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Chapter 10

Measuring Success

Planning for the Future
Tourism data expert Daniel Nāho’opi’i, former Director of Tourism Research for the Hawai‘i 

Tourism Authority, discusses why quantifiable tourism data should be a part of any visitor 

marketing plan.

Waikīkī Beach with Lē'ahi in the background by NaHHA / Vincent Lim

Ask any tourism marketing professional about their 

destination and they’ll quickly share stories about 

the beautiful landscapes, the warm hospitality of the 

people and the uniquely local food, entertainment and 

culture.

Ask them which travelers are visiting the destination 

and the answers might not come so quickly. Collecting 

data about visitors is often at the bottom of the 

priority pile for busy marketers. But when it comes 

to collecting data, tourism is one place where the old, 

“I’m not a numbers person” adage just won’t fly.

“It is critical for marketers to collect and understand 

tourism data to align the customer expectation with 

the destination experience,” says Daniel Nāho’opi’i, 

the Executive Vice President at Honolulu-based SMS 

Research & Marketing Services.

Understanding Your Customer
At its core, tourism research consists of “gathering 

information about people’s behaviors, ideas, attitudes 

and preferences,” according to the Re search Gu ide 

fo r To u r ism O pe rato r s. The guide, released by 

Canada’s Destination British Columbia, further states 

“Research also aims to measure and assess this 

information for decision-making purposes.”

For Nāho'opi'i, a Kānaka Maoli (Native Hawaiian) who 

led the tourism research program at the Hawai‘i 

Tourism Authority (HTA) for nearly 11 years, research 

boils down to one main objective.

“You need to understand your customer,” he says. 

Gathering this knowledge needs to be more than just 

listening to a few conversations or scrolling through 

social media comments.
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Hawai‘i Tourism Authority, discusses why quantifiable tourism data should be a part of 
any visitor marketing plan.

“You need to understand your customer.”

“Anecdotes and hearsay inherently have bias built 

in,” says Nāho'opi'i. In other words, opinions are good, 

facts are better. Facts are especially important when 

they could lead to the creation (or loss) of thousands 

of jobs.

Take the State of Hawai‘i, which welcomes more than 

10 million visitors annually. Recent research shows 

that there has been a noticeable growth in interest 

in the island destination with travelers from the 

Southwestern U.S.

“This is a completely new market for Hawai‘i, which 

could mean new customers and new air routes,” said 

Nāho’opi’i.

In April 2021, Hawaiian Airlines announced new non-

stop service from Austin, Texas—the first Texas 

destination for the airline and only the third city in 

Texas to offer non-stop service to Hawai‘i.

The data shouldn’t be a surprise to anyone who 

follows HTA’s Tourism Industry Research on its public-

facing Sym ph o ny Dash boards research page. The 

page shows that 68% of visitors to the Hawaiian 

Islands came from the US West in 2021, reflecting a 

dramatic increase in share over May 2019 numbers, 

which indicated just 49% of the state’s visitors came 

from the West.

This shift in travel patterns isn’t just of colloquial 

interest. New air routes have a significant impact 

on the jobs market in Hawai‘i. The aviation industry 

supports nearly a quarter million jobs and contributes 

more than 20% to the entire state GDP.
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“There are a lot of shifting demographics here in 

Hawai‘i,” said Nāho’opi’i. “Hopefully the local small 

businesses are keeping pace.”

Small businesses paying attention to these numbers 

have a strategic advantage, especially if they started 

marketing to Texas-based travelers before their 

competitors.

Sovereign Tribes, Connected Economies
It isn’t just small businesses that can benefit from 

strong research.

In 2017, the O k lah o m a Native I m pact Re po r t queried 

15 of the 38 federally recognized tribes in Oklahoma 

to create a dataset of all Oklahoma tribal production.

The survey found that Oklahoma’s tribes (which 

make up 13% of state’s population) support 96,177 

jobs—tribal and non-tribal—and $4.6 billion in wages. 

Moreover, employment by tribes has grown by more 

than 10% over the six years since the report was 

previously released.

Clearly, Oklahoma tribes are an important contributor 

to the state’s economy. In fact, the study found that 

tribal activity is the ninth-largest industry in the 

State of Oklahoma.

The importance of tribal economic impact is a 

concept that continues to stump non-Native 

stakeholders who don’t understand that 

“sovereignty” does not equate to tribes not 

contributing to local and state economies.

While sovereignty may be misunderstood, a report 

showing a collective tribal investment of $200 

million into the upgrade and rehabilitation of more 

than 27,000 miles of roads, highways and bridges, as 

reported in the Oklahoma study, is a much harder 

statistic to ignore by local and regional elected 

officials.

Start Small
While the Oklahoma 

report is impressive, 

its breadth should 

not discourage 

destinations and 

businesses looking 

to start their own 

tourism research 

program.

For them, Nāho’opi’i 

advises them to “start 

small.”

At an introductory level, just understanding customer 

behaviors can be a good start.

“Learn what the visitor’s age and ethnicity is,” advises 

Nāho’opi’i. “Are they traveling with family or solo?”

Customers visiting gift shops or other retail locations 

can reveal significant intelligence. Having clerks 

complete a daily guest count is an easy way to gather 

data. A guest sign-in book can also lead to additional 

intelligence. Where are the guests coming from? Are 

they local? How did they hear about your destination 

or business?

Asking them to leave an email for additional follow up 

can lead to even more avenues for data collection. 

Nāho’opi’i advises encouraging customers to fill out 

comment cards for immediate information.

It’s simple to put together a survey and occasionally 

send it to former and future customers. Ask them 

what they liked about their experiences and what 

they are  looking for in the future.

There’s one key question to ask, says Nāho’opi’i. 

“Would you come back?”

Tourism marketers, even those who don’t have a 

retail location, have other resources available to them

in their data toolbox, including website and social 

media analytics.

Check where your digital customers are coming from. 

What pages are they visiting? What pages do they 

stay on for the longest time? What kinds of posts do 

they react to best? This information, he says, can 

provide a wealth of data to tourism marketers.

Budget
For destinations and organizations ready to move 

beyond DIY data collection, Nāho’opi’i advises 

allocating 10% of their marketing budget to data and 

research. The monies don’t necessarily need to be 

allocated towards a research firm, however.

Distributing a coupon through paid advertising, 

and then tracking who is using the coupon can also 

provide valuable information.

Collective Intelligence
When it comes to collecting accurate tourism data, 

Nāho’opi’i, who also serves as the Chairman of the 

Board of Directors  for Travel and Tourism Research 

Association (TTRA), advises marketers to not go it 

alone.

Joining an organization such as TTRA can be invaluable 

for the networking and education it provides. TTRA 

advocates for “higher standards in travel and tourism 

research” while encouraging tourism professionals to 

strive for those same standards.

“The best thing about the organization is that it 

merges the data side with the practitioner side,” 

said Nāho’opi’i. “When you’re networking with your 

colleagues, you know the discussions are valid.”

By Monica Poling
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