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Incentive travel is primarily used by corporations to increase sales, productivity, or in the case of employees, productivity, motivate or improve quality. The official Society of Incentive & Travel Executives definition of incentive travel says that it rewards people for specific results in formal incentive programs. Many companies that offer travel use it in a more loosely structured programs in which employees or customers are singled out to attend a motivational meeting or program.  This comes down to a lot of "play time" with some motivational meetings mixed it. Research conducted over the last few years in the insurance industry, for example, has shown a direct link between incentive travel programs and improved performance.  With such success, incentive travel will continue to play an important role in the corporate market.





The difference between incentive travel and traditional travel is this...motivational travel will create an extraordinary experience for the winner.  The long term is this...the participant, with pride for achieving the reward, will keep photos on their desk and communicate positively about their experience, which in-turn will create a more "competitive" environment for others to achieve, so they too can participate in future incentive trips.   





Incentive travel can be both group travel and individual travel.  How does Montana fit into this market niche?  I feel corporations are looking for something different from the traditional venues such as cruises, Hawaii, and the Caribbean.  This goes along with the trend of programs being less structured, a more relaxed "put on your jeans and boots" environment.  Thanks in part to movies like A River Runs Through It and The Horse Whisperer, which not only shows the beauty here, but leaves a lasting feeling about Montana.  Let's face it, a lot of people would love to feel like Robert Redford (pretty much the ultimate cowboy) and Kristen Scott Thomas, coming west and finding peace and love!  





Let's look at who, in today's corporate market is planning incentive programs .  It is typically a midlevel manager in sales, marketing, operations, customer service, production, training, human resources, or product management who has the responsibility of motivating and recognizing key people.  In the last several years, many corporations have downsized, which has left division managers to also be meeting and incentive planners.  If you have a product to provide such as a guest ranch or lodge, you can and should be able to make a huge difference by creating a program for these planners who are lacking the experience and confidence to do so themselves.  The challenge of any incentive travel planner  is coming up with an exciting product that will motivate and inspire participants; special services that make people feel like winners; and a creative approach to make the program a success.  However, keep in mind that there are experienced corporate buyers out there who know they'll have to pay more to get more.  For you to have a strong understanding of the needs of the incentive travel market, will in many cases, enable you to close sales.  





TYPES OF EVENTS AND SPECIAL REQUIREMENTS





Important features to any incentive program are special events including banquets, outdoor activities, and lots of free time.  Montana can offer activities that are quit different from what participants see and do at home.  Whether it be a an outdoor chuckwagon BBQ or a cowboy poet around the campfire, western guest ranch, luxury lodge, or full service resort, these are events and places in Montana that will  make an incentive program standout and be successful.  Many of the activities become team building to a certain extent for the simple reason that most participants don't on a regular basis, trail ride, whitewater raft, move cattle, fly fish, or do many of the opportunities available to them here.  Since these become challenging and at times competitive activities or events, awards can be given in fun and creative categories at an awards BBQ.  In addition, most incentive programs include spouses, and some even include children.  You will want to keep in mind programs they do when participants are involved in meetings.  





Since we are here in Montana, we take for granted that everyone knows what we have to offer.  We have to remember that the meeting or incentive planner that we are talking to over the phone really has no concept of what we can do.  That is why it is so important for us to take a pro-active role, to take that extra step by creating a program for them.  Little things like having bandannas with the companies name printed on them, or what about having an informal meeting in the late afternoon around a campfire?  In most cases, the planner must take the information given to them and present it to a committee of sorts.  The more information we give, the better they can sell it, the more likely the program will go.  





Another aspect of incentive travel is the request you will get.  You may be asked to alter your normal schedule to accommodate some special needs.  The planner does not care how you do it, just do it!  Given a bit of care and thought, most of these request can be met so don't say no to quickly.  Most planners are willing to pay more and can therefore  be profitable for you.  Don't be afraid to put a price tag on extras as these events can make or break a program in the planners eyes.  





SALES AND MARKETING





The incentive travel market is relatively easy to get into.  You are most likely already doing many of the things that will attract meeting and incentive planners.  New technology such as sales automation and the Internet, are reducing cost and making it easier for you to do in-house.





Advertising -  Since there are only two primary magazine in the marketplace (Corporate and Incentive Travel and Incentive Magazine), your advertisement would be well reached and will generally have a long shelf life.  Planners tend to keep these issues and use them as a reference when searching out new venues. 





Trade shows - Most of the industry's key planners attend The Motivation Show (ITME) head annually in Chicago.  Supplies who know how to exhibit can more than pay for their investment here.  Trade shows give you the opportunity to meet planners face-to-face while showcasing your product.  In addition, you need to have an agenda that will include a pre-show marketing plan which may be as simple as a postcard that can introduce you and let planners know your booth number.  Most important...a lead follow-up program.  Commit the time and energy as soon as you get home from the show to the planners you met.





Lead follow-up - Most companies fail to follow-up on leads generated from both advertising and trade shows...nobody wants to do it.  Why?  Because you must weed through so many leads, not to mention phone-tag...and the bottom line is most leads don't go anywhere.  However, if only two leads in ten represent viable prospects, this will more than pay for your advertising and/or trade shows attendance.  





Other leads include any planner that has contacted you in the past.  Create a system to contact them on a quarterly basis.  This is an easy way to building relationships with key planners.   This is where e-mail can really make a difference.  How about sending e-mails that with a click of the mouse will take them to a page on your web site you have a photo and a brief outline of your property, or something new you are offering? What if you sent 10 e-mails a week?  That is 520 additional contacts a year.  If the norm is 2% return that can represent a substantial increase in business and profits.    





Database management - Database is the easiest way for you to manage your leads.  If you included any planner that has contacted you, leads from Travel Montana and the Chamber you will find yourself with a list of the people most likely to buy your product.  There are many good software programs available such as ACT that are user-friendly out of the box. Again, contacting key planners on a regular basis builds relationships, increases sales, and will result in a substantial increase in business and profits.





INDUSTRY SUPPLIERS





This is an overview of the supplies available to you.





Incentive Companies - These will vary in size from a one person office to large incentive houses with over 50 planners.  Since Montana does not offer incentive programs involving large numbers of participants, you would be working with corporate and independent planners.  What happens is this...Their clients request an incentive travel destination.  It is up to the planner to find the appropriate destination and property that meets the needs of the client.  They will generally offer three proposals.   The biggest challenge for you is that the planner will typically need the information TODAY.  Is this reasonable...no, is it what you provide them...yes.  Get prepared.  Have the necessary collateral material available before they call!





Corporate Travel Agencies - Also called in-house travel agencies who often have group and incentive departments.  Their description is the same as an Incentive Company and works the same.  





Destination Management Companies - A "DMC"  is a critical resource for planners and corporations with incentive groups that are too small for an incentive house to service.  For small groups, an incentive house or planner can not afford to send a staff onsite to manage programs so they depend on local DMC's who can arrange everything from meet-and-greets, ground transportation, lodging, events, meals, activities, and of course, the local opportunities that most participants can't obtain on their own.  DMC's are generally small companies offering a high level of service.





Tourist Boards - A valuable source of resource and leads for the incentive travel market.  They will provide promotional material, as well as, off-the-record recommendations.  It is always a good idea to develop relationships with your local tourist boards.
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