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· Overview

​​​​​​​​

One of the goals identified by the VLRA board in their 1999 Strategic Plan was to improve the association’s image.  Several objectives and strategies for obtaining this goal were also identified.  In order to pursue this goal, the VLRA is poised to initiate a similar strategic planning process that will be focused on the specific goal of improving the image of the association.

The Strategic Communications Plan will build on the work that has already been done through the 1999 Strategic Planning process, but will go into much greater detail in identifying issues/problems, opportunities, and resources, and develop more specific strategies and objectives.  The Strategic Communications Planning process will also include a broad range of stakeholders, including potential members of VLRA, members of the media, members of the Travel and Recreation Council, the Vermont Department of Tourism & Marketing, and other tourism-related businesses and organizations.

Based on the information in VLRA’s 1999 Strategic Plan, and the building of the VLRA image in particular, we have prepared the following framework from which to begin.  This framework is designed to be thought-provoking, and was developed with the assumption that it will be modified in accordance with VLRA’s determined needs.

· Challenges

​​​​​​​​

1. VLRA has low visibility among policymakers, the media, and other tourism-related businesses.
The media frequently contacts other tourism industry groups, such as the Vermont Chamber of Commerce, the Lake Champlain Regional Chamber of Commerce, the Vermont Ski Areas Association, and individual operators of a tourist attraction, rather than contacting the VLRA.  Likewise, these other statewide tourism industry organizations are more frequently called upon by policymakers regarding proposed policy changes that will impact the industry as opposed to contacting VLRA for their input.

2. VLRA only represents 400 of 1800 possible association members.
1400 of Vermont’s lodging establishments and restaurants are not members of VLRA.  One of the reasons some properties and establishments may not be members is the association’s lack of visibility.  The current and relatively small membership base hurts the association’s credibility with the media and policymakers and limits the amount of resources available to the association for programs.

· Goal

​​​​​​​​

Position VLRA as the premier statewide organization representing the tourism industry in the eyes of the media, the Legislature and State government.
VLRA’s members are a vital part of the state’s economy and tourism industry.  The success of VLRA’s members is almost entirely dependent on tourism, unlike other statewide tourism-related organizations such as the Chamber of Commerce.  VLRA members also represent a more traditional image of Vermont that other organizations’ members do not.  These and other traits mean the VLRA is uniquely positioned to capitalize on issues of importance to the state’s tourism industry and the Vermont’s image as a tourist destination.

Potential Communication Strategies:

· Strategic Press Releases—At a time when the press is already paying close attention to an aspect of the industry is the perfect opportunity to issue relevant press releases that will add value and another dimension to the story the reporter is developing.  For example, throughout the fall VLRA could release statistics about how much its members’ annual revenue is dependent on the foliage season.
· Data Collection and Assimilation—When the media is developing a story about the tourism industry or one of its sub-sections, they want data and statistics.  VLRA should be the place where the media can find stats about the industry.
· Address Editorial Boards—Board members could meet with local and statewide newspaper editorial boards to discuss the role of VLRA in Vermont’s tourism industry.
· Media Training—Offer VLRA members training sessions on how to respond to the media on behalf of VLRA.
Potential Image-Building Strategies:

· Strategic Philanthropy—VLRA could choose one or two charities related to the industry to focus the collective interest and resources of members in order to have a more substantial and visible impact.
· Paid Advertising—Multi-faceted public relations campaign using radio, T.V., and newspaper advertising.
· Strategic Partnerships with Corporations—Vermont’s high quality of life is often a draw for corporate executives to come and work in Vermont.  Rather than having a prospective employee stay at one of Vermont’s chain hotels, with assistance from VLRA, the corporation could offer a list of quaint bed and breakfasts instead.
· Partnerships with other Tourism Organizations—VLRA could offer tourists package vacations, e.g. ski passes and vouchers for off-mountain lodging with one purchase and at a discounted rate, or a VLRA touring package that provides vouchers redeemable at participating establishments.
· Day at the State House and Evening Soiree—VLRA members could set up displays in the State House on a particular day, meet with their local Senators and Representatives, invite the Governor to address the members in attendance, and invite the media.  In the evening, VLRA could host “A Taste of VLRA” dinner at a local establishment where restaurant members can provide fare from their own establishments.  Legislators can be admitted free.
· Member Education and Outreach Programs—A recent story in the Burlington Free Press (October 24, 1999, page one) highlighted the Vermont Health Department’s inadequate system for evaluating restaurants’ compliance with health standards.  VLRA could work with the Health Department to develop an auditing tool for restaurants to self-evaluate their food safety practices and a training program.
· Innovative Solutions to Public Policy Problems—When an industry attempts to tell legislators why something can’t be done because of the negative implications, a common response for the legislator is “well, then what do you think we should do about it?”  VLRA should pursue creative solutions to common problems in which they have a strong interest.  For example, VLRA could lead a cooperative effort between government and business to develop a statewide plan to increase the amount of utilization of the tourism industry’s existing resources, i.e. increasing the level and length of occupancy at Vermont’s lodging establishments.
· Planning for Strategic Action

​​​​​​​​

Identify stakeholders—VLRA needs to identify their audience.  It will likely include legislators, members of the press, VLRA members, and non-members.  Once the audience has been identified, VLRA will need to determine how best to reach them.  One way is to determine why and how other organizations have been successful in reaching this audience.

Research the competition—Tourism is the state’s top industry, and there is a cornocopia of business-related associations and organizations, but VLRA is the most dependent on tourism.  It has already been established that other organizations are popular choices for information about the tourism industry.  The next step is to determine who these organizations are and why they hold this distinction.

Determine the rate of success—Using the Lexus/Nexus search engine of the Burlington Free Press, determine which organizations were quoted in the newspaper, on which issues, and how frequently.  This data will prove useful in developing strategies to communicate more effectively with the media because it will provide real examples of what has worked for other organizations.

Series of surveys—The best way to find the answer to a question is to ask.  Detailed surveys should be developed for VLRA’s intended audience (stakeholders).

Focus groups—Surveys are often followed up with face-to-face question and answer periods with a small group of stakeholders.  Focus groups allow for more in-depth exploration of issues and provide an opportunity for follow up questions from the facilitator and from fellow participants.

Internal Evaluation—VLRA’s existing ability to meet their communications challenges needs to be evaluated.  This would include staff resources and assignments, present technology, and Board and member support for a different communications strategy.

· The Planning Process

​​​​​​​​

A process similar to the organizational strategic planning process already undertaken by VLRA staff and Board members should be repeated, but with the single focus of improving the association’s image.  If this is an acceptable course of action, the following initial steps need to take place:

1. Obtain a formal commitment to conduct planning, including education of board and staff members, if necessary


2. Select a strategic planning committee of no more than five to seven people who have the level of responsibility within the organization necessary to make decisions.

3. Consider the level of resources (dollars and time) required to conduct the planning process 

4. Develop a workplan and timeline, including specific duties for individual members of the group

· Summary

​​​​​​​​

VLRA has the tools and experience to reach a wider audience on a number of issues of importance to its members and Vermont’s tourism industry.  An integrated and well thought out approach to the challenge of becoming more visible and influential will help the association meet its goal.  In order to make the most of the planning process, participants need to be prepared to make an investment in the process, be open to new ideas, and see this as an opportunity to shape the future of the organization.
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