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What’s the Return?
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Three National Surveys
Indicate Opportunities
Along With Cautionary Notes
While ski areas have years of experience in what makes a successful winter operation, there
are many question marks when it comes to summer operations. What types of infrastructure
or activities will be most effective? Who constitutes the summer visitor base? What type of
crossover exists between the summer and winter customer? Fortunately, resorts don’t need
to reinvent the wheel when it comes to summer operations. By assessing your resort’s core
strengths and building off those attributes, any ski area can work toward becoming a yearround destination.

M

any ski areas have strengths in the winter season
that translate to opportunities in the summer
period. A unique product or location, high barriers to entry, scalable operations, and a dedicated
winter customer base can all be the starting point for success
in summer operations. But which activities and events will
resonate with potential summer visitors, and which have the
best chance of a positive return on investment?
RRC Associates recently conducted three related but
distinct surveys exploring summer viability among U.S. ski
areas: the National Summer Survey of Ski Area Operators,
National Survey of Summer Destination Travelers, and
Survey of Ski Municipalities, Counties, and Destination
Marketing Organizations (DMOs). The results of each of
these survey efforts show strengths and opportunities for
mountain communities and ski areas to increase their summer business volumes, but also reveal cautionary notes
regarding some speciﬁc activities and attractions.

NSAA National Summer Survey of Ski Area Operators
Of the more than 100 resorts that participated in the ski
area operator summer survey, 84 percent indicated they
w w w. n s a a . o r g

By Sarah Esralew, Research Analyst, RRC Associates
& Dave Belin, Director of Consulting Services, RRC Associates

currently have summer operations, and 76 percent have
operated in summer for 11 or more years. The responses are
representative of each region of the country.
According to those resorts with summer operations,
average summer visitation has grown by approximately
37 percent over the past ﬁve summers, but still only represents about 50,000 summer visits per ski area on average. Summer business represents roughly 11 percent of this
cohort of ski area annual revenue recorded during summer
2013, up from 9 percent in 2009.
The most common summer activities and events at
ski areas leverage existing infrastructure (see ﬁgure 1). The
top activity currently offered is weddings/meetings/family
reunions (81 percent currently host such group functions;
these gatherings take advantage of the base lodge, parking
lot, and food and beverage facilities that the ski area already
has. Similarly, scenic lift rides (68 percent) and hiking (68
percent) are the next most popular attractions that ski areas
offer in the summer. Festivals/concerts (53 percent) and
adventure races (31 percent) also use existing base lodges,
parking, bathrooms, and land at the base of the ski area to
stage these events.
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Figure 1. Summer Activities or Amenities Offered
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The ski area’s mountain terrain
and vertical relief come into play for
those ski areas that host cross country
(50 percent) and downhill (46 percent)
mountain biking. Other activities that
utilize the outdoor setting include disc
golf (37 percent) and geocaching (12
percent).
Less common at ski resorts are
activities that require a greater level
of investment in new infrastructure,
including new facilities for ziplines/
canopy tours (31 percent), ropes/challenge courses (23 percent), alpine slides
(12 percent), water parks (9 percent),
climbing walls (9 percent), and mountain coasters (8 percent). The additional planning and capital investment
in building these attractions is likely a
hurdle to their implementation.
When asked about the ﬁnancial
success of amenities offered, there were
clear winners and losers (ﬁgure 2).
Winners include alpine slides, water
parks, and mountain coasters, while
losers include hiking, golf, mountain biking, disc golf, and geocaching. Interestingly, those activities that
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require additional investment and
infrastructure tend to perform better ﬁnancially, while those that leverage existing infrastructure aren’t rated
as highly from an ROI standpoint.
(Perhaps the additional investment
tends to result in a more rigorous operational and ﬁnancial oversight from
resort management.)
Other ﬁndings from the survey of
ski area operators about their summer
business include the following:
s One concern with certain summer
attractions is the over-saturation of
such activities in the local area, thus
reducing the pricing power and
unique selling proposition for ski
area operators. If the local parks district down the road also has a challenge course, does that threaten the
ski resort’s ability to succeed with
a similar facility? In fact, 35 percent of operators think their market is not saturated with summer
amenities. Additionally, 36 percent
are neutral and 29 percent feel their
market is indeed saturated. A bell
curve of responses suggests there are

s

s

s

still niche opportunities for certain
ski areas, but that other areas face
greater competition and need to
position themselves with a different audience.
In summer, most overnight guests
are regional visitors (44 percent
on average), followed by 39 percent locals/second homeowners,
and 35 percent destination guests.
The average length of stay is 2.6
nights. While stays are shorter, on
average, than in winter, summer
still draws in a healthy overnight
visitor proﬁle mix.
The average summer spend is
$76 per person per day (compared to $102 per person per
day in the winter of 2012/13),
excluding lodging and transportation costs.
When asked if return on investment expectations is being met,
most operators say yes (61 percent), 25 percent report no, and
14 percent indicate their expectations were exceeded. When analyzed against reported average
w w w. n s a a . o r g
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per person per day spend, there
are clear differences in the level of
expectations being met by the average dollars spent per person per
day. Operators whose expectations
were exceeded report the average
per day spend at $121 per person.
Summer and winter have different
crossover patterns. Winter visitors
are more likely to cross over into
summer than summer visitors into
winter, though about one-third of
operators did not know whether
their winter guests visited in summer or vice versa. Both these visitor groups continue to show
potential for increased crossover
into the opposite season.

NSAA National Survey of Summer
Destination Travelers

slide with you in the winter doesn’t
mean you can’t get them to visit with
you in the summer months. Summer
is the biggest travel season in the U.S.
because of school breaks and pleasant
weather for road trips.
The most popular type of summer trips among the summer travelers in the survey are trips to visit family
or friends (48 percent), a city trip, an
ocean/beach trip, a casino trip, touring trip, theme park trip, and a special
event trip (each 20 percent or higher).
People visiting a mountain area for a
summer trip represented 13 percent of
the respondent group.
Of the sub-group of all respondents
that had traveled to a mountain area

This national panel survey of U.S. destination travelers achieved a nationally
representative sample of 1,351 completed surveys. In order to qualify, each
respondent must have taken at least
one overnight trip in the summer of
2013; therefore, responses reﬂect current summer travel patterns and decision-making factors. Additionally,
respondents were required to earn at
least $40,000 in household income
annually.
The survey provided an insightful glimpse into U.S. summer travelers,
most of whom are not skiers or snowboarders. But just because they don’t

Figure 2. Average Rating of Amenity’s Financial Success
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Figure 3. Most Important Reason for Trip to Ski Area
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in the past three summers, several key
ﬁndings emerged that are relevant to ski
area operators looking to gain a greater
level of understanding about the types
of travelers who take mountain trips:
s Most notably, mountain travelers
took 2.4 as many types of summer
trips over the past three summers
as compared to non-mountain
travelers. Not only does this group
make more trips, they also travel
more broadly to different geographic regions, including the New
England region, the Mountain
region, Europe, and Mexico.
s Additionally, mountain travelers took such trips because of
the scenic beauty of the area, rest
and relaxation, enjoyment of the
ski resort/town, and the climate/
weather (ﬁgure 3). These key
strengths of mountain areas in the
summer suggest the competitive 
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Figure 4. Reasons for Not Visiting the Mountains
Why haven’t you visited a mountain location at or near a ski area in the past three summers?
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advantage that ski areas enjoy in
the summer—and therefore ideas
for branding and advertising to
attract more visitors.
Hiking was by far the most popular activity among current summer mountain travelers, with
nearly half of the group indicating that they went hiking as part
of their trip. Other popular activities were a scenic chairlift/gondola
ride, boating, mini golf, river rafting, golf, a water park, and a festival or concert.

Turning to all summer travelers, including those who have not visited mountain areas in the past three summers,
two relevant observations emerged:
s When asked how familiar they
were with the summer vacation experience offered by mountain destinations at or near ski
36 | NSAA Journal | SUMMER 2014
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areas, the overall level of familiarity is low among respondents.
However, level of attractiveness
of such a vacation skewed high.
This gap presents an opportunity for increased marketing and
communications to better educate
the traveler about the variety and
types of resort summer offerings.
In addition, the top reason for
not visiting a mountain area for
a summer trip was, “just haven’t
thought about it.” This result further indicates that greater marketing might increase awareness
and potential to visit in the summer. Other reasons for not visiting
a mountain area included more
interest in other destinations, lack
of information about where to
go/things to do, and the perception that the trip would be too
expensive.

Survey of Ski Municipalities,
Counties, and Destination Marketing
Organizations
Finally, RRC Associates conducted an
online survey of towns traditionally
associated with winter tourism (including Waitsﬁeld, Vermont; Sandpoint,
Idaho; Breckenridge, Colorado; and
Leavenworth, Washington) to ascertain the relative importance of summer tourism to their community.
Responses were gathered from town
managers, mayors, and executive directors of summer chambers in 41 different communities in 12 different states.
The results showed a fairly even
split between whether summer or
winter tourism revenues were more
important to the community overall.
Similarly, sentiment was split between
whether summer or winter offers the
greater opportunity for tourism revenue growth. About one-quarter of the
w w w. n s a a . o r g

Figure 5. Seasonal Opportunities for Revenue Growth

Conclusion
Overall, the results from the three distinct research projects show some common themes:
s Most of the activities that ski areas
offer in the summer leverage existing assets rather than invest in new
infrastructure.
s Some activities and attractions
that ski areas currently offer in
summer perform well ﬁnancially,
and others do not.
s Ski areas and their nearby communities have lots to offer summer visitors, but awareness among
potential visitors is low.
s Town and ski area partnerships
could be improved to inﬂuence
greater levels of summer visits.
s Having appropriate metrics to
measure and plan for summer
tourism could be improved.
The increasing level of visits and
share of revenue that summer business currently represents is a positive sign for continued growth in this
w w w. n s a a . o r g

60%
Percent Responding

respondents thought summer would
be the greater opportunity, one-quarter thought winter, and half indicated
that the two seasons represented equal
opportunities for growth (ﬁgure 5).
These communities generally
agreed that they have a widely held
commitment to growing summer tourism, and that they offer a wide range of
recreation facilities/opportunities, cultural offerings, and special events for
summer visitors (ﬁgure 6). However,
the survey results showed that many
communities struggle with metrics to
measure and evaluate summer tourism,
and that they do not have adequate
funding for marketing and promotion
of summer tourism.

Looking forward over the next three years and thinking about
summer and winter tourism revenues, which season do you believe
offers your destination the best opportunity for revenue growth?
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area. However, the breadth of potential summer offerings and the varying
level of ﬁnancial return strongly indicates that ski areas need to study carefully what will have the greatest chance
for success at their mountain.
Each different mountain will
have a unique recipe for summer

Both are equal
opportunities

success, and what works at one ski
area might not perform at another.
Factors such as distance to the market, level of saturation, demographics
of the potential visitor, and the level
of marketing funding are all pieces
that need to ﬁt together to solve the
summer puzzle. ■

Figure 6. Level of Agreement about Summer Tourism
in Your Community
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Percent
Disagree
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