6th International Forum on Chinese Outbound Tourism (IFCOT 2010)

Session 3:  Island Resorts & Holiday Tour
General Manager Gerald S.A. Perez’s Speech

Hafa Adai! Thank you to the IFCOT organizers for inviting Guam to be a part of this panel. The Chinese market is continuing its track of growth, and we’re honored to share our insight on what island resorts can do to become competitive destinations.

Based on data published in 2007 by the Ivy Alliance Tourism Consulting Co. Ltd., we know that more than 57% of Chinese outbound vacation travelers prefer an island vacation tour.

And with the average vacation time being less than a week, island destinations have their work cut out for them. They not only have to make themselves accessible via direct flights, online (where most Chinese outbound tourists get their information), and at travel agencies, they have to keep in mind what’s most important to Chinese travelers.

According to data from the Annual Report of China Outbound Tourism Development for 2009-2010 by the China Tourism Academy, sightseeing and shopping are the top two reasons to choose a destination.

For island resorts, that could mean capitalizing on the shopping and sightseeing options currently available with optional tours or adding new ones. It could mean more exposure online, better lines of communication between Chinese tour operators promoting favorite destinations, or the addition of cost competitive air service.

Putting yourself ahead of other island destinations in the minds of Chinese outbound travelers is not easy, but can be achieved with the right branding strategy, the right marketing message, and the fulfillment of expectations. 

For island destinations, the most important steps are differentiating yourself from other destinations, conveying this message effectively, and ensuring that the promise of a good experience, whether sightseeing or shopping, is delivered. 

How can island destinations be successfully promoted in the Chinese market?

We know that appealing attributes to Chinese consumers include natural scenery (70%), culture and customs, historic sites, and of course, luxury shopping opportunities.

Consumer association to a destination’s differentiating character and personality begins with a brand image, which is nothing more than an emotional connection and an expectation of a promise to be kept. 

It’s the personality of a destination …  a sense of place that consumers expect to experience when they hear the words “Fiji” or “Thailand,” “Australia,” or “Guam.”

To build that impression – or brand image – a destination must first define what they want to be. They must decide what unique characteristics they want to represent their destination. 

How can a tour operator design and package the island to bring visitors in?

Does that island destination want to be known as a place for adults? Or as a place for families? 

Do they want to capitalize on the environment, like Australia has done with the Great Barrier Reef? Or do they want to be known for their food, culture, history and tradition?

Do they want to be known for their high-end shopping?

Developing a brand image means starting at zero and building an island reputation that is set apart by the very attributes upon which the brand is built. You can take it as far as you’d like. … It can mean creating everything from a logo to getting the community involved in promoting the island through culture or environment. It can oftentimes be time-consuming, but it’s an essential step in defining yourself in the mind of consumers. 

A destination must decide how far they want to take their brand image – but one of the most important things to keep in mind is consistency. Yes, you can vary what message you send to certain markets. For example, a destination may put more emphasis on shopping options in the Chinese market and more emphasis on diving in the European and North American markets. That’s just knowing your market and tailoring your message to them.

In other words, an island’s brand can be robust enough to encompass these tactical messages but remain consistent and true to the strength of its brand.

What we mean by consistency is using the same brand logo on all communications, the same identifying colors, the same style of photos, and the same key phrases. By keeping your message consistent, you increase your chances of being remembered by the consumer and unify an expected promise to be kept.

With these “signals,” once you have that brand image established, the next step is defining how those characteristics are relevant to the consumer. Is your destination attractive to families? Is it safe? Is it close to home? Based on your brand image, why would the consumer want to spend their vacation there?

In the case of Guam, that sense of relevance – again – changes with each market. In the Chinese market, we focus on how our island destination is in close proximity to mainland China, how it’s safe for families, how our abundant and colorful marine life allows visitors to experience the ocean unlike other destinations, how our pristine beaches and clear skies offer views they can’t find at home, and how we have an abundance of high-end luxury shopping.

But being relevant to the consumer isn’t always enough. You also have to appeal emotionally to them. In other words, don’t just tell them why they should want to come to your island resort – show them why it has what they’re looking for to satisfy a personal need or desire.

Maybe that means a focus on the resort as a wedding and honeymoon destination. It could mean luxury high-end shopping they can’t get elsewhere. Or for those that like to experience the culture, maybe it’s optional tours or other experiences that allow visitors to immerse themselves in local traditions.

If you tie those three things together – developing a brand image, making the destination characteristics relevant to the consumer, and appealing to them emotionally – you’ll increase your presence in the marketplace and enhance your ability to attract customers.

In Guam, the idea to develop a brand image came when our visitor arrival numbers began declining. We felt the best way to increase our competitive posture was to create an identity for ourselves, and appeal emotionally to potential visitors by emphasizing our unique Chamorro heritage, history, and culture in addition to the benefits of an environmentally clean resort and outstanding shopping.

It was a major project, and it definitely did not happen overnight. In order to communicate an accurate picture of everything Guam is and everything we have to offer, we knew it would take some time.

We divided our brand-building project into several phases lasting about a year: 

We basically asked local residents how they wanted to be perceived, asked our customers what they expected to experience in Guam, and began building our brand upon the attributes shared.

We concluded this exercise with a graphic development phase that produced an image and brand identity very simply reflecting the essence of Guam. It was important to us that this symbol, which would be used on all of our communications, was clean & simple, bold, fresh, and symbolic of our island in multiple forms.

The final phase involved bringing the brand to life and encouraging the local community to embrace it. On Guam, our family-oriented culture is one of the unique characteristics that set us apart. Because of that, we knew we had to involve our communities in this process. To us, it was not enough to just send out a message about what kind of island destination we were; we had to be a living example of that.

Our brand is only successful if the local community believes in the concept of our values and our traditions. How we live and participate as a community is what differentiates us from other island destinations.

We integrated the community into our brand initiative through a couple of efforts, one being the “We Are Guam” mural project, which helped each of our 19 villages develop a community murals featuring iconic images about that village. And we formed the Island Fiesta Tour, which put visitors in the homes of prominent local residents to give them an authentic fiesta experience, a cultural tradition on our island.

Aside from getting the community to be part of our living brand, we began emphasizing our unique characteristics in all of our communications and brand collateral, including our high-end luxury shopping outlets like Louis Vuitton, Rolex, Dunhill, Lacoste, and Prada; our pristine beach environment; our network of high-end wedding chapels and 5-star resorts; and our status as a U.S. territory, which allows visitors to experience the United States with only a 3-4 hour plane ride from their home. 

The result has been a unified brand image at home in our communities, as well as a unified image projected to our markets across the globe.

This isn’t something that we developed and then sat back and watched. Maintaining our brand and our brand promise of safety, fun, proximity and a welcoming culture are attributes that we are committed to expanding and intensifying in the community.

We did all this – which took about a year and a half – not only because of our commitment to ourselves as a quality island destination, but because of our commitment to our potential visitors and our global markets.

Since we introduced our brand image in early 2009, our visitor arrivals across the board are up about 6.5%, repeat visitors with more affluence from our primary Japan market has improved, and there is excitement in the community about their brand building participation.

We’ve used that momentum to increase our presence and commitment in countries like China, which we know plays a significant role in potential visitors to Guam. 

Most recently, we’ve begun promoting application to the China Outbound Tourism Quality Service Certification Program among members of the Guam Visitors Bureau, and have continued our work to add more direct flights from mainland China to Guam among major carriers like Continental Airlines.

You’ll also continue to see Guam in China’s premier travel and consumer shows in an effort to expand our networking base among the travel trade and media professionals.

All of these measures demonstrate our commitment to grow our China visitor market, encourage cross-cultural understanding, and promote peace and prosperity for China and the people of Guam. We believe this strongly and that is why we are here.

Thank you very much for the opportunity to speak to you today about the importance of brand identity and how we’ve employed that in Guam. Again, please allow me to recognize IFCOT organizers for everything you’ve done for this event.

 Xie xie (shay shay).

