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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide– April 18, 2012

The first rule of making PowerPoint presentations is: “Don’t read what’s on the slides.”  There are two
reasons for this.  First, the audience is literate.  Second, PowerPoint is intended to complement a speaker’s
remarks, not serve as a big-screen transcript of what’s being said.

I was reminded of this last week when I attended a presentation by Cactus, the advertising agency
hired by the Travel and Tourism Board (a.k.a. the Lodging Tax Board) to run the marketing campaign funded
by lodging tax dollars.  A group of 150 or so Chamber of Commerce and Rotary Club members heard a team
of four Cactus representatives speak about their winter 2011-12 efforts.  Each segment of the presentation
basically consisted of a different Cacti reading from PowerPoint slides.

Given that Cactus is a professional communications firm, that each Cacti chose to communicate by
reading their PowerPoint slides struck me as odd.  And I wasn’t alone – others I talked to after the
presentation had the same reaction.

I mention this because the episode reminded me that, since the lodging tax board was appointed last
year, I’ve heard a number of comments and criticisms about all things lodging tax: the tax itself, the board,
how the money is being spent; the whole shebang.

Which isn’t surprising.  After all, in Jackson Hole everything is scrutinized and, almost invariably,
criticized.  Then throw in tourism’s role in the economy and larger community, and it’s inevitable that a public
and very visible body like the lodging tax board would be subject to comment and critique.  It’s just part of the
territory.

Hearing these complaints has left me in a funny position.  On the one hand, I supported the lodging
tax and continue to do so.  As I see it, if used properly, lodging tax expenditures can catalyze efforts to move
Jackson Hole from a place where tourism exploits our environment to a place where our overall economy –
not just tourism, but everything we do – enhances our environment.  Which is the goal we need to strive for,
because our ecosystems – our wildlife, their habitats, and the landscapes around us – are the region’s only
asset which can never be replicated.  Therefore, over the long-term, they are Jackson Hole’s only truly
impregnable competitive advantage.  Other beautiful places can duplicate our built environment, but never
our natural world.

Continuing on that same hand, I am also fully aware of the twin challenges facing lodging tax
advocates.  One is its “Schechter’s Law” problem, wherein expectations exceed reality.  Schechter’s Law
holds that Satisfaction equals Reality minus Expectations; so if expectations are high, reality has to be higher
still for people to feel satisfied.  

From that perspective, the lodging tax has a problem.  This is because, during the campaign which led
up to its passage, the lodging tax was not just hyped, but over-hyped as a cure for our economic woes.  Does
it hold the possibility of helping our economy?  Of course.  But will it bring us back to where we were, whether
in employment or income or real estate values or what have you?  Not a chance.  Yet as often occurs in
politics, arguments for the lodging tax went down the slippery slope from reasonableness to hyperbole.  As a
result, the expectations for the tax exceed what it can actually do.

The other challenge is timing.  In November, 2010, the lodging tax was authorized for three years,
meaning we’ll voted on it again 18 months from now.  Yet for a combination of temporal factors – ranging
from the time it took to start raising lodging tax dollars to the time it takes to run a successful long-term
marketing campaign – it’s highly unlikely we’ll see the full benefits of lodging tax expenditures before the
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November 2013 re-authorization vote.  Hence, as was the case in 2010, in November 2013 voters will likely
be asked to take another leap of faith.  This time, though, that leap will no doubt be colored by the
aforementioned overselling.

Put this all together, and I’m deeply empathetic to the lodging tax board’s challenges in helping
Jackson  Hole enhance tourism in the non-summer months.

Then there’s the other hand.  The first of two realities defining the other hand is that there’s a fair
amount of grumbling about the lodging tax; how it’s being used, how effective those expenditures have been;
and the like.  The second reality is that, absent any countervailing arguments, even the most ill-informed
rumors or complaints can become hardened into “facts of perception.”  When this happens and perception
becomes reality, it becomes very hard to distinguish what’s really a problem - or a success, for that matter -
from what’s merely belief or spin or falsity.

Then throw in the fact that I’m not well-versed in marketing, and I feel stuck: On the one hand, I want
to call attention to the lodging tax issue; on the other, I don’t feel I can do it justice.

Thinking about this, I’ve hit upon the following solution.  In my next column (in the May 2 issue of the
News&Guide), I’ll discuss the concerns I’ve heard about the lodging tax (readers are free to chime in by
sending me an e-mail with their thoughts).  My goal for the piece is to take these criticisms, identify the most
important ones, and put them out there for all to see.

Two weeks later, I’ll turn over my column to the lodging tax board for a response.  They’ll write it, and
they’ll be free to use this space as they see fit: to counter the objections, ignore them completely, or in a
Point-Counterpoint type of exchange, begin their response by saying “Jonathan you ignorant slut.”

With luck, juxtaposing the two columns will produce three good outcomes.  First, it will allow the
community to better understand what the lodging tax board is trying to do and how well they are doing it. 
Second, airing legitimate concerns will help the lodging tax board and its allies improve their efforts.  Finally, I
hope the columns will spark a two-part community-wide conversation – not just on the role of the lodging tax,
but also on the future of our tourism economy and how it might help - or hinder - efforts to conserve and
enhance our ecosystems.

My thanks to the lodging tax board for taking part in this dialogue.  In two weeks, I’ll get the ball rolling
by offering what I feel are the legitimate complaints I’ve heard about their efforts.


