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How to Globalize Tourism Industry
to Develop Regional Economy

Mr. Luke Hurford
General Manager, Niseko Village
Ambassador for YOKOSQO! JAPAN

To some of those who have to shovel it and brush it off their windscreens, it is thought of as
a nuisance, to others, such as myself, it is an integral part of our lifestyle. Increasingly in Japan, it
is being recognized as ‘white gold'.

The snow and alpine tourism business has taken a gigantic leap into the global spotlight, in
select regions in Japan. The potential economic, cultural and developmental ramifications of this
are huge.

The national government has done a terrific job in allocating resources and growing inbound
tourism numbers over the last few years. Retrospectively, given the base was very low and Japan
does have a good product which can be offered at globally competitive prices, these numbers
were fairly easily attainable. Now, inbound tourism numbers must be grown further.

Importantly, the government should move from judging the success of their tourism
campaigns on the numbers of people coming to Japan, to looking at the ‘value’ of the guests
coming to Japan. Average nights stayed, likelihood to return, arrival by business class, and
average spend are also important indicators judging the success of campaigns.

1. Focus on intangibles, not CAPEX

Tourism offers vast trickle-down benefits for the economy and is probably the most viable
non-manufacturing or construction sector for wide regions throughout Japan. In Japan, one of the
great advantages of tourism as an economic stimulator is the fact that many of the required
resources and infrastructure already exist. Many resorts need a face-lift, a minimal burden on the
owners, but crucial physical elements are mostly in place. The natural elements exist and the
infrastructure was so well built 20 years ago that the focus can now turn to improving the
services and product offerings essential for creating truly great destination experiences. The most
memorable aspects of travel are always the intangibles, the service, the smiles, and the
atmosphere. This is what differentiates a great resort from a poor resort.

2. Importance of differentiation

So why is it that so many resorts comfortably linger in that lower middle bracket of
customer satisfaction? To start with, they all offer a disturbingly similar experience. Very few
resorts have managed to differentiate themselves by offering a core promise and without fail
delivering this experience to their guests. Which resort is the ultimate family resort, the perfect
couple’s destination, or the top destination for those in their early 20s? Very few resorts have
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been able to accurately target a core market, promise this market a great experience and then
deliver.

3. “Overpromise & Overdeliver”, Rick Barrera

Look at what you do well or can do well and promise to do it best, and then crucially deliver!
In this regard, Niseko Hirafu has been successful. Businesses in Hirafu promised guests from
around the world the ultimate powder experience, and true to the promise, they delivered the
ultimate powder experience much of the time.

In Furano, understanding the ski resort’s strict view on off-piste skiing, the resort was
positioned within the world ski market as a ‘Japanese country town with a terrific ski area’. The
town, tourism body, resort and community all pitched in to ensure this promise was delivered.
Cultural events were offered throughout the season, locals provided skiers a morning welcome
and guide service, and steps were taken to ensure guest were able to access each and every local
area restaurant and bar. This promise allowed Furano to maintain a domestic tourism balance
and, at the same time, attract and meet the needs of a similar demographic of guest from around
the world.

With so many resorts in Japan featuring skiing, playing golf, leisure and relaxation we must
differentiate ourselves. This does not have to be through a physical feature; in fact, it is better if
it is not. The Japanese market is too susceptible to booms and trends for a single costly feature
to be likely able to pay for itself in the long run.

Whether they are small or large, resorts in Japan have to find their individual niche. Some
are destination resorts and others are regional resorts. Destination resorts need to put up their
hands and say beyond our core products of skiing and golf, we offer a wide variety of world-class
experiences; we also need to charge more. A guest can ski and play golf anywhere; it is how
these services are provided, the additional experiences available, and the overall atmosphere of a
destination that is crucial for success.

4. People travel with money, provide them opportunities to use it!

Many foreign businesses have mastered the art of capturing the ‘extra spend’ of international
guests by offering services and products that are not necessities, but motivate impulse spending.
Such services and products recognize that guests will often spend cautiously when it comes to
necessary elements of their trip but will spend freely on the more impulsive aspects of the
experience. By offering a wide range of extra products and services businesses can improve
overall guest experience and increase revenue.

Japanese guests visiting the Gold Coast in Australia used to leave the country with a portion
of their spending money still unspent. This was not only unfortunate for the Gold Coast economy,
but also most likely resulted in guests leaving the area unsatisfied and uninterested in coming
again. It doesn’'t mean the holiday was ‘good value’, it means not enough services and products
were offered to satisfy the guests. When someone allocates a certain amount of budget for a trip,
they intend to spend it.

The souvenir shops in any part of Japan look similar with disturbingly similar goods for sale.
This does nothing to increase the experience of the guest or give the business more opportunity
to drive revenue through extra spend.

5. Crucial elements of guest experience deserve long-term planning

Some ski resorts make the mistake of out-sourcing short term contracts and have lost their
input into crucial destination experience components such as ski schools, rental, child care, and
food and beverage. What they fail to recognize is that in many ways these elements are more
important than the lifts or infrastructure, as these are the elements that allow resorts to
differentiate themselves, these are the things that make destinations memorable. Every ski resort
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has lifts but imagine a ski resort that offers true gourmet food on the hill. In Europe, many skiers
plan out their days based on where the best restaurants are located on the hill. These guests are
searching out an experience in the mountains that goes beyond the core activity of skiing.

Long-term contracts and joint ventures allow the supplier to plan and invest and have a
stake in the future of the business leading to organic growth and increased marketing vital in the
growth of the resort.

6. Organic growth and outside expertise

When a resort integrates a variety of products and services it enables them to promise and
deliver a consistent message and experience. This is not to forget that one resort can never do it
all on its own. By recognizing the power of alliances, and joint ventures resorts are able to take
advantage of outside expertise, knowledge, contacts, and people with passion, and can accomplish
goals they would never have been able to working on their own. Part of the balance of the
organic and planned growth of a business, these strategies support the goals and growth of a
resort’s regional community. Business and community in harmony!

As no one manager can ever hope to understand all the pieces of the puzzle or run an
organization that can effectively handle all these pieces on their own, it is crucial to spread the
risks and benefits, and bring to the table untold opportunities through cooperation. Let those who
specialize in fishing, rafting, yoga, snow-mobiling, or countless other products and services provide
the essential knowledge and passion and help to create unforgettable experiences for your guests.

7. Communicating your goal to staff

The creation and delivery of products, services, and non-tangible features of a resort that
provide guests with an unforgettable experience are not costly to put together but they do
require the complete focus of the resort and a vast amount of effort from all staff. Every section
of the business must be turning to meet the core focus. Most family friendly. Best parties. Most
romantic. If the staff don't understand the guests certainly have no chance!

8. Don’t be afraid to promise, never fail to deliver

Many Japanese businesses have been successful creating products and services that the
guests want although too many have been burdened by the desire not to promise big. Many
foreigners are unafraid to promise the world, and importantly it is only those who can deliver
which are still in business. This may be viewed as a slightly arrogant approach but the build-it-
and-they-will come mentality does not suffice anymore. Now, one would be well advised to
promise big but always deliver! Whatever the costs and the burden, your promises are your
reputation.

9. Closer to home

At the resorts I work with we are looking at doing more than turning our lifts on each
morning in winter and cutting the grass in summer. We are looking to use the natural resources
and infrastructure and saying these are the necessities. Beyond this, we are deeply considering
what a guest really wants, and figuring out a way to promise and deliver it.

In the face of global competition and numerous other forms of entertainment resorts must
step-up, move beyond providing a mediocre experience, and reap the potential benefits of
increased inbound and domestic tourism. Which resort has labeled itself as the ultimate
destination for baby-boomers with money? Imagine the potential for the resort in Hokkaido, a
destination free of the humidity and hustle and bustle of Honshu, which could capture this market
and host repeat visitors for extended stays each year. Many resorts may think this easy, but one
has to have the courage to promise and the ability to deliver. For those that do, the rewards for
the resort and the regional communities are great. If enough do, the rewards for the national
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economy could be staggering.

With this, management must work with local government to allow them to improve their
resorts, and in doing so improve the surrounding towns and communities. Too often interests are
presented as competing and conflicting whereas they are actually hand-in-hand.

10. Balance

We must always endeavor to balance the needs and desires of Western, Asian and most
importantly domestic guest’s. Ensuring every guest is catered to is more difficult than it may
sound. Take accommodation for example, we have to manage the long stay requirements of
winter Western guests, with the short stay needs of domestic summer guests. Construction and
cleaning costs are two aspects that at a glance do not allow these two markets to coincide.
However, with clever design, better management and the strategic use of promotions we are
finding ways to achieve this balance and create viable year-round tourism destinations enjoyed by
all types of guests.

Destinations such as Okinawa, Kyushu and the ski resorts along the Japanese Alps and
Hokkaido are looking for better coordination of infrastructure with services. Once this can be
achieved, the potential for so many of these areas is phenomenal. Inbound and domestic tourism
numbers will increase in sync. Most importantly, this will not be as a result of boom-time’
economics, but the result of guests wanting to travel and spend their money in these incredible
destinations.

11. Hokkaido’s experience

Hokkaido is receiving the benefits of international investments and is seeing growth in both
domestic and international tourism. This is due in part because of the incredible natural elements
which existed long before we all arrived, but also has been made possible by the number of
people working towards this goal. So many other locations in Japan are on the brink of achieving
increased tourism numbers and economic benefits. These areas must look to the best examples
domestically and internationally and recognize that what works in other destinations around the
world and Japan will likely work here. Chances are successful strategies will revolve around
pleasing guests, giving them what they want and what they are willing to spend their hard
earned money and even harder earned free time on.

12. Industry improvement and national cooperation

It must be stressed that if every resort in Japan makes an effort toward these goals,
individually we will all do well. Niseko's success allowed Furano to gain more momentum and in
turn Niseko benefited from Furano’'s accomplishments. Similarly, bad experiences at resorts in
the same industry will impact all of us.

If you have good ideas, share them, and if you see good practices take them on board alter
them slightly and apply them to your own business.

Further, we must work nationally to attract guests to come and experience everything Japan
has to offer. Over 80 percent of skiers from the UK stopover in Kyoto as areas such as these are
just as much a lure as the snow. Working together is crucial.

We may be in competition but any ideas that increase our guest's enjoyment should be held
up as best practices in an effort to grow the larger market. US. and European resorts often meet
to share best practices and marketing techniques, enabling the entire industry to grow for the
benefit of all.

Opportunities such as the G8 Hokkaido Toyako Summit do not come around too often so we
must use its global reach to increase the visibility of our resorts as well as the quality of
experience we offer. We must use it to also understand the importance of looking outside for
better ideas and listening to understand how to get where we want to go.
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