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Together. We go further.

We’re more than a travel association.  
We’re a think tank … in an idea-generating, connection-making, bottom-line 

producing sort of way. In today’s digital world, it’s easy to get caught up in metrics 

and measurements when shaping our future. But underneath all the math is one key 

constant in an ever-changing sea of variables: real relationships.

Welcome to the National Tour Association. The pages to follow are 

excerpts from Courier, our official magazine. It’s chock-full of how-

tos, did-you-knows and I-didn’t-know-thats.

Let’s do this … together.
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Why was it important for your organi-
zation to attract travelers from China?
SB: We were starting to see groups of 

Chinese visitors show up at the museum 

in the early 2000s, and we realized that by 

making some additions to our offerings, 

we would be able to grow that demo-

graphic of the group tour market. We also 

realized that Chinese groups travel during 

the Lunar New Year, which is typically a 

very slow time for us. It really helped us 

to grow this market year-round.

 

GE: China presented an opportunity 

to welcome millions of eager travel-

ers hungry for unique visitor experi-

ences throughout Oregon, to the ben-

efit of small and large communities 

throughout the state. These travelers 

spend more and stay longer, making 

them a crucial part of the global mix of 

inbound visitors to Oregon.

RK: With the growth projections for 

China, it made sense to begin to cul-

tivate the China market to be on the 

ground floor of a rapidly growing source 

of overseas visitors. In the beginning it 

was the encouragement and assistance 

from Haybina Hao, NTA vice president 

for international development ... that 

really got us started in China.

What were some of the initial steps 
your organization took to move into 
this market? 

SB: I have learned that Chinese business 

people enjoy getting to know you before 

business is conducted. So one of my first 

steps was to spend time getting to know 

our key customers. We shared many 

meals, and I have learned how to use 

chopsticks without asking for a fork! I 

also listened to what my clients said they 

would need to bring more business to us.

GE: Hiring an in-market representative 

was the first step. The second was cre-

ating useful digital platforms for media 

and trade to aid in developing content 

for consumers, as well as travel pack-

ages for these same customers. Lastly, 

spreading the word via destination 

training, Fam tours for trade and media, 

trade shows, and in-person meet-

ings allowed Travel Oregon to create a 

cohesive set of touch points to further 

engage these clients.

RK: Our initial step was to have promo-

tional materials translated, once again 

guided by Haybina Hao. I made a trip to 

Shanghai and made calls with the NTA 

representative when NTA had an office 

in Shanghai. This gave me a firsthand 

look at what the tour operators were 

looking for and the difficulty I would 

have to sell an unknown destination to 

a travel market the size of China ... It is 

easier to sell Virginia Beach as part of 

a region and as an add-on destination 

for the second- and third-time Chinese 

traveler looking for something other 

than the big-city experience.

 

What are key differences between 
working with North American tour 
operators and Chinese operators?
SB: One is that once you are in a tour 

operator’s program, you might get buses 

year-round, and often multiple buses 

in one day, so both your facility and 

your staff must be able to handle the 

volume. We adjust staffing in our café, 

museum shops and guest services for 

our Chinese tour group schedule. We 

have made changes to our café menu, 

so we can offer items that are more in 

demand by our Asian guests. And lastly, 

most Chinese groups are on a very tight 

schedule ... there is not a lot of time for 

browsing through all our exhibits and 

watching all our live demonstrations. 

China is the fastest-growing inbound market for the U.S., and 

according to the U.S. National Travel and Tourism Office, it will be 

America’s No. 1 source for overseas visitors before the end of the 

decade. To learn how NTA-member destinations and attractions 

achieved success working with the China inbound market, we reached 

out to Sally Berry, tourism sales and marketing manager for Corning 

Museum of Glass in Corning, New York; Greg Eckhart, manager of 

global sales–Asia for Travel Oregon; and Ron Kuhlman, vice president 

of tourism marketing and sales for the Virginia Beach CVB. 

THE INTERVIEW

How NTA members stepped 
into the China market
COMPILED BY GABE WEBB

Sally Berry 
Corning Museum of Glass

Greg Eckhart 
Travel Oregon

Ron Kuhlman 
Virginia Beach CVB
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THE INTERVIEW

GE: The notable difference, in this case, 

is the speed at which business occurs. 

Tour operators from China are eager to 

develop new programs and get them to 

marketplace before their competitors. A 

process that could take months working 

with a domestic-focused operator might 

take mere weeks with an operator from 

China. Relationships and quanxi are even 

more important with Chinese operators, 

as transactions evolve so rapidly that cli-

ents must trust you and your company 

in order to bring product to the market-

place and sate the appetite of travel-

hungry consumers in a timely way.

RK: For openers, there is no language 

barrier when dealing with North 

American tour operators, and the dis-

tances to reach North American tour 

operators are not as great as going to 

China. Meetings with Chinese operators 

are much more formal, and the rela-

tionship building takes longer, but once 

established, it is a bond that is to be 

nurtured and valued highly. To lose that 

relationship is to lose face in China.

Can you talk about specific changes 
your museum has made to welcome 
Chinese travelers? 
SB: We have offered yearly training 

programs to the tour guides for our top 

clients, so they can give an informed, 

efficient tour. We have welcome gifts 

for these new tour guides, and training 

materials that they can read and refer 

to. Free Wi-Fi is important, and we offer 

it throughout the museum. Charging 

stations for devices have been added in 

all the public spaces as well, and those 

are appreciated.

As a destination, what steps have you 
taken to educate local suppliers about 
the China inbound market?
GE: Travel Oregon has hosted China 

Ready and Beyond programs for local 

partners around the state. These train-

ings have been hosted by individual busi-

nesses and communities and at statewide 

conferences like the Oregon Governor’s 

Conference on Tourism. Travel Oregon has 

partnered with BRIC Marketing to host 

China Ready and Beyond seminars. The 

content of these programs includes some 

cultural training for tourism industry 

partners ... [and] information about best 

practices for approaching the market via 

social media as well as working with tour 

operators and OTAs. 

RK: We have held seminars about acting 

globally for our hospitality industry and 

especially the hotels. The importance 

of being China-ready—such as having 

slippers available for Chinese guests in 

the room, the availability of hot water 

and tea in the rooms—is stressed, and 

we make available Chinese translation 

services for our hospitality industry, 

from important information in hotels to 

translated rack cards in museums. When 

we know a Chinese group is booked in 

town, we approach the group’s hotel 

to go over the finer points of what the 

expectations will be. 

What is something you learned through 
this process that you wish you’d known 
in the beginning? 
SB: When I started working at CMoG, I 

was intimidated by the Chinese mar-

ket. I was worried about the language 

barriers and how I would get to know 

these important clients. I had heard 

that it can be a challenging market 

to work with and that it is low-rated 

business not worth pursuing. I am 

happy to report all these concerns 

were minor, and instead I now have 

tour operators and Chinese market 

influencers I consider dear friends, 

young staff in the Chinese tour opera-

tor offices who call me “Mom” and a 

Mandarin vocabulary that increases 

by a few words every year! I encourage 

everyone to move past their fears and 

jump into this market.

GE: I wish I could have anticipated 

the rapid evolution of this market 

and how it will further evolve over 

the next decade. Five years ago, Travel 

Oregon worked with Alamo Rental 

Car to develop a 15-page brochure 

that featured 12 self-driving itinerar-

ies throughout Oregon and parts of the 

West Coast. At the time, this seemed 

premature; but three years later, this 

became key content as tour operators 

and media began to laser focus on road 

“With the growth 
projections for China, it 
made sense to begin to 

cultivate the China market 
to be on the ground floor 

of a rapidly growing source 
of overseas visitors.”

—Ron Kuhlman,  
Virginia Beach CVB
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Corning Museum of Glass
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trips and self-driving itineraries in the 

United States. Considering how and 

when experiences will resonate with 

the  China traveler and being nimble 

enough to accommodate them is key to 

our success. 

RK: I have been in the international 

market for all of my career on the airline 

side, the overseas representation side 

and on the CVB side. I have learned to 

be patient when opening a new over-

seas market. If approached with cultural 

sensitivity, it takes three to five years to 

get a new product or destination estab-

lished, followed by many more years of 

staying the course and working the mar-

ket. Not many tour operators want to be 

the first to promote a new destination, 

so it’s our job to take as much of the risk 

out of that decision as possible.

How long has your organiza-
tion been making a concerted 
effort to build your presence in 
the China inbound market?
SB: When I started at the 

museum in 2010, we had 

already been offering Mandarin 

narration of our popular live 

Hot Glass Show. We also had 

been meeting with Chinese 

tour operators and U.S.-based 

receptives at trade shows. I 

have been traveling to China 

on annual sales missions for 

several years, and I continue to attend 

key trade shows.

 

GE: Travel Oregon has invested in the 

China market for almost a decade; how-

ever, six years ago, data pointed to a 

surge in Chinese visitors to Oregon. At 

that time, Travel Oregon [began] aggres-

sively building our presence in the 

market, leading to our recruitment of 

in-country representation.

RK: We are in year four of our concerted 

efforts in building an awareness in the 

China market. 

“I wish I could have 
anticipated the rapid 

evolution of this market and 
how it will further evolve 

over the next decade.”
—Greg Eckhart,  
Travel Oregon
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Travel Oregon has hosted Fam tours for 
Chinese operators.
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The vast canyons and legendary arches of Utah’s five national parks were the focus of a Fam trip earlier this year.

THE INTERVIEW



Make meetings in-person
NTA members have long touted the value of meeting face-to-face with their 

colleagues at Travel Exchange, Contact and other association events. This infographic 

shows that NTA members aren’t alone in prioritizing in-person meetings.
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SOCIAL MEDIA

IMAGINE SHOWING 

your current and poten-

tial clients a glimpse 

of what their vacation 

could look like—live 

and in the moment. 

Unpolished, unvar-

nished and real.

Imagine further that your viewers 

could chime in with questions so they 

can get the real feel of a destination or 

tour activity—and you could answer 

them on the spot. Amazing, right?

Livestreaming video gives you the 

chance to satisfy this desire for your cli-

ents, and it’s simple. Using your phone’s 

camera—plus an external microphone if 

you want to capture interviews or testi-

monials—you’re ready to roll.

Success stories
Travel Oregon uses Facebook Live to show-

case Oregon moments of Zen: sunsets, 

rushing rivers and skiing at Mt. Hood. 

Emily Forsha, the DMO’s content and 

community manager, told me Travel 

Oregon is going live and gaining huge 

organic reach. They also use Periscope 

to livestream interviews.

 After Hurricane Matthew hit the Georgia 

coast last October, Lauren Cleland, digital 

content strategist for Visit Savannah, and 

her team used Facebook Live to shoot four 

videos showing that Savannah was alive 

and well. They visited a variety of sites to 

showcase the vitality of the city despite the 

force of the hurricane. Armed with a selfie 

stick, a short tripod and an external micro-

phone, Lauren and her crew hit the town. 

She offered these tips to keep audience 

engagement high:

1. Reiterate your topic often, so new-

comers understand the point of the 

live video.

2. Introduce yourself and your location 

periodically, as people are joining in 

at random times.

3. If you have high retention, keep going.

The livestreaming video series gar-

nered more than 100,000 views. One 

video alone attracted some 83,000 view-

ers and was aided by a small ad budget. 

Facebook has a 1.5 hour limit on live 

streaming broadcasts, but the longer 

you go live the higher your viewership 

will be. Visit Savannah proved this point 

with a 90-minute view of the city’s St. 

Patrick’s Day parade. It earned more 

than 40,000 views. 

 Travel Alberta also has had success 

using Facebook Live. Susan Darch, direc-

tor of global media and content for Travel 

Alberta, uses social media influencers to 

help reach a wider audience when she 

livestreams the Calgary Stampede. 

 Don’t have a stampede, weather event 

or ski slope to showcase? An inside look 

at your organization can draw view-

ers. Leaders of the Student Youth Travel 

Association have used Facebook Live to 

livestream the beginning of their board 

meeting. Providing viewers with a quick 

intro and meeting overview, they attracted 

more than 1,200 views. Impressive!

 

Strategies for  
livestreaming video
Before

• Market your broadcast.

• Invite group leaders and prospective 

travelers.

• Check lighting and camera positioning.

• Create an attention-grabbing head-

line or title.

While you’re live
• State the questions you see popping 

up on the screen and answer them.

• Smile and add fun (if appropriate).

• Try using a tripod to stabilize. It will 

still be a bit shaky.

• Use an external microphone for  

better sound quality. 

• If interviewing someone, use a 

directional microphone. 

Afterwards
• Edit to add title, tags, captions, etc.

• Save your broadcast to your webpage.

• Share the replay on other social sites.

 

While Facebook is the biggest player 

due to their built-in audience, Periscope, 

Instagram, Snapchat and Twitter also 

offer livestreaming video. (Compare the 

options here: bit.ly/2lqNJXT.) Keep in 

mind that you can go live in a Facebook 

Group if you’d like to limit your audience. 

 

Go live
Still not sure how you could use 

livestreaming video in your own mar-

keting? Consider these ideas:

• Livestream from a trade show, giv-

ing viewers a chance to chime in 

with questions for other attendees.

• Livestream from a site inspection; 

invite your pied pipers to join and 

ask questions.

• Provide a day-on-the-road snapshot 

via livestream.

• Showcase events and festivals.

• Go live on a city tour or at a new 

attraction.

 

With the technology in your back 

pocket and your creativity on fire, 

livestreaming video generates organic 

reach and gives you the opportunity to 

inspire travelers and followers.

Let the camera roll! What will you show 

in your next livestreaming broadcast? 

Catherine Heeg, international speaker 

and trainer, focuses on social media 

marketing strategies for the tourism and 

hospitality industry. An NTA presenter 

since 2009, she understands members 

and their businesses. Connect with her 

socially and at cmsspeaking.com.

Livestreaming video:  
Examples, strategies … success!  
BY CATHERINE HEEG
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it live!
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TOURS CELEBRATING 

your company’s anni-

versary are an excellent 

way to market your 

business, promote your 

many years of service 

and reward longtime 

customers. Every com-

pany with longevity 

should do this.

I started Wells Gray 

Tours in 1972, and our 45th anniversary 

will be celebrated this year with nearly 

700 customers on an Alaska cruise with 

Norwegian Cruise Line in May. We have 

offered an anniversary tour since 1982 

and have found them to be extremely 

successful and profitable.

I got into the travel business when I 

was a 20-year-old education and geogra-

phy student at Simon Fraser University in 

British Columbia. BC Hydro, the provin-

cial power utility, planned to build seven 

dams on the Clearwater River in a wil-

derness area near Kamloops called Wells 

Gray Provincial Park. An environmental 

group decided that, instead of lying down 

in front of bulldozers, they would run bus 

tours to the park and show people the 

beautiful vistas that would be destroyed 

by the dams and reservoirs. I joined as 

a guide and spent a wonderful summer 

taking passengers to the park.

When we got word that BC Hydro had 

cancelled the dams and Wells Gray Park 

had been saved, we hoped it was due to 

our modest efforts, although other dams 

had just been completed and the prov-

ince probably didn’t need the power.

During the next three years, I spent my 

summers with fellow geography students 

running the tours with the help of grants 

from the Canadian government. We called 

ourselves Wells Gray Park Bus Tours, as 

that was the only place we went.

I graduated in 1975 and, to my shock, 

nobody rushed forward to offer me a 

job in either teaching or geography. 

That’s when Wells Gray Tours got its 

streamlined name and became a busi-

ness. I decided to try a longer tour to 

California—down the Oregon Coast 

and through the redwoods to San 

Francisco, Yosemite Valley, Death Valley, 

Reno, Lassen Volcanic National Park 

and home to British Columbia. We did 

that exhausting itinerary in 10 days; I 

charged only $150.

There were no schools to teach me 

how to be a tour operator, so I learned 

as I went along. I escorted every tour 

while my father answered the phone 

and took bookings for the next trip. In 

1978 I started running tours to Reno, the 

closest casino mecca, with an overnight 

stop in Baker City, Oregon.

When I realized that my hometown of 

Kamloops could not support a tour com-

pany by itself, I opened offices in three 

nearby cities in the Okanagan Valley. Reno 

was so popular that we had up to four 

coaches departing most weekends for 

eight days. Fares were often as low as $99.

On our 10th anniversary, I offered a 

special promotion for Reno that included 

a party featuring a magician, The Amazing 

Elliott. This added about $10 to the cost of 

the tour. Some people grumbled about the 

BUSINESS

Roland Neave

Celebrating Anniversaries,  
from Reno to Juneau
BY ROLAND NEAVE, CTP

Neave titles this photo from a 1977 tour to Death Valley, 
“What a place to take a bathroom break.”

Visitors to Wells Gray Provincial Park look into Third Canyon during a 1972 tour with the author.
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expense, but the concept of an anniver-

sary tour filled coaches.

I joined NTA in 1983 to get ideas for 

itineraries offered by other companies, 

and throughout the next decade, sight-

seeing tours, cruises, theater trips and 

international excursions became our 

focus. During that time, our anniversary 

tours to Reno became more elaborate 

and expensive, but customers did still 

see value in these events.

For a few years we celebrated our 

anniversary in Spokane, Washington, 

usually tied to a musical at the theater. 

Planning for our 25th anniversary in 

1997, a bold and almost reckless idea 

came to mind: Maybe we could sell a 

ship full of people.

I approached Holland America Line 

and chartered the Rotterdam for a four-

day cruise on the BC coast. The terms 

were downright scary: a deposit of 

$50,000 to be paid 18 months in advance 

and an irrevocable letter of credit for 

the balance of $450,000. This meant we 

could not cancel the charter for any rea-

son; if sales bombed, I was on the hook 

for a lot of money.

We announced the 25th anniversary 

tour on the drive home from Spokane 

in 1995 and took over 200 bookings that 

day. To my great relief, we were com-

pletely sold out a year in advance, with 

1,100 passengers.

The 25th anniversary cruise was a 

momentous achievement, but I have 

never been brave enough to try a ship 

charter again. And because of the work 

and organization required, we started 

celebrating Wells Gray Tours’ anniversa-

ries every fifth year.

The 30th anniversary had nearly 500 

bookings and traveled on the Rocky 

Mountaineer train, with a stay at the 

Fairmont Banff Springs hotel. For the 

35th anniversary, we filled half of 

Holland America’s Oosterdam for a four-

day cruise with stops in Victoria, British 

Columbia; Astoria, Oregon; and Seattle. 

The 40th anniversary attracted about 

600 customers for a seven-day Alaska 

cruise on the Zuiderdam.

For the past year preparations have 

been underway for our 45th anniversary 

tour, a nine-day cruise to Alaska on the 

Norwegian Jewel. Since the itinerary was 

similar to the 40th anniversary, I changed 

cruise lines and booked Norwegian 

because of their major presence at NTA.

I think the Norwegian group depart-

ment was a little startled when we 

requested 300 staterooms, since they were 

used to tour operators wanting 25. Our 

Canadian contact with Norwegian, Sabrina 

Greca, went to bat for us, even though we 

had booked only one previous cruise with 

the company. I wish I could have been a fly 

on the wall at Miami headquarters when 

our bookings exceeded the 300 staterooms 

and we asked for more.

Marketing an anniversary tour requires 

different tactics than a regular tour, since 

we want to sell to hundreds of people 

and attract early bookings. The 45th anni-

versary was announced on June 1, 2016, 

with a mailing to more than 6,000 regular 

customers. We gave away free staterooms 

to local media in exchange for the inter-

views and contests they conducted. One 

radio station put us on the air six times 

a day and garnered more than 2,000 con-

test entries. The publicity was well worth 

the cost of a stateroom.

We offered an early-booker discount 

of $80 for every reservation received in 

June, and everybody who booked by July 

31 was entered in a drawing for a free 

upgrade to a Haven suite. (The winner 

had been in an inside stateroom and 

was thrilled to move to the second-best 

suite on the ship). We had subsequent 

drawings for early-bookers, with win-

ners choosing a helicopter or hovercraft 

excursion in Juneau.

During anniversary tours we have 

bronze, silver and gold rewards for 

customers who have taken 15, 25 or 

50 tours, respectively, and all 100-plus 

of them are invited to special dinners 

hosted by our family and senior man-

agers. This year we are introducing a 

diamond level for customers who have 

traveled more than 70 times with us; six 

will be recognized on the ship.

So that others don’t feel left out, we 

have a party for first-time customers 

and one for those who have traveled 

between two and 15 times. Another 

party is for the entire group. Norwegian 

is providing their unlimited beverage 

package, so I’m sure there will be lots of 

happy times on the ship.

Based on our success since 1982, I 

think anniversary tours can work for 

most tour operators who have longev-

ity to boast about. Make it unique, don’t 

run it too often, start promoting a year in 

advance, don’t plan too many other tours 

within that month and provide lots of 

opportunities for socializing. Your owner 

should be front and center at every event 

because customers love to meet the boss.

Our staff soon will start debating what 

to do for our half-century milestone. 

Sometimes I find it hard to believe that 

I have spent 50 years in this wonderful 

industry. As I look back on our fledgling 

year of 1972, I wonder what my career 

might have been if BC Hydro had not 

wanted to build those dams in Wells 

Gray Park. 

Roland Neave is founder and owner 

of Wells Gray Tours, headquartered in 

Kamloops, British Columbia.

Neave, right, with his driver 
during a tour in 1973.
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