
 

 

FY 2017 Marketing Council 

April 19th, 2017, 3:30 p.m. 

 

Meeting Minutes: 

Committee members in attendance: Anna Foster, Annette Gueli, Sam Lowry, Bob Maehling, Russell 
Matthes, Laurie Pike, Sandra Rios  

Absent: none 

VSC staff in attendance:  Erin Duggan, Lynn Hobeck Bates, Seana Mincy, Kelli Funkhouser, Debbie 
Ericson, Dianne Fisher 

• Welcome & Introductions 

• Approval of January meeting minutes:  Erin Duggan made a motion to approve the minutes from 
the January Marketing Council meeting.  Bob Maehling seconded the motion.  The motion 
passed unanimously. 
 

• Updates  

Research:  
A visitor services study was conducted to measure and monitor visitor information 
needs in and out of season.  Visitors rely on friends, employees at local establishments, 
and VisitSarasota.com when seeking information.   
Topline findings show that people look to friends, local employees, residents, and prior 
visits for information.  Seventy-six percent prefer to use the internet, which will be 
taken into account when planning in the future.   
The Main Street Visitors Center building is not a permanent solution for a visitor’s 
center, since the owner does not plan to make improvements and has other plans for 
the building.  
The kiosk at the Mall at UTC had 718 people ask for visitor information last quarter.   
The Visitor Information Vehicle goes to places where visitors are found and follows a 
weekly schedule.   
SRQ Airport plans to open a visitor kiosk in baggage claim, half of which will be branded 
by VSC, the other half by the Bradenton Area CVB.   
VSC partners with a few of the area chambers, having kiosks in some and offering a 
postage program to others through which VSC pays for postage to mail information to 
visitors who request it from the chambers.  VSC is looking to grow this collaboration 



with the chambers.  The question of how we get information to front desk hotel staff 
was discussed.  VSC offers education to hotel staff and has tried a number of different 
solutions.  It was suggested that VSC look into marketing through in-house TV channels 
at hotels.  This has been done in the past at the Hyatt Regency Sarasota and Ritz Carlton 
and will be explored to expand.   
Another suggestion given was regarding placing VSC collateral in check-in booklets at 
hotels.   
VSC’s Visitor Services manager is currently working on a plan to provide consistent 
programming to area hotels.  Providing a checklist of educational opportunities to hotel 
staff during these visits was suggested.   
The visitor information study indicated that 33% use personal social media to research a 
destination.  Most of our visitors prefer to access information through the VSC website.  
Support for a staffed visitors center varied, 28% would want a staffed visitors center, 
21% without staff, and 21% would prefer a kiosk.   
Visitors would want information kiosks located in downtown Sarasota, Siesta Key, Lido 
Key and Longboat key.  One in five visitors receive local area information from hotel 
employees without asking for it.  One in three visitors is willing to have visitor 
information online only.   
The results of this study will be shared on the partner portal.                

                            
   

Public Relations:   
VSC is in the midst of the RFP process for all three agencies (UK, German, and Domestic 
PR Representation and International Trade Representation,) which occurs at minimum 
every three years.  Media outreach/program support for this quarter will include Savor 
Sarasota, Sarasota Summer Stage, and Shoptember campaigns, plus a new integrated 
campaign targeting grandparents to encourage their families to visit.  A media trip to 
New York will take place on April 25-27, which will feature Drum Circle Distillery talking 
about Sarasota County and making a cocktail live on Facebook.  A trip to Washington DC 
planned for June/July with the Circus Arts Conservatory for the Smithsonian Folklife 
Festival is a great opportunity to pitch to DC media and meeting planners.  VSC is 
working with the Washington Nationals baseball team to possibly feature a circus 
performer to throw out the first pitch and member(s) of Key Choral to sing the national 
anthem.  We are not working with the Orioles on this as they are playing our almost 
hometown team, the Tampa Bay Rays.  The details of the Facebook live event will be 
sent to the marketing council so they can view it on Facebook.  The demonstration will 
be featured by Thrillist, Daily Meal, and others.  Upcoming individual media FAMs 
include a joint trip with UK and German press focused on our eco assets.  A much-
anticipated press trip with a journalist from Nat Geo Kids UK will take place in May.  
Communications Manager Lynn Hobeck Bates will visit Germany in two weeks.  Her trip 
will include a media reception in Berlin and deskside appointments in Hamburg.   
The marketing council suggested looking into media opportunities at the Motorcoach, 
NTA, and ABA annual meetings.  Dallas, LA, Southern California, and San Francisco were 
mentioned as new markets to possibly target in FY2018.  The Midwest, Dayton and 
Columbus OH, were also mentioned as possible target markets.  The Sarasota Opera will 
perform a German opera next season, which is reviewed in the fall by German media, 
and is popular with German residents throughout the state.  This is a possible media 
outreach opportunity for VSC.  The state has seen a decline in Canadian visitation, but 



Sarasota County has not of yet.  Hotels shared that there has been a spike in visitation 
from South America.  It was noted that VISIT FLORIDA has reduced marketing to South 
America.  Another possible media outreach area is Portland, Maine, due to the recent 
addition of Elite Airways’ direct flights from Portland into SRQ.  GIS mapping will be used 
to choose which emerging markets to target, considering the highest visitor spending.  
This will be discussed at the October meeting.  Lynn Hobeck Bates asked for feedback 
regarding a new procedure for dispending funds to partners (Media Assistance Grant 
Program).   

 
Creative:   
Erin Duggan will email the marketing council the newly completed Boomer commercial.  
A previous commercial featured a family, this one features two boomer couples and will 
be clipped into 60, 30, and 15 second spots.  This and other assets can be added to 
partner sites.  VSC has obtained full rights on new brand assets to enable partners to 
share at will.  Programming is how VSC helps our partners sell.  Restaurants shared in 
the past that business dried up after Memorial Day.  This birthed the Savor Sarasota 
Restaurant week program 12 years ago, which has impacted the bottom line for 
partners, increasing reservations and spin.  This year, participating restaurants will make 
a minimum donation to All Faiths Food Bank to help feed children over the summer.  
Savor will include online videos of chefs talking about their work and cooking recipes.  
Facebook Live is the current preferred outlet, as it created instantaneous impressions 
and has good marketing results.  Last year, theaters shared their battle with the 
perception that there are no performance arts offerings in Sarasota County after May.  
The Curtain Call program emerged as a way for VSC to help arts partners with this issue.  
Theater listings were featured on the website, as well as deals offered.  VSC brought 
these partners back to the table this year and made changes to the program based on 
their feedback, including changing the name to Sarasota Summer Stage and expanding 
beyond the month of May to include all summer.  Shopping partners asked for help with 
September, the historically slower season after “Back to School” and before holiday 
shopping season.  The Shoptember ad and PR campaign brought attention to area 
shopping districts including Deerborn Street, Gulf Gate, Venice Main Street, Sarasota 
Row, and more.  Social influencers were hired to shop/eat at a district and share images 
of their outing on VSC social media channels, which resulted in a lot of viral play.  
Programming really hits its stride in the third year, so we are eagerly planning for 
Sarasota Summer Stage and Shoptember in FY2018.  
It was suggested that a link to the VSC website be given to hotel GMs so they can upload 
to their hotel sites where allowable.  Part of the business plan for FY18 is to create new 
video content each quarter.       

                                   
Advertising:   
In Search Engine Marketing media, VSC layered Google Gmail ads into programs 
throughout Q2, including a variety of themes concentrating on beach family, weddings, 
polo, and boomer couples.  Facebook and YouTube are useful marketing channels.  Our 
goal always is to keep Cost Per Click spending down.  Clicks doubled in Q3.  The 
conversion rate, which in our case is when someone ends up ordering a guide or signing 
up for e-news, increased by 60% from the previous quarter.  Display media, which is 
purchased from other sources, included Madison Logic, which provides meetings leads 



that are shared with VSC staff who reach out to leads.  Our Return on Investment is 
calculated using the Arrivalist platform, measuring how many people who have seen an 
ad on their laptop, tablet, or phone, end up in the destination.  The goal for arrivals per 
1,000 is 0.175, we are at 0.18 for Q3.  Ramp up is expected, as numbers will rise given 
time.  Our Secondary goals of Engaged Visitors and SITs (signal of intent to travel/how 
much does it cost to engage a visitor) are surpassing goal at a $14.05 Cost per Engaged 
Visitor, meaning they visit two or more pages on the site (goal of $20) and a $95.96 Cost 
per SIT (goal of $100).  We had lots of print and broadcast play in second quarter, which 
brought about 13 million impressions in traditional media.    
List of Marketing Council members will be send in minutes (please see the top of this 
document). 

    
Website / Content:   
A video was shown as a website update.  We are very close to going live on the new site.  
May 2 is the expected go-live date.  This is a complete change from our old website, 
including different navigation, cleaner landing pages, and pages displayed clearly.  A 
video posted on the portal will show partners how changes made on extranet will affect 
their listing on the new site.  Our focus is on moving people to book on partner sites.  
Featured listings will continue to be available.  Search results will remain the same for 
about an hour, then order will be randomized.  On each listing, the larger “Visit 
Website” button takes visitors to partner sites, and clicking on the smaller words “Learn 
more” will take visitors to listing page.  VSC includes hyperlinks to partner websites in 
articles.  Partners will have access to profile pages.  Changes will be reviewed and then 
approved by VSC.  Content will operate as always.  Freelance writers are hired to write 
fresh articles often.  There is no plan to use a booking engine on the site.  Partners 
should have received an email with log-in credentials for extranet.           

 
Review Draft FY 2018 Marketing Plan & Budget:  The FY2018 plan will begin October 1, 2017.  
Several years ago, the 2020 Tourism Plan was created by the county commission and VSC 
updates our business plan annually to meet these goals.  The plan included a focus on South 
County assets and sports, which has been fulfilled by the Atlanta Braves’ plan to build a stadium 
in North Port.  We’ll be looking for the next plan to be for 2023, as planning farther out than 
three years is not best practice.  We’ll be looking to increase visitation by 2%, due to the need to 
fill new hotel inventory.  Feedback was solicited from the Marketing Council regarding goals and 
measurement for the FY2018 plan.  The biggest concern is the 1,000 new rooms to be filled and 
how ADR will be affected.  January bed tax numbers are down; there is speculation that late 
payments are affecting these numbers.  The majority of our inventory is condos (two-thirds).  
We are hearing that visitors who historically have rented condos for one month are now looking 
to Airbnb and renting for less time, shifting where they stay to new options.  Airbnb has officially 
begun collecting TDT tax.  A group making decisions about bringing a Hampton Inn flagship hotel 
to downtown Sarasota has sought feedback from VSC.   
Goal 1 of the FY2018 goals includes ensuring that we are hosting FAM trips that address niche 
groups and reach 900 million earned media impressions.  We will benchmark sourcing of 
promotional items, aiming to purchase more “Made in the USA” and eco-friendly items in the 
future.  The website goal will be to align and integrate eco and arts offering with the 
VisitSarasota.com digital experience.  We will be looking to grow our email base as well.  E-



newsletter sign-up growth has been slow.  We will try Facebook e-news sign-ups next year.  In 
previous ad campaigns, we’ve had double opt-ins to ensure that visitors are truly interested in 
receiving emails and will not unsubscribe a month or two down the road.  Integrated campaign 
goal is to push penetration with all marketing traffic in an emerging market.  Creative goals 
include new campaigns for the Sports and Meetings markets, creating new assets, copy and 
commercials.  Bringing back education to the industry is another important goal.  The 2023 plan 
may address needs for convention center and indoor sports facilities.   
Goal 2 is all about Sports and Sales.  The Sports Commission plans to run a significant event from 
start to finish, bringing in 100 room nights.  Committee members suggested that this goal of 100 
room nights be increased.  The Sports Commission will reach out to organizations bringing 
training opportunities to Sarasota County.  One committee member urged that we continue to 
work closely with the Bradenton Area Sports Commission, as we currently do.  Sales goals 
include expanding the cash incentives program for new bookings.  VSC may explore the South 
America market; content team would create a custom landing page in the target language.  
Internet Prospecting Training was suggested; the Lanolin Groups is a well-known provider.   
Goal 3 is the Visitor Services goal and includes increasing face to face interactions with visitors, 
expanding relationships with the chambers, and conveying an “always on” presence via an app, 
perhaps sending push notifications to visitors while they are in-destination, welcoming and 
making recommendations.  Kitsu was recommended as a platform to engage visitors.  We will 
continue to aggregate information in single pieces of collateral for visitors.  Programming is 
predicted to be more successful in the third year of implementation.  We will work to increase 
welcome bag creation for groups.  Committee feedback included a request that we continue to  
focus on presenting the destination as upscale, driving ADR.  History shows that decreased 
marketing equals decreased visitor spending.  Refreshing the marketing strategy for the LGBT 
community was discussed.  It was suggested that VSC asks RFP respondents how they would 
drive this market for us.   
                                   

Upcoming Meetings: July 19th at 3:30 p.m., Location TBD. 

 


