Activity Tourism: Understanding consumer decision making, attitudes and expectations - May 2011 


[image: image1.jpg]"y /' COUNTRYSIDE ACCESS
N m & ACTIVITIES NETWORK




Activity Tourism

Understanding consumer decision making, attitudes and expectations 

May 2011

Executive Summary

Research Objectives

The main objectives of the research were

· To better understand drivers and preferences of customers when choosing an activity provider 

· To gather information on customers’ attitudes and expectations when taking part in outdoor activities, using an activity provider.

Methodology

CAAN designed the survey with the help of the Surveymonkey software. Subscribers to the OutdoorNI.com e-newsletter were invited through 2 e-mailings to take part in the survey. Responses were collected throughout January 2011, during which period 308 responses were received of which 199 were the total number of completed surveys. 

Attitude of respondents

35% of all respondents stated that they took part in outdoor activities in the last 2 years were they paid an outdoor company or organisation (“Yes” group), while 65% did not (“No” group). 

Most respondents are accompanied by their friends (44%) or their family members (25%) when taking part in an outdoor activity.

The main source for inspiration about outdoor activities or to find contact information of activity providers was the internet (29%). Booking on-line was the most preferred way of booking an activity with a provider (38%).
Respondents were mostly influenced by the following factors when choosing a provider:

· attractive price 

· ease of getting in contact with 

· availability of activities 

· prompt and helpful response to initial enquiry

Experience with a provider

The majority of respondents (93%) who took part in an activity paying a provider found that the experience either exceeded or met their expectations. Most respondents found that the following aspects influenced their experience with an activity provider the most: 

· quality of activities

· quality of instructors

· good equipment

The most positive aspects when using an activity provider were friendliness, the wide range of activities and the level of professionalism of staff. 

Elements that need improvement were the price/value of services, online information, the range of activities, communication and advertising.

Future Plans

78% of all respondents plan to take part in an activity using an outdoor provider in the future. 

Reasons for not taking part in outdoor activity with a provider

Most people, who did not take part in an outdoor activity in the last two years using a provider, said that they do intend to do it but haven’t had a chance to organise it yet (39%). The second largest group (35%) said that they rather prefer to do activities without a provider, and 16% found that it was too expensive to do activities with a provider. 
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1. Introduction
The number of outdoor activity providers and the diversity of outdoor activities offered have increased significantly in Northern Ireland in the past 5 years.

With this level of growth and change it is important to ensure that the industry is meeting the needs of the consumer. 

This report presents the results of an online survey that focused on the views of the users of the OutdoorNI.com website regarding their experiences with outdoor activity providers in Northern Ireland. 
The main objectives of the research were:
· To better understand drivers and preferences of customers when choosing an activity provider 

· To gather information on customers’ attitudes and expectations when taking part in outdoor activities, using an activity provider.

2. Methodology
The research took place throughout January 2011. 308 responses were received of which the total of completed surveys were 199 (64.3%). The survey was designed with the help of the Surveymonkey software. Users of the OutdoorNI.com website were invited through an email sent on the 10th January 2011 to 1600 e-newsletter subscribers, which was followed by a second e-mail on the 18th January 2011 to 1625 subscribers. 
Questionnaire

The questionnaire was designed to compile responses of OutdoorNI.com users into two categories:
1. Users, who did take part in outdoor activities in Northern Ireland where they paid an outdoor activity provider or organisation in the last two years – later referred to as the ‘Yes’ group
2. Users, who did not take part in outdoor activities in Northern Ireland where they paid an outdoor activity provider or organisation in the last two years -later referred to as the ‘No’ group
Both groups were asked questions focusing on their:
· attitudes and drivers when planning and taking part in an outdoor activity

· experiences and expectations towards outdoor activity providers
· demographics
3. Results

3.1 Attitude of respondents

Partaking in outdoor activities

Just over one-third of all respondents stated that they took part in outdoor activities in the last two years where they paid an outdoor company or organisation. 
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Question: In the last 2 years, have you taken part in outdoor activities in Northern Ireland where you paid an outdoor activitiy company or organisation?


Figure 1 Respondents who took part in outdoor activities in the last two years where they paid an outdoor activity company or organisation
Accompanied by whilst part taking in outdoor activities

Most respondents normally take part in outdoor activities with their friends (44%) or with their families (25%). Figure 2, however shows a significant difference between the responses of the groups ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. Respondents of the ‘No’ group (those who did not use an activity provider in the past two years) are more likely to do outdoor activities with their families (30%) then the respondents of the ‘Yes’ group. 
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Question: Who do you normally take part in outdoor activities with?


Figure 2 Accompanied by when taking part in outdoor activities
Source of inspiration 

When respondents were asked where they normally get inspiration about outdoor activities, the internet was named as main source (29%), word of mouth i.e. recommendation by a friend or relative was the second most used source of inspiration (24%) while the website OutdoorNI.com was placed third (15% ).(Figure 3)
Both groups are similarly inspired by most of the categories such as the discovernorthernireland.com website, search on the internet etc. The ‘Yes’ group found slightly more inspiration via the OutdoorNI.com website and through recommendation by friends or relatives. Significantly more respondents of the ‘No’ group used magazines/newspapers or guidebooks to get inspired about outdoor activities, while those of the ‘Yes’ category felt more inspired by advertising. 
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Figure 3 Sources of inspiration for outdoor activities
Source of contact information
To get contact information of activity providers the majority of respondents (61%) search the internet with just below a quarter of respondents directly using the OutdoorNI.com website. 
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Figure 4 Source for contact information of activity providers
Importance of factors when selecting an activity provider

When choosing an activity provider, the following factors were stated by the respondents as being the most important (in order of importance) (See Figure 5):
1. attractive price (total average rate -TAR
 4.35)

2. easy to get in contact with (TAR 4.35)
3. activities available (TAR 4.3)

4. prompt and helpful response to initial enquiry (TAR 4.3)

The least important for respondents were the factors ‘recommended on social networking sites’ (TAR 2.35) and ‘cater for a particular group size’ (TAR 3.05). 
The ‘Yes’ group felt that catering for a particular group size was significantly more important for them (3.2) than the ‘No’ group (2.9). There was also significant difference in responses regarding the importance of the availability of short breaks, where those who did not pay an activity provider in the last two years (‘No’ group) felt that short break packages were more important (3.5) than those of the ‘Yes’ group (3.0). 
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Figure 5 Importance of factors when selecting activity provider (rating average) 
Preferred way of booking
When booking an activity with a provider 38% of all respondents preferred to make their booking online. Phone bookings were indicated as the second most preferred way of booking (31%) followed by email bookings (27%). There are however considerable differences when looking at the responses of the two groups. While the ‘No’ group follows the pattern above with the online booking being by far the most preferred way to book (44%), the ‘Yes’ group’s first choice is to book by phone (36%), then by email (33%) and online (28%). 
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Figure 6 Preferred way of booking an activity
3.2 Experience with outdoor providers
Importance of factors to the quality of overall experience

Respondents of the ‘Yes’ group were asked which factors they felt played an important role in the level of the overall experience when thinking about the last outdoor activity they took part in, paying an activity provider in Northern Ireland. 
The ‘No’ group respondents were asked to rate how important they believed the same factors would be to the overall experience in general. The responses of the two groups are compared in Figure 7 below. 
Responses of the 2 groups showed no significant difference and all factors were rated evenly between 4.5 and 3.95. The most valued factors, all rated at 4.5 on average, were: 
· quality of activities
· quality of instructors

· good equipment

According to the responses, the availability of sessions and the quality of facilities seemed to play the least important role in the overall experience when taking part in an activity, using a provider. 
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Figure 7 Importance of factors to the quality of overall experience (average rating)
Experience with outdoor activity providers in Northern Ireland
The ‘Yes’ group respondents were asked to rate their last experience where they took part in an outdoor activity in Northern Ireland paying an activity provider. 25% of respondents were highly satisfied with their experience stating that it exceeded their expectations, with a further 68% of respondents stating that their experience met most of their expectations. No respondents felt that their expectations weren’t met during their experience.  (Figure 8)
[image: image9.emf]Experience with outdoor activity proivder

25%

68%

7%

0%

Exceeded my expectations Met most of my expectations Partly met my expectations Didn't meet my expectations

Base: Yes (75)

Question: Thinking about the last time you took part in outdoor activities in Northern Ireland where you paid an outdoor activity company or organisation, how well did your 

experience with the outdoor activity provider meet your expectation?


Figure 8  Quality of experience with an outdoor activity provider
Outstanding factors of outdoor activity providers in Northern Ireland
Respondents of both groups were asked in an open ended question to explain which aspects of outdoor activity providers in Northern Ireland and their offerings stand out as positive and which aspects could be most improved upon. The top five responses are presented in order of importance below. (Table 1)
The responses regarding factors that stand out as positive are similar in both groups. Friendliness of the staff, the range of activities on offer and professionalism of staff and service stood out for both groups as most positive factors.

Price/value and range of activities were felt by both groups as being in need of improvement. However the ‘No’ group highlighted advertising as the factor in the biggest need of improvement, also mentioning communication and special offers. 

The ‘Yes’ group felt that on-line information, facilities and advertising were in need of further improvement. 

	
	“Yes” group
	“No” group

	Positive
	· Friendliness

· Range of activities

· Professional staff and service
· Enjoyable experience

· Flexibility
	· Friendliness

· Range of activities

· Professional staff and service

· Natural environment

· On-line information

	Needs improvement
	· Price/value

· Advertising 

· On-line information

· Wider range of activities

· Facilities


	· Price/value

· Advertising

· Wider range of activities

· Communication

· Special offers


Table 1  Factors that stand out positive and that are in need of improvement
Experience with outdoor activity providers elsewhere
The ‘Yes’ group respondents were asked to compare their experience with an outdoor activity provider in Ireland and /or Great Britain versus their experience in Northern Ireland. Just under a half of the group was unable to answer the question due to lack of experience outside Northern Ireland, however around a quarter of the ‘Yes’ group (27%) who could answer felt that their experience was better outside Northern Ireland. When asked to explain why they felt this way, most responses focused on the more professional staff, the wider range of activities and the location. 
Respondents who felt their experience was worse outside Northern Ireland (11%) highlighted the lack of friendliness of staff, badly organised, more expensive. 16% of the group felt there was no difference in the quality of their experience regardless of location. (Figure 9)
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Figure 9 Experience with an outdoor activity provider outside Northern Ireland
3.3 Future plans
All respondents were asked if they are planned to take part in outdoor activities in Northern Ireland in the future where they would pay an outdoor activity provider. 99% of the ‘Yes’ group and 65% of the ‘No’ stated that they would. 
When asked to explain in more detail the reasons for their choice the top answer for both groups was that it is an enjoyable experience (also see Table 2). Being part of an organisation/group, improving skills, visiting new places, trying out new things, or simply because there are “some things that you can’t do yourself” were amongst the other reasons listed. 
The ‘No’ group’s reasons to not to pay an activity provider in the future were: because they like to do their own thing; they find it too expensive; they can find other activities to do for free; they are too busy or either they or their friends have activity qualifications. 
	
	‘Yes’ group
	‘No’ group

	Plans to take part in future
	· Enjoyable experience

· I will do it as a member of an organisation/group (scouts, school, work etc.)

· To improve my skills

· It is local

· To visit new places 


	· Enjoyable experience

· “Some things you can’t do yourself”

· To try new things

· To improve my skills

	Not likely to take part in future
	· Too expensive (1 person)
	· Like to do my own thing
· Not within my budget
· There are things to do for free
· Too busy
· I am/my friends are qualified, don’t need a provider


Table 2  Reasons to take part or not to take part in outdoor activities in the future using a provider
3.4 Reasons for not taking part in outdoor activities with a provider
Those who said that they have not taken part in an outdoor activity in the last 2 years where they paid an outdoor activity organisation or company (‘No’ group) were asked to explain their reasons for this. The most mentioned reason was “I intend to do it but haven’t had a chance to organise it yet” (39%). 35% said that they prefer to do activities without a provider and 16% found it too expensive. (Figure 10)
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Figure 10 Reasons for not taking part in outdoor activities with an outdoor activity provider
In order to understand better the attitudes of those who don’t use activity providers when taking part in outdoor activities, the profiles of the respondents naming the three top most reasons (“Wants to do but had no chance yet”, “Prefers to do it without a provider” and “Too expensive”) are summarised in Table 3. 

The group who “Wants to do it but had no chance yet” intends to take part in outdoor activities with either Friends (43%) or Family members (33%), searches on the internet to get inspiration for outdoor activities (35%) or to get contact information (59%). When choosing an activity provider, ‘attractive price’ and ‘how easy to get in contact with’ are the most important factors. When partaking in an activity ‘the quality of equipment and instructors’ are most likely to influence this group’s experience. 86% of this group intends to take part in an outdoor activity in the future where they would pay an outdoor activity organisation or company. 
The group who finds outdoor activities with a provider ‘too expensive’ are most likely to be accompanied by Family (40%) or Friends (30%). To get inspiration for an outdoor activity or to get contact details they would mostly use the internet. The most important factor for this group, when choosing a provider, is the ‘attractive price’ and how easy it is to get in contact with. Their experience is mostly influenced by the ‘value of service’ and the ‘quality of equipment’. 60% of this group considers taking part in outdoor activity using a provider in the future. 
Those who ‘Prefer to do it without a provider’ tend to take part in outdoor activities with friends (54%). They get most inspired to do an activity through recommendations from a friend or relative, but would use the internet to get providers’ contact details. Attractive price and the ease of getting in contact with providers play the most important role when choosing an activity provider. Quality of equipment and instructors influence their experience the most. Only 47% of the group said that they would consider taking part in outdoor activity using a provider in the future. 
	
	“Wants to do it but had no chance yet”
	“Too expensive”
	“Prefers to do it without a provider”

	Accompanied by
	Friends (43%)

Family (33%)
	Family (40%)

Friends (30%)
	Friends (54%)

Family (27%)

	Source for inspiration
	Search on the internet

(35%)
	Search on the internet (39%)
	Recommendation of a friend or relative 

(35%)

	Source for contact information
	Search on the Internet

(59%)
	Search on the Internet

(65%)
	Search on the Internet

(58%)

	Important factors when selecting a provider
	Attractive price

(4.3)

Easy to get in contact with

(4.2)
	Attractive price

(4.9)

Easy to get in contact with

(4.4)
	Attractive price

(4.4)

Easy to get in contact with

(4.3)

	Important factors in overall experience
	Good equipment

(4.5)

Quality of instructors

(4.4)
	Good value for money

(4.8)

Good equipment

(4.7)
	Good equipment

(4.7)

Quality of instructors

(4.6)

	Intend to take part in outdoor activity in the future
	86%
	60%
	47%


Table 3 Profile summary of respondents who did not take part in outdoor recreation in the last two years where they paid an outdoor activity organisation or company
3.5 Profile of respondents

The gender profile of respondents is balanced with 51% male and 49% female respondents. The ‘Yes’ group however shows a higher level of female participation (57%) than the ‘No’ group (43%). (Figure 11)
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Figure 11 Gender profile of respondents
With regard to the age profile, most respondents (60%) fall within 26 to 45 years of age. Members of the ‘Yes’ group show a slightly younger profile in proportion with 42% being under 35 while 70% of the ‘No’ group is over 36. (Figure 12)
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Figure 12 Age profile of respondents
Nearly three-quarters of all respondents stated that they live Northern Ireland, while 13% were from the Republic of Ireland and 11% were from Great Britain. Respondents of the ‘No’ group were most likely to live elsewhere (35%) therefore naturally not having had the chance to partake in outdoor activities in Northern Ireland using an activity provider. 
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Figure 13  Place of residence of respondents
4. Conclusion & Recommendations
The main objectives of this research was to better understand drivers and preferences of customers when choosing an activity provider, and to gather information on customers’ attitudes and expectations when taking part in paid outdoor activities, using an activity provider.
Positive Customer Experience:
On a positive note, the service level provided to customers by activity providers in Northern Ireland has been rated very highly by those who have taken part in the past 2 years.  25% stated their experience had exceeded their expectations whilst 68% stated their experience had met most of their expectations.  

However 27% of this group also felt their experience had been better whilst taking part in activities in Great Britain or Ireland. 

Recommendation 1 - View Good Practice 
Activity providers in Northern Ireland should continue to bench mark their activity provision against good practice examples from Great Britain or Ireland.  This could be delivered in the form of learning journeys, business insights and networking events. 

Recommendation 2 – Measure Customer Feedback 

The report clearly highlights the key influencers when choosing an activity provider e.g. attractive price, easy to get in contact with, prompt and helpful response to initial query.  It is important therefore that activity providers ensure their customer feedback mechanism measures those areas which are important to ensure they continue to meet customer expectations. 

Converting the ‘NOs’:
A large proportion of respondents to the survey (65%) stated that they had not taken part in outdoor activities in Northern Ireland where they had paid an outdoor activity company or organisation.  The challenge for the outdoor industry is therefore to convert the ‘No’ group to the ‘Yes’ group i.e. encourage them to take part in paid outdoor activities.  

The research provides a good insight into attitudes and expectations of this ‘No’ Group.  In fact, they can be clearly separated into 3 distinct sub groups:
‘I intend to but haven’t had the chance to organise it yet’ sub group made up 39% of the ‘No’ group with 86% of these consumer stating they intend to take part in paid outdoor activities in the near future.
‘Prefer to do activities without a provider’ sub group made up 35% of the ‘No’ group with 47% stating they intend to take part in paid outdoor activities in the near future.
‘Too expensive’ sub group made up 16% of the ‘No’ group with 60% stating they intend to take part in paid outdoor activities in the near future.

Recommendation 3 – Develop an online booking mechanism
Online booking was highlighted as the most preferred way of booking. 

It was deemed the most preferred way by 28% of the ‘Yes’ group and 44% of the ‘No’ group.  There are extremely limited opportunities to book outdoor activities online in Northern Ireland.  Offering online booking would be a key way of enticing the ‘No’ group to book and in particular the ‘I intend to but haven’t had the chance to organise in yet’ sub group. 
The industry should therefore consider the most effective way of delivering an online booking mechanism for consumers within the resources available. 
Recommendation 4 – Demonstrate value for money 
The ‘too expensive’ sub group are obviously very price sensitive but still demonstrate an intention to participate (60% of this sub group have indicated they intend to take part in paid outdoor activities in the near future.)  The ‘I intend to but haven’t had the chance to organise it yet’ sub group also rated ‘an attractive price’ as their most important factor when selecting an activity provider. 

Discount pricing is often viewed as unsustainable within an industry with low profit margins therefore it important that providers clearly demonstrate the ‘added value’ proposition. 

The largest portion of the ‘too expensive’ sub group will be accompanied by their family (40%) therefore ‘added value’ propositions such as family tickets, partnerships with other family attractions and eateries would help convert this group.
Recommendation 5 – Offer skills courses
The ‘prefer to do activities without a provider’ sub group may not wish to take part in typical taster sessions but 47% of this group still intend to take part in paid for activities with an activity provider.  It is felt that the best opportunity to convert this sub group is by offering skills courses such as canoeing and hill walking courses which enrich their own time in the outdoors. 
� Total Rating Average (TAR) = average of all responses for each factor rated between 5 (Extremely important) to 1 (Not at all important) 
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