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Booking a trip is complicated, with dozens of 
platforms and providers jockeying to sell accom-
modations, flights, and experiences. Yet as travel-
ers have become wiser and more empowered 
by digital tools, they are now looking to more 
actively determine the shape and contours of 
their trips when they are already in a destination.

Having an increased level of choice and flexibility 
at the f ingertips of travelers will lead to a new 
era as travel brands act as trusted guides and 
enablers of the rarest and most valuable travel 
phenomenon: serendipity. 

The emergence of co-creation and collabora-
tion between travel company and traveler has 
become perhaps the most impactful change 
the industry has seen, the end result of a long 
period of digital development by the global 
travel sector.  The control that travelers now 
have during every phase of their trip will begin 
to revolutionize the sector starting in 2019, and 
smart travel companies are paying attention to 
ways they can empower their customers without 
eroding the value of their brand.

For decades, the online travel revolution didn’t 
really extend to the tours and activities travelers 
experience during a vacation. Companies like 
Expedia and ITA Software pioneered the software 
that undergirded e-commerce for flights in the 
late 1990s, while Booking.com helped to bring 
online the long tail of hotel properties in Europe 
and around the world over the last decade-plus.

Today, the tours and activities sector is under-
going a similar expansion in the digital space. 
There are numerous reasons for the slow speed 
of digital adoption, ranging f rom the extreme 
f ragmentation of tour operators to the buying 
habits of consumers, who tend to book activities 
anywhere f rom a few days before their trip to a 
few hours before a tour takes place, limiting the 
need for robust online booking.

As travelers choose travel apps over a hotel 
desk or information booth for booking tours 
and activities, though, a major opportunity has 
emerged for established travel brands to sell 
those activities alongside their usual products. 

Travelers want more control over their trips 
than ever before, and new digital tools allow 
them to co-create a trip within the structure 
of the apps and services they already use. The 
technical plumbing is now in place to allow a 
new wave of engagement with travelers f rom 
a wide range of industry giants ranging f rom 
Google to TripAdvisor and relatively new players 
like Airbnb.

It’s still early days, but Airbnb has made one of 
the most robust efforts to integrate its Airbnb 
Experiences venture with its traditional homestay 
product, accompanied by a recommendation-fu-
eled itinerary management service baked into 
its mobile app.

“We so far have seen that hosts can be empow-
ered to provide something that hits their passion 
and also makes the guest’s trip a lot better,” said 
Joe Zadeh, Airbnb’s head of experiences. “We 
are seeing the growth experiences to be even 
faster than the growth of our personal homes 
visits because we already have an engaged 
travel audience that wants to have a real local 
experience.”

Google has straddled both sides of the line this 
decade, providing flight and hotel booking tools 
to consumers while also deploying the capabil-
ity for travelers to track their itineraries using 
Google services. 

Over  the last  year ,  there has  been a  major 
convergence emerging f rom both sides of the 
company’s bifurcated strategy; the Google Maps 
app now serves up dining and activity recom-
mendations, while the company’s traditional 
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travel selling efforts have become integrated in 
a more robust way into Google’s wider suite of 
technology tools. 

Want to track that affordable flight to Paris for 
your anniversary in six months? Want to remem-
ber that hipster coffee shop in Austin for your 
next visit? Now you can do it seamlessly inside 
Google’s ecosystem with proactive notif ications 
f rom Google services.

TripAdvisor launched a social networking platform 
to allow users to save and then book elements 
of a vacation when they are ready to travel . 
Enabling travelers to choose, instead of pushing 
them offers and deals they don’t want, will soon 
become the new normal for smart travel brands.

Travelers no longer have to spend hours before 
a trip pricing out activities or manipulating the 
timing of their trip for the best experience; they 
can now do so via the same apps they’ve used 
throughout the planning process, pulling f rom 
options they’ve already saved to their account.

Global hotel brands are also getting into the 
game, with a slightly different calculus behind 
their  strategies .  A major  problem faced by 
hotel and flight providers is f requency of use by 
customers; most people travel a couple times a 
year, and many never travel. 

So how do you encourage existing customers to 
visit your platform more often while attracting 
those who don’t travel to your travel brand? By 
building a platform with relevant products for 
locals in addition to travelers. Local residents also 
eat at restaurants, need on-demand deliveries of 
purchases, and crave unique local experiences 
showing them the parts of their city they have 
never seen.

AccorHotels’  AccorLocal program is the f irst 
example of what these platforms will look like, 
using the company’s hotels and local connections 
as a services platform for Parisians. Why not book 
a spa treatment at a hotel, then follow it up with 
dinner at the property’s best restaurant?

Airlines, too, have moved to sell better seats, 
lounge access, and in-destination experiences 
in more integrated ways than ever before. While 

global airlines are reaping a f inancial windfall 
by charging fees, an even bigger opportunity 
is to become more deeply integrated into the 
wider trip booking and planning experience for 
customers.

Travel companies face a major challenge as they 
concoct marketing efforts to educate travelers 
about the options available to them in a world 
where the boundaries between travel sectors 
are breaking down.

The coming changes will also flatten the ecosys-
tem, allowing smaller providers of experiences 
and services to compete against enormous legacy 
companies retooling on the fly to capitalize on 
a future def ined by co-creation. As companies 
like Amazon and Uber have shown, consumers 
value convenience and affordability above all else.

The wise, empowered consumer of the future 
will choose the travel services that suit them 
best instead of incumbents. Control is power, 
and travelers want more.

TRAVELERS WANT 
MORE CONTROL 
OVER THEIR TRIPS 
THAN EVER BEFORE, 
AND NEW DIGITAL 
TOOLS ALLOW THEM 
TO CO-CREATE A 
TRIP WITHIN THE 
STRUCTURE OF THE 
APPS AND SERVICES 
THEY ALREADY USE. ONE BIG 

WELCOME
Announcing the all-new

VisitDallas Experience Center.
A revolutionary addition to Klyde Warren Park in downtown Dallas, 

blending best-in-class customer service with
mixed-reality technology to immerse visitors and residents in a 

personalized journey through Dallas.
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BEHIND THE SHIFT FROM 
DESTINATION MARKETING TO 
DESTINATION MANAGEMENT 

Skift Take: 
The role of destination marketing organizations (DMOs) is 
evolving and expanding into destination management to 
elevate the customer experience more intentionally. 

Today, leisure and business travelers are sharing 
their experiences over multiple online channels, 
and in doing so, they’re taking over the promo-
tion of the destination, for better or worse, on a 
scale far greater than any tourism board could.

As such, the most progressive DMOs are devel-
oping new partnerships with local organizations 
to improve the destination experience, based 
on global trends reshaping consumer expecta-
tions in the global visitor economy. So much so 
that many destination leaders are now calling 
themselves “DMMOs” — destination marketing 
and management organizations.

That shift is manifested in many different ways. 
VisitDallas, for example, developed the Margar-
ita Mile by creating a collection of top bars and 
restaurants that each celebrate the f rosty cocktail 
in innovative ways. 

Through the destination management initia-
tive, VisitDallas staked a claim that Dallas is the 
“Off icial Home of the Frozen Margarita,” as the 
f rozen margarita machine was invented by Dallas 
restaurateur Mariano Martinez in 1971. However, 
the Margarita Mile is much more than a collec-
tion of the best and most brazen margaritas 
in the city, conveniently located in a colorful 
mobile application. The app also helps visitors 
discover great neighborhoods, restaurants, and 
bars across the region that they may have never 
found otherwise. 

In another very different example of destination 
management, VisitDallas built a statewide coali-
tion of tourism and non-travel-industry partners 
to successfully defeat discriminatory legislation 
that would have degraded the visitor experience 
for convention attendees visiting the city. 

At the end of the day, destination management, 
or what some refer to as destination develop-
ment, is about customer experience. Just like any 
other industry worldwide, all brands prioritize 
a customer-centric approach to compete in a 
national or global marketplace.

VisitDallas Curates the Customer Experience 
From Inside-Out 

According to Phillip Jones, president and CEO of 
VisitDallas, the destination marketing organization 
views customer experience as over-delivering on 
what people expect, while bringing to life all of 
the surprising little touches along the way. In 
2016, VisitDallas developed an entire department 
— and a C-level position — around this concept, 
making it the f irst DMO in the country to move 
in this direction. It's putting visitor experience 
at the top of everything it does by becoming a 
much more involved concierge for the city. 

In effect, the organization is moving f rom an 
information curator to an experience curator 
by leveraging its knowledge of global tourism 
to drive innovation in customer service locally.

“VisitDallas is committed to making the total 
visitor experience our number one priority,” said 
Jones. “We are hiring top talent within, as well 
as training all f ront-line hospitality employees 
to deliver on memorable moments and top shelf 
customer service.”

The department works with industry partners 
including airlines, nightlife, shopping destina-
tions, hotels and resorts, arts and culture facilities, 
attractions, and more to collaborate and provide 
the best experience for all visitors. 

VisitDallas goes beyond just getting a visitor to 
their city. It strives to build an overall experience 
that keeps them coming back and sharing their 
stories with family and f riends. 

For example, in an effort to truly drive the experi-
ence design, VisitDallas partnered with Southwest 
Airlines to build the Customer Service Master 
Class, “It’s Hospitality Y’all,” to train f ront-line 
hospitality employees on how to best create 
and deliver on the airline’s customer experience. 
The immersive one-day event brought together 
everyone f rom restaurant service staff to hotel 
employees to learn how to deliver a unique and 
inclusive experience f rom some of the best in 
the business. 

The training encourages hospitality employees to 
go above and beyond to ensure visitors coming 
to Dallas are greeted with the Southern Hospi-
tality the city is known for, and feel at home 
f rom the minute they step off a plane, sit down 
at a restaurant, or walk into a hotel lobby. The 
customer service training has pop-up sessions 
throughout the year and culminates with an 
annual Master Class at Southwest Airlines.

Expert Leadership takes the Experience to 
the Next Level

To ensure the success of the VisitDallas 
Customer Experience department, VisitDal-
las CEO Phillip Jones brought in a hospitality 
expert to completely disrupt the destination 
management sphere. Renee McKenney was 
hired as chief experience off icer (CXO), and 
brings nearly three decades in the hospitality 
f ield to VisitDallas, most recently working as 
national sales director for Disney Destinations 
– the Walt Disney Company. 

McKenney believes there are three key elements 
to delivering a great customer experience: listen-
ing, discovering, and personalizing. By working 
with visitors and listening to and understanding 
their needs, VisitDallas is able to craft trips based 
on individual motivators. 

Looking ahead, the future state-of-the-art Visit-
Dallas Experience Center in the newly expanded 
Klyde Warren Park is revolutionizing the tradi-
tional Visitor Center — blending best-in-class 
customer service with interactive technology 
that tells the story of Dallas. Using a variety of 
mixed reality platforms, the Experience Center 
will immerse visitors in a personalized journey 
unprecedented in North America. 

The design and construction of the 20,000-square-
foot pavilion, which will house the Experience 
Center ,  is  scheduled to begin in 2019,  with 
completion expected in 2023. 

VisitDallas aims to design all kinds of experiences 
that leave a long-lasting impression. Whether 
you are a native Texan or f rom hundreds of 
miles away, Dallas has a way of always coming 
to top of mind. 

Dallas brothers Jason and Michael Castro, of 
“American Idol” fame and the band CASTRO, 
were so inspired by the experiences they’ve had 
in their city, they worked with VisitDallas to write 
the song “Forever Texas.”

“We wanted a song to represent our city, and 
CASTRO was the perfect voice to capture Dallas’ 
essence in a catchy tune,” said Frank Librio, chief 
marketing off icer of VisitDallas. “They have an 
incredible story that represents Dallas’ can-do 
attitude. We are excited to have them as ambas-
sadors to our city and think it will  be a song 
everyone will be singing along to.”

Now, visitors and locals alike can sing along and 
recount all their BIG experiences. To top it off, there 
is a music video that features CASTRO’s  favorite  
Texas spots, f rom the Deep Ellum neighborhood, 
to the State Fair of Texas at Fair Park, green space 
in Klyde Warren Park, and margaritas at Beto & 
Son in foodie heaven, Trinity Groves. Check the 
video out at www.VisitDallas.com/ForeverTexas. 


