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The Ps and Qs of DMCs

Somewhere in California, a million-
aire has hidden away an astounding
collection of antique cars. They are
housed in elegant halls with flatter-
ing lights and dark wooden panels.
These cars would be quite an attraction were they part of a
true museum. Sadly enough, the shiny autos are not for pub-
lic viewing...unless, that is, you’re part of an incentive group
that has engaged the right destination management company.

For the incentive travel planner, knowing a good DMC is of-
ten the critical difference between an extremely successful
incentive travel program and a program that is only average.
Basically, a DMC’s job is to consolidate service providers in a
specific destination, be they caterers, hotels, horseback riding
schools or skydiving workshops. The DMC makes special
arrangements with these services so there’s a seamless pro-
gression of activities, transportation, food, theme parties and
other events for an incentive travel group. “DMCs are like a
general contractor who you’d hire to build your home,” ex-
plains Chris Lee, president of California Leisure Consultants,
[CEO, ACCESS Destination Services] a San Diego DMC.
“We’re your single source of local contacts for recreation and
event coordination and production.”

By working closely with a DMC, an incentive planner gains a
quick and able work force that can address problems that arise
during the trip. It is important, then, that this source have a
few essential qualities.

The fine art of destination management

BY DANIEL McQUILLEN

Numerous testimonials by planners
and DMCs alike indicate one area
of utmost importance: quality. A
DMC must offer quality of service,
quality of creativity and quality
connections to the hot spots in town (places that the average
joe just can’t manage to get into).

“We cannot afford to do schlocky programs,” says Louise
Hall Reider, newly elected president of the Society of Incen-
tive Travel Executives (SITE), and director of Seattle-based
BTI Americas. “The DMC has to understand the concept of
incentive travel, and what incentive travelers expect. There
should be a good staff (to traveler) ratio and an ability to come
up with creative programs, not just off-the-shelf stuff.” Hall
Reider points out that a good DMC will be able to maintain
quality service to a planner, even as entertainment and trans-
portation costs increase.

But why go with a DMC in the first place? Why can’t an in-
centive planner just contact all the different vendors, loca-
tions, caterers, attractions and hotels directly? Not only is a
DMC convenient, but in most cases it also marshals a buying
force much greater than any incentive planner could muster —
and that adds up to lower prices and valuable local knowl-
edge. “We know the subcontractors better than anybody,”
says Lee. “We know which caterer is best for outdoor pic-
nics, and which is best for black-tie dinners.” Having this
type of advantage is an important tool in the incentive
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planner’s toolbox. Matthew Randall,
meeting and creative manager for Ar-
lington, VA.-based Safaris (a DMC with
offices in 12 major U.S. cities), refers to
this valuable service as “buying
smarter,” while Canadian destination
manager Bob Eyton-Jones calls it
“knowing what’s hot and what’s not.”

The best DMCs have other qualities,
though equally important, that are not
readily apparent as purchasing

power and location familiarity.

Having an “In”

Of all the qualities a DMC
needs to have, garnering inside
information is the most elusive.
Any destination manager will
tell you how hard it is to make
all the contacts that are needed
to present a truly exciting and
professional incentive program, how
time-consuming it can be to build up the
essential relationships and to maintain
them year after year.

“It’s certainly a lengthy process,” says
Randall. “It has taken Safaris 30 years
to build a wealth of knowledge about the
ins and outs of each of its locations —
and how to utilize the contacts located
there.” Virtually every other DMC will
echo Randall’s emphasis on the need to
spend time polishing contacts and
“schmoozing” the best services in town.

The last thing an incentive planner wants
is a DMC who can’t get a group into a
basic catering hall, much less a world-
famous and ultra-exclusive private man-
sion. In fact, an unconnected and unpro-
fessional DMC can reflect badly on the
incentive planner. “Your client might
not know that DMC as a separate entity
from your company,” warns Hall Reider.

Creativity Counts

While the first thing a planner wants is a
destination management company with
years under its belt, the last thing he
wants is one that sticks to old ideas.
Spark and creativity are worth their
weight in gold to the planner, who is

constantly trying to transform clients’
visions into reality. If the planner is at a
loss for events or parties, the DMC
should come to the rescue. “What are
the new themes in the community?
What are the new attractions? A DMC
should know these things,” says Eyton-
Jones. “A DMC should be able to create
an event that a client couldn’t create on
its own. Incentive houses are always
trying to pitch new places, interesting

“The ‘wow’ factor is always important to
DMCs, who are continually trying to
impress those jaded incentive travelers.”

things to do and people to meet — that
comes from DMCs.”

There are DMCs that have exclusive
rights to certain places, and who can sur-
prise incentive travelers with events
they’ve only dreamed about: New York
City shopping sprees at Bloomingdale’s,
with a casual breakfast at Tiffany’s.

A good DMC is creative, but is also
flexible. An important quality is the
ability to understand what the planners
are trying to do and get them there.
“You want a DMC that will make you
look good, one that works well with the
incentive program you’ve created, one
that’s not going to try and take over your
program,” says Hall Reider, who then
recounts an instance where she was dis-
cussing an incentive travel plan with a
DMC in Thailand. The affable DMC
instantly convinced her he was appropri-
ate for the job: “I sat down, and I
showed him what I was working with.
He instantly understood what 1 was try-
ing to do for the client. From that mo-
ment, I felt like he was connecting with
me. [ knew he would make recommen-
dations and suggestions that will make
my job easier. There was never a ‘no’ in
his vocabulary.”

Hall Reider says also that, especially for
foreign destinations, it is important that a
DMC know both the culture of the desti-
nation and the culture of the travelers
well enough to produce a program that
doesn’t alienate the foreign culture or the
travelers. If travelers aren’t informed of
host country dress codes or social mores
by the DMC, a trip to a foreign destina-
tion like the Middle East or Indonesia
might turn out to be a disaster
for uninformed and unsuspecting
incentive groups.

Join the Party

When a DMC has connections
and creativity, you know there’s
going to be quite a party — that’s
what they’re in business for.
Randall recalls the wild time a
group of 500 incentive travelers
had at an icebreaker at the Loew’s Coro-
nado Bay Resort in San Diego. The
mixer was adapted from a New York
theater act entitled Tony n’ Tina’s Wed-
ding, where a group of improvisational
comedians enact a stereotypical Italian-
American wedding while the crowd
plays the part of the attendees. After
receiving permission from the original
production company to copy the event
for his own purposes, Randall entitled
his bride and groom “Gino” and
“Carlotta” and used the event to bring
together a group of 500 executives who
barely knew each other. After a cocktail
reception, where the actors mingled with
the guests in the guise of members of the
two families, the crowd was brought into
a decorated hall and the antics began.
Numerous fiascoes punctuated the ill-
fated match and drew members of the
crowd into the chaos. At the
“reception,” a DJ dressed like Elvis spun
traditional wedding songs while the cut-
ting of the cake erupted into an all-out
cake-throwing melee while YMCA
blasted on the speakers. “One of the
VIPs said it was the most successful
mixer in the history of their programs,”
says Randall. “They had a blast, an ab-
solute hoot.”
Safaris has

done other out-of-the-
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ordinary events to keep its programs
fresh and unexpected: a dinner party on
Alcatraz (the famous island prison where
tourists are usually not allowed after
dark), mansion tours and exclusive tick-
ets to major theme parks.

A DMC worth its weight will be able to
stage events for large groups, and coor-
dinate the logistics with precision and
seeming effortlessness. Joanne O’Con-
nor, president of Chicago Is, is proud of
a recent dinner her company ran for an
extremely large group of 1,800 employ-
ees, in honor of the company’s first mil-
lion-dollar sales year.

The “wow” factor is always important to
DMCs, who are continually trying to
impress those jaded incentive travelers
who have seen and done everything from
parasailing to underwater line dancing.
Lee recalls how his DMC once put on a
dinner underneath the massive dome-
shaped “sail room” outside the San
Diego Convention Center. A machine
projected an imitation sunset with stars
and spinning planets on the inside of the
rounded, echoing ceiling, above the
heads and wide eyes of the dining
guests.

Are Consortiums Needed?

One current issue in the DMC world is
the value of “consortiums,” groups of
individual DMCs that form working re-
lationships in order to present a client
with turnkey solutions in wide-ranging
geographic areas. Consortiums like The
DMC Network, based in Chicago, are
formed from individual DMCs around
the country in order to offer a planner a
host of features made possible by the
network’s geographical and numerical
size.

The first advantage is connectivity. A
group of individual DMCs from around

the country joined together under one year’s site. If the consortium has a good
organization is a powerful networking reputation, chances are its individual
An incentive planner who had a members will be a good pick for the job.

tool.
successful program with a DMC in New

York can look to that DMC’s consortium Consortiums also serve as idea-sharing
in order to find its sister DMC in next and education centers for its members.

Selecting the Right Destination Company

Guidelines for Outsourcing a DMC

I._IDENTIFY CANDIDATES

Where to look:

The Association of Destination Management
Executives (ADME). The most professional
DMCs will be members.

Membership directories (i.e. ASAE, MPI, SITE).
Word of mouth (your peers).
The city’s convention/visitors bureau.

Ask the hotel for their top three recommenda-
tions.

ll. NARROW THE FIELD

Evaluate companies based on:

How long the firm has been in business.

Are they a licensed business or Corporation?
Visit / inspect their offices.

What is the experience level of the employees?

Are their values & personalities compatible with
yours?

Who will be on-site during your program?
Can they be reached after hours?
Preview their contracts and terms.

Require proof of at least $1million insurance
coverage.

Ask for certificates of insurance from vendors.
Request a list of references that you can con-

tact with programs similar to yours in size and
scope.

lll. MAKE YOUR CHOICE

Schedule Presentations:

Notify eliminated firms and thank them for their
efforts.

Give your finalist(s) all the group particulars:
-Group Demographics
-Specific Interests/Activities
-Program Agenda/Time constraints
-Past Program Information/History
-Program Budget

IV. REQUEST A PROPOSAL

Specify requested services:
Meet & Greet/Airport transfers
Shuttle/Transportation Services
Tours & Recreation

Special events/Parties

Dining Arrangements

Gifts & Amenities

Other Services

V. SHUTTLE SERVICES
(] Elements to compare:

(] Number of passengers assumed.
. Quality & quantity of vehicles.
Proposed routes.

Average passenger wait times.

Number of staff included (on vehicles?).
Quality & quantity of signage

Shuttle experience of bidders

Give them group patterns/history

VI. TOURS & RECREATION
Establish parameters:

Times/Dates available for tours & recreation.
Are they hosted, or do individuals pay?

Do spouses/guests participate?

Include lunch/dinner as part of the activities?

Include on-property programs at the hotel;
fashion shows, educational seminars, craft
workshops, local speakers, or celebrities?

VIl. SPECIAL EVENTS

(] Special Considerations for Special Events:

o How much experience does the DMC have
producing special events?

®  What events has the DMC created (similar to
yours)? Check references & request photos/
video.

o What resources does the DMC have in-house
vs. subcontracted?

o Has the DMC produced events at the venue
before?

®  Are all expenses (i.e. power) included in the
proposal?

PROGRAM FOLLOWUP

® At the end of your program:

(] Ask attendees to evaluate the DMC services.

(] Record actual numbers of participants on each
activity (tours, shuttle, etc.) for next program.

(] If you were pleased with your DMC, ask for
suggestions for future programs.

o Ask them for a listing of their other locations, or
recommendations of other companies in cities
where you will be planning programs.

Adapted with permission from “Selecting the
Right Destination Management
Company,” © By Christopher H. Lee, 1995.

“With consortiums, you can share infor-
mation, develop new solutions to new
problems with your colleagues and make
new contacts for new clients,” says Ellis
Frater, president of New Orleans-based
Dietrich/Destination Co., and the
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founding member of The DMC Net-
work.

Not just any DMC can join. Usually, a
consortium will admit one DMC from
each location, based on its own internal
criteria—which might include a mini-
mum number of years in the business, an
adequate amount of insurance coverage
and a willingness to join for the long
haul. Consortiums often charge initia-
tion fees and often collect dues to sup-
port programs and meetings. The Con-
tact, a network based in Chicago, stipu-
lates that each of its members must have
three years in the business, adequate in-
surance and must pay a fee to enter the
organization.

New Kids on the Block

Although consortiums like The DMC
Network and The Contact are very suc-
cessful in bringing their customers new
and valuable services, two new develop-
ments might bring some new players to
the DMC network arena. A new consor-
tium, Production Group International
(PGI), is “a shared-owner consortium,”
where each member DMC actually pur-
chases shares in the entire organization.
Chris Lee, whose San Diego DMC is
one of the new organization’s members,
says this new level of economic involve-
ment by each DMC increases the quality
and longevity of the entire organization.
Because each member is concerned
about the welfare of the whole, a new
level of standards and interdependency
will be achieved.

Not just a loosely connected group of
individuals, PGI, headquartered in Ar-
lington, VA, actually approaches the
unity of a seamless corporation. “While
other consortiums simply pay dues, we
have partial ownership,” Lee says.
“That produces more accountability.”
Now, an incentive planner will not only
be referred to a consortium member in a
different destination, he will also be as-
sured of the same quality and depend-
ability he experienced at any of the other
members’ locations. “If an incentive
travel planner has a problem or a bad

experience with one member, there will
be a higher level of administration where
those problems can be resolved,” Lee
says.

Another development in the world of
DMCs is the very recent formation of
the Association of Destination Manage-
ment Executives (ADME) headquartered
in Denver at a DMC called Great Events.
The organization will function for its
own industry in ways similar to SITE’s
beneficial networking of incentive travel
planners. Realizing that it was time to
form a larger, governing body, the indus-
try coalesced into ADME in an effort to,
as president Joanne O’Connor explains,
“have an organization that will allow us
to recognize ourselves and be recognized
by the rest of the incentive travel indus-

tI'y.”

At the first meeting, to be held in Janu-
ary in San Diego, O’Connor will lead a
drive to establish new ways to earn the
recognition the organization feels it de-
serves. There are plans for accreditation
methods, membership requirements and
merit awards. ]



