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Introduction 
Eastern North Carolina is marketed to potential visitors through a variety of channels at the state, 
regional and local level. These promotional channels present diverse messages ranging from 
encouraging visitors to discover “The Child Within” (North Carolina Division of Tourism), to “Discover 
Your Future in Our Past” (Northeast Tourism Network) and to “Uncork the Excitement” (Duplin County).  
 
Although destination marketing organizations (DMOs) reach visitors through traditional marketing 
methods – advertising, media, brochures, etc. – efforts are increasingly focused on the use of websites 
both for their immediacy in reaching visitors and the cost savings incurred from not having to print 
brochures, buy advertising or pay for postage for direct mail. However, as this report will discuss, the 
comprehensive use of technology, including social media, has not yet been embraced by the majority of 
DMOs in Eastern North Carolina. 
 
As the Tri-Regional Heritage Tourism Committee began planning for tourism growth designed to 
generate economic development in Eastern North Carolina, committee members determined that a 
marketing theme and brand were needed to promote the area as a regional tourism destination. As 
stated in the project’s Request for Proposals (May 2010): “The branding will promote the virtues of the 
region and its appeal to potential visitors, particularly with international travelers, who are known for 
seeking heritage tourism sites. A set of universal practices will be established that will allow individual 
counties to participate and feed into a larger set of goals and objectives. This theme will be easily 
recognizable, will help drive tourism traffic to eastern North Carolina and be easily adapted for use by 
each county and tourism site.” 
 
Section I provides a situation analysis of current marketing methods and messages in Eastern North 
Carolina as well as target audiences and primary visitor activities and interests. It is important to 
understand the current state of tourism in Eastern North Carolina prior to introducing new marketing 
themes and messages. Section II discusses considerations for moving forward with theme and message 
development and presents a marketing approach to guide this development.  
 
This report includes the following sections: 
 

I. The Current State of Tourism Marketing in Eastern North Carolina 
Á Messaging 
Á Visitor Audiences 
Á Local Marketing 

 
II. Considerations for Eastern North Carolina Theme and Message Development 

Á Increase Marketing of Eastern North Carolina’s Heritage 
Á New Opportunities 
Á Marketing Strategy Recommendations  
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I. The Current State of Tourism Marketing in Eastern North Carolina 

 
Messaging ς DŜǘǘƛƴƎ ŀ ±ƛǎƛǘƻǊΩǎ !ǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 
Marketing messages are intended to be short, catchy phrases designed to attract the attention of 
potential visitors and entice them to want to learn more about the destination or attraction. More than 
40 marketing messages were identified through state, regional and local tourism agencies. An overview 
of these messages is presented in this section. 
 
 
 
North Carolina Division of Tourism - Brand Development 
The North Carolina Division of Tourism’s 2011-2012 Strategic Plan provides an overview of how a 
statewide branding strategy was developed. According to the plan, the brand position was built on two 
questions:  

1) What do people want in a vacation? 
2) What do people think of when they hear the words “North Carolina”? 

 
The tourism division states: “Research revealed that at its core North Carolina’s diversity of mountain 
peaks, vibrant cities, historic villages and 300 miles of coastline and barrier islands holds a distinctive 
position as an escape for travelers looking to distance themselves from the hectic pace of their everyday 
lives.” 
 
The result is a brand centered on the message: Restful relaxation in a setting of natural, scenic beauty. 
 
Brand Messaging 
The main message created to address visitor perceptions of North Carolina is ά{ƛƳǇƭŜ tƭŜŀǎǳǊŜǎΦέ  The 
tourism division’s strategic plan explains: North Carolina’s “Simple Pleasures” campaign captures the 
liberating luxury of retreating to the state’s outdoor playgrounds, urban experiences, affordable 
indulgences, storied landscapes and inviting places and people that keep traditions alive, while inspiring 
new ones. “Simple Pleasures” is about connecting with people at the back-to-basics level in true North 
Carolina spirit – the sense of being rather than seeming. 
 
Supplementing the main message are five sub-messages: 

1. Outdoor Playground – natural scenic beauty as a setting for attractions, destinations and 
activities 

2. Urban Experiences – encouraging travelers to “make time stand still” with the right time, 
destination and company 

3. Child Within – play on the coastline 
4. Living the Story ς enjoy the mountains and learn the captivating stories of North Carolina 
5. Affordable Indulgences ς experience authentic North Carolina including music, art, dining, 

entertainment and history  
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Tourism Development Themes 
In addition to the state’s brand, the tourism division has identified a set of themes that are targeted for 
tourism development and promotion: 

 Civil War 
 African American 
 American Indian 
 Revolutionary War 
 Highway Corridors (Scenic Byways) 
 Waterways (Fishing, Boating) 
 Military 
 Green Initiatives 
 Agriculture 
 Arts & Culture 
 National Heritage Areas 
 Retirement Communities 

 
The division’s tourism development manager works with communities across the state to develop 
themes that are relevant to the community or region. A primary focus in the coming years is the 150th 
Anniversary of the Civil War. The development and promotion of sites, tours and events around the Civil 
War theme is part of a move by the tourism division to place more emphasis on the state’s culture and 
heritage in its marketing efforts. 
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Regional Tourism Groups and Promotions 

There are several regional groups and promotional efforts in Eastern North Carolina: 

Tourism Group Website Promotional Messages 
North Carolina Coast Host www.coasthost-nc.com It’s all Here…You should be too! 

Northeast Tourism Network www.visitncne.com Discover Your Future in our Past 

Eastern Tourism Group www.visitnceast.org So much to do…so short a drive 

Historic Albemarle Tours www.historicalbemarletour.com 
 

America Begins Here! 

Outer Banks National  
Scenic Byway 

www.outerbanksscenicbyway.org 
 

(In development) 

North Carolina Scenic Byways 
-Cape Fear Historic Byway 
-Perquimans Crossing 
-Edenton-Windsor Loop 
-Roanoke Voyages Corridor 
-Pamlico Scenic Byway 
-Tar Heel Trace 
-Alligator River Route 
-Meteor Lakes Byway 
-Green Swamp 
-Brunswick Town Road 

http://www.ncdot.org/travel/scenic/default.html 
 

 

 

Of the regional tourism groups shown in the chart above, North Carolina Coast Host is the organization 
representing the entire region. The 501c6, nonprofit organization states as its mission to be άǘƘŜ ǇǊŜƳƛŜǊ 
tourism marketing organization in eastern North Carolina. To increase economic growth by promoting 
travŜƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƻǳǊƛǎƳ ŀƭƻƴƎ bƻǊǘƘ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŀΩǎ олл-mile coastline. Our membership is comprised of tourism 
professionals who represent all facets of the travel industry, providing them the opportunity to network 
and share ideas while involving residents and visitors alike in exploration of our natural resources, 
beauty, history and culture.έ 
 
The organization does not have staff but does have an active slate of officers and membership. Current 
areas of focus are increasing membership, generating more online awareness, developing a marketing 
campaign and enhancing Coast Host’s role as a networking organization. 
 
Coast Host maintains a website North Carolina Coast Host. A Facebook page has almost 1,000 “friends.” 
Coast Host’s marketing messages is “It’s All Here…You Should Be Too!” In 2010, Coast Host unveiled a 
new logo and a redesigned website home page. 
 
There are two regional tourism groups – the Northeast Tourism Network and the Eastern Region 
Marketing Committee. These groups operate under the auspices of the Northeast Commission and 
Eastern Commission which provide staff support.  The Northeast group maintains a website, North 
Carolina Northeast, and maintains a Facebook page. The marketing message is “Discover Your Future in 
Our Past.” They also coordinate with the North Carolina Division of Tourism on co-op advertising and 
produce joint marketing materials. The Eastern Region’s website is Visit NC East. The group hosts an 
annual tourism summit that offers informational and educational sessions on various tourism topics. The 
National Heritage Area feasibility study was a featured session at the March 2011 summit. 
 
 

http://www.coasthost-nc.com/
http://www.visitncne.com/
http://www.visitnceast.org/
http://www.historicalbemarletour.com/
http://www.outerbanksscenicbyway.org/
http://www.ncdot.org/travel/scenic/default.html
http://www.coasthost-nc.com/
http://www.ncne.com/
http://www.ncne.com/
http://www.visitnceast.org/
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According to its website, Historic Albemarle Tour, the Historic Albemarle Tour was founded in 1975 and 
is one of the oldest heritage trails in the state. The trail can be followed with self-guided tour brochures 
and maps (downloadable on the website) and highway signage. The trail goes through 17 counties 
highlighting 400 years of history at 27 sites. There is also a Facebook page which currently has more 
than 700 “friends,” and a new promotional brochure was printed in March 2011. 
 
The Outer Banks National Scenic Byway follows a 138-mile route along the North Carolina coastline 
through Dare, Hyde and Carteret counties. The website Outer Banks Scenic Byway gives travelers 
information on accommodations, attractions, events, etc. The byway’s corridor management plan, 
completed in 2008, calls for a branding strategy which is currently in development. 
 
The North Carolina Scenic Byway Program includes 10 state scenic byways in Eastern North Carolina. 
Planning will begin in the near future to increase promotion of all of the state’s scenic byways.  
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

  

http://www.historicalbemarletour.com/
http://www.outerbanksscenicbyway.org/
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Local Tourism Groups 
 
Of the 40 agencies listed on this chart, 34 have one or more promotional messages on their web site 
that are intended to communicate the flavor of the community or county to visitors. 

 
 

Tourism Office Website Promotional Messages 
Ahoskie Chamber of Commerce 
(Hertford County) 

www.ahoskiechamber.com 
 

 

Wilmington/Cape Fear Coast CVB www.capefearcoast.com 
 

Come and Play 

Chowan County TDA 
(Edenton) 

www.visitedenton.com 
 

The South’s Prettiest Small Town 

Columbus County Tourism Bureau www.discovercolumbuscounty.org 
 

- Discover Columbus County 
- Outdoor Recreation – an ecotourist’s 

paradise! 

Crystal Coast Tourism Authority 
 

www.sunnync.com 
 

Where Imagination Runs Free 

Currituck County Dept. of Travel and 
Tourism 

www.visitcurrituck.com 
 

Coastal Carolina’s Serene Beach 

Duplin County TDA www.uncorkduplin.com 
 

Uncork the Excitement 

Edgecombe County Tourism Advisory 
Council 

www.edgecombecountync.gov  

Elizabeth City Area CVB www.discoverelizabethcity.com 
 
 
 

Discover the good life daily; Come visit 
Elizabeth City, The attraction is mutual 
Harbor of Hospitality 

Elizabethtown-White Lake Chamber of 
Commerce 

www.elizabethtownwhitelake.com 
 

A great place to visit. A better place to 
live. 

Fayetteville Area CVB www.visitfayettevillenc.com 
 

Welcome to America’s Hometown – 
History, Heroes, a Hometown Feeling! 

Gates County Manager www.gatescounty.govoffice2.com 
 

Home of Merchants Mill Pond State Park 

Goldsboro-Wayne County Travel and 
Tourism 

www.greatergoldsboro.com 
 

The Destination You Can Count On! 

Greene County Government www.visitgreenenc.com 
 

-More than you expect; The Gateway to 
Eastern North Carolina 
- Live and Play in Greene, Tennis Capital of 
the South 

Halifax County TDA www.visithalifax.com 
 

Spend a weekend or a lifetime in North 
Carolina’s back yard 

Hyde County Chamber of Commerce www.hydecounty.org 
 

Take the road less traveled 

Kinston/Lenoir County CVB www.visitkinston.com 
 

Visit Kinston for “the rest of the story”! 

Lumberton Visitors Bureau www.lumberton-nc.com 
 

When you stop here, you’re halfway 
there! 

Martin County Travel and Tourism www.visitmartincounty.com 
 

Excitement, discovery, serenity 

Nash County Travel and Tourism www.rockymounttravel.com 
 

 

NC Brunswick Islands www.ncbrunswick.com 
 

One location, so many possibilities 

http://www.ahoskiechamber.com/
http://www.capefearcoast.com/
http://www.visitedenton.com/
http://www.discovercolumbuscounty.org/
http://www.sunnync.com/
http://www.visitcurrituck.com/
http://www.uncorkduplin.com/
http://www.edgecombecountync.gov/
http://www.discoverelizabethcity.com/
http://www.elizabethtownwhitelake.com/
http://www.visitfayettevillenc.com/
http://www.gatescounty.govoffice2.com/
http://www.greatergoldsboro.com/
http://www.visitgreenenc.com/
http://www.visithalifax.com/
http://www.hydecounty.org/
http://www.visitkinston.com/
http://www.lumberton-nc.com/
http://www.martincounty.com/
http://www.rockymounttravel.com/
http://www.ncbrunswick.com/
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Tourism Office Website Promotional Messages 
New Bern/Craven County CVB 
 

www.visitnewbern.com 
 

After 300 years, we know a thing or two 
about hospitality 

Northampton County TDA www.northamptonchamber.org 
 

Living is Easy 

Onslow County Tourism www.onslowcountytourism.com 
 

Where beauty and pride come together 

Oriental Tourism Board 
(Pamlico County) 

www.visitoriental.com Stay for a night, a weekend or a lifetime 
The Sailing Capital of North America 

Outer Banks Visitors Bureau www.outerbanks.org 
 

Different experiences 

Pamlico County Chamber of Commerce www.pamlicochamber.com 
 

 

Pender County Tourism www.visitpender.com 
 

Friendly faces and places 

Perquimans County Chamber of 
Commerce 

www.visitperquimans.com 
 

Discover Perquimans: Land of Beautiful 
Women and Home of Historic Hertford and 
Winfall 

Raeford-Hoke Chamber of Commerce www.hoke-raeford.com 
 

Home of the North Carolina Turkey Festival 

Richmond TDA www.visitrichmondcounty.com 
 

We invite you to be a part of Richmond 
County…for a visit or a lifetime! 

Sampson County CVB www.visitsampsonnc.com 
 

Cultivate Your Spirit – Visit Sampson County 
 

Scotland TDA www.visitnc-soul.com 
 

Soul of the Carolinas 

Southport Oak Island Chamber of 
Commerce 

www.southport-oakisland.com 
 

Picture Perfect in Any Season 

Tarboro-Edgecombe Chamber of 
Commerce 

www.tarborochamber.com 
 

 

Tyrrell County Visitors Center www.visittyrrellcounty.com 
 

Unspoiled, uncrowded, uncomplicated 

Washington County Travel and Tourism www.gowildnc.com 
 

Go wild in Washington County 

Washington TDA www.originalwashington.com 
 

Slip upstream, Revisit the Past, Explore Your 
True Nature, Satisfy your curiosities, 
Discover the Arts – at the Heart of the Inner 
Banks  
(these on a scroll on the website) 

Wilson Visitors Bureau www.wilson-nc.com 
 

Simply Wonderful! 

Windsor-Bertie County Chamber of 
Commerce 

www.windsorbertiechamber.com 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.visitnewbern.com/
http://www.northamptonchamber.org/
http://www.onslowcountytourism.com/
http://www.visitoriental.com/
http://www.outerbanks.org/
http://www.pamlicochamber.com/
http://www.visitpender.com/
http://www.visitperquimans.com/
http://www.hoke-raeford.com/
http://www.visitrichmondcounty.com/
http://www.visitsampsonnc.com/
http://www.visitnc-soul.com/
http://www.southport-oakisland.com/
http://www.tarborochamber.com/
http://www.visittyrrellcounty.com/
http://www.gowildnc.com/
http://www.originalwashington.com/
http://www.wilson-nc.com/
http://www.windsorbertiechamber.com/
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Visitor Audiences 
The North Carolina Division of Tourism contracts with the research company TNS Global Market 
Research to track travel to the state and to each region through its “TravelsAmerica” research program. 
The tourism division produces an annual North Carolina Visitor Profile and an annual North Carolina 
Regional Travel Summary.  
 
This section summarizes the findings in the 2009 Regional Travel Summary for the Coastal Region. The 
tourism division divides North Carolina into three regions for research purposes – Coastal, Piedmont and 
Mountain. The Coastal division in this research includes the 28 eastern-most counties. This means 12 of 
the counties included in the Eastern North Carolina heritage tourism planning project and National 
Heritage Area feasibility study are in the Piedmont region for the tourism division’s research (Halifax, 
Northampton, Edgecombe, Greene, Nash, Wayne, Wilson, Cumberland, Hoke, Robeson, Sampson and 
Scotland.) However, since the majority of counties are included, it is very useful to review this data to 
understand who is coming to the region as a whole and what activities they are enjoying while there. 
Following are key findings from the research which focuses on domestic travel. 
 
Domestic Travel: Who is currently coming to Eastern North Carolina? 
 
Visitor Demographics 

Number of visitors to North Carolina who 
travel to the Coastal Region 

20% 

Average travel party size 3.2 

Traveling with children 35% 

Overnight travelers driving to Coastal Region 90% 

Household income over $50K 61% 

Average nights for overnight visitors 4.4 

Stay in a private home 51% 

Stay in a hotel/motel 35% 

Stay in a timeshare/condo 12.5% 

Average overnight expenditure $912 

Average daytrip expenditure $146 

 
States of Origin 

North Carolina 42.9% 

Virginia 13.9% 

Maryland 5.4% 

New Jersey 5% 

Pennsylvania 4.4% 

Ohio 4% 
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What are the top activities of overnight domestic travelers to the Coastal Region? 

Activity Coastal Region 
Percentage 

North Carolina 
(state as a whole) 

Percentage 
Beach/waterfront 68.8% 18.7% 

Visiting relatives 28.8% 34.6% 

Shopping 27.6% 19.3% 

Visiting friends 23.3% 20% 

Rural sightseeing 21.5% 14.6% 

Historic sites/churches 20.4% 8.6% 

Fine dining 19.2% 11.8% 

State/National Park 15.7% 8.6% 

Museums 13.7% 6.2% 

Fishing 11% 4.4% 

Wildlife viewing 10.3% 4.4% 

Urban sightseeing 8.8% 7.3% 

Bird watching 6.5% 3.2% 

Old homes/mansions 6.4% 4.7% 

Gardens 6% 4.4% 

Golf 5.9% 3.4% 

Biking 5.8% 1.9% 

Family reunion 4.7% 3.6% 

Nightclub/dancing 4.6% 3.6% 

Hiking/backpacking 3.8% 4.1% 

 
* Boldface indicates activities where the Coastal Region ranks higher in comparison to all North Carolina overnight travelers. 
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International Travel to North Carolina 
The North Carolina Division of Tourism focuses international marketing efforts in Canada, the United 
Kingdom and Germany.  The 2009 North Carolina Division of Tourism Annual Report references a report 
by the International Trade Administration and Office of Travel and Tourism Industries in the U.S. 
Department of Commerce which states North Carolina attracted more than 309,000 overseas visitors to 
rank 17th in the nation and is the fourth most popular of the Southeastern states.  
 
The tourism division’s annual report states Canada provides North Carolina’s greatest number of 
international visitors. This is attributed to ease of highway access and direct air service contributed to 
growth in the market. Research finds: 

 In the first three quarters of 2009, over 68 percent of overnight visitors came from the province 
of Ontario and 15 percent from Quebec. 

 Over seventy-nine percent of Canadian visitors drive to North Carolina and approximately 17 
percent fly. 

 76 percent of Canadian visitors come for vacations/leisure. 
 11.3 percent of Canadians come to visit friends/relatives. 
 9.4 percent of Canadian travelers come for meetings/business. 
 The average party size for Canadian visitors is 2.2 and the average length of stay for overnight 

visitors is 4.2 nights. 
 
 
What are the top activities of Canadian travelers to North Carolina? (statewide) 
 

Activity Percentage 
Shopping 81.8% 

Participate in sports/outdoor activities 63.1% 

Sightseeing 61.3% 

Visit friends or relatives 49.3% 

Visit a historic site 29.9% 

Golfing 25.2% 

Bar or nightclub 25.4% 

Visit a theme or amusement park 20.1% 

Visit a national or state nature park 20.1% 

Visit a museum or art gallery 19.5% 

Visit a zoo, aquarium/botanical garden 15.1% 

Attend cultural events (plays, concerts) 14.4% 

Attend a sports event 11.5% 

Attend a festival or fair 11.2% 

Boating – motor/sailboat/kayak/canoe/other 9% 

Fishing 3.5% 

Go to a casino 3.2% 
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Local Marketing 

In early 2011, a survey on tourism marketing was sent to tourism directors in Eastern North Carolina by 
the three commissions as part of the Heritage Tourism and National Heritage Area feasibility study 
project. The purpose of the survey was to gather information about how local tourism agencies are 
promoting their communities or counties. Survey questions included: 

ü What are the assets that local tourism agencies promote? 
ü How important are heritage assets in promoting the local destination? 
ü Do local tourism agencies collaborate with other tourism organizations? 
ü What are the primary ways that local tourism agencies market to potential visitors? 

 
In addition, as part of the 81 heritage site visits conducted by the consulting team, the assessment 
included determining how individual sites are promoted: 

ü Do individual heritage attractions promote their sites? 
ü Do individual heritage attractions collaborate with others to promote their sites or the 

destination? 
 
Twenty tourism agencies responded to the tourism marketing survey – enough to provide a 
representative sampling of how tourism agencies in Eastern North Carolina are promoting their 
communities or counties. Following are findings from the survey: 
 
 

What assets do you promote for your community/county?  
 
(Respondents could check all that applied.) 
Outdoor recreation (boating, fishing, golf, camping, etc.) 100% 

Festivals 100% 

Museums (history, science, art, children’s) 90% 

Ecotourism activities (bird watching, photography, wildlife refuges, etc.) 85% 

Historic sites (homes, cemeteries, villages) 80% 

Arts and crafts 75% 

Historic downtowns/Main Streets 60% 

Wineries/agricultural sites 60% 

Plays and performances 55% 

Folklife/living traditions 45% 

State or national parks 45% 

Culinary experiences 40% 

Scenic byways/driving tours 30% 

 

How important are heritage assets (historic sites, historic downtowns, 
history museums, historic tours, etc.) in attracting visitors to your 
community? 
 
(Respondents were asked to select one answer.) 

Heritage assets are one of the reasons visitors come, but not the main 
reason. 

65% 

Heritage assets are the main reason visitors come here. 25% 

Heritage assets are not a big draw for visitors to our community/county. 10% 
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Do you collaborate on promotions to attract tourists?  
 
Respondents could check all that apply.) 

We collaborate with attractions in our community/county. 95% 

We collaborate with the North Carolina Division of Tourism. 75% 

We are members of our region’s tourism organization. 70% 

We collaborate with other tourism organizations in our region. 70% 

We are members of North Carolina Coast Host. 50% 

 

What are the primary ways you reach visitors? 
 
(Respondents were asked to rank the top 3.) 
Answers are totals from 20 respondents ς not percentages. 

Promotional Venue Rank #1 Rank #2 Rank #3 

Website 16 1 2 

Social media (Facebook, Twitter) 0 0 4 

Brochures 1 7 1 

Visitors Guide 3 6 4 

Advertising 2 3 4 

Sending out press releases 0 0 2 

Hosting or providing information to travel writers 0 0 1 

Attending travel trade shows to reach tour operators 0 1 0 

Working with AAA or other travel counselors 1 0 0 

The heritage sites assessments evaluated 81 sites visited by the consulting team.  Promotion to attract 
visitors was one of 15 criteria assessed for visitor readiness (categories included visitor services, visitor 
experience and management). A ranking system was developed to assess sites as visitor ready, limited 
service or emerging. Evaluation rankings are shown in this chart: 
 
Heritage Sites Promotion to Attract Visitors 
 Possible 

points 
Sites with 
2 points 

Sites with 1 
point 

Sites with  
0 points 

Works to promote the site to reach potential visitors. 
 

2 32 40 9 

Works with a network of attractions and organizations to 
promote the site and the region. 

1  55 26 
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Local marketing: An Additional Observation 
As noted in the Heritage Assets Assessment and Recommendations Report, staff and volunteers are very 
hospitable to visitors. Even when heritage sites are well preserved and exhibits, tours and activities are 
interesting, it is the staff and volunteers who are essential to an excellent visitor experience. The 
assessment visits revealed this one of the most outstanding strengths of heritage sites in Eastern North 
Carolina. Of the total rankings (see assessment template for category – “Visitor Services – hospitality of 
staff”), an impressive 79% ranked at the top end of the scale (8, 9 or 10). It is also important to note that 
in addition to being hospitable, staff and volunteers had an obvious deep commitment to preserving the 
sites and stories and sharing the sites with visitors.  
 
In researching current promotion of the region in websites, brochures, visitor guides and 
advertisements, it was observed that the people who make visits to heritage sites memorable are not 
showcased at all. Of the 40 tourism agency websites, only 11 have pictures of people on the homepage.  
Almost all are pictures of tourists – a few are residents (i.e. in parades) – but none were found to show 
historical interpreters, re-enactors, performers, program educators or other heritage site staff or 
volunteers interacting with visitors. 
 
 
 
  



16 
Eastern North Carolina Marketing Assessment Report 
May 2011 

II. Considerations for Eastern North Carolina Theme and Message Development 
 

Understanding the universe of marketing messages and strategies currently being engaged is essential 
before further planning is undertaken to create a unifying message that showcases Eastern North 
Carolina’s heritage destinations. The following assessments are presented for the Heritage Tourism 
Committee’s consideration as part of the message development process: 

 
Increase Marketing ƻŦ 9ŀǎǘŜǊƴ bƻǊǘƘ /ŀǊƻƭƛƴŀΩǎ Heritage  
Currently, the message about Eastern North Carolina’s heritage destinations is not clearly 
communicated: 

Á The North Carolina’s Division of Tourism’s five brand sub-messages only reference history 
and culture once – as part of “Affordable Indulgences.”  

Á Few of Eastern North Carolina’s local tourism agencies’ marketing messages reflect a 
“heritage” message. 

Á DMO promotions are primarily through websites, followed by collateral materials such as 
brochures and visitors guides which communicate many messages in addition to “heritage.” 
Very few use social media for promotion. 

Á Of the regional promotional groups, only the Northeast Tourism Network promotes a 
“heritage” message. 

Á Of the 20 local tourism agencies responding to the marketing survey, 65% said “Heritage 
assets are one of the reasons visitors come, but not the main reason” while 25% said 
“heritage assets are the main reason visitors come” and 10% said “heritage assets are not a 
big draw.” 

 
The North Carolina Division of Tourism’s domestic visitor research clearly shows an interest among 
visitors to the Coastal Region in heritage-related activities – even more than the rest of the state for 
activities such as visiting historic sites, museums, state and national parks and rural sightseeing. 
Although international visitor data is for the state as a whole, it shows that almost 30% of Canadian 
tourists include visiting a historic site in their activities. 
 
The Heritage Tourism Committee’s astute assessment that the tourism market in Eastern North Carolina 
can grow through increased development and promotion of heritage destinations and the subsequent 
heritage tourism planning/National Heritage Area feasibility study project opens the door to this 
opportunity. 
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New Opportunities 
As part of the Heritage Tourism Committee’s tourism development strategies, plans include creation of 
an Eastern North Carolina heritage tourism website. As stated in the Request for Proposals: “A tri-
regional website will continue our unifying tourism theme to provide visitors with information about the 
heritage area.” 
 
This approach creates an outstanding opportunity to elevate the “heritage” message with the website 
serving as a springboard for a highly interactive Internet-based marketing strategy. 
 
Current national travel research confirms the importance of an Internet-based marketing strategy: 
Á The U.S. Travel Association’s 2010 study ¢ǊŀǾŜƭŜǊǎΩ ¦ǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƴŜǘ shows over 93 million U.S. 

travelers using the Internet for travel planning. Of these, 76% are planning leisure trips on line. 
This planning includes making decisions about lodging, travel routes and places to visit. 

Á The January 2011 edition of The State of the American Traveler, a quarterly survey conducted by 
the tourism industry research company Destination Analysts, tracks traveler use of technology 
resources and services to plan travel in the past 12 months: 
ü 43.5% used user-generated content – hotel reviews (27.4%), destination reviews 

(20.4%), restaurant reviews (18.8%) and travel blogs (18.2%) 
ü 25.8% used social media for travel planning – destination page on a social media site 

(14.1%), friend/fan of destination (8.8%), Twitter (6.9%), photo sharing site (6.5%) and 
social bookmarking websites (3.3%) 

ü 33.9% visited a DMO website 
ü 28% used a mobile device to access travel information 
ü 14.7% read a travel-related e-newsletter 

 
State and local tourism agencies are increasingly using not only websites but social media including 
Facebook, Twitter, blogs, Flickr, You Tube and QR Codes to reach visitors. Social media allows the 
development of an ongoing relationship with previous visitors and a dialogue with people who are 
considering where they want to travel. This extends the reach of marketing far beyond accessing 
information on a website.  
 
As noted by Becky McCray and Sheila Scarborough, owners of Tourism Currents – an online resource for 
using social media for tourism – the job of DMOs used to be “show, tell and persuade” tourists to visit 
and travel industry gatekeepers to recommend a destination. With the advent of social media, DMOs 
now must know how to “facilitate, orchestrate and enable” tourists and travel industry gatekeepers. 
(Tourism Currents). Three key benefits of using social media are: 1) Social media allows learning directly 
from customers; 2) Free customer reviews are more valuable than purchased advertisements (the 
coveted “word of mouth” recommendation); and 3) Customers can find exactly what they want. 
(Source: Common Craft) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.tourismcurrents.com/
http://www.commoncraft.com/
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Example: In 2001, the North Dakota Division of Tourism developed a successful promotional campaign 
around the theme “RU Legendary” using traditional marketing venues such as advertising and media. In 
2008, the tourism division introduced a comprehensive Internet-based campaign, building on the 
existing website (RU Legendary).  The campaign not only encourages travelers to come to North Dakota 
and walk in the footsteps of historical legends like Theodore Roosevelt and Sitting Bull but to share their 
travel experiences with other potential visitors. This approach creates an interactive community of 
North Dakota travelers. As tourism division staff note, this approach allows for creation of a better 
picture of North Dakota than can be conveyed with traditional marketing methods. A tally of users in 
early 2011 confirms the success of this approach: 
ü 977,800 – total digital audience including Facebook, Twitter, You Tube, Flickr, Trip Advisor and a 

travel blog 
ü 24,425 – views on RU Legendary in 2010 
ü 404% - increase of Facebook use over the previous year – up to almost 5,000 fans 
ü 83% - increase of Twitter use over the previous year – up to more than 2,000 fans 

 
 
In addition to using the Internet for communications, tourism agencies and heritage attractions are also 
beginning to use technology as a sales tool through venues such as Groupon and Living Social. Groupon 
promotes “daily deals” to its subscribers through Facebook or Twitter – Groupon. Living Social is another 
discount promotion program using the same format as Groupon - Living Social. 
  
Example:  In January 2011, Belle Meade Plantation in Nashville, Tennessee started a Groupon promotion 
intended to build visitation to the historic site. The promotion offered two tours and two wine tastings 
at half-price and sold 1,300 tickets, resulting in 2,600 ticket holders who had 60 days to redeem their 
vouchers. The next promotion, on Living Social, offered a coupon for three days for a Valentine’s Day 
themed tour including a chocolate pairing with wine (the site has a winery and sells wine in the gift 
shop). The offer resulted in sales of 1,000 tickets. An additional benefit was generating traffic during 
January and February – months that are traditionally slow at many historic sites. 
 

  

http://www.rulegendary.com/
http://www.rulegendary.com/
http://www.groupon.com/
http://www.livingsocial.com/
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Marketing Strategy Recommendations 
To prepare for the introduction of heritage-themed marketing messages, the following actions are 
requested from the Heritage Tourism Committee: 

1. Adopt the concept of a technology-based strategy - To include a heritage tourism website and a 
social media plan that will result in a highly interactive marketing campaign that engages 
travelers to not only visit Eastern North Carolina but to share their experiences and encourage 
others to visit. 

2. Approve creation of marketing messages designed for use through these technologies – 
Recognizing that there are already many marketing messages, logos and brands, adding new 
heritage-themed messages to the plethora of existing marketing messages will be challenging. 
As noted earlier, of the 40 tourism agencies currently promoting communities or counties in 
Eastern North Carolina, 34 have marketing messages.  Success in incorporation or adoption of 
new messages will require the agreement and support of these agencies. Additionally, as Coast 
Host is the largest regional tourism marketing network, the support of this organization is 
essential. With this in mind, the recommended strategy is the creation of a “look” (graphic 
design) and a message that can easily be incorporated or adopted by these agencies. The result 
will be the creation of a network that links existing promotions while creating a fresh, new 
venue leading visitors to learn about Eastern North Carolina’s heritage destinations. 

3. Approve a marketing message strategy that focuses on places and people ς A technology-
based strategy may be perceived as impersonal – providing information via a computer. 
However, this approach actually provides an excellent opportunity to bring heritage sites to life 
by giving voice to the people who give tours and present programs. Videos, Q&A forums, blogs 
tweets and Facebook interaction are just a few of the ways to allow the people who work at 
heritage sites to communicate with visitors. 

4. Begin developing plans to provide technical assistance to tourism agencies and heritage sites 
to fully benefit from the comprehensive technology-based marketing plans. 
There is a real need to help tourism agencies and heritage sites to more effectively use and 
benefit from websites and social media. Two cases in point: 
ü Of the 20 tourism agencies responding to the marketing survey, 16 said a website was their 

primary means of promotion. However, only four said they engaged in social media and 
these four ranked it as #3 (they were asked to rank the top three promotional activities.) 

ü As an anecdote, the consulting team looked at each website for the 81 sites we visited and 
assessed. We observed that many of the websites were outdated or had inaccurate 
information. For example, one museum was closed while moving to another location, but 
there was no mention of it being closed – or moving to a new site – on the website. Other 
websites stated that heritage sites were open by appointment, but repeated calls to the 
number listed went unanswered and unreturned. 

 
To get the best results from a technology-based heritage tourism marketing strategy, a technical 
assistance plan will need be developed and implemented to result in DMO and attractions’ willingness 
to link to the Eastern North Carolina heritage tourism website, to improve their websites and to begin 
using social media to reach new visitor audiences. 
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