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Certification 
 

Research Data Services, Inc. hereby certifies that, except as otherwise noted in this 

report: 
 

1. We have no present or contemplated future interest in the project that is the 

subject of this study. 

 

2. We have no personal interest or bias with respect to the subject matter of this 

report or the parties involved. 

 

3. To the best of our knowledge and belief, the statements of fact contained in 

this report, upon which the analyses, opinions, and conclusions expressed 

herein are based, are true and correct. 

 

4. This report sets forth all of the limiting conditions (imposed by the terms of 

our assignment or by the undersigned) affecting the analyses, opinions, and 

conclusions contained in this report. 

 

5. Our findings are based on the attitudes and preferences of a limited group of 

participants and should not be taken as fully representative of the attitudes 

and opinions of the research population at large.  Numerical ratings used in 

the focus group cannot be viewed in a statistical sense.  They are only a means 

of understanding respondent perceptions.  Also, the underlying assumptions 

are based on present circumstances and information currently available. 

 

6. Because circumstances may change and unanticipated events may occur 

subsequent to the date of this report, the reader must evaluate the 

assumptions and rationale of this report in light of the circumstances then 

prevailing. 

 

 

  June 16, 2010 
  ___________________________________________   ___________________________________________  

 Walter J.  Klages, Ph.D., Chief Executive Officer Date 
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Amelia Island Tourist Development Council 
2010 Summary of Research Findings: 

Meeting Planners 
 

Research Data Services, Inc. (RDS) developed a web based focus group with meeting planners that have 

considered Amelia Island as a meeting venue.  This focus group was implemented by means of online 

one-on-one video/web interviews.  One of the key advantages of this approach is the over arching 

inclusion of group respondents across !ƳŜƭƛŀ LǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ domestic markets. 

This exploratory research exercise was designed to better understand the perspectives of meeting 

planners who have considered using North Florida meeting venues and, specifically, to discuss the 

attractability of Amelia Island.  These interviews provided many new insights into the influential images 

and experiences of meeting planners.  Additionally, these discussions provided a forum for better 

understanding and gauging the awareness of the Amelia Island destination brand. 

The extant research was based on eight interviews with corporate meeting planners, association/non-

profit planners, and meeting management professionals.  The recruited respondents represent the 

following meetings markets: Tallahassee, Atlanta, and Orlando.  Participants were selected for the 

interviews based on their job focus as meeting planners and specifically, their exposure and professional 

experience with the type of meetings and destinations that are compatible with the Amelia Island 

meeting parameters. 

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS 
 

Participant Profiles: 

The selected respondents typically function as independent consultants, company meeting planners, 

corporate meeting and event administrators, and association managers.  A common thread that runs 

through all of the web interview discussions is that networking is the most crucial element in organizing 

successful meetings.  From MPI meetings to tradeshows, trade magazines, and even personal vacation 

experiences, they focus on making significant and influential industry contacts and nurturing these 

relationships.  They are familiar with the meeting industry trends and focus their resources on making 

their events successful and fulfilling for their clients. 

At the initiation of the interviews, the study participants were asked to describe the type of meetings 

they organize as well as the typical size and composition of the events they structure for their clients.  

From this perspective, the scope of events the respondents detailed is as follows: 

× ά/ƻƳŜ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊέ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ 

× άwŜŦǊŜǎƘ ȅƻǳǊ ōǊŀƛƴέ ŜǾŜƴǘǎ 

× Annual conferences 

× Association board meetings 

× Board meetings 

× Corporate meetings 
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× Customer appreciation meetings 

× Donor events 

× Finance meetings 

× Gala and award dinners 

× Leadership training 

× Learning events 

× Networking events 

× Policy meetings 

× Pop up meetings 

× Retreats 

× Round table/marketing meetings 

× Sales kick off meetings 

× Trade shows 

× Training events 

× Webinars 

× Workshops 

 

As the interview progressed, the planners were further probed about their professional planning 

experiences and preferences.  Primary topics in the discussion addressed: 

άHow important are the image and product diversity of the destination you pick for your client to a 

successful meeting?έ 

× From the minute my group gets off the airplane or out of their car, the meeting has begun.  We 

use our meeting to tell our audience how much we value them. 

× A great meeting depends on having a great destination; this is how we show our customers that 

we value them. 

× Finding a meeting venue is always a challenge.  Lǘ Ƙŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǿƻǊǘƘ ǎƻƳŜƻƴŜΩǎ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ƭŜŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƛǊ 

home and the last thing we want is for them to feel they have already had that experience. 

άWhat type of things do you do to affect attendance?έ 

× If I have a beach destination, I want to make sure my meeting room and guests are not with 

balconies or I will never get them to the meeting.  I want them to go the beach when scheduled. 

× We do annual needs assessments and follow up surveys with our attendees to make sure their 

needs have been met. 

× We go to the places that are hubs and accessible. 

× We change locations from hot to cold, from dry to humid, so the climate is different and we can 

highlight different experiences. 

× We have contests, silent auctions, and in-house shopping so that attendees can bring their 

families and they have things to do. 
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ά!ǎ ŀ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊΣ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ȅƻǳ ΨŎŀƴΩt do withoutΩ once you have 
committed your meeting to a specific ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΚέ 

× ¢ŜŎƘƴƻƭƻƎȅΗ  ²Ŝ Ǌǳƴ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǊƛƴƎ ōƛƴŘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƭƭ ǘƘŜ άƛƴƎǊŜŘƛŜƴǘǎέΦ  ²Ŝ ǎǘǊƛǾŜ ǘƻ 

keep it simple for our client.  We say let us worry about the details such as the number of 

bartenders and cost. 

× Competent staff onsite. 

× The level of service must be there so that attendees have a great experience.  They sacrifice their 

time to be away so we want them to be treated well. 

× Must have great Internet access and a strong CSM onsite. 

× My three ring notebook which includes hotel info, staff list, group resume, banquet order, room 

list, and normal checklist. 

× Number one tool for meetings is the property meeting team must collaborate hand in hand with 

me and is not just an Ψorder followerΩ.  Show up at MP professional associations. 

× My computer and equipment such as LED projectors are readily available.  I have learned a lot 

over the years such as asking if the property is being renovated or what is going on.  In San 

Antonio, they were not made aware of renovations and this was a huge problem. 

 

Tangible/Intangible Factors of a Meeting Destination/Venue 

Meeting planners were asked to focus on the tangible/intangible factors that play a role when planning 

a meeting/event and to review the importance, relevance, and preferences of each.  A majority of the 

planners related that space, accessibility, and accommodations were very influential in selecting a 

destination for a meeting. 

Tangibles Intangibles 

Space/Facility Activities 

Offices/Meeting Rooms Recreation/Entertainment 

Catering Weather 

Support Staff Location/Proximity 

IT Capabilities/Communications Price/Cost 

Transportation Image/Brand 

Accommodations  

Restaurants/Dining  
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Select comments are as follows: 
 

× Everything on this list is a priority.  The space is key.  We need playable recreation so if there isn't 

enough meeting space, we are known to pitch a tent and set up chairs so that a golf venue can 

be had.  The number of meeting rooms is key depending on the type of meeting I am organizing.  

Number one on my list is catering.  This is how we make sure our C level attendees know that 

they are valued in our minds.  It sends a message.  Transportation and convenience is very 

important too.  I know that holding a meeting in a location where attendees can quickly arrive 

and depart is a big thing in ŀǘǘŜƴŘŜŜΩǎ minds.  Finding the right venue is always a challenge. 

× Off this list the important things are space, catering, IT, and accommodations.  An office is not 

important because I can use the registration desk.  Restaurants are not as important as other 

things.  I don't want people going off site.  The one destination that broke the rules was Key 

West.  It was very hard to access but we had record numbers.  Weather is not an important 

deciding factor and neither is the image or brand of the destination.  If spouses need activities 

we create a silent auction so that they can shop and not leave. 

× Cheap airfares and accessibility are important.  Also, a hotel that will work with me with great 

concession clauses. 

× We use a site selection company after we figure out what city we want to be in to sort out the 

days available and give us four to five options based on overall meeting space.  However, the 

destination is chosen and determined based on good transportation to the destination.  

Depending on the meeting budget, and budget is the number one determination, I look for the 

amenities offered then the accommodations.  But mainly, is it accessible?  I will not use 

properties close to an airport or on airport property.  These tend to be more transient and the 

properties have more wear and tear so I avoid these at all cost.  I want a more remote locale.  

How often the hotel is turned over is something I look for also. 

× A big factor for us is the age of our members.  They like resorts close to the water and not villa 

style settings.  We like to walk straight from the elevators to a central location with our five 

breakout rooms.  Dining and entertainment are not things we deal with.  Free parking and easy 

access is important.  Food is very important too.  Overall image/brand does play a big role in that 

we cannot have the appearance of too high-end or not family oriented. 

× The most important item on this list is the image and brand of the city we choose.  It must be 

perceived as appropriate (not a vacation), upscale, and corporate.  My men do not want to go to 

the beach, but golf classics and a Cubs game in Chicago are huge draws.  Golf and restaurants 

for financial and insurance meetings are most important.  I go with a brand I can trust like 

Marriott, where the service level is one you can count on and there are no surprises.  It is very 

much the intangibles.  You can compensate for space and IT but there is an unspoken line of, 

άdon't limit usέ.  Transportation and dining are key.  I would consider some of the destinations 
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but would have to learn more about what is offered in the area and how many connecting flights 

it would take to get my audience there. 

× Having a big ballroom with elbow room is very important.  I like the set up at the Atlanta Ritz 

where the meeting rooms were not air walls, they were aesthetically nicer, and the ballroom was 

serviced with clean up/set up and with highly trained service personnel.  The toughest to deal 

with is sound/IT and it is very important.  They rely on the properties for this and can run into 

large charges that put them over budget.  Their biggest obstacles is that we are small and don't 

attract as much attention.  A conference will run from $60,000 - $90,000 and take about six 

months to plan.  The partners pay the cost and rely on having an attractive site to "sell" the 

conference.   It is important to go where the partners and the field reps feel they can network 

and talk.  Top on this list is service staff.  Staff cannot be too intrusive but must greet and 

consider them important.  Most boutique hotels have this type of service and you are not paying 

the highest rate there.  A Florida location is considered not as desirable because south of Orlando 

is too far and the January/February months are booked at desired properties. 

× Having a venue is important but the most important is the meeting space, the room setup, the 

screens and big roll outs, the outlets, the cords, wireless internet, and picking food and a menu 

that is not done over and over again.  Also, golf is a big deal and fishing works as well.  There is 

always a tournament that has to be arranged.  Importantly, negotiating contracts and keeping 

the drive reasonable as well as earning those reward points are also huge factors. 

 

Competitive Meeting Destinations 

Planners were asked to list the various locations, venues, and/or meeting destinations where they have 

organized events over the last three years.  The following ŎƻƳǇƛƭŀǘƛƻƴ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ŘŜŦƛƴŜǎ !ƳŜƭƛŀ LǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ 

comp set, specific reasons for choosing the destinations, and alternative destinations that were also 

considered. 

 

 Other Meeting 
Destinations Used 

Why Chose 
Destinations 

Consider Alternative 
Destinations 

Resp. 1  Kentucky Derby 

 South Florida 

 Fort Lauderdale 

 Boca Raton 

 Orlando 

 Jacksonville 

 Grove Park Inn, Asheville 

Charleston - a country feel, 
experience is very upscale and 
white glove.  Jacksonville - a 
country club feel, tough to do 
business there, 
accommodations and meeting 
space is tough, too many 
competitors, a lot of "tired 
faces" and busy hotels.  
Asheville - a country feel and 
mountainous, not as 
competitive of a resort. 

Charleston -unique 
experience.  Asheville -most 
unique.  Amelia - it is not 
the least expensive but not 
the most either. 
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Resp. 2  Sawgrass Marriot 

 Bay Point Marriott Panama 
City 

The Sawgrass gave us 
awesome rates, excellent 
service, remembers us from 
previous times, and we all 
ƪƴƻǿ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊΩǎ ŦŀŎŜǎΦ 

Hilton San Destin, 
Jacksonville Hyatt, Adams 
Mark, Wyndham 
Jacksonville.  The best value 
for the dollar: Bay Point 
Panama City. 

Resp. 3  Washington, D.C. 

 Charlotte Sheraton 

 Fort Lauderdale Marriott 

 Orlando 

Orlando Resort -best value for 
the dollar and most successful 
because ƛǘΩǎ easy to get to and 
people could bring their 
families. 

I have used Albuquerque, 
NM, Colorado, Portland, 
and had big conferences in 
Atlanta.  I always look at 
alternatives. 

Resp. 4  Naples 

 Austin 

 Hilton Head 

 Savannah 

Anywhere that Delta flies is 
great or if the main carrier is 
Southwest.  There has to be 
good transportation and 
access. 

Went to Orlando with 
executives.  Wanted 
different experiences.  Our 
attendees don't want to 
feel that they have been 
there before and it isnΩt 
worth their time. 

Resp. 5  Ponte Vedra 

 Hilton Daytona Beach 

 Disney 

 Bay Point Panama City 

 Amelia Ritz 

 Hilton San Destin 

Hilton Daytona Beach - best 
overall value, lots to do, and 
informal unlike Amelia.  Disney 
- big mistake, too much for our 
age members. 

It is difficult to get our 
members to North Florida 
except Tallahassee.  They 
come when in session but 
to fly out of Tallahassee or 
fly to North Florida is no 
easy task.  We don't go past 
Destin and do try to go 
North and South in Florida.  
What we have run into is 
that the time of year we can 
afford is not good for the 
resorts on the beach.  We 
get complaints that it is too 
cold to go into the water at 
the beach.  We go South in 
Florida for the winter and 
North for the summers. 

Resp. 6  Chicago Intercontinental 

 Miami 

 Atlanta 

In Chicago - we can do a 
sporting event like a Cubs 
game ŀƴŘ ƛǘΩs different than a 
golf classic.  In this 
environment we can set 
ourselves apart from other 
financial or insurance 
competitors.  I will research 
our competitor meeting 
destinations and not go there. 

If I could, I would like to go 
to New Orleans and have a 
parallel social project.  I 
would also like to go to New 
Mexico and find a great 
property.  It is culturally 
interesting, unique, and 
would be good for a small 
board.  Geography and the 
newest properties are a big 
deal.  Smaller destinations 
present a problem of how 
to get there. We need air 
hubs with a few connecting 
flights. 
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Resp. 7  Opryland Nashville 

 Chicago 

 Texas 

 Atlanta Ritz 

 Charleston Kiawah Hotel 

 Westin Hilton Head 

 Savannah 

 Cloister at Sea Island 

 Ritz Atlanta 

I like a resort location with spa, 
golf, and tennis.  One of the 
partners is a travel agent and 
often suggests properties for 
their meetings. 

Looked at Rancho Bernardo 
Inn, Estancia La Jolla, Ponte 
Vedra, Hyatt Coconut Point, 
Sanibel, Champions Gate, 
Orlando, San Diego, 
Coronado Marriott. 

Resp. 8  San Antonio, Texas 

 Destin, Florida 

 Knoxville, Tennessee 

 Aiken, South Carolina 

 Columbus, Mississippi Fairfield 
Inn 

 Savannah, Georgia 

 Myrtle Beach, South Carolina 

 Charlotte, North Carolina 

Between Nashville and Destin - 
Destin won.  It was a warm 
place in October at a beach 
resort and was a better draw 
than Nashville.  San Antonio 
Texas is nice because of the 
river walk area.  Destin - 
fabulous resort, warm 
weather, walking distance of 
activities, and shopping for 
wives.  Aiken - nicer area with 
horses and quaint downtown.  
Columbus Miss. - roll shop is 
located there.  Savannah 
Georgia - more spread out.  
Myrtle Beach -spread out. 

Considered St. Augustine, 
Florida 

 

Respondents were also asked to list the destinations they felt to be direct competitors to Amelia Island 

and to compare and contrast the venues.  Competitive locations and their corresponding 

differences/similarities include: 

× Hilton Head, Myrtle Beach, Boca Raton. 

× Ritz Naples, Swann Dolphin Inn Orlando.  I think they are all about a $249/ night rate. 

× Wild Horse Pass Resort Arizona, Las Colinas California.  Both of these are similar because of room 

rate and style.  Florida is a bit cheaper to get to and stay at than California or Arizona.  It is 

where we can save some dollars and where families want to go. 

× Hilton Head is a quaint area however the traffic can be cruel.  We used the Westin and the Sea 

Pines.  I think of golf, high end, good night life, little boats, and great fish restaurants.  Savannah 

is remote.  I love the food there and the properties like the Westin which is disconnected from the 

rest of Savannah.  Good golf and shopping there.  The drawback is the smell in Savannah which 

is bad during different times of the year.  Amelia, which I am not too familiar with, I think of high 

end weddings and vacations.  Not for corporate meetings.  It has crossed my clientΩǎ minds to go 

there but I prefer Lake Acorny which is only 15 minutes away and easily accessible.  The 

Panhandle is too vacationy for my clients and also remote.  Amelia and these others are for the 
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medium sized meetings.  Amelia has less of a meetings ambiance and more of a retreat or 

vacation feel.  I am sure it is very high end. 

× Amelia competes with Sanibel/Fort Myers Harbor Resort, Fort Lauderdale Beach Marriott, 

Panama City Beach Bay Point, and Jacksonville Crowne Plaza.  It competes differently because 

the rates are not flexible in Amelia and we don't know how many conferences a year Amelia 

hosts.  It is not easy to negotiate with the properties in Amelia.  My members like beach resorts.  

They like Daytona the best because it is easy to be less structured while away from their 

offices, the dress code was casual, and the mall is nearby.  The access is very good off the main 

roads. 

× Mississippi Beau Rivage, Mobile Alabama, Destin, St. Simons, Miami Fontainebleau, Ponte 

Vedra, Sawgrass Marriott, and Chicago.  Transportation differentiates.  Amelia is close by and 

relaxed. 

× Opryland Nashville, Charleston, Hilton Head, Savannah Sea Island, Ponte Vedra, Orlando 

Champions Gate, Coconut Hyatt, Sanibel, and San Diego.  In San Diego I was able to arrange a 

harbor cruise to provide a unique venue over the golf and tennis at the resort.  All of the 

destination resort properties are differentiated by the level of services offered. 

 

Perceptions of Amelia Island: 

Meeting planners were asked to describe their perceptions and opinions about the Amelia Island 

destination and brand.  Participants related that Amelia provided luxurious accommodations and a high 

level of service however; respondents saw the destination to have limited accessibility.  Specific 

comments are as follows: 

× High end weddings and vacations. 

× Luxury. 

× It is hard to get to, no airport access. 

× Five star hotels, green golf courses, beaches, and meeting space for retreats. 

× Beautiful beaches and all the activities that go along with that setting. 

× Tennis is number one there and there is a lot of history. 

× Golf classics and a high level of service. 

× Expensive, unique, and remote. 
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× It is hard to get to and far for gathering groups from some parts of the country. 

 

 
 

× I would like to learn about Amelia.  I don't know how far it is from Atlanta.  Show me how to get 

thereΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǘΩǎ not just a special occasion place, and how accessible it is. 

× Amelia is a beautiful area and very historic.  You have to experience it to understand its 

uniqueness.  There are a lot of hidden treasures.  There is a high level of service and the hotels 

deserve all five stars but we cannot afford the appearance of being there.  It is more of a 

corporate business meeting destination or a black tie affair. 

× An area near Jacksonville and it could be an easy drive from Atlanta where you will find 

expensive hotels. 

 

 

  

άL ǘƘƛƴƪ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ wƛǘȊ Ŧƻr accommodations 

and also think of Fernandina Beach and 

the wonderful quaint places to bring 

people to.  It is a place where you can 

count on good weather but the airport 

is a haul.  I would think there is a higher 

level of service there and expect 

nothing ōǳǘ ǘƘŜ ōŜǎǘΦέ 

άI have been to Fort Clinch and have 

seen a sub rise out the water and 

thought that was really unique.  Not 

being there, I think that it is a vacation 

destination and off the beaten track.  

LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ Ƙƻǿ ŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƭŜ ƛǘ ƛǎΦέ 
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Tangible/Intangible Factors of a Meeting in Amelia Island 

Meeting planners were asked to focus on the following tangible/intangible factors when planning an 

event in Amelia Island and the significance of each when organizing a meeting. 

 

Tangibles Intangibles 

Space/Facility Activities 

Offices/Meeting Rooms Recreation/Entertainment 

Catering Weather 

Support Staff Location/Proximity 

IT Capabilities/Communications Price/Cost 

Transportation Image/Brand 

Accommodations  

Restaurants/Dining  

 

× This is not a location that we are going to find cheap airfares or good transportation and this is 

what drives our choice of locations.  Also relevant, is affordable accommodations which Amelia 

does not offer. 

× Internet and audio/visual may be more competitive.  Don't want the folks to have beach views.  

Love a great business center but faxing cost and renting a printer makes more sense.  

Destination choice has a huge impact.  The attendee experience is very important from the 

customer service, clean sleeping rooms, great food and beverages, and access and 

transportation. 

× Important and relevant is that it offers a resort feel on the beach with a high level of service and 

great food.  However, the brand or image may be considered too luxurious for some of the 

government associations.  One factor that makes a big difference and that Amelia covers, is the 

age of my members.  It is well suited for the 60 plus crowd.  Not as conducive for bringing your 

family however. 

× Relevant is transportation to the area, having plenty of room, accommodations being nice and 

new, and obtaining the points.  There has to be a convenience for dining and golf. 

× Choosing a great destination has a great impact on the success of a meeting.  A great 

destination will push attendance up.  I think that a destination that pushes technology to the top 

and delivers a webcast so that we can expand our audience viewers around the world positions 

us to save on cost and is relevant today.  Technology helps us keep our cost down.  We are 

known to bring in cell phone boosts so clients have seamless experiences with cell phones and 

such.  For the most part, our venue events and budgets have stayed steady, but our timelines 

have grown shorter.  We take into account a combination of local recommendations for meeting 
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locations and then provide information for alternative venues/destinations and I confirm with 

CVBs to get specific information.  When we want to do a business meeting in your market, I look 

for where I feel there is a good venue. 

 

To fully understand the perceptions of the planners regarding Amelia Island as a meeting destination, 

respondents were posed the questions, άWhat would you tell another meeting planner if you knew 

ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŀƴ ŜǾŜƴǘ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŀǊŜŀΚ  ²Ƙŀǘ ǿƻǳƭŘ ȅƻǳ ǘŜƭƭ ǘƘŜƳ ǘƻ ŜȄǇŜŎǘΚέ  Insights are as 

follows: 

× I would tell someone to expect the highest level of service there and that the airport is a bit of a 

haul. 

× I think it is expensive and out of our price range but I would love to find out. 

× A great place for a corporate business retreat or senior leadership for team building.  It is not for 

Habitat who focuses on affordable housing and learning how to build in war torn or earthquake 

devastated environments. 

× I think it is a bit remote and for high end weddings and vacations.  Not for corporate meetings.  

This crossed their (the client's) mind but there are easier places to go.  I would love to learn 

about this area. 

× The area is not easily accessible.  I took a small group of five there and it is good for small 

groups.  It is more secluded and has a very high level of service. 

× It is a place for fishing, beach, and vacations.  Great for business retreats, small conferences.  I 

think of beach houses with friends.  I expect a high level of service.  It is not for the insurance or 

financial executive.  Do not know a lot about the area other than that. 

 

Participants were also asked to rate Amelia Island on a scale of 1 to 10, (1 being low, 10 high), on the 

following factors: 

Value for the dollar: 

Average rating: 6.9 

Great draw for my audience: 

Average rating: 6.1 

 
Comments include: 

× Amelia is a place that I have considered but not used.  I am under the impression that it is less 

expensive than Charleston but more expensive than a Jacksonville venue. 
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× I do not believe there is a value for the dollar but I am not really sure. 

× Meeting planners are more frugal on cost of sleeping rooms which is why I gave this a 7.  Offer 

concessions that change with different times of the year.  Offer a variety of packages and bundle 

things together or a la carte so we can pick and choose. 

× I think it is less competitive to book than others and there is a unique experience to be had there. 

× Amelia competes differently because rates are not flexible and I don't know the number of 

meetings they are used to hosting there.  Is this something that they are used to doing with 

groups like mine?  It is not easy to negotiate there.  When I have tried, I have never gotten very 

far. 

CVB Usage/Involvement 

The /±.Ωǎ ƛƴǾƻƭǾŜƳŜƴǘ ƛƴ ŀǎǎƛǎǘƛƴƎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǇƭŀƴƴƛƴƎ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴǎƘƛǇ ŦǳƴŎǘƛƻƴ 

with the planner (personal and via the Internet).  Respondents ǊŜƭŀǘŜ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ƴŜŜŘ ƘŜƭǇ ǿƛǘƘ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎΩ 

site inspections and transportation planning.  The consensus of the planners is that assistance with 

registrations, dinner reservations, and area information would help them in planning their meetings.  

Other planner recommendations to the CVB include: 

× Be present at chapter meetings; 

× Highlight assets and amenities; 

× Have a presence at MPI and in the industry publications; 

× Develop a user friendly, accessible, and informative website; 

× Provide testimonials; 

× Have a continuous email presence. 

  

άShow me you want my business and I 

ǿƛƭƭ ŎƻƴǘƛƴǳŜ ǘƻ ǳǎŜ ȅƻǳΦέ 
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Planners relate the best way to promote the destination and drive brand awareness is to build 

professional relationships through networking and other communications.  When asked what the 

LǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎǎ ŜȄŜŎǳǘƛǾŜǎ could do to make planning a meeting in the destination easier, 

respondents related the following: 

 

× Get out the news announcing an event or the addition of meeting space. 

× Let us know what Amelia staff is doing and who they are. 

× Build relationships with corporate planners. 

× Get the word out in MP publications 

× Show me how to get to Amelia Island and tell us what is there. 

× Be flexible with our association groups, know our limits and constraints. 

× Provide visuals of professionals and corporate meetings in the destination. 

× Have information available describing the properties and area. 

 

Market Trends: 

In wake of the recent economic conditions, the participants were posed the question, ά!ǎ ŀ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ 

ǇƭŀƴƴŜǊΣ ǿƘŀǘ ǘŜŎƘƴƛǉǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƻƻƭǎ Řƻ ȅƻǳ ǳǎŜ ǘƻ ǎǘǊŜǘŎƘ ȅƻǳǊ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎΩǎ ōǳŘƎŜǘ ŀƴŘ ŀŘŀǇǘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

ŎƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳƛŎ ǘƛƳŜǎΚέ  Specific commentaries include: 

× Reusable water bottles cut down on the cost of bottled water. 

× Stretch our buffet dollar and serve dessert later at a break and limit the breakfast items. 

× Utilize email and technology to cut on paper and postage. 

× We up our attendance rate to have more negotiating power (double up with others like 

association groups and join forces). 

× Have fewer corporate annual conferences and increase the mini conference to deal with travel 

distance and the perception of presumptuous spending in these economic times. 

× Sharpen my risk management skills and hit the contract clause for attrition, cancellations, and 

money back on my master hotel bill among other items.  Negotiate comp rooms, cut off dates, 

and reduce the quantity of rooms required to pass on the savings to my group. 
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× Cut out open bar and use drink tickets. 

× We offer different types of training via webinars which help us expand our attendees. 

× We are building a room dedicated to live webcast meetings. 

× Use 4 star properties instead of 5 star and use a brand that I can trust, not an off-brand.  I want 

to know what to expect. 

άIn the ever-changing economy, has the way you market and position a venue toward your client 

changed?  What are you doing differently to adapt?  Has this changed the type of venues you are 

considering?έ 

× To adapt, we hit hard with negotiations.  We do webinars once a month instead of meeting.  We 

now meet less frequently and combine webinars with meetings to expand our reach.  We partner 

with other related associations and share expenses and conferences.  We may give an 

association $500 to attend versus $1000/attendee and combine forces.  Also, we are using lower 

end properties instead of using the Breakers, the Ritz, etc.  People are getting laid off so it looks 

bad. We like the Embassy Suites and how they are all encompassing and our members like this 

consideration.  We like to send a clear message of άresort-esqueέ and think that this is the draw.  

I like that there may be a pool for adults and one for the kids, there are spa facilities, and a 

fitness center that I can highlight. 

× We adapt by becoming risk management experts.  My contracts are tight and protect us.  I need 

a hotel that will work with me on attendance.  I look for five breakout rooms and a hotel with a 

strong concession clause that will give me a comp room of 1 for every 25 or 35 rooms I book.  I 

also look for hotels that offer free parking, free internet, and are flexible with food budgets.  I 

look for goodies such as a 20 day cut off, 1/25 comp, 6% rebate off the hotel master bill, and a 

reduction in quantity of rooms to pass on the savings. 

× Corporations do fewer large conferences and do more mini conferences because of the 

perception of spending money or going to the extreme is not a good image. 

× Instead of doing a large conference we will do two mini conferences and every other year have 

the larger one.  They used to have 750 attendees, but with budget cuts we had to cancel or be 

scrutinized.  This very much determines our future.  As far as selecting a destination, after the 

budget cuts, no one wants the appearance of being responsible for suggesting a destination.  We 

are always very careful in our post.  We will change the name of a property not to say ΨMarriott 

ResortΩ but just ΨMarriottΩ or we look for brand or trade names.  The Breakers image can get our 

elected officials in a lot of trouble.  Image is everything.  Accessibility is everything too.  Space 

plan and having a negotiable price is also important.  Our vendors need to be aware that we cap 

room rates at $149 and we really like airport locations. 
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× We adapt to changes in the economy by stretching the dollar as other meeting planners do.  We 

use drink tickets versus open bar, contracts, etc.  Meeting cancellations have been very high 

because of the perception of big budgets.  It was not for the lack of funds but both internal and 

external company perceptions of presumptuous spending.  If employees at lower levels were 

losing their jobs it raised all types of questions if there are layoffs and people are traveling to 

resorts.  Meetings are now on the upturn and striving to get back to previous levels.  We have 

adapted by having different destinations, instead of 5 star use 4 star and less inclined to go to 

the bigger resorts.  Did an incentive meeting in Laguna California, Miami Fountainebleau, Grand 

Belmar in San Diego, Fairmont in Boston, and the St. Regis Fort Lauderdale.  Today, those same 

meetings are held in Atlanta, W hotels, and Marriotts which are more four stars.  The city is a big 

factor and not as important as the brand of the destination.  The perceptions of the amenities 

and airlift are very key.  There are some great destinations that I will not go to because it is not 

different enough.  It is important to be different and stand out so when we do a meeting it is 

essential to pick a place not only with access, but that offers all the amenities and high level 

services that are expected for higher echelon audiences.  Places like Destin or Ponte Vedra are 

seen as too ΨvacationyΩ and not corporate enough. 

× They have gone from the Ritz locations to Marriott or Westin in the wake of these financial 

times, more for perception reasons than anything.  It raises eyebrows to be at the Ritz.  But what 

people/attendees don't understand is that the 5 stars will meet our room rates and dining 

budgets.  Bigger hotels are swamped with bigger groups who demand more attention and they 

end up with a lower level of service for their groups of 120.  We have gone from one day 

meetings to two to three day meetings because they are better attended.   Stay in areas where 

there is a good local core of delegates too. 

× The company has been using a webcast product called Interwise for more of the training 

meetings for sales, finance, and budgeting events.  The company is constructing a building and 

dedicating a room for a newer software product so they can have virtual meeting and training 

space.  They are doing about the same amount of meetings which are required attendance, and 

adding meetings virtually.  Also, staying in the Atlanta area instead of Tennessee, Florida, or the 

Carolinas is another way they have kept their budgets tight.  There are needs to have meetings in 

Mississippi and South Carolina because while in the paper business, that is where the roll shops 

are.  When having meetings for large groups, it is important to have a resort type of property in 

a warm location where there are options for eating within walking distance, golfing, fishing 

tournaments, and shopping for the wives.  Going to the same area twice is desirable, like Destin 

or San Destin which was hugely successful.  Destin worked because it was a draw for their 

audience from Montreal and Northern areas.  Additionally, the property kept everyone contained 

but they could still walk.  Destin competed with St. Augustine.  It wasnΩt the beach that was the 

draw but the activities in and around the resort. 
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Key Learnings: 

In summary, it is the meeting plannersΩ consensus that the image and brand identity of a destination is 

as important as the meeting venue itself.  Planners know they must offer unique and creative meetings, 

which are appealing to the attendees and stakeholders alike.  The destination, venue, and CVB need to 

assist planners by supporting their meetings to provide comfort, relaxation, and above all, create a 

ǎŜƴǎŜ ƻŦ άōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀǇǇǊƻǇǊƛŀǘŜΦέ  A majority of meeting planners wŀƴǘ άcontainmentέ once their 

meeting begins but still provide attendees the opportunity to walk to nearby dining, shops, waterfronts, 

etc. 

 

Meeting planners notably perceive Amelia Island as a friendly, attractive, and elegantly relaxed 

destination.  It is this brand identity that must be the ŦƻŎǳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ǇǊƻƳƻǘƛƻƴŀƭ ŜŦŦƻǊǘǎΦ  

Most planners relate they doƴΩǘ ǾƛŜǿ !ƳŜƭƛŀ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ ŎƻǊǇƻǊŀǘŜ ōǳǎƛƴŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ dominantly perceive it 

as more of a leisure vacation destination, a place for weddings, and similar events.  To optimize market 

share, the destination must focus its promotional efforts to deepen the acceptance of the Island as a 

choice for corporate meetings.  Technology, services, amenities, and activities should be highlighted in 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎǘƛƴŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ ƳŀǊƪŜǘƛƴƎ ƳŜǎǎŀƎŜǎΦ  Planners want a unique travel and meeting experience for clients 

and their constituencies. 

 

In a value conscious economy, budgets are constrained.  Importantly, Amelia Island is seen as an 

άǳǇǎŎŀƭŜ ǎƻǇƘƛǎǘƛŎŀǘŜŘέ ƳŜŜǘƛƴƎ ǾŜƴǳŜΦ  Planners feel that this is both a strength and an attractor if 

leveraged carefully.  It is imperative however, that the meeting venue and accommodations still provide 

the highest level of service and amenities possible.  Planners insist, on behalf of their clients, on quality 

dining choices, entertainment, golf, and shopping to provide a unique travel experience. 

 

TƘŜ /±.Ωǎ role in the planning process is crucial.  Planners want recommendations regarding 

transportation, venues/accommodations, testimonials, and general destination information.  A majority 

of the participants recommend the CVB have a higher profile presence in the market.  This can be 

achieved by attending MPI meetings, intensive networking and relationship development, as well as 

targeted messages in core industry publications.  Planners seek to form a relationship with CVB and 

venue representatives that do more than άfill an orderέ but rather become a part of the meeting 

planning team. 
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