Minnesota Tourism market the entire state.

Yet, a review of regions needs to be considered in terms of how
consumers see Minnesota to evaluate the potential v  alue of
regional marketing, and to identify the best way to Implement
regional marketing efforts.
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Image of Minnesota

As part of the research, consumers were asked about their familiarity
with the state and to indicate top of mind images. It is important to keep
in mind that consumers have fairly simple and strai ght-forward images of
most states. They generally characterize a state w ith one or two key
images. This is much less true of residents, who ha ve stronger
familiarity.

While lakes and fishing are the primary image for a |l markets, out-of-state
targets and in-state residents have very different Images of Minnesota.
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Image of Minnesota

Out of state residents also think of the Mall of Am erica and

Minneapolis

Snow and beautiful scenery are top of mind for in-s
residents

tate
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Image of Minnesota

The research explored the existing image of the
state among consumers. There were several key
themes that were prevalent:

Activities — fishing, hunting, boating

Natural features — lakes, water, woods, natural beau ty,
snow

Attractions — Mall of America, professional sports t eams

Geography — Minneapolis, North Shore
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Regional Images

Current Assessment — though state and partner
dollars are being spent to market geographic
regions, out-of-state consumers’ only regional
perception is the North Shore.

Even after reviewing the regions, consumers were
unconvinced of the unigueness of each region

“It seems some of the regions offer some of the sam e things, such
as hiking, parks, outdoor activities.”

“With the exception of the ‘Metro’ region, they basi cally all feel like
they're offering the same thing.”
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Regional Images

In-state residents and past visitors are aware of t he
geographic differences, though it is primarily the culture of
the Metro area, the beauty of the North and farming of the
South. Even among those with strong familiarity, t here is not
the level of differentiation among regions that EXxp lore
Minnesota Tourism is currently presenting.

“Being raised in Minnesota and traveling throughout the state, | am
able to understand the various landscapes.”

“Up north I think of pine trees and fresh air, cent ral and southern is
farming country with open fields and rolling hills, Minneapolis/St.
Paul is urban.”
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Regional Images

Consumers’ image of Minnesota is not very “deep”

— a few key images constitute what they believe
Minnesota has to offer. This is especially true of
those with low familiarity.

While Minnesota has used regional designations,
consumers don't have a clear view of the
differences between the various regions. In part,
the geographic names of the regions reinforce this
problem, and don’t help differentiate the areas.
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Regional Images

From this standpoint, developing regional areas tha t have
defined images that are distinct could help expand the
overall image of the state — and increase perception S
regarding the reasons to visit Minnesota.

Additionally, effective regional designations and m arketing
programs could help promote areas of the state that are not
“top of mind” as consumer destinations.

The key to achieving these goals is the effective u se of
regional marketing. The regions must have some typ e of
“glue” that holds them together, and marketing that clearly
communicates this key theme to consumers.
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Regional Implementation

Role of Regions — in developing a regional marketing
program, it is important to understand the role of regions
and how they can be used effectively to increase in  terest and
visitation.

For consumers, places and activities are inexorably linked as
places are often defined by the activities and attr  actions
available. And as consumers are traveling to a pla  ce or for
an activity, the role of regions is to offer additi onal trip ideas
near the planned destination, or to present a group of
activities that provide the critical mass to genera te visitation.

In implementing regions via the Web, Explore Minnes ota
Tourism should consider implementing a nearby attra ction
feature.
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Regional Implementation

Quantity — how many regions should there be?

In order to make thematic distinctions based on act Ivities or
attractions, it will likely be necessary to create more than 4
regions. Currently the regions are broad, and iti s difficult to
characterize them in a way that has strong marketin g appeal.

Large regions, like states, have too much variety a nd are
harder to characterize.

“I think there is more diversity in our state than Is reflected in
just four regions. | think the North Shore is disti nctly different
from other parts of ‘up North.”
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Regional Implementation

Subregions — When promoted, respondents reported liki ng
the breakdown into subregions. Consumers want to qu ickly
find destinations and activities that interest them

But, if Explore Minnesota Tourism uses more regions , the
use of subregions will not be necessary.

“Even the regions are still pretty big, so the subr egions break it down
further, to help pinpoint where to go.”

“The 4 main regions are very large and the subregio  ns provided the
‘local’ detail that | would need to decide where to go and what to do.”
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Regional Implementation

Subregions — This activity-based organization
plays a pivotal role in encouraging visitors to add
more attractions, activities or even days to an
existing trip.

“If | was planning a trip, | would check the region | plan on being

in and see what was going on. Maybe make an extra s top
somewhere just to check it out.”

“If | had a basic trip planned, | might use the sub  -regions to find
something out of the ordinary.”

40



Regional Implementation

Usefulness — In order to accommodate first-time
travelers, a detailled map, especially online, iIs
necessary to provide a sense of what each region
encompasses.
“I didn’t know what region [a city] was in, so | co uldn’t just
choose the correct region. You should be able to ge t a

dropdown list of things — the areas within that regi on such as
the main cities/towns.”

“One thing that could make it better might be a map of the
region, not just a shaded part of the whole map. It would be nice
to see what towns/counties were in that region.”
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Regional Implementation

Naming options -- While there are some topographical
differences among the state, it was viewed by out-o  f-state
audiences as homogenous. Considering this and that

consumers are most often traveling for an activity, Explore
Minnesota Tourism should consider moving to themati C
regions.
“I'm more interested in activities than a particula r region, [so] |
could get hints from the name of the region...to see how much
is available.”

“From an unfamiliar standpoint, [thematic naming] e asily
navigates me through each region and does an excell  ent job of
educating me about what each region has to offer.”
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Regional Implementation

Naming options — While Explore Minnesota Tourism has

moved to geographic naming, marketing efforts from prior
years did include thematic regions. Consumers felt while
many were appropriate, some crossed into being too “cute.”

Participants responded well to naming options that were
descriptive but did not “try too hard” (such as Pine S &

Mines, Woods & Water) or were entirely geographical ly
based (Twin Cities Metro and West Central Lakes).
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Regional Implementation

Regional names considered & reactions:

Red River Valley — Too vague and uninformative

Lakes of the Northern Lights — Pretty and interestin g name that would
encourage further exploration

Woods & Waters — Describes too much of the state; wo  uld prefer to

have a name of something of which they've heard. i. e. The Boundary
Waters
Historic Prairies — Mixed reaction; some thought not very compelling,

others intrigued by the history

West Central Lakes — Would prefer additional descrip  tion since so much
of the state is associated with lakes
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Regional Implementation

Regional names considered & reactions con't:

Mississippi Bluff Country — Confusing as the “river” | S not part of the
context

Twin Cities Metro — Some found the name boring; howev  er, this is how
consumers actually refer to the area

Pines & Mines — Would prefer to have the moniker most often used —
The Iron Range

Superior North Shore — Descriptive and how consumers travel

Mississippi River Headwaters — Enough of an explanati  on to motivate
additional research
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Regional Implementation

It seems there are some natural names associated
with areas and/or attractions in Minnesota,
especially:

e North Shore

* Wilderness
* Boundary Waters

* |Lakes
* Jron Range e Prairies
* Paul Bunyan e Bluffs
* Mississippi River Valley e Bogs/Wetlands
* Chain of Lakes e Indian reservations



Conclusions

Consumers most often travel for an activity or to v ISsit an attraction.
Because of this, they do not consider traveling reg jonally. However,
they are interested in knowing what is available ne  arby or on the
way to their desired destination.

They are also used to regional designations, since most states use
them in marketing. Regions can be a good way to ch  aracterize
parts of the state and help people find information that appeals to
them.

In-state residents and repeat visitors can easily n  avigate regions
because of their familiarity. As this is a primary audience for
Explore Minnesota Tourism, regions should not be ab andoned.
However, first time visitors need an alternative th  at allows planning
by city, activity or attraction.
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Conclusions

Consumers can be unaware of in what region their de  stination lies.
This makes the use of maps detailed with cities and activities vitally
important. For repeat visitors the combination of m aps and regional
designations can help promote longer trips and high light nearby
attractions. For first-time visitors, regional desi gnhations can serve a
marketing function to create interest in the state.

In implementing a regional marketing plan, Explore Minnesota
Tourism should either expand the number of regions or use sub-
regions. The goal should be to have areas that are characterized in
a way that makes each area appealing for visitation

Partner organizations who market regionally separat ely from
Explore Minnesota Tourism’'s efforts should understa nd this
approach is for attracting repeat visitors and not first time travelers.
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Recommendations

In implementation, the key issue is that regions se rve a different purpose for
first time visitors compared to repeat visitors. Re gions’ value is not for the
first time visitor who is  traveling to a place for an activity . As such, the
focus of the Web for the uninitiated ought to be on activities and places and
not regions.

For the familiar — past visitors & residents — a reqi onal tool is of significant
value. Perhaps it is a tool of “while in the area” a s trip planning is done and
is deeper into the Web than primary navigation.

Given this use, more and smaller regions are needed

Smaller regions are more effective for providing in formation about the area
being visited.

Regions should be named thematically and recommende d associations
have been identified in this report.
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