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Jonathan Schechter – “Corpus Callosum” Column
Jackson Hole News&Guide– May 2, 2012

18 months ago, local voters re-authorized the lodging tax.  30 months from now, the tax will
once again be up for re-authorization.  One and one-half years into the cycle, how are things going? 
In today’s column, I’ll lay out the major concerns and complaints I’ve heard about the lodging tax.  In
my next column, I’ll offer the lodging tax board’s response.

Since the lodging tax board was formed, concerns and complaints have fallen into five basic
categories.  

Not helping the locals

This complaint stems from the fact that, to run its $2 million-plus annual marketing campaign,
the lodging tax board hired Cactus, a Denver-based firm.

There are two concerns about the hiring.  One is that hundreds of thousands of dollars in fees
are going from Jackson Hole to Denver, helping pay for middle class jobs there instead of here.  

The other is that, even if Jackson Hole-based talent isn’t quite as sophisticated as that
elsewhere, it’s still pretty darned good.  Then consider the resume boost a local firm would have
received getting a multi-million dollar account like the lodging tax.  Going forward, having such a
client would have helped the winning local firm compete more successfully throughout the region and
nation.

Add it all together, and the complaint is that lodging tax dollars could have helped out not just
the local tourism industry, but also our burgeoning professional community.

Corporate welfare

This is a more pointed variation on “not helping the locals,” and features two basic concerns:
“trickle down” and “bottom line.”  

The “trickle down” complaint is that the lodging tax efforts are helping too narrow a section of
the local tourism economy, primarily just the Jackson Hole Mountain Resort and Central
Reservations.  People with this complaint aren’t buying the “trickle-down” theory that, for the
community as a whole to prosper, we first need to help the biggest players.  Instead, they see it as
disproportionately helping the already-powerful, who presumably are the least in need.

A variation on this complaint is that the winter marketing effort focused on alpine skiing and
not other activities such as snowmobiling.

The “bottom line” concern is the suspicion that, knowing there’d be millions of lodging tax
dollars spent on marketing, some local businesses cut back their marketing expenditures.  The
resulting savings went straight to these businesses’ bottom lines, allowing them to be more profitable
than they would have been if they’d had to pull their full weight.

When asked, the Jackson Hole Mountain Resort categorically denies having done this, instead
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stating they in fact raised their marketing budget this past winter.  However, since the Mountain
Resort did not publicize that it increased its marketing budget, and since every other beneficiary has
been silent, the suspicion remains.

Questionable judgement

Modern Family might be one of the most popular shows on network television, but that doesn’t
change the opinion of many that the “Dude Ranch” episode filmed in Jackson Hole was, as one critic
put it, “profoundly insipid.”

A more substantive concern revolves around the episode’s summer dude ranch theme.  The
issue here is two-fold.  First, the lodging tax’s mission is to grow non-summer tourism, but the show
featured Jackson Hole at the peak of the summer.  Second, it’s not clear what proportion of Modern
Family’s audience might be interested in a non-summer visit to Jackson Hole.  Put another way, was
there a good match between the show’s demographic and the demographic targeted by lodging tax
expenditures?

Finally, there was also a variation on the corporate subsidy theme, namely wondering why
Jackson Hole lodging tax dollars were needed to subsidize an already wildly-profitable television
show and media company.

Similar concerns about audience and taste were raised about the mobile billboards Cactus
placed on I-70 near Colorado ski resorts, advertising Jackson Hole to Colorado skiers.  These
billboards featured pictures of the Tetons and slogans like “How Was Practice Today?” or “It’s Good
to Train on Smaller Mountains First.”  While undeniably clever, the fundamental question was
whether they worked: Did Colorado skiers really come to Jackson Hole to ski?  And if so, how do we
know?

Reversing the equation, the question was raised: “How would Jackson Hole skiers react if
similar billboards were placed along the Village Road?  Would local skiers want to go to Colorado? 
Would our destination skiers change plans mid-stay and head south?”  If the answer is “almost
certainly not,” why should we expect Colorado skiers to act differently?

Additionally, as with the “profoundly insipid” reaction to Modern Family, there was also the
question of taste - do we really need to be snarky to sell Jackson Hole?

Finally, and most seriously, this winter Cactus targeted two different types of skiers: families
with lots of money to spend (Cactus called them the “Trip Planners”), and people interested in skiing
where the snow was best (the “Snow Chasers”).

Pursuing the “Trip Planners” made sense, and that demographic has no doubt been the target
of many local marketing efforts over the years.  Pursuing the “Snow Chasers” seemed an odd choice,
though, for Cactus described them as the kind of people content to sleep on a friend’s couch.  While
such a skier may have boosted skier day counts, it’s less clear what kind of contribution they made to
the local economy (the assumption being that, along with sleeping on couches, this type of skier
looked to poach lift tickets, cadge free beers, and generally spend as little money as possible).  How
to reconcile targeting this demographic with boosting the local economy – i.e. the ostensible reason
for having the lodging tax in the first place – is challenging indeed.
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Evaluation – metrics

At a joint April luncheon of the Chamber and Rotary Club, Cactus presented data about the
success of its marketing efforts during the 2011-2012 ski season.  The primary focus of their
presentation was inquiries, whether via telephone or the internet.  They also focused on overall
internet traffic, including hits to the JHMR and Central Reservations websites, Twitter mentions of
Jackson Hole (especially by individuals and smaller businesses throughout the community),
Facebook page views, and the like.

Cactus’s basic message was “Internet traffic and call volume to Central Reservations and
others were up; therefore we succeeded.”  This is similar to the post-Modern Family message that,
after the episode aired, the Chamber of Commerce saw a big jump in the number of inquiries it
received about visiting Jackson Hole.

Increased internet traffic and calls are all very well and good, but such metrics are based on
the assumption that increased interest (clicks, calls, what have you) translates into increased
business.  Yet there were no data presented addressing the links between increased interest and
increased business, a puzzling silence indeed.

Looking elsewhere for data, if the goal of the
lodging tax is to boost the local economy, what
evidence is there of success on that score? 
Unfortunately, in this first lodging tax winter, not
much.

For starters, Jackson Hole Mountain Resort
skier days this year exceeded last year’s by a total
of 713, or 0.15 percent.  In contrast, the growth
between 2010 and 2011 was 15.7 percent.  And
while the 2011 jump was undoubtedly influenced by
a phenomenal snow year and 2010's much lower
base of skier days, the simple reality is that, for all
the new money spent marketing Jackson Hole this
winter, the net result was essentially no increase in
skier days.  (Graph 1)

There’s a further concern here as well.  As
Cactus pointed out in targeting the “Snow
Chasers,” there’s a general assumption in the ski
industry that the resorts with the best snow are
going to attract the most skiers.  And while this
year’s snowfall paled when compared to last year’s,
Jackson Hole still had arguably the best snow in
the Rockies (a point the Jackson Hole Mountain
Resort’s website emphasized).  Yet despite that
huge advantage, and despite having spent
hundreds of thousands of new dollars on
marketing, skier days were up only 0.15 percent.

Graph 1

Graph 2
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What about enplanements, that metric so
closely correlated with skier days?  Down 6.5
percent this year, twice the drop of 3.2 percent
seen between 2010 and 2011.  

That noted, the most important metric for
Jackson Hole’s airline support program is load
factor (i.e. the percentage of all seats which were
filled).  By that measure, this winter was a success,
for the load factor was markedly up.  It’s not clear,
however, how much comfort an increased load
factor offers businesses concerned with getting
bodies in the door – for them, the decline in total
enplanements was likely the key metric.  (Graphs 2
and 3)

Finally there’s taxable sales.  This winter,
three key categories of taxable sales were clearly
up from a year ago: overall, retail, and restaurants. 
The issue here is that all three hit bottom in the first
half of 2010, and have been growing ever since,
including during the winter of 2010-2011 (i.e. the
winter before the lodging tax expenditures began). 
As a result, there’s no clear evidence that lodging
tax expenditures improved taxable sales.

More disconcertingly, despite reports of
higher hotel occupancy rates this past winter,
lodging revenues continued their three year
decline.  More people may have been in rooms, but
they were paying less for the privilege.  (Graphs 4
& 5)

In response to all of this, proponents may
argue that lodging tax-funded marketing helped
improve good things or kept bad things from being
worse.  This may be true, but it also may be false. 
That’s the problem with trying to prove the negative
hypothesis: logically, it can’t be done.

Evaluation – strategy

The issue of trying to prove the negative
hypothesis raises a larger issue, namely that the
lodging tax board has not made public the thinking
behind how it spent the tax money or evaluated its
success.  Although Cactus is currently preparing one, the lodging tax board has yet to adopt a formal
strategy.  Even when they do, though, the fact remains that, during the first winter of expenditures,
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lodging tax dollars were spent without a clear strategy being made public, or a clear description of
how success would  be evaluated.

Why does this matter?  Because in November 2014, voters will be asked to re-authorize the
lodging tax for another four years.  In the absence of a clear rationale for how and why lodging tax
dollars are being spent, as well as criteria for judging how effective those expenditures have been,
voters will have to make their decision based on perception rather than fact.  Politically, that can be a
difficult task.  

In my next column, the lodging tax board will offer its response to these concerns and
criticisms.  As I hope is the case with you, I look forward to hearing their perspectives.


