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OUR VISITORS-A CLUE TO SUCCESSFUL OPERATIONS 

The survey proves a useful tool in obtaining facts concerning 
visitor behavior and preference essential to sound management 
and investment decisions in winter sports. The author, Richard L. 
Bury, is Associate Professor in the Department of Recreation and 
Parks, Texas A&M University, where he specializes in management 
of wildland for recreational uses. 

High financial risk is an accepted fact of life in the winter sports 
business. Winter sports operators are vividly aware of this. Often, 
plenty of customers are available, but the snow is in short supply. At 
other times, especially during weekdays, the snow may be ample, but 
the customers are in short supply. 

As competition increases among winter resorts we must look farther 
than the depth and quality of snow, steepness of slopes, advertising, and 
general accessibility of the area. Top-notch business decisions will be 
necessary. The successful operators will be those who know more about 
choosing a profitable mix of facilities and attracting a larger clientele. 

Better knowledge about visitor behavior and preferences will become 
increasingly important as a guide to management and investment de
cisions. Through experience, most managers already know a lot about 
their clientele. Much of this knowledge is a good "feel" for what their 
customers like and where they live. 

Surveys Useful 

But when competition becomes keener, simple surveys of visitors and 
their use of recreation areas can provide information that will aid 
decision-making and improve the chances for success. Such surveys 
need not be complex. Operators already have a great deal of information 
available, just waiting to be used. For example, security receipts for 
rented equipment already contain information on home addresses of 
visitors. Assuming that most rentals are to beginners, this knowledge 
might be used to direct advertising to localities where increased interest 
in skiing might be stimulated. 

Managers can also collect specific information that is not already 
available. Even these more deliberate surveys should be kept simple. 
They may consist of asking visitors only one or two questions as they 
leave the parking area. The main need is to get a representative sample 
of enough people under conditions that might affect a decision. This 
usually will mean sampling several times during the season. 

Although simple surveys may be entirely adequate for answering many 
management questions, major investments or reconstructions may 
justify detailed surveys by professional survey companies. Such surveys 
should be made in the major cities served by your ski area. They can 
be designed to test the market for your proposed new facilities, and 
thus help to avoid costly investment mistakes. They may also give infor
mation on shifts in preferences of skiers. For example, practice areas 
on winter sports sites may have become much less important as cities 
develop practice slopes with artificial snow close to home. Surveys may 
also indicate why people do not come to your areas—for example, they 
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may show that travel time is too long, or the mix of facilities you offer 
is not right. Results of such surveys can present new ideas for adver
tising your area or marketing your services. 

Specifically, what can an investor or operator find out through simple 
surveys? Let's look at some results of such a survey at a central Sierra 
winter sports site—what was found out, and how it could be made useful. 

Guide to Investments 

Managers are constantly looking for ways to increase gross receipts— 
to persuade more people to use their areas, and to encourage more 
spending per visitor. As a first approach, managers can determine 
what additional facilities might appeal to their visitors. This can be done 
directly by questioning visitors. If this is not practical, a visual survey 
of activity on the site can give clues to facilities desired. 

For instance, snowplayers and spectators appeared to make up about 
60 percent of all groups visiting the winter sports site during the survey. 
The operator made no provision for snowplaying and had limited facili
ties for sightseeing. An investment opportunity is presented: he might 
develop safe snowplay areas, more sightseeing facilities and associated 
services. Of course, he will not provide such facilities unless a reason
able profit can be made. For example, would restaurant and shop profits 
r ise enough to cover the new expenses? Experience of other operators, 
as well as his own, might provide the answer. 

As a second example of using surveys to guide investments, consider 
the size of parking area required for an estimated or predicted crowd. 
Suppose that our manager wishes to enlarge his lifts and slopes to carry 
a larger crowd. How much parking area will he need to add? If a survey 
shows that his groups now average four people to the car, less parking 
area will be required than if average group size is only two. And, of 
course, a smaller parking area will be required if a high percentage of 
visitors are expected to arrive by bus than if they come mostly by car . 

Average size of group may be quite different on weekends than on 
weekdays. At our study site in the central Sierra, the survey found that 
average group size on weekend days was four persons while on weekdays 
it was only three. Because the crowd was much smaller on weekdays, 
the parking area was adequate on those days even though average group 
size was smaller. 

Development and operation costs of parking lots may be offset if 
surveys show that a significant portion of visitors are non-customers 
such as snowplayers and spectators. In such cases, a parking fee could 
be charged and its price could be applied toward the cost of a lift ticket 
or other purchase. This practice, already in use successfuly by depart
ment stores, might well apply to ski areas. 

Activities on the site may produce unexpectedly different requirements 
for facilities. For example, less parking area may be needed for a 
hundred snowplayers than for a hundred skiers. At the study site, skiing 
groups averaged two persons, while snowplayers and sightseers averaged 
about double that. 

Traffic patterns will also affect the parking area required. Our 
investor-operator will have some visitors who stay all day, others who 
stay only an hour or less. He'll want enough area to handle cars easily 
at all times except for days which have abnormally high use; facilities 
sufficient to handle crowds on Washington's Birthday or New Year's 
weekend would be under-used during the rest of the season. 
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At the study site, we found that the parking lot was fullest between 
2 and 3 p.m. on weekdays and from noon to 2 p.m. weekend days. About 
one-fourth to one-third of all visitors stayed less than an hour, and 
average length of stay was slightly longer on weekdays than on weekend 
days. With information like this on traffic movement, the manager can 
plan better for parking area and for personnel to handle traffic direction. 
Timing of peak crowds similarly affects his plans for investment and 
manning of all facilities—lifts, restaurant, parking, and all. 

Attracting More People 

The kind of facilities provided by an operator will affect the number 
and kind of people he attracts. He'll be competing with similar winter 
sports areas nearby and with others more accessible to visitors. To, a 
large extent, his success will rest on correct evaluation of his competi
tion and on pleasing his visitors. Misjudgment of the competitive situa
tion may have two results: either he attracts fewer customers than 
expected, or he's forced to accept an unexpected type of clientele. 

How does his area stack up against the competition? He might first 
take a hard look at both their facilities and his own. This is the kind of 
information he probably already has at his fingertips. He might also 
look at the attendance on his area as compared with that of his competi
tors. If their areas are crowded and his own is already operating at 
maximum capacity, he might try to attract business from his competi
tors by increasing the capacity of his own facilities. Or he might provide 
a better or wider range of facilities, thus making his own area more 
attractive. Finally, he might decide to provide a new, different facility 
and thus draw a different clientele. 

Advertising is obviously another important way of attracting custom
ers , but the operator must know where to direct it. Surveys of visitor 
residence areas will be very helpful. In addition to information gained 
from rental receipts, residence areas of visitors can be obtained from 
license plates of visiting cars . In most states, the Department of Motor 
Vehicles can furnish a list showing where each group of plates was 
issued. By tracing licenses to issuing places, managers of ski areas 
can get a general picture of where their visitors live. Once this is 
known, advertising can be directed to desirable locations. 

Summary 

Competition will grow as more areas are opened. Under such condi
tions, success or failure will rest even more heavily on correct de
cisions by investors and managers. These men will need specific infor
mation to make correct decisions and avoid the drastic consequences of 
mistakes in judgment. 

Results of a simple survey have illustrated the sort of information 
available. This information can provide the basis for better decisions to 
attract business and for selecting a mix of facilities that will best serve 
visitors and also provide a high potential for reasonable profit. 

Success cannot be assured simply by acting on results of such surveys. 
As we know, many factors other than visitor behavior and preference 
will affect the health of a business. However, the simple survey can be 
a useful tool for managers and investors under conditions of sharp com
petition where the difference between success and failure rests on 
highly informed decision-making. 


