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The tourism products
offered are most often
accommodations and sim-
ple packages (accommaoda-
tlon and activity, e.g. ski-
Ing). The specific reglon
S aTT——— e - L from a resort to
an entire country. The specific markel could be reglonal,
natlonal, International or global. In many cases the DCRS 18
allled with a more broadly based Informatlon service which
dispenses publlcatlons and advice on the region’s tourlsin
products and services.

DCRS are not new to Canada but In recent yvears there has
been a slgnificant Increase both In the level of Interest and In
the number of new Installations. The area has also been
characterized by a number of fallures and consolldations.

This paper briefly summarizes some of the history, discusses
the critical 1ssues and provides some perspectives on how
these systems are evolving. While the paper deals with
Issues of a general nature, much of the specific Information
has been gleaned from the British Columbla experlence,

Emergence of DCRS

DCRS are an offshoot of the older alrline-based CRS which
were Introduced In the 1970%, largely as productivity tools
for travel agents. Alrline CRS have been oriented to business
travel and thelr search functions were driven by alrport
codes and clty-palr relationships. Thelr technology has tend-
ed to Ilmit usage to highly tralned speclallsts. Transaction
and llsting fees have often proven too expensive for the
many. smaller lelsure operators that populate the Industry.
Traditlonally, destinatlon marketing organizations have
focused on bullding generic awareness of a destination and a
deslre to travel to 1t, but were unable to sell any products.
But with Increased emphasis on marketing accountability
and the need to track results, they require Improved sales
monitoring mechanisms. Hence the emergence of DCRS
which are deslgned o meel the needs of a large number of
geographlcally dispersed small to medinm sized Lourism
enterprises.!

Overview of Province-wide DCRS in
Canada

The longest running provinee-wide DCRS In Canada Is Check
Inns In Nova Scotla which began operatlons in 1972. Check
Inns provides a range of services to the tourist, Including
accommodations and packages. Services are provided
through a call centre and selected visitor Informatlon cen-
tres. A trial of (Ilmited) service via the Internet 1s corrently
underway.

In 1993 three other province-wide services emerged: CRIS
Ontarlo. Reservatlon Quebec and Discover British Columbla.

CRIS Ontarlo launched a pllot operation limited to southeast-
ern Ontario. The service was married with the Ontarlo
Ministry of Tourlsm's Informatlon service and dellvered
through the Minlstry's call centre. In 1994 the Province Invit-
ed proposals from Interested parties to develop and out-
source the tourlsm Information fulfillment and reservation
operations. The Province s currently In negotiations with the
successiul proponent and the orlginal CRIS pllot has not
been extended Lo the full Province nor has It been actively
promoted during this ongolng transitlon.

Reservatlon Quebec - was a private corporation that
launched a reservation service addressing the Provinee of
Quebec, The service was loosely coupled with the Province’s
Information service in that callers could be call-forwarded to
Reservatlon Quebec. The service Initiated a storm of contro-
versy within the tourism Industry In Quebec - In particular
with travel agents and Inbound tour operators. Although
Reservatlon Quebec achieved reasonable sales In lts start-up
perlod (based on comparisons to other services) the part-
ners shut down the service In early 1994,

Discover Britlsh Columbia Is a partnership between the BC
Minlstry of Small Business, Tourlsm and Culture and BC TEL
Advanced Communications launched a province-wide reser-
vatlon service In the fall of 1993, The service was tightly
Integrated with the Ministry's existing North American-wide
toll free Information service. Through a range of cooperative
agreements Discover Britlsh Columbla shares and Jointly
sells Inventory formerly sold Independently by Tourlsm
Victorla, Tourism Vancouver and the Whistler Resort
Assoclation. The consumer ldentity of the service 1s Super,
Natural British Columbia’s One Call Accommodation and
Reservation Service.

At the time of writing we are aware of at least four other
provinces that are actlvely evaluating whether o establish
stich a service. In addition Lo these province-wide Inltlatives,
olhiers are proposing DCRS to address multiple provinces or
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even natlonal services. At the other end of the scale there
are numerous smaller services addressing Individual resorts,
conventlon centres and major cltles.

The generlc primary objectives of DCRS can be stated as:

* To make It easy for the (Larget) tourist to experience the
complete range of (destinatlon) tourism opportunities”

¢ “To encourage and facllitate reglonal tourlsm and eco-
nomle development In (destination)”

= “To facllitate the promotlon of (destination) as a preferred
tourlsm destinatlon for visltors from the (target) market”

Building momentum for the service

Glven the objectives stated above there are a large number
of Industry stakeholders and Interested partles that need to
be Informed, Involved and consulted durlng the service bulld
and pre-launch phase.

Diagram 1 - Industry Stakeholders

Each of the stakeholder groups Identified In diagram 1 has
an Important role to play In ensurlng that the service |s suc-
cessful. Assoclatlons will communicate with thelr member-
ship regarding the merlts of the service and will table Issues
ol concern to thelr members with the DCRS principals. In a
province-wlde service the Minlstry of Tourlsm or Tourlsm
Commisslon Is often a key partner In the service, nol least
because of thelr role In promoting the destination. Other key
groups Include others Involved In visitor servicing and can
Include chambers of commerce, convenlion bureaus and
Information centres.

We found the most effective way Lo gather the Input and con-
cerns from these groups was via a Steering Commitlee,
Although consensus on all Issues Is llkely an unattalnable
goal, the forum provided a mean to chart the best way for-
ward and all had an opportunity to ralse thelr lssues. The
Investment In time and effort pald off In a smooth Implemen-
Latlon.

Service design and markeling
consideralions

The tourlst user of a DCRS Is looking for a quick, easy and
convenlent way to access Information and effect reservations
for thelr tourlst destination. Thelr perceptlon of a DCRS Is
affected by a varlety of factors, notably:

+ egase of access and use - the service must be convenlent,
efficient and avallable. As with other Industries (e.g.
Banking), DCRS will need to change with the time to
adapt to changes In customers expectations of where,
when and how they would like to use the service.

« completeness of the coverage - a service that has only 10
hotels In a major city Is of dublous merit. Similarly, a BC-
wide service Lhat has propertles only In Vancouver and
Victorla 18 of llmited value. Finally, a service which pro-
vides only hotels 1s of less value than one that provides a
full range of accommodation, and that, In turn, 1s of less
value than one that also Includes activitles and attrac-
tons.

* pricing of the Inventory - the prices In the service must be
competitive and not routinely undercut by consumers
golng directly to the operator.

* accuracy of the product Information - Inaccuracles lead to
mismatched expectatlons with a resultant Impact on the
perceplion of the DCRS value.

The tourism operator 1s looking Lo maximize the yleld from
thelr business. In the case of the accommodation sector,
they have many channels open to them:

Direct {own channel)

Chaln reservallon system

Travel Agents

Global Distributlon Systems (GDS)

GDS Intermediarles (e.g. psendo chaln systems for Inde-
pendent hotels)

= DCRS

*« & 8 & @

Each of these channels has an assoclated price structure
comprising any, all or multiples of promollonal cosls, sales
commlisslons, membership fees, transactlon fees. For some
channels these fees can easlly total 25% of the value of the
booking. Therefore It I8 vital to the operator to understand
which channels can really Improve thelr bottom line by bring-
Ing in Incremental business, or by bringing In the same busl-
ness at a lower cost.

Service operalional consideralions

The operator or lvestor in a DCRS must satlsfy the needs of
the tourism Industry served and the prospective tourlsts. For
the DCRS to succeed It must achleve a number of critical
sticeess factors:

sSufficient consumers must access the service

The key to this Is consumer awareness of the existence of the
service. The easiest way to achleve this Is to tap Into an
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exlsting source of consumers that are already Interested In
the product. This Is the approach that was used by most of
the provinclal services launched In Canada where an exlsl-
Ing, toll-free enquiry service was extended Lo Include a reser-
vatlon capabllity. In additlon, these exlsting services normal-
Iy have an effective mall fulfillment program and It is rela-
tively cost-effective to use this to send out promotional mate-
rlal on the new service.

Bullding awareness from scralch via traditional marketing 1s
a very expensive propositlon. BC's history with pald medla
suggests that for every Investment of $100 In promoting an
offer (for product or Information) with a 1-800 call to action,
only one person will call. If 25% of these callers make a buy
declslon, the cost per buy 1s $400. In order to cover the cost
of this marketing Inltlative at Industry standard commisslons
the service would need to have an average sale of $4000 per
customer to break even. These economlcs dictate that the
DCRS can not afford to do Its own pald medla; Instead It
needs to be part of an Integrated program pald for by the pri-
mary beneflclary which 1s the tourism Industry (through
operators, reglonal assoclations, tourism commissions, and
government minlstries). We have found unpald medla, In par-
ticular references In travel guldes and articles to be a more
effective source of business, yet again this requires that the
DCRS be closely allled with a destination marketing organl-
zatlon.

The volume of calls 1s dependent on two factors; the strength
of marketing support and the nature of the message assocl-
ated with the service. Since the beneficlaries of the reserva-
tlons are the entlre Industry It ls appropriate for them to
share In the marketing of the service by Including the DCRS
contact number as part of thelr “call-to-actlon™. When allled
with a destinatlon marketing organization, the way the ser-
vice Is primarlly positioned (Informatlon or Reservatlons)
will drive consumer expectations and thus results.

The new media (for example Internet) provide some potentlal
for changing these economlics although at this time there Is
little emplrical data to prove the hypothesls.

* Accesses must be converted to sales In a proportion
that renders a profit possible

Profitability of a DCRS Is dependent on the volume of access-
es and the proportlon of sales Lo Informatlon requests.
Depending on the channel used to reach the consumer the
cost of sales varles:

* for a 1-800 North American-wilde service the costs are
typlcally approximately $1.00/minute when toll costs and
call centre costs are factored In. A typlcal reservation call
to such a service could last elght minutes. If the service
also dispenses Informatlon the volume of informatlion
calls becomes critical because although shorter In dura-
tion, there are typlcal many more of them. In Canada we
are unaware of any combined service which achleves bet-
ter than a 1:3 ratlo of reservations call to Information
calls over the course of a year.

o for electronic channels (kiosks, Internet, Interactive tele-
vision) the economics of consumer access converslon are
more favourable but at the present time consumer pene-
tratlon 1s low and other Issues such as secure transaction
handling are Impeding take up.

The bottom line Is that few, Il any, DCRS can exlst profitably
unless the cost of Information provision s shared among all
the beneficiaries of Increased visltatlon to the destination.
The only exception we have ldentified 1s a sltuation In which
the tourism product belng carrled 1s a scarce commodity,
where demand exceeds supply and where the DCRS ls the
exclusive channel.

¢ Sufficlent inventory must be available to meet the
demands of consumers

Achleving sufflclent Inventory Is primarily a marketing and
performance Issue. The key challenge 1s In ensuring that the
DCRS has sufMiclent inventory in the busy seasons (when the
operator may be able o “sell out” through direct channels)
In return for its abllity to bring In business In other periods
of the year (when the operator needs the DCRS most), Our
experience Is that this requires educatlon of the smaller
operator on yleld management technlques. The best overall
driver of this, however, 18 performance of the service. I you
can demonstrate you are consistently bringing business to
operators, they will not cloge you out. prematurely.

* The system and procedures musl be elfective and
adaptable

The tourlsm Industry has operators with a wide range of
comfort with information technology and a wide range of
fManctal resources. The system must cater to this range In
terms of technologlcal capabllities and abllity to acquire the
necessary Interface equipment. While computer-to-computer
links would be desirable, experlence to date suggests a
lower technology approach (e.g. [acslmlle) Is better for the
majority of operators today. The system and procedures must
effectively handle a range of bookable products and activities
and must be capable of adapting easily Lo new products. [n
Its first 18 months of operatlon Discover British Columbila
adapted to accept reservations for (amongst others): hotels,
maotels, B & Bs, campgrounds, trains, llmited entry hikes,
rafting trips, museums, skiing and ferries. In the case of cer-
tain products (especlally accommodations) the system must
be capable of providing equitable rotation to prevent booking
blas.

Access to a computerized, easy to retrleve source of product
Information to support the counseling and sales functlons
and the ability to capture useful market Intelligence round
out the requirements.

It 1s also Important the overall system environment be capa-
ble of evolving Lo new means of delivering services, for
example, Interactive volce response, Internet and kiosks and
new opportunities for automation, for example
computer/telephony integration.
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+ The right organization structure/relationship must be
in place

There 1s natural and necessary symblotic relatlonship
between destination marketing organlzations and operators
of DCRS such that they are operated by one organlzation or
they Involve very close partnerships. Most destinatlon mar-
keting organizations have a responsibility for respontling to
prospective visitors' Information needs. The addition of a
reservatlon service adds value through the potential to con-
vert Interest Into sales and makes better use of resources
already Invested In non-revenue generating Informatlon pro-
visloning. Conversely, since the DCRS has to handle a large
number of Informatlon calls, It can rarely operate as a stand
alone service.

Service evolulion stralegies

Diagram 2 - Service Evolution

Products
Accomodation Activities Attractions

Markets
Rubber Tire InResort Long Haul

Channels
1-800=# Kiosks Internet GDS

ti
II'I'I:

In order to meet the evolving needs of the marketplace and
to provide a service which conllnues to grow In value for the
tourlsm Industry and tourlsts, the service must expand In
several dimenslons, as shown In diagram 2.

The product dimenslon Is critlcal. While the service can
start with a single product (e.g. fxed-roof accommodation).
It starts to be more valuable as It expands to other forms of
accommodation, attractions and activities. Ultimately the
service could Include links to other services for such ltems
as evenlt ticketing.

Careful consideration must be given to the target markets.
In Britlsh Columbla the service was Inltlally targeted ab the
“rubber tire” markel from adjacent states and provinces.
With the addition of multimedla klosks, we are now targeting
guests once they are In the resort. Once we have the appro-
priate links to GDS and business arrangements with travel
agents and operators, the long haul market can be pursued.

Many exlstlng DCRS use 1-800 calllng to a call centre opera-
tor as thelr channel to the tourlst. As technology evolves

and galns acceptance by the consumer, additional approach-
es can be Implemented. In British Columbla a range of tech-
nologles has been used Including Interactive volce response
systems, multimedia kiosks, and direct links to travel agents
and tourlst Information centres. We are planning Internet
links for later this year and eventually see the service belng
offered as part of a suite of home shopping services,

Conclusions

From our experiences in B.C. and from discussions with
other services we have ldentiled a number of common Ingre-
dients for success:

* High level of Industry Involvement In the planning process
with representation from all stakeholder groups

+* Business approach that leverages Industry markellng Lo
drive access to the service

« Funding formula to address Information flfillment cost

+« Effective communlcation program with the Industry Lo
build momentim

+* Management Informatlon systems that provide feedback
on the effectiveness of promotlonal programs

+« Business model that ensures all entitles Involved In deliv-
ering the service are rewarded based on the success of
the service In Its primary goals

In Ideal clrcumstances, the DCRS should be viewed as one of
several channels to market and as an Integral part of the
marketing mix. Not only can a DCRS functlon as a sales tool
but It can contribute substantlally to research and manage-
ment by gathering mtelligence on consumers and thelr pref-
erences. With close attentlon to the above critlcal Ingredi-
ents we belleve that destinations can Implement successhul
DCES and realize the benefits from providing this valued ser-
vice Lo consumers. _f_

Noles
1 The Impact of Information Technology on Destination Marketing  EIU Trawel
and Tourism Analyst No 3 19085
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