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Abstract
The consensus from many years of research in the small and medium enterprise (SME) sector is that it is a very
diverse group. A proportion of this group consists of highly strategic operators who understand the importance
of information to their decision making processes. They use business networks and the whole range of
stakeholders in their business to gather knowledge. Outside this group, the majority of business operators are
much more likely to be tied to the day-to-day operations of their business and really only seek out information
when there is an urgent issue to be considered. It is likely that tourism business operators are no different from
other business operators in their approach to learning. However, our understanding of the knowledge acquisition
practices used by small and medium tourism enterprises (SMTEs) and its implications for improving information
provision and utilisation is limited. This research starts to address this gap through several stages of data
collection and analysis.
The first section of this report, the literature review, outlines current knowledge with regards to the
information acquisition processes of SMTEs. The literature review aims to clarify the issues and latest insights
especially with respect to how tourism operators tend to access and apply information.
The second section of the report outline the research methods employed in the four stages of data collection
in this project. The first of these stages was the conduct of interviews with stakeholders across the tourism
industry. The aim of the interviews was to validate what is already known and to clarify the issues surrounding
communication with small business operators from the industry perspective. The second data collection stage
was the conduct of focus groups directly with SMTE operators themselves, with the aim of collecting data across
many sectors of the tourism industry and verifying important issues. Interviews were also conducted to provide a
snapshot of how the agriculture industry addresses these issues. The next stage of data collection involved an
online survey which was distributed to a wide sample of SMTE operators nationally. The data collected during
the survey were analysed to help identify the business operators’ views about the most effective pathways for
knowledge acquisition and adoption. The key findings of each stage of data collection and analysis are discussed
in the relevant chapters throughout the report.
The final section of the report provides an analysis and discussion of all of the results and key findings
attained throughout the research project. In-depth case studies were also conducted to demonstrate the different
aspects of the various findings. A range of recommendations is offered to help make the communication,
learning and information acquisition and dissemination practices of SMTEs more efficient.
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SUMMARY
The recognition that small to medium tourism enterprises (SMTEs) are a vital part of the tourism sector
emphasises the importance of ensuring that their communication, learning and information dissemination and
acquisition practices are as efficient as possible. This is especially the case since SMTEs are often underresourced and time poor. Currently, our understanding of these practices and their implications for improving
information provision and utilisation in SMTEs is limited. This research starts to address this gap and further our
understanding of the information, communication and training needs of this sector of the tourism industry.

Objectives of the Project
The aim of this project is to deliver an improved understanding of the processes used by small to medium
tourism enterprises (SMTEs) to access information and undertake learning in order to make decisions within
their business. The research aims to identify the preferred learning channels of SMTEs and the information
sources relied upon. It also aims to investigate the knowledge acquisition practices of SMTEs and their
implications for improving information provision and utilisation, with the overall goal of improving on the
current situation where those wishing to disseminate information to SMTEs are unsure how to send their
message. The overall objectives of the project can be summarised as follows:
•
•
•
•

attain an understanding of the type of information needed and sought by SMTEs to help them run their
businesses
attain an understanding of the channels and processes used by SMTEs to attain helpful or necessary
information
identify the issues surrounding the learning and training practices of SMTEs, including barriers to
training, overall receptiveness and ways to improve training attendance
analyse the findings and provide recommendations on the most effective methods of information
dissemination, through training activities as well as other channels

Research Approach
Before beginning the data collection stages of the project, the research team first assembled an industry reference
group (IRG) consisting of tourism experts who were consulted for feedback and advice throughout the project.
The locations in which data would be gathered were then selected, with the aim of selecting three geographically
different regions that would effectively represent the varied national tourism landscape. The places selected were
the Sunshine Coast as an urban setting, the Geelong Otways as a regional setting and Broome as a remote
setting. Finally, the research team selected a cumulative research approach where each stage of the project would
inform the subsequent stage. For example, the findings of the initial interviews were used to inform the questions
asked in the focus groups. Once these decisions had been made, the research team began focusing on collecting
data.
The initial step taken in this direction was an extensive review of current literature with regards to the
information acquisition processes of SMTEs. This was used to form a base of relevant questions and discussion
themes to be used in the four subsequent stages of the project, all of which involved data collection. The first of
these stages was the carrying out of interviews with stakeholders across the industries of tourism and agriculture.
The aim of the interviews was to validate what is already known and to clarify the issues surrounding
communication with small business operators from different industry perspectives, prior to conducting the focus
groups with the SMTE operators themselves. Three focus groups in each of the selected regions were then
conducted with the aim of collecting data across many sectors of the tourism industry, thus broadening our
knowledge base and verifying the important issues that should be further addresses in the online survey sent to
SMTEs.
The aim of the survey stage of the project was to attain responses from as many different types of SMTEs as
possible nationally, rather than in the three selected regions used in the other data collection stages of the project.
Survey responses were then compiled and a statistical analysis carried out of the survey findings. From the
interviews, focus groups and online survey, contextual analyses of significant events or conditions relating to
communication preferences were conducted to uncover converging lines of inquiry and patterns in the data (Yin,
2009). Six representative businesses were then selected as subjects for case studies, based on their efficient
information acquisition and dissemination practices. This involved interviews and onsite observations to record

viii

ENGAGING TOURISM ENTERPRISES
testimonies, stories and illustrations which, although specific to the business, may provide new insights to the
overall project and its recommendations.

Key Findings
The key findings of this project have been set out in the sequence adopted in the methodology, though it must be
noted that the project employed a cumulative approach. As such, key findings from earlier parts of the project
were tested and informed the findings in subsequent sections. The key findings all relate to this project’s three
themes: information, channels, and training and learning.
The key findings from the tourism stakeholder interviews were that:
•
•
•
•
•

Information and communication channels need to be convenient and manageable for both the
distributors and end users of information.
Electronic communication is the most prevalent, though needs to be balanced with face-to-face
communication.
Tourism operators lack resources to allow them to engage with training to any significant degree.
Trust is a crucial factor in the communication and uptake of information.
Tourism operators need to adjust to the changing needs of customers.

The key findings from the focus groups were that:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

E-mail is the primary communication channel used by tourism operators, however operators are
overwhelmed by the volume of e-mail. The uptake and reliance on e-mail and electronic
communications has led to an increased workload, which operators are struggling to manage.
Tourism operators frequently rely on personal networks as an important source of information.
Personal networks are an important resource for meeting operators’ training and learning needs.
Operators see Google as the primary starting place to search for information.
There is a desire to have an effective filter on the information that is distributed by e-mail.
Operators expressed concern about the skill level of some tourism intermediaries.
Operators were not satisfied with the level of support and promotion of the tourism industry; they
expressed a concern that there was too much red tape in the industry and that they were frequently not
consulted about decisions that impacted their business.

The key findings from the agriculture industry were that:
•
•
•

Face-to-face interactions are most important and are built on trust.
There is a history of using field officers to distribute information and knowledge.
The agriculture industry was better organised than the tourism industry in terms of the distribution of
information.

The key findings from the survey were that:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Marketing and sales information is the most frequently sought after type of information for day-to-day
operations, followed by business management information and then financial management information.
The most significant source of information for day-to-day activities was the Internet, the next most
frequently used source of information was through tourism/industry Associations. This was followed by
local visitors information centre/tourism centre and personal networking.
The most important type of information for long term development was marketing and sales information.
The source of information most commonly used for long term business development is the Internet.
The mean level of satisfaction with information to help with day-to-day business and information to
help with long term business indicated a reasonably positive degree of satisfaction.
The information channels that operators found most useful were search engines, followed by face-to-face
business networking and then websites of specific organisations.
The information channel with the highest level of satisfaction was personal contacts, followed by
electronic channels and then printed materials.
Tourism operators indicated a preference for a learning environment that is open to questions and less
structured, this is consistent with a low preference for the option of online training relative to face-toface.
ix
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•

The circumstances in which operators will pay for formal training are when the training is relevant to the
operators’ business and is on an essential topic. The training also needs to be of a high quality.

SMTE operators are resource poor and they are not a homogenous group. They have different needs for
information and most of these needs are immediate. Operators have a preference for face-to-face channels to
access information, but are happy to use online channels.
For those tasked with supporting SMTEs it appears that online solutions are the best response to the needs of
the operators. Online information is generally quite accessible for businesses, information can be stored over
time and there is minimal cost for SMTEs to access the information. From the perspective of the information
provider the staffing cost is limited to back room support as there is no need for staff to be available to handle
direct contacts either in person or by telephone.
While these are the positives, there are some downsides. The available information is not readily sorted, has
not been graded for quality purposes, it is not sorted for currency and may not be accurate. In short, there is a
dilemma, best articulated in one of the stakeholder interviews. ‘The online environment is like having the keys to
the library, but not knowing which book contains the information that you require’. Any solution to this dilemma
should consider the operator perspective. When asked about potential solutions to the current challenge,
operators requested a one-stop site or directory which would help them to access information for their business.
They indicated that tourism and industry associations are their second most preferred source for information
after the Internet. It is worth noting that the agriculture sector has a history of using trusted intermediaries to
broker information to their constituents.
As a result of this project a series of recommendations have been made to help improve the learning and
information channels for SMTEs.
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Chapter 1

INTRODUCTION
Our understanding from many years of research in the small and medium enterprise sector is that it is a very
diverse group (Breen and Bergin-Seers, 2002). At the top end (say 20% of operators) there is a group of highly
strategic operators who understand the importance of information to their decision making processes. They use
business networks and the whole range of stakeholders in their business to gather knowledge. Outside this group,
the majority of business operators (the other 80%) are much more likely to be tied to the day-to-day operations
of their business and really only seek out information when there is an urgent issue to be considered. It is likely
that tourism business operators are no different from other business operators in their approach to learning.
However, our understanding of the knowledge acquisition practices by SMTEs and its implications for
improving information provision and utilisation is limited. This research starts to address this gap through
several stages of data collection and analysis. The research team decided to employ a cumulative research
approach overall, where the findings of each phase of data collection would inform the questions and research
methods employed in the next phase.
Firstly, the research team reviewed the literature in order to clarify the issues and latest insights especially
with respect to how tourism operators tend to access and apply information, and any recommended models
thereof.
Secondly, we conducted a series of interviews with stakeholders from the industries of tourism and
agriculture. The purpose of these interviews was to attain an understanding of information channels key
stakeholders in each industry used to disseminate information to business operators. The bulk of the interviews
were conducted with industry representatives and information suppliers to the tourism industry to identify their
communications strategies. These included tourism industry experts, industry association representatives,
government representatives and other intermediaries such as accountants and other advisory service providers for
small business. The research team also consulted key representatives from the agriculture industry as a point of
comparison. Earlier research suggests that one of the key differentiating factors for those more strategic business
operators is their ability to take models of activity from areas outside their own industry and use them within
their business. We wanted to test this hypothesis and see whether similarities existed between the industries in
terms of how information was disseminated to, and accessed by, SMTEs.
Next, three focus groups of SMTE operators were conducted to gather qualitative data from the operators
themselves about how they receive, retrieve and access information available to assist with their business
decision making. In order to get a good cross section of SMTEs and the variety of issues they face, the focus
groups were held in distinctly different locations—an urban setting (Sunshine Coast), a regional setting ( the
Geelong and Otways region in Victoria) and a remote setting (Broome in WA). The diverse locations provided
the opportunity to gather feedback on issues which may be sector specific or associated with geographic
location, isolation or seasonality. We also sought to meet with operators who are connected to networks as well
as those operators who are less engaged. Though we sought to understand the learning approaches used by the
majority group, it was also important to access business operators who are not members of industry groups as
they are the ones that appear to not seek out information on a regular basis and are most likely the ones that
could most benefit from more effective practices of information dissemination and uptake. The more engaged
operators were sourced from a broad range of networks including tourism industry groups, local and regional
associations, and other business connections. The less engaged were sourced via information from local
networks and on the advice from local government officers and tourism representatives.
The first three stages provided the research team with a clearer understanding of the communication issues
and the various information needs of the different SMTEs, which was an important precursor to the development
of the questionnaire instrument to be used to gather data directly from SMTE operators. The questionnaire
sought demographic information as well as data on preferred learning channels and sources for specific types of
information. Questions were also included about respondents’ approaches to information gathering, including
their preferred communication mediums. An online survey was used to distribute the questionnaire to a wide
cross section of SMTE operators. The team worked with a range of national tourism industry associations to
create a database of SMTE operators that is representative of a range of tourism sectors as well as a spread of
locations across the country. The data collected during the survey was analysed to help identify the business
1
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operators’ views about the most effective pathways for knowledge acquisition and adoption. The analysis looks
for variations according to sector, firm size, age and location.
The final section of this report provides an analysis and discussion of the overall findings that can be drawn
from the survey results and that have been confirmed though each stage of the data collection process.
Recommendations are made toward increasing the efficacy of information dissemination and subsequent uptake,
as well the characteristics of desired training activities.
To provide support for the recommendations of the project using a group of representative SMTEs, the
research team selected six firms that have exhibited good practice in the acquisition of information and
engagement with their learning. In-depth case studies were conducted with these firms to highlight their
preferred sources of learning, the communication channels that they use and the processes that they employ to
find information that ensures the smooth running of a tourism business. These case studies exemplify various
aspects of the project findings.

2
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Chapter 2

LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction
Research into the small and medium enterprise (SME) sector reveals a dispersed group with a variety of learning
requirements. Within the small and medium sized tourism sector, there is a broad range of different engagement
types with respect to learning activities. At the one end there are enterprises that do not participate in learning at
all, while at the other end of the continuum there is evidence of excellent learning organisations. This research
project considers the research issue of why some small and medium sized tourism enterprises (SMTEs) engage
in active learning whilst others do not, which information channels they are likely to use, and how information
providers can meet SMTEs’ learning needs. An additional research question posed was to understand the
preferences of SMTEs with regard to learning, in terms of formal and informal learning sources, how they access
information and under what circumstances they undertake learning activities in order to make managerial
decisions within their business.

Definitions and Background of Learning SMEs
Knowledge as a competitive factor has been recognised as an important source of creating value in many
industries (Dalley and Hamilton 2000). The theory of knowledge management investigates how organisations
manage, exploit and grow their knowledge in order to gain a competitive advantage (Massa and Testa 2009).
The benefits of gaining new knowledge include an overall increase in the skill base of the workforce, enabling
an organisation to react to change and, most importantly, recognising learning as the enabler for innovation
(Brink 2002). Knowledge is one of the key strategies in staying competitive in the fast changing tourism sector.
Despite the confirmation that knowledge management is recognised as a competitive success factor, there is also
evidence that many small and medium enterprises (SMEs) are resistant to learning (Dalley and Hamilton 2000)
and training in general. However, as Billet (2001, p. 416) points out ‘given small business reluctance and
resistance to participate in structured VET programs, the task of increasing participation remains a particularly
difficult request; a hard ask’.
Examining the definition and evolution of knowledge it is important to determine the differences between the
terms information, knowledge and learning. In their analysis of the components of knowledge Dalley and
Hamilton (2000) examine the impact of experience, interpretation, reflection and the context of learning. In their
model of learning, the theoretical construct of the ‘context’ has the highest impact on transforming information
into knowledge. ‘Context thus defines the system through which all information is processed, interpreted and
given meaning, i.e. becomes knowledge’ (Dalley and Hamilton 2000, p. 52). The ‘context’ is therefore the
essential criteria, in which information is learnt and in which is ignored. In the first instance pure information is
context free, whereas its information provider is not. In order to transmit information from a provider to its
supposed recipient, a compatibility context has to be created. According to Dalley and Hamilton (2000)
‘contextual compatibility’ is a prerequisite for learning and is the key factor in growing knowledge in SMEs.
Learning in an international context for example, has been examined by Hillier (2009) who published on
innovation in learning approaches in an international context; the study of Cushanhan (2009) shows specific
research results in learning and teaching of generic employability skills in Australia. Research for the National
Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER) that also focuses on the Australian learning context is
published by Smith (2004), Bowman, Clayton, Bateman, Knight, Thomson, Hargreaves, Blom and Enders
(2003) and Bateman and Knight (2003). Billett, Ehrlich and Hernon-Tinning (2003) analysed the process and the
obstacles of SMEs learning about food and services. Chappell and Hawke (2008) investigated contemporary
issues of the connections between learning and work.
A review of the literature on learning methods of organisations reveals three major forms of learning
methods: formal, informal and non-formal learning. Formal and informal learning are treated as different forms
of learning with different characteristics (see Table 1).
While formal learning comprises learning activities driven by institutions and which lead to a formally
recognised accreditation, the characteristics of informal learning relate to learners seeking their own information
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and looking independently for it rather than being given a curriculum by trainers or teachers, who decide what
information is to be learnt. Informal learning, ‘is not intentionally accessed by the learner, and thus is neither
structured nor institutionalised’ (Smith and Clayton 2009, p 6) and results from ‘daily work-related, family or
leisure activities (Halloday-Wynes and Beddie 2009, p. 2).
The evolution of learning has moved from one-on-one learning to classes and workshops towards self-driven
informal learning. Many argue that the recent development within the online networks and Web 2.0 communities
has been vital to the growth and acceptance of informal learning (Hamburg and Hall 2008, Grace 2009).
Table 1: Aspects of formal and informal learning
Formal learning
Receiving a recognition or a certificate
Receiving information that was defined by
somebody else
Curriculum was set up by another person
Most big companies still use formal learning
Learner accepts information

Informal learning
Social networks are vital to informal learning
Web 2.0 has a very strong effect that informal
learning grows
Future success factor for companies is
informal learning
Looking for own chosen information

Non-formal or informal learning is categorised as a combination of these two opposing learning forms. Smith
and Clayton define non-formal learning ‘as learning that takes place through a structured program of instruction,
but does not lead to the attainment of a formal qualification or award’ (Smith and Clayton 2009, p. 6). The
Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD 2005) defines non-formal leaning as learning
‘through a program that is not usually evaluated and does not lead to certification’ (quoted in Halloday-Wynes
and Beddie 2009, p. 2).
Combining these concepts of formal versus. informal, that is, those of geographical context and learning
through formal training, Wallace (2009) argues that institutionalised training has the potential to provide a range
of benefits for regional and remote areas, such as helping communities to meet their local skill needs. However,
he notes that there is a dilemma in establishing formal learning in regional and remote areas. The obstacles to
formal education in isolated areas are related to logistical and geographical barriers on the one side, combined
with specific requirements and personal training needs on the other. However, in many cases there is a conflict
within individuals identities related to formal training and divergences in learning attitudes within local
community membership (Wallace 2007).
To explain the complexity of small business learning approaches Hawkins and Winter (1996) argue that the
fewer employees an enterprise has, the greater its requirement to have independent knowledge and skills.
Although large companies have used the ‘Learning Organisation Model’ for a long time, mechanisms for
organisational learning such as ‘the learning environment, identifying learning and development needs, meeting
learning and development needs and applying learning in the workplace’ (Armstrong and Foley 2003, p. 74)
cannot be applied to SMEs learning needs. This is because the operating context of small business can be
characterised with the Wyer, Mason and Theodorakopoulos (2000, p. 240) attributes of being ‘dynamic, fast
changing, increasingly complex’ (Wyer, Mason and Theodorakopoulos, 2000, p. 240). Thus the needs of SMEs
regarding learning and information channels are too multifaceted for the ‘Learning Organisation Mode’ to be
easily adopted, nor can performance measurement methods be systematically and rationally planned or applied
(Wyer et al. 2000, p. 240).
Mitchell (2007) identifies a range of training needs for small business, such as HR skills, business
management skills, business planning and risk management would enable them to respond quickly to changes in
their markets through innovations in modern technology, new marketing approaches or customer management.
However, he also notes that SMEs prefer to acquire these skills through informal learning. Hawkins and Winter
(1996) argue that SMEs should consider hiring graduates, but that those graduates need to be self-reliant, possess
both specialist and generalist knowledge, and have a capacity for life-long learning. Butcher, Sparks, and
McColl-Kennedy (2009) identify three factors that have a crucial influence on SMEs learning attitude and
operation:
1.
2.
3.

Owner-manager attitudes
Business orientation
Organisational factors
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In particular the personal learning orientation of owner-managers plays a major role in determining the nature
and level of business improvement activity. As noted by Mitchell (2007), many owner-managers contribute to
informal education by playing a mentoring role, however this may have limitations in terms of an ability to
question existing practices. Beyond that, the decision as to whether a staff member receives training or not is
often based on other factors. For example, in cases where the owner-manager assumes that better trained staff
members are more likely to move on, thus increasing staff mobility, training is unlikely to be provided, as that
could be considered as a threat to the business’s financial stability and the tangible and intangible investment
that SMEs put into employees (Butcher et al. 2009). Studies examining owner-managers who do provide for
training have found that training is more likely to be provided for when there is an urgent need to improve
business performance. Patton and Marlow (2002) for example, found that the majority of training undertaken by
the firms included in their study ‘originated from a specific, previously unidentified problem that had the
potential to adversely affect a firm’s stability’ (p. 265).
Acknowledging the widespread reluctance to provide training, research suggests that entrepreneurs learn
primarily by experience (Aldrich 2000). For example, Minniti and Bygrave (2001) argue that entrepreneurship is
a process of learning, and a theory of entrepreneurship requires a theory of learning. In their view, entrepreneurs
learn from both success and failure, gaining knowledge which guides subsequent choices or actions, basing
decisions upon that knowledge and, in cases where new knowledge is required, acquiring it ‘indirectly through
other means, for example, by hiring people’ (Minniti and Bygrave 2001, p. 6). Petkova (2008) argues that
entrepreneurs learn through performance errors, that is, they learn to generate desired outcomes through error
detection and correction, a process which results in increasingly specialised knowledge bases. Shah and Tripsas
(2007), found that entrepreneurs are most likely to learn ‘by trial and error problem solving, learning by doing,
and the recombination of knowledge from multiple individuals with heterogeneous experiences’ (p. 135).
Moreover the personal attitude of an owner-manager of an SME could be a barrier to a firm’s involvement in
learning activities. Individual obstacles that prevent single individuals from learning are discussed by
McCracken (2005), who identifies perceptual, emotional, motivational and cognitive factors that either can
encourage or discourage staff members’ or managers’ interest in learning.
The emerging developments in e-learning are highly applicable for training within Australia’s tourism system
because they allow learning that is not tied to a particular location. This makes it advantageous for regional and
remote tourism operators. Distance learning, which involves the transfer of training using electronic learning
tools, demands a minimum level of ICT (Information and Communications Technology) literacy. Initially this
may to be considered as an obstacle by participants who lack proficiency. However having overcome this
technology related barrier, learners can expect to acquire not only the information that is actively taught, but also
passive knowledge of computer skills which can then be applied to their daily business operations (Rekkedal
2006, p. 11).
An additional factor, which influences an SME’s decision to provide training or not, is the enterprise’s
general business orientation. When examining the features of SMTEs and comparing them, Haven-Tang and
Jones (2005) found that ‘Tourism SME operator motivations are often different from those of large
organisations, as profit and business expansion are not necessarily business objectives’ (p. 344). As the barriers
to enter the tourism market are comparatively low in respect to other areas, many business-owners are
disinclined to take business risks and therefore may miss business opportunities (Haven-Tang and Jones 2005).
Examining business goals and motivations, Butcher et al. (2009) found that it also makes a difference whether
these are economically or lifestyle driven.
Gray (2002) found that the majority of SME owner-managers, especially those satisfied with the financial
performance of their business, were more interested in lifestyle choices such as maintaining their independence
than in growth and so were unlikely to introduce changes or to undertake activities such as training. He also
found that the smaller the business, the stronger was this effect. In the light of this finding, he recommends that
those seeking to provide structural support for SMEs focus on early adopters of change and technology, as they
are more likely to be interested in learning. As Butcher et al. note, ‘one of the more widely cited factors related
to training activity or business improvement more generally is firm size’ (Butcher et al. 2009, p. 390). That is,
organisational features like size and the non-existence of an institutionalised human resources function also have
a strong impact on the training activities of SMEs. The smaller the SME, the less likely it is to spend any of its
budget on training.
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Knowledge Diffusion in the Tourism Sector
Baum (2007) explored worldwide changes in the tourism sector and found that although there had been
economic change over the last 20 years ‘tourism remains a sector within which, worldwide, very poor
employment practices persist, incorporating both minimal compliance with the law and transgression beyond
legally accepted behaviour’ (p. 1396).
Cooper, Jago, Carlsen and Ruhanen (2006) found that although useful tourism research is being undertaken
by the academic sector, much of the results of that research are not actually reaching the tourism sector.
Specifically, they found that the barriers to the dissemination of research findings include the difficulty of
accessing such information by the operators and its lack of relevance. They further found that ‘a likely reason for
this problem is the lack of communication and understanding between the research community and the tourism
sector’ (Cooper et al. 2006, p. vi). Expressed in Dalley and Hamilton's terms, this represents a lack of contextual
compatibility. They found that members of the industry prefer to obtain their information from their peers, as
opposed to consultants, and that, while their preferred channels for receiving such information include both the
Internet and print-based sources, there may be a mismatch between those sources and the ways in which the
results of the research are distributed. These findings are in keeping with research into the diffusion of
innovation and information which provide strong support for the proposition that learning and the acquisition of
new information takes place best when the cognitive distance between the two parties is minimal (Terziovski and
Howell 2001, Johnson 2004).
There is also little research into the type of information that SMTEs are looking for. In the European context,
Mørch, Engen, Asand, Brynhildsen, Todenes & Rolfsen, (2004) make the distinction between knowledge or
information acquisition for ‘primary work’ and ‘secondary work’. He defines ‘primary work’ as the work
undertaken by an employee on a day-to-day basis, and which relates to those tasks geared directly to fulfilling a
company's mission. ‘Secondary work’ describes work undertaken to support primary work, for example
knowledge management, learning how to manage work teams, and knowledge acquisition strategies, and is
therefore on a more indirect level than primary work. Secondary work results from the growing complexity of
the workplace, especially in relation to knowledge and skills acquisition, and both it and the need to integrate
secondary and primary work tasks requires new attention (Mørch et. al., 2004). Roy and Thérin (2008)
undertook one such study in the context of how SMEs acquire knowledge related to environmental activities in
order to make their businesses more environmentally friendly. They found that this required the development of
new strategies, such as the development of new knowledge bases, which not only required a commitment to the
environment, but also the ability ‘to identify and pursue different sources of knowledge and nurture these
relations’ (p. 257).
The existing gap in exchange of knowledge could be based on two substantial issues. The first being related
either to a poor understanding by the information provider of the appropriate ways of distributing information,
and the second being a lack of understanding as to what type of information is required by SMTEs. The
divergence between the knowledge provider and learning needs of SMEs also needs to be considered, because of
the limited understanding of SMEs’ needs in the aspect of learning (Breen and Bergin-Seers 2002). SME
learning in general is subject to informal learning, applied learning in the workplace and some formal learning.

SME-related Specific Barriers to Learning
SMEs face structural problems in relation to their education needs. For example, Mitchell (2007) found that
SMEs are reluctant to take advantage of formal learning opportunities offered through VET and TAFE courses
not only because they do not serve immediate needs, but also because they require regular attendance over
extended periods of time. Hawkins and Winter (1996, p. 5) confirm that SMEs generally ‘have had fewer links
with higher education and are unaware of what universities and graduates have to offer’, while graduates
themselves are unlikely to know of the opportunities available within SMEs or how to approach them. Being so
diverse, SMEs cannot be regarded as a single sector.
Further the owner operators of small businesses often view training as something that happens out of
necessity and not as part of a continuous skills development process (Lange, Ottens and Taylor 2000; Matlay,
2000; Vinten, 2000). Small businesses appear to be more willing to participate in training on the job and/or more
formal training where the direct link between cost and benefit is more visible. In addition, there are some
identified barriers to participating in formal training and these include:
•

lack of resources, including time, money, and lack of suitably trained existing staff (Darch and Lucas,
2002);
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•
•
•

lack of general management skills, which translates into fear of the unknown (Barry and Milner, 2003;
Darch and Lucas, 2002; Lewis, 2002; Walker et al., 2003);
technology not embraced by all small businesses (Walker, Bode, Webster and Burn, 2003); and
SMEs seldom engaging in future planning. They are therefore usually unable to anticipate future skill
needs (Greenbank, 2000a Storey, 1994, 2004).

These barriers can be categorised into financial barriers, access and provision barriers, awareness barriers and
overall lack of technical and managerial skills (Storey, 2004; Westhead and Storey, 1997). Whereas some of the
barriers are consistent with the difficulties of business ownership in general, the issue of technical and
managerial skills is changing, due to the changing work environment and the growth in technology in general
business practice (Webster, Walker and Brown, 2005, p.554).
Besides structural barriers there are also motivational issues preventing SMEs in general, and SMTEs in
particular, from learning. Overall, an employee’s motivation is recognised as one of the most important factors
in successfully implementing knowledge in organisations. As Kunzmann and Schmidt (2009, p. 1) note, ‘most
measures to influence motivation have concentrated on incentives, both in terms of monetary rewards and other
extrinsically motivation schemes which are designed as top-down instrument’.
Further obstacles, referring to the contextual compatibility of the information is the issue of the SMEs need
for a specific response to current issues by the provider of the information, rather than an applied considered
response. SMEs are documented as requiring informal and often spontaneous knowledge and advice (Breen and
Bergin-Seers 2002).

SMTE Attitudes Toward Learning Engagement
Four categories of learning engagement which illustrate the different engagement attitudes of SMTEs towards
learning can be identified. Within this typology, one group of SMTEs can be considered as fully engaged, driven
by intrinsic motivational factors as well as extrinsic drivers. At the opposite end, a second group can be
identified which does not participate in learning for various reasons. Two more groups differ in respect to the
derivation of their motivation. There are those that want to learn and have an intrinsic motivation. Despite that,
members of this group face obstacles, for example technical availability, time issues or financial concerns that
prevent them from learning. On the other hand, the fourth group has no inner motivation to learn. Members of
this group may attend training or engage in informal learning networks because they are aware of drivers like a
crisis, governmental regulations requiring it, or any other pressure that forces them to enrich their knowledge.
Figure 1: SMTE Attitudes Towards Learning Engagement
Intrinsic
engagement
Want to learn, but cannot for different reasons:
intrinsic motivation

Excellent Learners: extrinsic and intrinsic
motivation

Not motivated to learn, resistant to learn

Learn under pressure, have to learn but don’t
want to, extrinsic but no intrinsic motivation
Extrinsic
engagement

Success Factors for SMTE Learning Engagement
Several studies have identified best practice methods that exhibit enabling factors, methods and the attitudes for
SMEs towards their learning motivation and capabilities. For example, Mitchell (2007) found that training could
be delivered through industry networks, partnerships or government-sponsored programs, but that its success
was dependent on a wide range of factors, including: flexible delivery; customisation to needs and being
relationship-based or peer-based.
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Other studies have identified specific techniques and practices that contribute to successful learning by
SMEs, including the encouragement and development of change agents, learning networks, the role of ownermanagers, strategic spaces and knowledge brokers.
Change agents are considered to be one of the key success factors in the diffusion of innovation. ‘A change
agent is a person who provides a communication link between a resource system of some kind and a client
system’ (Cooper et al. 2006, p. 9). Their role is mainly to communicate and facilitate information exchange: this
is essential for the diffusion of knowledge or of any innovation. Where change agents operate within an
organisation, learning networks between groups of SMEs enable learning from partners, colleagues or other
industry benchmark cohorts.
‘Learning networks are cooperative associations of partner firms that share knowledge, physical resources,
and expertise to improve current performance and to advance new business paths’ (McGovern 2006, p. 302).
According to McGovern SMEs can gain an advantage if they:
•
•
•

adopt innovations first;
are able to launch new products first and gain competitive advantage; or
are able to emphasise their core capabilities that are their unique selling propositions.

As discussed previously, one of the most important roles for providing an organisation with an adequate and
effective learning environment is the leadership role of the owner-manager. Jones et al. (2007) consider that the
ability to create an organisational culture where learning and knowledge spreading is appreciated and treasured is
the key success factor. Additionally the owner-manager should reflect critically on existing organisational
structures so as to enhance the learning culture. To provide a basic learning prerequisite McCracken (2005)
proposes to ensure the technical fundamentals are available. An additional extrinsic motivation such as reward
could be helpful when applied in a fair and transparent manner (McCracken 2005).
An alternative success factor is the establishment of ‘Strategic Space’ within an organisation. Jones et al.
(2007) define of the characteristics of a ‘Strategic Space’ as follows: ‘To accomplish learning and transformation
within SMEs there needs to be the time, resources, motivation and capabilities for different constituencies,
particularly owner-managers, to reflect on and review existing organisational practices’ (p. 287). Strategic
Spaces rely on two factors: the capacity of receptiveness of an organisation and the ability to capitalise on
knowledge by harnessing the social capital available to an organisation (Jones et al. 2007).
Knowledge brokers are valuable in facilitating the internal communications of an organisation but to be
successful they are dependent on an open access strategy for staff members and the distribution of knowledge
between stakeholders. Cooper et al. define a knowledge broker as ‘the researcher (who) is considered the
primary person responsible for delivering results to stakeholders’ (Cooper et al. 2006, p. 11). According to Cillo,
‘internal brokers are individuals or teams who manipulate market knowledge to facilitate the process of internal
transfer between different groups or communities’ (Cillo 2005, p. 404). Whereas external information brokers
rather contribute to gaining market knowledge for an organisation, Loew, Bleimann and Walsh (2004) discuss
the ideal form of a knowledge broker system which facilitates communication between members of any
organisation by assistance of information technology application. Research study leaders should overall consider
calculating an average of 10% of every research funding for communication to industry users (Cooper et al.
2006).
In addition to research results within the tourism sector, benchmarking studies within other branches of
research diffusion and dissemination have identified further enabling factors towards learning and knowledge
absorption. Alcock (1995) summarised these as:
•
•
•

providing additional training in Internet and computer related topics;
providing technical assistance; and
using knowledge brokers that act also as agents of change.

8

ENGAGING TOURISM ENTERPRISES

Summary
In summary small to medium tourism enterprise owners will engage in some form of learning, be it formal or
informal, and knowledge transfer if there is a perceived benefit at the end of it. In this instance the benefit would
be in the form of information to better assist them to operate their businesses. There are some known barriers,
such as lack of resources, both human and financial, which is the case for all small enterprises. What the
literature informs us of however is that whereas they are a difficult sector to engage with, it is not impossible, if
the correct medium and message is used. The most contemporary medium is communicating electronically,
which has both positive and negative aspects, the positive being the cost effectiveness and the negative being the
assumption that all parties are ‘e-savvy’.
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Chapter 3

METHODOLOGY
Overview
Before embarking on the data collection stages of the project, the research team first assembled an industry
reference group (IRG) consisting of tourism experts who were relied upon for feedback and advice throughout
the project. The research team then also decided on the locations in which data would be gathered, with the aim
of selecting three geographically different regions that would effectively represent the varied national tourism
landscape.
The first step undertaken by the research team was the selection of the places in which to conduct the focus
group discussions. It was considered better to have an in-depth look at three locations rather than achieving a
superficial coverage of a larger geographical area. The locations had to be chosen from the three previously
selected states, with the consultation of the IRG group and other industry contacts. The three locations that were
chosen were outside of large metropolitan centres, because of their accessibility to information. The research
team was less interested in large, metropolitan areas because these were thought to have more access to support
and information. It was felt that the more problematic issues to be uncovered in the areas of information,
communication channels and training opportunities, were most likely to be experienced in more regional or
remote locations. The places selected were the Sunshine Coast as an urban setting, the Geelong Otways as a
regional setting and Broome as a remote setting. Finally, the research team decided to employ a cumulative
research approach where each stage of the project would inform the subsequent stage. For example, the findings
of the initial interviews would be used to inform the questions asked in the focus groups. This research method is
illustrated in Figure 2 below. Once these decisions had been made, the research team began focusing on
collecting data.
Figure 2: Research Approach

Literature Review
Tourism Stakeholder Interviews
Focus Groups of Tourism Operators
Learning from Agriculture
Online Survey of Tourism Operators
FINDINGS
Case Studies of Good Practice
The initial step taken was an extensive review of current literature with regards to the information acquisition
processes of SMTEs. This was used to form a base of relevant questions and discussion themes to be used in the
four subsequent stages of the project, all of which involved data collection. The first of these data collection
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stages was the conduct of interviews with stakeholders from the tourism industry. The aim of the interviews was
to validate what is already known and to clarify the issues surrounding communication with small business
operators from different industry perspectives, prior to conducting the focus groups with the SMTE operators
themselves.
One focus group in each of the selected regions was then conducted with the aim of collecting data across
many sectors of the tourism industry, thus broadening our knowledge base and verifying the important issues
that should be further addresses in the online survey sent to SMTEs. Interviews were also conducted with
representatives from the agriculture industry to provide a snapshot of the communication practices in an
alternative industry.
The aim of the survey stage of the project was to gather responses from as many different types of SMTEs as
possible nationally, rather than in the three selected regions used in the other data collection stages of the project.
Survey responses were then compiled and a statistical analysis carried out of the survey findings. From the
interviews, focus groups and online survey, contextual analyses of significant events or conditions relating to
communication preferences were conducted to uncover converging lines of inquiry and patterns in the data (Yin,
2009).
Six exemplary businesses were then selected to be case-studied, based on their efficient information
acquisition and dissipation practices. This involved interviews and onsite observations to record testimonies,
stories and illustrations which, although specific to the business, may provide new insights to the overall project
and its recommendations (Yin, 2009). A detailed methodology for each of the stages outlined above follows.

The Industry Reference Group
The creation of an industry reference group (IRG) was a requirement of the research project, in accordance with
STCRC funded projects. The intended purpose of the IRG was to, at various stages, provide feedback and advice
to the research team about the project being undertaken. The members of the IRG were to be selected for their
expertise in either the tourism or the SME sector, and for their knowledge of the various information networks
used by SMTE operators.
The first step taken by the research team was to compile a list of potential IRG members using internal
networks and contacts. The aim was to ensure that the group included a wide range of expertise, representing
different sectors of the tourism industry across the country. An internal list of seven potential members was
created, and these members were contacted directly by the research team, either through e-mail or over the
telephone. All potential members were supplied with a one page outline of the project and the intended purpose
of the IRG. An affirmative response was received from all of the seven representatives who had been asked to
participate. The final list of IRG members and their affiliated tourism bodies can be seen below:
Table 2: IRG Membership
IRG Members
Anthony McIntosh
Brooke Gregory

Daniel Gschwind
Graham Moss
Lorraine Duffy
Michael Dunnett

Michael Wilson

Position and Association
CEO
Victoria Tourism Industry Council
Product Development Manager
Australia’s Golden Outback Region
Tourism Western Australia
CEO
Queensland Tourism Industry Council
CEO
WA Tourism Council
CEO
Hotel Motel Accommodation Association
Treasurer
Broome Chamber of Commerce
Chamber’s Tourism Portfolio
Victorian Vice President
CPA Australia

Meetings with the members of the IRG group were held via teleconference four times over the course of the
project, in June, August, October and December of 2009. At each meeting, the group was provided with an
update on the status of the project and consulted about the relevant research findings. The IRG provided advice
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and opinions on the research approach and next steps in the project. The first meeting in particular was of
significance to the project as the group was asked to suggest a list of industry experts in each of their regions
who could be contacted for an in-depth interview. Throughout the project, as during the first teleconference, the
IRG provided valuable advice and guidance to the research team.

Tourism Stakeholder Interviews
Once the IRG had been consulted for general advice, the research team began the initial data-collection phase of
the project by conducting interviews with industry stakeholders in each of the three selected regions of the
country. The intended purpose of the interviews was to obtain an overview of the communication issues faced by
SMTE operators from industry experts who understood the bigger picture. These industry experts would be
representatives of large tourism bodies who work directly with SMTEs and tourism operators, but were not
operators themselves. The aim of the research team was to use these interviews to obtain a picture of the many
relevant communication issues facing the tourism industry before discussing them with the SMTE operators in
future stages of the project.
To obtain a list of relevant industry experts, the research team consulted the internal networks of the Centre
for Tourism and Services Research at Victoria University and its tourism-focused academics. To support the
intention of interviewing at least five industry experts from each of the three selected states, a list of potential
stakeholders was compiled, covering a wide range of tourism industry sectors.
The potential stakeholders were invited to participate in the research either by an e-mail or telephone request.
If an affirmative response was received, the research team scheduled an in-depth interview.
The interviews were conducted using a pre-written questionnaire. Participants were asked the same set of
questions on the following topics:
•
•
•
•

their organisation’s direct relationship with SMTEs and any communication channels used
their opinion about the communication preferences and needs of SMTEs
their opinion about the learning and training needs and obstacles faced by SMTEs
their insight into the changing nature of tourism in general

All participants were asked to give their consent for the interviews to be recorded, and all of the interviews
were stored in a digital recording file. The interviews were then transcribed in full, and these transcriptions were
used to carry out an analysis of the results. The interview transcripts were analysed according to the following
steps:
•
•
•

initial reading of the transcripts
identification and labelling of themes
linkage of themes in relevant groups

The main themes and findings of the interviews with stakeholders are summarised in the ‘stakeholder
interviews’ chapter.

Operator Focus Groups
The aim of conducting focus group discussions was to ensure that the key themes identified during the
stakeholder interviews resonated with and were relevant to the tourism operators themselves. In line with the
general research methodology of each step of new research building on and adding to the previous research
method, the focus groups were used to verify the findings so far and also uncover any key themes or issues that
were yet to be brought to light. The focus group participants in each location were recruited and organised with
the help of local tourism and business networks.
The local tourism body in each location was contacted by the research team to supply an information brief
outlining the project and inviting participation in the focus group. The aim was to have a wide spread of tourism
operators from different segments in each focus group. Over 20 tourism operators participated in the three focus
groups, representing at least six sectors of the tourism industry, including accommodation, transport, attractions,
retail, tour operators and hospitality. Once the participants in each location were selected, the research team
communicated with them directly to organise the details of conducting the focus group discussions. The research
team conducted the discussions in each location, following all ethical guidelines and providing responses to
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questions as required. The questions used to guide the discussions were roughly based on the key themes
identified in the stakeholder interviews, but also left plenty of room for the discovery of new themes and any
issues of importance to the SMTE operators. Each focus group was provided with refreshments during the
session, the proceedings were taped, and then later transcribed by researchers.
The research team then read and coded the transcripts, with the aim of identifying any the key themes that
emerged. A parallel aim was to see which themes correlated with the findings of the stakeholder interviews, and
whether any new findings had emerged. The main themes and findings of the focus groups conducted with
tourism operators are summarised in the ‘focus groups’ chapter.

Consultation with the Agriculture Industry
The research team also consulted with representatives from the agriculture industry as a point of comparison.
The objective was to analyse whether similarities existed between the industries in terms of how information was
disseminated to and accessed by SMTEs. Agriculture was selected as a well-established industry with history
and tradition of importance to the national economy. The assumption was that the agriculture industry would
have tried and tested methods of disseminating and applying information, and that interesting communication
processes may be in place. The farm-stay businesses were selected for interviews as an opportunity that would
provide poignant comparisons because of their placement at the intersection between tourism and agriculture.
The research team were especially interested in finding out whether farm-stay businesses applied both of the
communication strategies of tourism and agriculture, or whether they had developed different information
sharing processes altogether. Recommendations for a few such businesses were provided to the research team by
the applicable industry associations.

Online Survey
The objective of the online survey was to map information and training channels from a general and
demographic perspective. The survey aimed to elicit data on the tourism operators perceived usefulness and
satisfaction with various information channels and training programs as well as analyse demographic variability
in the information and training needs of tourism operators. This was to be achieved by mapping the demographic
characteristics of the operators, including the type, size, age and financial position of the organisations as well as
several personal characteristics of the operators.
The survey questions were formulated as a synthesis of the data already collected in order to more precisely
analyse the information and training requirements of the diverse tourism sector. The survey comprised
information gathered in the following four sections:
•
•
•
•

Section A: information about organisational structure and characteristics
Section B: the various types of information the businesses accessed on both a day-to-day and long term
basis
Section C: the usefulness of and satisfaction with various electronic and non-electronic information and
training channels
Section D: demographic information about the tourism owners/operators

The questionnaire was distributed widely through the support of various tourism organisations. Because of
privacy laws, it is not possible for associations to share their membership details with third parties. Therefore,
with the support of the organisations, they agreed to send an e-mail message encouraging their membership to
participate in the survey and attached an Internet link to the questionnaire within the e-mail. In the covering email, information was given as to the importance of the project and the value that tourism businesses would get
from the findings.
The fact that the survey came to each tourism business through a third party and required them to follow a
link to get to the questionnaire probably had an adverse affect on the response rate. It is not possible to measure
the actual response rate because the actual number of businesses that were sent an e-mail message about the
survey is unknown. Participants were encouraged to complete the survey through entry into a draw for three
$100 Coles Myer gift vouchers. When the online survey was closed there were 259 useable responses.
The data was collected using the Survey Monkey data entry system and analysed using the SPSS statistics
package. Several of the questions were re-coded to create dichotomous variables for the demographics. A series
of cross tabulations were then conducted to get a demographic profile of the participants in the questionnaire. T13
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tests and MANOVAs were also run on the data to analyse differences in mean scores for items between
individual demographics and the overall means. This analysis was repeated to test for significant differences in
responses between demographic pairs. The open ended questions were hand-coded for response frequency. A
copy of the survey is attached in the appendix.

Case Studies
To support the findings of the research with examples of business from the tourism sector, the research team
aimed to select six firms that have exhibited good practice in the acquisition of information and engagement with
their learning. The industry reference group and the stakeholders that the research team had been in contact with
in previous phases of data collection were all contacted for examples of such firms. Some of the nominated firms
were also the winners of tourism awards. Those nominated as potential firms were all contacted via e-mail, and
if they showed interest in participating in the research arrangements were made for further discussions. The
research team did some research on the potential firms before selecting the final six, and aimed to select two
firms in each of the three chosen states that represented different sectors of the tourism industry. Six firms were
finally chosen based on their interesting and effective information acquisition practices, and the fact that they
exemplified different aspects of the many findings discovered though this research project. Once selected, the
representatives of each firm were contacted by telephone to schedule an in-depth interview to take place. All
interviews were recorded and transcribed later. From the transcripts, the research team drew up summaries and
the key themes discussed during each interview. These best-practice case studies highlight the sources of the
learning exemplary firms rely on, the communication channels used and the general processes employed to find
information that ensures the smooth running of a tourism business. The full case studies can be found in the
appendix.
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Chapter 4

TOURISM STAKEHOLDER INTERVIEWS
Introduction
The initial purpose of the stakeholder interviews was to obtain an overview of the communication issues faced
by SMTE operators from industry experts who had a strategic understanding of the tourism sector. These
industry experts worked directly with SMTEs and tourism operators, but were not operators themselves. The aim
was to use these interviews to obtain a picture of the many relevant communication issues facing the tourism
industry before discussing them with the SMTE operators in future stages of the project.

Characteristics of the Interviewees
A total of 19 stakeholder interviews were conducted. These were spread across the three selected regions, with
nine interviewed in Western Australia, five in Queensland and five in Victoria. Each of the interviewees was
directly involved in the tourism industry in these three states, and the nature of their involvement varied in size
and scope. Some were representatives of industry associations, while others represented state or regional tourism
bodies. There were also representative tour operators, with some representing niches within the larger tourism
market for each of the three selected states, such as the indigenous tourism market and national park tourism.
All of the interviewees had been chosen for their extensive experience in the field and for their specific and
in-depth knowledge base, as well as their regular communication with SMTEs. The size of their enterprises
varied greatly, as some interacted with an average of 90 SMTEs per year, while others interacted regularly with
up to 2,500 SMTEs yearly. The type of SMTE they interacted with also varied greatly.
In total, the nineteen stakeholders regularly interacted with over 14,000 SMTEs and thus had a large
knowledge base around the crucial information issues faced by such enterprises. A summary of the type of
tourism body that the interviewees represented is provided in Table 3.

Key Themes Identified
The nineteen individual tourism interviews generated a considerable amount of information. The transcripts were
coded to reveal the following five key themes.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Information
Communication Channels
Training and Learning
Trust
Industry Changes

An in-depth analysis of the findings in each theme follows.
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Table 3: Affiliations of the tourism stakeholders interviewed
RTO

STO

LGO

SPO

VIC
Great Ocean Road Marketing Inc.
Tourism Partnerships, Parks Victoria
Victoria Tourism Industry Council (VTIC)
City of Bendigo Tourism
Geelong Otway Tourism
QLD
Queensland Information Centres Association
Tourism Sunshine Coast
Tourism Tropical North Queensland
BBFQ Administration
Tropical North Tour Operator Association
WA
WA Indigenous Tourism Operators Council
Margaret River Tourism Association Visitor Centre
Business and Tourism, City of Swan
Marketing, Tourism WA
WA Tourism Council
Australia’s North West
Regional Manager North West, Tourism WA
Broome Visitor Centre
Broome Small Business Centre (Economic Development)
Legend: RTO: Regional Tourism Organisation, STO: State Tourism Organisation, LGO: Local Government Organisation,
SPO: Specialist Tourism Organisation.

Information
Making the relevance obvious
Many stakeholders mentioned the importance of making the information relevant to SMTEs. There is general
consensus that business operators are extremely busy and time poor, and that some were ‘apathetic’ to incoming
information unless it seems individually relevant. One stakeholder advised that it is the role of the information
provider (i.e. the stakeholders) to ‘always shape the information’ they are sending out. Even if the relevance of
the information being sent seems obvious, the specific targeting of groups of operators, or the provision of
product specific information seems to help increase the information uptake. Another piece of advice offered was
that the information should be simplified and summarised at the beginning, and unless the relevance is clear and
easily understood, much of the information is likely to be ‘ignored.’

Targeting small groups
The existence of a large variety of SMTEs in the industry is a communication issue on which several
stakeholders were keen to offer advice. Many of them felt that more needed to be done in the industry in terms of
information being targeted at specific groups. Several stakeholders mentioned that it was the role of the
information provider to ensure that they fully understood the information needs of SMTEs, and that they spend
time asking SMTEs what they really need. This requires relationship building and time investment and,
according to the stakeholder, most industry research points to the idea that the information needs of operators are
not currently being met.
A few stakeholders mentioned the face-to-face approach as an efficient way of disseminating the information
needs of SMTEs and to be able to provide the ‘right’ kind of information. Many felt that small group discussions
should be more common, with operators clustered according to their information needs or industry classification,
and that constant feedback should be sought. However, though most of the stakeholders seemed aware of the
benefits and efficacy of the face-to-face approach in small groups, they were quick to point out that it was ‘very
demanding on resources.’ Others simply felt that the biggest communication obstacle was that SMTEs were
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unwilling, or too busy, to access the information sent to them. One stakeholder mentioned that, in terms of both
information dissemination and information uptake, there was room for both the information providers and the
SMTEs to improve.

Communication Channels
Communication channels have switched to electronic sources
The interview data revealed that the electronic medium is, in general, the most common way that the
stakeholders communicate a large proportion of their information to the SMTEs. The most commonly used
channels were e-mail, websites and online newsletters. One interviewee also cited the use of an online blog.
Some of the cited reasons behind the popular use of e-mail include that it allows the transmission of a large
amount of information quickly, and that it is generally fast and efficient for stakeholders. Others stated that it
ensures a quicker reply than other methods. Several stakeholders mentioned that they actively tracked e-mail
usage, in terms of how many were read and responded to. One remarked that e-mails work particularly well
because of their flexibility in that they allow communication outside of working hours, allowing people to read
and find new information in the evenings when they have some downtime. Quite a few stakeholders also
mentioned cost, and that communicating electronically was inexpensive. It was also advantageous for regional
and remote areas, as businesses in these types of locations have additional communication issues where face-toface is often not a viable option.
Websites were also being used as a way of communicating information, with several stakeholders preferring
it to e-mail. One stated advantage of websites was that they were more passive, and less invasive than e-mail,
allowing people to find the information they need when they need it. The same stakeholder also mentioned that
information embedded in e-mails has a limited ability to attract attention, given that some e-mails are long and
that people can get overwhelmed by too much information. Though most of the stakeholders interviewed
reported the importance of websites, and the fact that most operators in tourism today have one, websites still
seem to be the second source of choice when seeking information, after e-mail.

Stakeholders are confident that electronic communication works well
One common thread in all of the stakeholder interviews was that stakeholders had great confidence in whatever
means of communication they were using. In particular, those who relied heavily on e-mails and websites to
transmit information felt that their methods worked well because they had the numbers to prove it. Many of them
were actively engaged in tracking website hits, and tracking how many of their e-mails were read and received
responses. They also knew that e-mails worked well because they would often get follow-ups and queries after
sending out e-mails containing important information. Some of them had also asked for direct feedback from
their member base, using online surveys, industry forums, workshops and focus groups, to ask them whether
they were happy with the use of online methods as a primary basis for communication. One stakeholder
remarked that ‘Internet and e-mails work absolutely best’ for communicating with their members. Another
remarked that in the tourism industry in general, ‘there has been a decrease of the use of paper and an increase of
the use of e-mail and Internet.’

Problems with electronic dissemination of information
Though most of the stakeholders were adamant about the advantages of e-mails and websites, many of them
warned that this form of communication also has its disadvantages. With regards to e-mail, stakeholders were
particularly worried about an overload of information, stating that many people continue to send long e-mails,
even though there is a general consensus in the industry that long e-mails are not well read. Stakeholders are well
aware that tourism workers and operators are time poor and that they have only a short amount of time to look at
and digest the information contained in e-mails. They were also aware that ‘there is a problem with the volume
of e-mail people get’ and that it can be difficult to sift out important information from a plethora of seemingly
unimportant e-mails. One stakeholder mentioned the temptation to simply scrap e-mails, and that important
information can be so easily overlooked and deleted. Another stakeholder mentioned that because of the
overloading nature of e-mail, real mail (hardcopy) can sometimes appear more trustful and can be more attention
grabbing. A piece of advice offered by one of the stakeholders was that everyone should get into the habit of
directing operators to the sources of information that may be of particular interest to them rather than expecting
long e-mails containing lots of information to be read. A different stakeholder mentioned that they relied on
newsletters to send out general information, but took the effort to always send targeted e-mails to SMTEs about
specific opportunities and campaigns. One stakeholder mentioned that important websites, such as the tourism
website for his state, can often be difficult to navigate and that they need to be made more user friendly by being
able to direct users to relevant sources of information.
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Personal contact continues to be important
Though most of the stakeholders agreed on the importance of communicating electronically, many were adamant
about the importance of maintaining personal relationships with their clients, members and operators. Most of
them were engaged in organising in-person events and maintaining networks through industry conferences,
training seminars, networking functions and round table discussions with regional government and tourism
representatives. Several of them also organised more informal events, such as member information evenings and
Christmas functions, which they stated were well attended and of importance to their member base. One
stakeholder mentioned that their members like ‘exciting and interesting events’ and that his organisation invested
in their organisation and planning.
One stakeholder in particular mentioned that, in her position as a park representative, face-to-face was the
best method for communicating, rather than e-mail. Her client base preferred to receive information from
someone directly, whether on the phone or in small groups such as a forum with country rangers. The
stakeholder mentioned that direct contact worked well because it encouraged a sense of ownership and
custodianship of the information transferred. The organisation in question worked around the preferences of its
members, ensuring that information was communicated via telephone and in person through several appointed
regional representatives.
A different stakeholder also mentioned the importance of personal contact stating that even though his
organisation used a range of methods to communicate, including e-mail, the best way to elicit a quick response
from someone was to telephone them rather than e-mail. A different stakeholder also admitted to still using the
doorknock approach to ensure that they kept their database up to date. Rather than use electronic means to find
out about new operators, he found that it was best to use doorknocking and set up a personal relationship, and
then add the new operators to their database for further communication through electronic means.
One stakeholder mentioned that they are certain that face-to-face contact was extremely important to their
members because all of their organised events, whether they are training or campaign orientated, continue to be
well attended despite the high cost of entry. Business development is, according to another stakeholder,
something that most operators always prefer to discuss in person. A different stakeholder mentioned that, even
though electronic communication was the norm in his organisation, they received many requests for a face-toface meeting, which they were happy to oblige.
Finally, a large regional stakeholder mentioned that face-to-face meetings, especially in the context of
training or seminars, are extremely important to the stakeholders themselves, as this is when they gather direct
feedback and acquire new information from SMTEs. They thus use personal encounters to gather and distribute
new information. These meetings are also important because they allow stakeholders to attempt to match the
exact information needs of every one of the various interest groups, rather than distribute non specific
information.

The necessity for a range of methods
Overall, the one issue that most of the stakeholders agreed on was that a range of communication channels
needed to be utilised for information to make its way to SMTEs. The diversity of operators and their information
needs make it close to impossible to reach everyone with the same method. In some instances, for example, hard
copy rather than e-mail was the expected and most favoured method for reaching operators. One stakeholder
mentioned that ‘members want and expect information to be sent out to them’ (in the form of actual mail).
Pamphlets also continue to be a norm in the industry, and many operators rely on this form of communication
being mailed out to them. Another method mentioned was the use of local newspapers to reach operators, with
one stakeholder mentioning that this was the most effective means of communication for her organisation, which
had published 48 press releases in the month prior to the interview. The reliance on the local newspaper was a
community norm, and thus extremely relevant to the tourism operators as well.
One final communication method mentioned by a few of the stakeholders was the use of web seminars, or
webinars. One stakeholder mentioned that it was cost-efficient and a good alternative to other communication
methods, presumably because it combined a more personal and directed approach, but without the travelling
costs of meeting face-to-face. A second stakeholder mentioned that their web seminars have ‘greater reach’ than
other online methods, while a third stated that they were piloting a few web seminars and were interested in this
‘low cost way of communicating’. Webinars are potentially an emerging trend in the industry which provide cost
benefits for the information providers, and the benefits of a more personalised and targeted approach for SMTEs.
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Training and Learning
Training and the amount of time SMTEs spent acquiring new skills was a topic that the stakeholders had varied
opinions about. Among most, there was a consensus that SMTEs spent very little on training every year – almost
all of the stakeholders estimated an amount close to $100 to $200 per annum. Others gave more specific
statements, with one saying that ‘established’ SMTEs would spend anywhere between $ 1000 to $2000 a year,
and another estimating that only about 10% to 15% of their SMTE clients would spend $1000 per year while
most of them would spend ‘nothing’ on training. The reasons behind the minimal investment in training were not
fully outlined, though a few stakeholders mentioned that SMTEs have no allocated budget for training, while
others thought that ‘SMTEs don’t see training as (a) valuable (investment)’. A few comments were also made
about a link between those SMTEs operators who wished to grow their business and those who attended training,
with the implication that those wishing to grow invested in acquiring new skills.

Frequency of training attended
Estimates were given as to how many times a year SMTE operators attended training or business development
events according to the stakeholders. Most thought that the average was two to three training activities per year.
One of the stakeholders made a distinction with regards to geographical placement, stating that urban SMTEs
attended training approximately four times a year, while regional and rural SMTEs attended between none or
one training session per year. A commonly shared view was that operators in urban locations attended more
training than those in rural or regional locations. A comment was made that networking sessions that focused on
making contacts rather than formal training were the best attended sessions.

Timing
The timing of training activities split the stakeholders into one of two camps. One side argued that they should
be conducted in 1–2 full day trainings, which would require SMTE representatives taking the time away from
their business to attend training. The other side was argued that it should be conducted in short stints of 3–4
hours during business hours and that it was important to keep training ‘short and sweet.’ One stakeholder
believed that it would be best to organise training activities in the evening when operators are not busy running
their business. Another stakeholder agreed with this, stating that TAFE courses were well attended by tourism
operators because they are flexible regarding time, which was stated to be ‘one of the most important issues’
concerning the learning needs of SMTEs. The VET sector has a role to play here and it was noted that in some
areas their local TAFE was flexible and changed their timetables to suit their needs, and training sessions in that
areas were now well attended.

Barriers to training
Time and financial resources were cited as the two most common barriers preventing SMTEs from attending
more training events. Financial resourcing was cited as the most important reason by a few of the stakeholders,
and the need to meet business commitments. Other stakeholders believed that operators were simply too busy to
attend sessions and that ‘time is more of an issue than money’ for most SMTEs. Another stated issue was that
most workers within an SMTE view their role as one responsible for executing the daily business, where
strategic issues will always come second to the provision of good food or good customer service. Some of the
stakeholders believed, however, that training itself had an image problem with many operators viewing training
as ‘another layer of licensing’ or ‘another thing they have to do’ rather than something that will actually benefit
them directly. A concurring opinion was that the word ‘training’ itself was not useful and that events should be
described more specifically, as many types of activities are often summarised under the umbrella of training.
Distance and destination were also seen as important barriers preventing SMTEs from attending more
training events. ‘Remoteness of location’ and the lack of ‘local availability’ for many training events were seen
to impact the operators that were not situated in urban centres. The time it would take to drive to a training
location, and the associated increased costs, were also mentioned. A stakeholder remarked that ‘more thought
needs to be given to the venues used for training and functions’ with ‘ease of access and parking’ viewed as
important issues yet to be addressed. A stakeholder also remarked that when events are run locally rather than
only in urban centres, there is a much higher attendance by regional operators. Online training was mentioned as
a training alternative by only two stakeholders, with one mentioning that Internet access in remote regions is
getting better and that online training can be accessed via a satellite connection in very far removed places. A
different stakeholder stated that online training does not currently have a big take-up rate because it ‘promotes
isolation’ rather than networking.
A final issue mentioned by some of the stakeholders was that operators ‘often don’t see the need’ for
training, and that the problem lies with them not understanding the relevance of any particular training event.
One simply stated that SMTEs are ‘not interested’ while another thought the problem was that SMTEs are often
19

How operators source information for business improvement
given a short notice period before a training, which makes it difficult for them to plan to attend. ‘Lack of
planning’ on the part of SMTEs was also stated as an issue.

Trust
Many of the stakeholders interviewed mentioned that building trust continues to be of great importance when it
comes to their relationships with SMTEs. Several of them mentioned that SMTEs are more likely to use
information that comes from a trusted source and particularly a trusted individual. As a result, many of the
stakeholders mentioned that they either already devoted, or were planning to devote, a significant amount of time
to relationship building, either through renewing already existing relationships or through more concentrated
efforts such as the hiring of relationship development officers.
A few of the stakeholders were actively involved in activities that they thought increased trust, such as
forums, seminars and membership evenings. These in-person activities are relied on to build trust for the
organisation as a whole, and once trust is obtained, other communication channels such as e-mail can be relied
on as well.
Trust among the SMTEs themselves is, according to the stakeholders, a common feature of the industry.
Several times it was remarked that SMTEs ‘trust each other’ and that they network well, especially the more
established ones. Larger operators often mentor the smaller ones, and there is recognition amongst SMTEs that
‘they share issues and can share knowledge.’ There is a great amount of trust and cooperation especially in
smaller network groups, and the connections made within them are relied upon in times when information and
advice are needed.
Experience is a factor that seems to elicit trust, as many of the stakeholders mentioned the idea that SMTEs
trust industry experts and operators with large amounts of experience. They also trust those recognised by the
tourism industry as official trainers or representatives. One stakeholder mentioned, however, that representatives
who resort to their high authority are hardly ever trusted in the tourism industry, and that communication and
information is only trusted if SMTEs are spoken to as equals. This resistance to higher authority was also
referenced by another stakeholder, who mentioned that, at the end of the day SMTEs were most likely to trust
people that they know and who are also part of their age group and organisation. Another stakeholder mentioned
that SMTEs trusted whoever they could view as a mentor and who was situated locally but, importantly, who
was not a competitor.
The preference for direct personal contact was expressed by a few of the stakeholders directly with one
mentioning the fact that SMTEs look for a familiar and reliable face. This can sometimes be a problem in an
industry with such a high turnover, with one stakeholder attributing their success in the trust department to the
fact that they have managed to maintain consistent staffing. Others mentioned that it takes time to build trust and
that organisations have to prove themselves as honest and reliable over a significant period of time.
Finally, the importance of having a ‘professional relationship’ was stressed by one of the stakeholders, with
the idea in mind that members and SMTEs always have the right to protest, complain or ask for changes to be
implemented, whether or not they personally know the industry representative or stakeholder in question. This
professional relationship ensures that both parties are held accountable to each other, and this is how trust builds
over time. A different stakeholder concluded that ‘it is a lonely life in tourism’ and that it is helpful for all
operators involved to have contact, mentors and ‘friends’ within the industry.

Industry Changes
Most of the stakeholders interviewed believed that there had indeed been many changes in the tourism industry
over the last few years. Several of them, however, mentioned that at the end of the day, ‘it’s the basic business’
of good products and good service that counts. The changes that were most often mentioned can be categorised
in the following groups:

Heightened customer expectations
Several of the stakeholders mentioned the notion of the ‘customer is king’ mentality and the importance of being
customer driven in the field of tourism today. The digital environment has allowed customers access to a wealth
of information, and many of them are extremely well informed when they show up to tourist destinations. They
expect a strong knowledge base from tourism workers and have high expectations for their tourist experience in
general.
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The fact that tourists are actively doing their own research before arriving at a destination also has an effect
on the role of the visitor centre. Rather than seeking general information, visitor centre workers are expected to
have specialised and in-depth knowledge. This presents a problem in the sector, especially since many of the
workers in question are volunteers. Several stakeholders also mentioned that customers are more difficult to
satisfy today than they were in the past, presumably as a result of being better informed, more sophisticated and
better travelled, which heightens expectations. One stakeholder remarked that in this digital age of vast amounts
of information, what tourists truly want is immediacy and personalised contact. Another commented on their
changing needs by saying that ‘experience visits’ were now more popular than destination visits.

The (adverse) effects of online booking
In contrast to the past, online booking is now the most commonly used method for organizing and booking
holidays. Tourists are also planning their trips at the last minute, often booking a hotel stay, for example, only a
day in advance. This presents several difficulties for tourism operators. This makes it more difficult for them to
plan ahead and forecast customer numbers and to organise themselves accordingly. This in turn makes it difficult
for them to meet the high customer expectations and can sometimes lead to negative feedback on highly popular
websites such as TripAdvisor.
The ability to check availability online has also had an effect on the length of stay of the modern tourist, with
many booking only one day in a particular location. This is also a possible consequence of their ability to inform
themselves about the sights of a location and organise a great deal of sightseeing in a short timeframe.
According to a few stakeholders, the new, well-informed customer works in a very short timeframe and has
been driving the industry to follow. Those tourism operators who have been able to adapt to this short timeframe
and provide immediate results have been doing well and are considered the industry leaders. There are many that
are left behind however, with one stakeholder mentioning that there is a significant gap between customer
expectations and provider abilities to meet these.

The global financial crisis (GFC)
Several stakeholders mentioned the effect of the global financial crisis and the new norm of reduced customer
spending. The number of international tourists has decreased and there are now more domestic tourists
vacationing in Australia rather than abroad. One stakeholder also mentioned that the domestic tourists are more
localised. They are choosing to vacation close to home as the increase in petrol prices has resulted in shorter
trips. Another stakeholder remarked that ‘budget places’ have been benefiting from the GFC while high-end
operators have been suffering. These large operators have been trying to attract customers through heavy
discounting, which was, according to the stakeholder, ‘destroying the product image’. An additional comment
made was that what had traditionally been a labour shortage in the industry had now become a labour surplus.

Changing views about nature
A few of the stakeholders felt that people’s perceptions towards nature were changing and that this was having
an effect on tourism. One in particular mentioned that the bushfires in recent years had made people have more
respect towards nature. Another stakeholder referred to climate change, and how this was creating a need for
tourism operators to be capable of urgent risk management.

Summary of the Key Findings from Tourism Stakeholder Interviews
To conclude, information and communication channels need to satisfy both parties, with the information being
sent being of relevance and value to the end user, in this instance the small tourism operator. Electronic
communication has become the most prominent and prevalent medium but there is still a need to balance that
with as much face-to-face communication as is practical, notwithstanding the geographic isolation of some
tourism operators. Tourism operators like all small businesses face real resource barriers in regards to training
and up skilling, so creative ways need to be found that overcome those barriers. SMTEs place significant
importance of the worthiness of the person communicating the information and like most of us, prefer to deal
with likeminded people, with credibility and trust being key factors in the authenticity of the message. The final
comment on the stakeholders’ view of the current situation was the acknowledgement of the changing
expectations and growing sophistication of customers and their ability to source their own information
electronically. Therefore tourism operators need to keep up to date with their own knowledge and skills.
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Chapter 5

OPERATOR FOCUS GROUPS
Introduction
The aim of conducting focus group discussions was to ensure that the key themes identified during the
stakeholder interviews resonated with and were relevant to the tourism operators themselves. In line with the
general research methodology of each step of new research building on and adding to the previous research
method, the focus groups were used to verify our findings so far and also uncover any key themes or issues that
were yet to be brought to light.

Key Themes Identified
The key themes identified in the focus groups fall into the following four categories.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Information: Findings related to information sources, needs and any other information issues identified
Communication Channels: Findings related to the use of various communication channels
Training and Learning: Findings related to the characteristics of desired training and any other relevant
learning resources
Issues of Concern for Operators: Issues that did not fall into any of the above three categories and were
considered to be issues of significance for tourism operators

A detailed account of the findings in each of these four categories follows.

Information
Focus group participants in all three locations were asked about the sources that they use to acquire information,
the type of information they seek out and rely on to run their businesses, and any information-related difficulties
they may be experiencing. Most of the findings correlated with the key themes identified in the stakeholder
interviews, though some interesting new findings were also uncovered, including the fact that the accuracy of
information, as well as the knowledge demonstrated by tourism intermediaries, are important to SMTE
operators.

Sources of information
The following sources were identified by focus group participants as the most commonly used in their industry.
All of the sources of information mentioned by the SMTE operators corresponded with the information sources
identified in the stakeholder interviews, with the ones most frequently relied on being electronic sources such as
Google and newsletters and personal frameworks.

Google: Several participants instantly thought of and mentioned Google when asked about information
sources. A few others stated that ‘(the) Internet (was) still the most useful place’ for information, and mentioned
searching generally, without referring to specific websites.

Electronic Newsletters: Operators seemed to rely on newsletters distributed through e-mail, though this was
often the case with previously identified and trusted newsletters, rather than newsletters overall. One participant
explained that he had filtered and found a few ‘very good’ business newsletters that applied ‘almost every day’
to the things that he did.
Seminars: Participants mentioned relying on seminars as an information source. They had varying opinions on
the type of seminars that suited their information needs, but several participants stated that more seminars were
necessary on how electronic resources could be used to their maximum effect, both as a source of information
and for business promotion. Seminars on the effective usage of ‘hidden blogs ... Google and website stuff’ was
identified as an important seminar topic.
Printed Material: The use of printed material was cited by several participants, with one citing the use of
newspapers to gain information, while another cited the ‘travel sections in the Weekend Age’ as being useful for
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getting ideas from other businesses. Other printed material that was viewed as helpful was ‘local or business
newspapers’ rather than any particular industry magazine.

The Customer: A few participants identified their customers as the most important source of information in
their business, and that keeping up with customer demands and expectations, as well as asking for their
feedback, was ‘90% of (the) business anyway.’ Another participant stated a desire to see more research that
allowed operators ‘to get a feel for the customer, who he was and what he was about’.
Accountants: Though they were identified as an important source of information and advice by some focus
group participants, others felt that the value of accountants is confined to providing financial advice.
Personal Networks: The use of personal networks was a vital source of information for almost all of the
focus group participants. Most stated that it was extremely helpful to be able to ask ‘someone who knows more
than you’ or simply be able to ask for advice from people in a similar role and business. In particular,
participants in remote regions seemed to come from close-knit business communities, where tourism operators
often assist each other and share information. In one of the focus group locations, the participants were proud to
announce that they had formalised their network of alliances and formed an official association. One of the
association members explained that this allowed for time optimisation through formalised information sharing,
whereby each member would go to a different type of training and disseminate key findings to the group, rather
than all of the members having to take time out to attend training on their own. By taking turns attending to
different workshops, and talking to each other, they were learning faster and now had ‘greater capability.’
When asked which of the above listed sources were the most trusted, the focus group participants provided a
very wide range of sometimes contradictory answers. Some expressed a preference for everything to be in
electronic format and others relied heavily on printed materials. Only personal networks were identified as a
trusted and relied-upon information source.

Information needs
The following were identified as key information needs for SMTE operators, categorised by the type of
information that operators stated they needed or had recently spent time looking for.

Online Marketing: Many of the participants mentioned that they had spent time trying to find out more about
online marketing and how to use it effectively to promote their businesses. Several participants were interested
in maximising ‘the right format (for presenting information online), search recognition, Google recognition,
(efficiency) in (online) newsletters’ and finding out more about the strategy behind online marketing in general.
At least one participant was also interested in online advertising and how he could maximise his online
marketing spend. The participants stated that they would be happy to have a website that explains the basics of
online marketing for tourism businesses, or that they would attend a course. Cost and length of these potential
courses was however a concern with participants stating they want a concise and practical course rather than ‘a
full three year degree’ in marketing.

Funding/Grants: A few of the participants mentioned how difficult it was to find reliable information on the
funding opportunities available in the tourism industry, and opportunities for businesses could increase its
chances of securing government funding. Participants were generally aware that there was a ‘big bucket of
funding’ in the industry, but needed more information on specifics, such as methods and advice on securing
funding, and also a general overview of how this funding ‘bucket’ was structured.
Customer Expectations: Participants stressed the importance of constantly gathering information about
customers to make sure they could ‘keep ahead of people all the time, (know) what they are looking for.’
Operators were aware that if ‘business doesn’t change to suit the new ideas and create experiences (for the
customers). … .you are left behind’. Some of the operators were interested in customer motivations and
providing them with new and interesting experiences or packages. Others simply wanted to know ‘what people
want’ so that ‘the best possible facilities/services can be made available to them.’ However the type of
information that would help operators understand customer needs was not clearly identified however. Some
thought that accurate statistics on where people were coming from would provide insights into their
expectations, while others stated no particular sources for such information.
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Industry Requirements/Compliance: Staying on top of changing industry requirements was an important
information need for almost all of the participants, and was generated considerable passion. Many reported
having struggled to find ‘reliable and accurate information’ about the most up-to-date changes, and how such
changes apply directly to their business. Understanding the changes themselves also seemed to be an issue, with
participants stating that it would be helpful if the information was written with the requirements of its intended
audience in mind (i.e. the operators) rather than ‘the way that the person who’s providing it thinks we want to
hear it’. Accessibility was an issue and rules and regulations should be explained in an easily understandable
format. This appeared to be of vital importance to respondents. They observed that this was especially the case
because it’s ‘actually very difficult to be a medium sized business’ which cannot afford to hire ‘HR specialist
and your IT person and your compliance officer … When you’re a medium business, you’ve got to do it all
yourself’. Finding accurate, applicable and understandable information on changing regulations was something
that required a significant investment of time by the operators.

IT Systems/Software: Several participants stated that they needed information on the software and IT systems
that would be of potential benefit to a tourism operator in terms of helping them with passenger figures to do
statistical analysis and also in terms of reducing labour through the use of online booking systems and softwarebased book-keeping. Though one participant mentioned wanting training on how to use such systems, most
operators wanted information on the efficacy and value of different systems so that they could make an informed
choice. Participants seemed to be looking for thorough but ‘reasonably priced’ IT tools.
Other information issues
Accuracy of information: An interesting finding which had not emerged in the personal interviews but was
evident through the focus groups was that many participants were sceptical about the accuracy of information
that they found, or that was supplied to them. The following quote summarises the feelings of several
participants across different groups:
‘(The) accuracy of information is questionable, particularly where it comes from in terms of government numbers
under (the) current economic climate ... If you speak to other operators and accommodation houses on their fill
ratios and compare them with the numbers being published in the newspaper, (they are) not necessarily the same.’

Timing and Type of Information: Several participants relied heavily on the information supplied by
regional and national tourism bodies, but expressed concerns about the timeliness of information dissemination.
One participant stated that a tourism body had ‘good figures’ about occupancy statistics for example, but that ‘by
the time it’s compiled and put in a booklet,’ the information ends up being old and irrelevant. A similar comment
made was that the type of information most often provided ‘helps to explain where you’ve been, but it doesn’t
give you any clue whatsoever about where you’re going’. The participants made it clear that information about
future trends and forecasts would be helpful, and also expressed concern about the ‘filters’ information providers
used when gathering data, which often excludes large sections of the market and makes the information less
relevant for operators. They suggested making these filters clear and explicit.

Poor Understanding of Tourism by Intermediaries: Another important issue raised by operators was
the level of understanding and knowledge possessed by information intermediaries such as volunteer workers in
visitor centres. This issue was raised in all three of the focus group locations. One participant felt that he spent a
ratio of ‘100 to 1’ providing information to some of these regional bodies, as opposed to receiving. Some of the
participants felt that because of isolation they ‘don’t get quality personnel in the organisations that are
disseminating information’ and tend to ‘avoid the places’ because they didn’t feel as though the right people
were in those jobs. One participant summarised his confusion about the role of local tourism bodies as follows:
‘(The) local tourism body (is) not trained in tourism and (doesn’t) have the information to give. (They) might be
trained to get business, but the tourism mind is different to the retail mind. (This) affects the operators, who believe
(the) local tourism body is the place to get information.’

Communication channels
Focus group participants were asked about the channels they use to acquire information, the reasons driving their
preferences for particular channels over others and their views about the relative effectiveness of particular
channels. The findings broadly correlated with the key communication channels identified in the stakeholder
interviews, with many SMTE operators using primarily electronic channels to communicate. The use of the
telephone was also identified as a relied-upon communication channel, and most participants mentioned the need
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to use a range of communication channels to do their jobs effectively. One concern of the focus groups was
found to be extremely important for tourism operators, the need for a filter when it comes to using electronic
modes of communication. Another issue identified was that reliance on electronic communication has resulted in
the need to create a new job role and an expectation which some SMTEs do not have the staffing or financial
capacity to fill. A more detailed account of the findings about prevalent communication channels follows.

Electronic communication
Reliance on E-mails: As soon as the participants were questioned about the channels they used to
communicate, the majority of them instantly mentioned the use of e-mail as their primary communication
channel, with one participating stating that ‘communication wise … there seems to be a huge swing towards
using e-mail.’
Overwhelming Volume of E-mails: Most participants mentioned that they were ‘inundated with e-mails’
and that there seemed to be an overwhelming amount exchanged in the industry. This trend had also been
identified in the stakeholder interviews. One participant mentioned that the time it takes to go through all e-mails
and ‘find out what is or isn’t relevant, is sometimes very time consuming and annoying.’ Others stated directly
that they felt overwhelmed by how much information was sent to them, and how many possible responses there
are to a single query, with one participant stating that he has been ‘almost swept off (his) feet because things
(are) happening almost too fast for (his) diminishing brain to accept’.

The Need For A Filter: Participants from all three focus groups described different ways in which they felt
‘bombarded with information’ and the fact that they were too time-poor to sort through the overwhelming
amount of e-mails sent to them. Some participants expressed concern at missing out on important information or
deleting e-mails that would be useful. Across all three focus groups, a desire was expressed for ‘some sort of
qualifier’ that would allow the operators to distinguish ‘bogus’ sources of information from proper ones, so that
less time would be wasted, and less irrelevant information, newsletters or spam mail would be received. A
concern that came up with regards to a filter however was, that it might be seen as ‘creating another layer of
quality assurance or accreditation’.

Telephone communication continues to be important
Immediacy of Answers: In all three focus groups, it became clear that some participants preferred to
communicate over the telephone rather than e-mail, especially when an immediate answer or piece of advice was
needed. One participant stated directly that it was ‘easier’ to ‘just ring up and speak to someone’ than attempt to
acquire information through other methods. The telephone was especially relied on for urgent matters, despite
some associated problems, such as having to wait on hold. One participant stated the following:
‘It says send an e-mail and we’ll answer it in 24 hours. Well, I need a bloody answer now, and so it’s 29, 30
minutes or whatever (on hold) and it happens every bloody time.’

Waiting Times: Most of the participants expressed frustration with the fact that most government
organisations had long waiting times when their telephone service was used. Concerns ranged from the problems
of an automated system, to the financial costs associated with spending long periods of time on the telephone.
Others were frustrated at the general impression that such long waiting periods represented, saying such things
as ‘their time means everything, your time means nothing’.

Unwanted Phone Calls: A final issue that came up with regards to the telephone as a means of
communication was that it was a two way channel that was difficult to ignore. Several participants mentioned
how time consuming it was to have ‘intrusive phone calls from telemarketers’ and how difficult it was to tell
whether a caller was genuinely interested in their tourism products or had ulterior motives.

The need for a range of communication channels
Most participants pointed out that they relied on both electronic communication and the telephone to find
answers to their questions and to communicate with the relevant people. It seemed that neither method was as
satisfactory on its own as they were in combination, especially when timing and urgency of response were in
question. One participant stated that, in urgent situations, ‘you end up taking more time to write an e-mail than it
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(takes) to bloody just call someone’. A second participant expressed the need to use a mixture of communication
methods to reach busy people, and made the following interesting comment:
‘I’ve found that, when I’m in a hurry to talk to someone or find an answer, I can’t really safely bet on (either) the
phone or the e-mail anymore. It’s just type the e-mail while you’re on hold waiting to get a hold of that same
person.’

Electronic communication increases workload
One of the new issues identified through the focus groups was that reliance on e-mail in the industry creates an
expectation of quick turn-around times in response, which can only be met through hiring more staff to deal with
electronic communication. Many of the operators were so busy doing tours or running their businesses that they
had no one to sit ‘in front of the computer all the time.’ One participant stated:
‘Technology, as good a communication tool as it is, (has) created almost another staff member in our organisation
just to deal with it. If you do start communicating with e-mails, then you expect your staff member to reply to
them, which means that they need to be sitting in front of a computer, which means that they’re doing that instead
of doing their regular (job), so it’s a bit of a rolling ball.’

Training and learning
Participants from all three focus groups were asked about the type of training and learning opportunities they
would like to have offered to them, and the characteristics that would make the training relevant, well timed and
well attended. The findings were very similar to those identified in the stakeholder interviews, with a few
additional insights. The importance of using specific examples during training sessions was one of these.
Another new finding was just how much SMTE operators use their personal network as a source of learning,
rather than just for gathering information. The additional findings are examined in the following section.

Characteristics of desired training
Timing: Most operators agreed that daytime courses were almost ‘impossible’ to attend and that courses outside
working hours would be preferred, with short courses over a few consecutive evenings being one preference. If
the courses did have to be offered during the day, a length of several hours (rather than a whole day) was stated
as suitable for the course.

Seasonality: Some participants felt that workshops were often held during the busy season when operators
were ‘flat out’. A preferred time was during the off season, or at the beginning and end of the busy tourist
season.
Frequency: Several operators from the more remote regions felt that training and workshops ‘don’t get held
here often enough,’ with many of them being unable to attend on the rare occasions that it was offered because
of pre-planned tour engagements.
Content: Most participants were interested in learning more about electronic marketing and in building their
skills base in the use of online advertising and other general online resources. Some were specifically interested
in learning more about ‘IT booking systems’.

Location: Participants all stated that they would prefer courses close to their location, with some saying that
courses located ‘within an hour (‘s drive) would be preferable.’ Most participants stated that they were ‘not
interested in doing online courses’ for a varied array of reasons, some being that they would lose interest,
wouldn’t find the time for them or that they preferred not to lock up computer use. Others simply stated that they
preferred face-to-face, and that they wanted to be able to ask questions.

Quality of Facilitators: Several operators mentioned that they had had some unhelpful experiences, and that
it was important to ensure that those running courses are ‘qualified people with experience’ in the tourism
industry. Others stated that ‘facilitators should know the answers when asked.’ Direct personal experience in the
topic they were presenting was desirable.

Specific Topics: When asked about the content that SMTE operators would find useful, most expressed a
desire to attend training where matters were addressed in the specific, rather than general sense. Almost all
wanted to hear of specific experiences encountered by the facilitators, or to be taught particular things using
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specific, real-world examples. One participant described a workshop he had attended about family-owned
businesses where business owners discussed ‘various scenarios’ that they had actually encountered in real life
and helped the attendees ‘prepare ….for what’s coming.’ He found the focus on real situations helpful, rather
than other workshops were the speakers were ‘just sort of talking at you’.

Structure: Participants often mentioned being interested in the specifics of any particular tourism topic, rather
than a general overview. Some thus requested a different structure for workshops, with several different
facilitators presenting on one large topic, each of them specialising in one particular aspect. This was preferred to
one presenter giving an overview. Participants felt this would provide them with responses to their specific and
detailed queries. This approach is preferable to a general overview.

Certification/Licensing: Almost all of the operators expressed an interest in receiving a certificate after
attending training, no matter the subject matter of the course. Many stated that they needed ‘proof of having
completed (a) course’ and that certificates were important for licensing. Some saw the idea of getting a
certificate at the end as an incentive to attend courses in the first place. Overall, certificates seemed to be an
important component of training activities.
Cost: Cost was also mentioned as a factor, especially for small businesses. A sum quoted by some was that
participants would pay about $200 for a couple of hours if the training was ‘worthwhile.’
Learning from each other
Though personal networks were mentioned as a source of information for most focus group participants, the
importance of networks for learning also received mention. The learning that is exchanged between business
owners was viewed consistently as a positive benefit and seemed to carry great weight with all participants in
each of the focus groups. One participant stated he has ‘gained a lot of information off people who I think know
more than me, and that’s probably most people in our community’. In one focus group the participants were
particularly proud of the network they had set up and how willing everyone was to help each other. One of the
participants stated the following:
‘Anyone around this table I wouldn’t hesitate to go and ask for information knowing full well they’d take the time
and be agreeable.’

Other participants added to this discussion, with the following comments:
‘I think we’re quite unique in that a lot of the tourism people actually do get on well together and we do network
very frequently and I think that you do form relationships that you can go and speak to people about an issue that
they may not be an expert but they could be a sounding board (as) … someone … .that you form a bond with,
someone you feel that you trust.’

The group of participants in one of the three focus group locations explained that they had officially
formalised their personal network by forming an association. This seemed to be an emerging trend in the
industry, with participants in the other two focus groups also saying that they are starting to think about ‘how
operators can help each other’ and others just beginning to ‘develop some joint efforts in promotion.’

Operator concerns
In line with the overall research strategy explained in the methodology section, the aim of the focus group
discussions was to confirm that the findings of the stakeholder interviews were in agreement with the opinions of
the SMTE operators themselves. A parallel aim was to uncover any hidden issues that had not thus far been
mentioned, especially if they seemed to be of importance to the tourism operators. An issue that was uncovered
was that many SMTE operators feel that tourism is not supported and promoted to an adequate level. A few had
specific grievances, but overall, operators felt that the tourism industry could benefit from additional support
towards business development and more consultation on issues of importance.
These sentiments were expressed in the midst of a generally low level of expectation of industry membership
and its benefits. SMTE operators continue to be members of regional, national and industry associations but in
reality expect very little from these groups, in terms of the provision of general support and especially
information. When asked whether the memberships were beneficial and met their needs, one participant replied
with ‘I don’t expect anything’ while another stated ‘we’re in them because we have to be’.
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Despite the costs associated with membership, and the lack of expectations, most operators continued to
renew their memberships because of regionally motivated reasons. They pointed out that ‘it is good for the town
and they do lots of good things and they do give information. I choose to put my money in for that reason’.
Another participant agreed, stating that ‘every place needs a visitor centre ... so we do need to support them.’ He
added however that ‘what we get back though is questionable.’
Lack of consultation in particular was seen as an issue by several operators, who felt that they often had to
accept decisions from tourism bodies on very important issues that affect businesses directly, without at all being
consulted. Operators across all three focus groups were confused about or at least unaware of the drivers behind
certain decisions. Many wanted to know whether specific decisions were ‘research driven or …data driven’ and
interested in seeing the information that helped government tourism bodies arrive at their conclusions. Some
participants expressed the belief that such decisions are not ‘statistically based’ and are instead chosen almost
randomly.
The operators also mentioned the existence of a number of barriers which impede business growth for
tourism operators and they are looking for encouragement rather than red tape in terms of business development.
A few stated that they receive ‘no assistance toward building the business at all’ while others stated that they felt
as though legislation and local government have ‘stopped a lot of progress’. Others felt as though there was no
encouragement of innovative thinking, with one participant saying ‘if you want to do tourism development, there
is no real encouragement to do it, (especially) if you want to do anything outside the norm’. Participants felt that
the prevailing legislative system that is currently in place makes it difficult for businesses to grow or implement
new business strategies, and that the tourism industry could significantly benefit from overt and honest
encouragement and assistance in their attempts at growth.
Overall, participants seemed interested in an improved relationship with representative tourism bodies, in
terms of increased encouragement, support and consultation. These desires were expressed as an alternative to
the prevailing approach of the representative bodies, which is viewed as something that hinders, rather than helps
business, and that many operators are going to lengths to try to avoid the requirements that come with
membership. One participant voiced his concerns in the following way:
‘It feels like the tail wagging the dog. We have to jump from here to there, from there to here, all over the place
because we’re trying to work with an entity who’s supposed to represent us. They’re supposed to be the
representative body of membership and it’s the other way around, they tell us what to do. But over and above that,
what I’m seeing happen quite regularly is people going right around the system saying it’s superfluous, we don’t
like what you’re doing, it’s a waste of time, we won’t join as a member. They’re kicking and bucking and now
they’ve actually said it’s too hard, and they’re starting to negate that and go around it.’

Summary of the Key Findings from Focus Group Discussions
A review of the key themes identified in the focus group discussions brings to light some new findings, as well
as the fact that certain themes identified during the stakeholder interviews strongly resonate with tourism
operators. The themes that were particularly important to the tourism operators are highlighted below and
separated into two categories, depending on whether they were entirely new findings or had been mentioned in
the stakeholder interviews. Frequency of being mentioned and the length and complexity to which they were
discussed are some of the ways in which the key findings were identified during coding.

Findings that reinforce the results of stakeholder interviews
Reliance on e-mail as a primary communication channel
E-mail was, over and above the other listed communication channels mentioned, the most frequently used
channel to communicate by all of the tourism operators, which was also emphasised by the tourism stakeholders
during interviews. This reliance on e-mail has led to several new issues faced by operators however, which are
discussed in the new findings section.

Reliance on personal networks as a source of information
Tourism operators confirmed that personal networks were frequently used to obtain information that helps them
run their businesses, and that this was viewed as an extremely important aspect of information acquisition. This
was also the most trusted and relied-upon information source across all three focus groups.
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Reliance on personal networks as a form of learning
Though this was mentioned to a degree in the stakeholder interviews, the tourism operators confirmed that
personal networks are relied upon not only as a source of information, but also as a way to meet operators’
learning and training needs. This included formation of their own very localised network to support the operators
in their locality.

New findings not mentioned in the stakeholder interviews
Reliance on Google as a source of information
A new key term that was frequently mentioned during the focus group discussions was ‘Google’ and its usage as
a key starting point when searching for information. Google was specifically mentioned in all three focus groups,
whereas during the stakeholder interviews ‘the Internet’ in general was cited as a source of information without
reference to specific sites.

The need for an electronic filter
The reliance on e-mail and other electronic sources led to the expression of a desire that was mentioned across
all of the focus groups, but that had not previously been expressed in the stakeholder interviews. Many
participants mentioned the desire for some sort of filtering system when it came to e-mails, newsletters and all
electronic sources of information. The consensus was that a filtering system would save time and help operators
narrow down reliable, relevant and trustworthy sources of information. Whether or not the filter would be
applied at an industry or regional level was not specified.

Increased workload caused by electronic communication
The reliance on e-mails and electronic communication in the tourism industry has led to a by-product that was of
great importance to tourism operators, which is the increased workload caused by an expectation of quick turnaround times in response. Overall, electronic communication seems to have created a new job role and a concern
that some SMTEs do not have the staffing or financial capacity to fill.

The adverse effects of poor understanding by tourism intermediaries
This finding resonated across all three focus groups conducted and was an important issue for tourism operators
because they felt that they could not rely on tourism intermediaries, neither as a source of information to help
them with their business needs, nor as transmitters of reliable information to tourists and customers. Tourism
intermediaries were seen as lacking in knowledge and understanding of the tourism industry, and this was an
issue operators were keen to fix.

Operator concerns
There was a concern expressed that tourism was not supported and promoted to the degree that tourism operators
felt satisfied with. These beliefs were evidenced by their concerns about the lack of consultation with tourism
operators in the making of important decisions, and a view that the decisions were not always supported by
evidence of the existence of a problem. They were also concerned about the existence of a number of barriers,
usually around planning, which made it difficult for tourism operators to grow their businesses. They viewed
these hindrances as red tape and desired more encouragement toward business development in general.
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Chapter 6

LEARNING AND INFORMATION PRACTICES IN THE
AGRICULTURAL SECTOR
Introduction
To facilitate a comparison with the tourism industry the research team consulted with some representatives from
the agriculture industry and farm-stay businesses. The objective was to identify any similarities between the
industries in terms of how information was disseminated to and accessed by operators. Agriculture was selected
as a well-established industry with history and tradition, as well as value to the national economy. The
assumption was that the agriculture industry would have tried and tested methods of disseminating and applying
information, and that successful communication processes may be in place. Farm-stay businesses were also
selected for interviews as an opportunity that would provide poignant comparisons because of their placement on
the intersection between tourism and agriculture. The research team were especially interested in finding out
whether the farm-stay businesses had a preference for the channels and quality of information from the tourism
or agriculture sectors.

Characteristics of the interviewees
The research team interviewed one industry representative in person and one by telephone and two farm-stay
business operators to provide a snapshot for comparison with the tourism industry. Recommendations for the
farm-stay interviews were provided to the research team by the applicable industry association. The agricultural
representative interviewed was from a body which represents fruit growers across the nation, with a membership
base of approximately 1,000. The farm-stay businesses had a long-standing history in farming (in one case 50
plus years and in the other, three generations of farmers) and had added accommodation services to their
agriculture businesses fairly recently. They now receive a high margin revenue stream from the ‘stay’ aspect of
their farms and make use of any surplus buildings on their properties.

Key Themes Identified
The agriculture and farm-stay interviews generated detailed information. The interview transcripts were coded to
reveal the following key themes. An in-depth analysis of the findings in each theme follows.
1.
2.
3.
4.

Information
Communication Channels
Training and Learning
Industry Changes

Agriculture Consultation
Information
The agricultural stakeholder felt that a range of information sources were important and relied upon in the
industry. When asked to identify the best sources of information for a new agricultural business, the stakeholder
stated that one ‘wouldn’t start and stop at any single organisation’ and would have to consider a range of
sources, including government, local production organisations and industry organisations.
The issues that were most commonly communicated about were the following:
•
•
•

technology transfers, research findings, best practice activities
regular communication on marketing campaigns, industry promotion activities
specific issues such as a new strategic plan

When asked about what could be done in the industry to improve the dissemination of information, the
stakeholder made the following comment:
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‘There’s no issue about accessibility, these days, to information. The problem is the volume of it and filtering (it)
out and trying to identify what’s important and what’s not. What’s going to deliver the greatest value. So resources
to filter out and analyse relevant and valuable information (would be useful).’

The overwhelming volume of information was also raised in interviews with tourism stakeholders. The
filtering of information to avoid information overload was thus a common theme.

Communication channels
The ways in which the agricultural stakeholder disseminated information to their members involved a range of
information channels. E-mails were often used, as was their official website, but the organisation seemed to rely
heavily on two other important channels. The first of these was the distribution of a monthly industry magazine
which was sent out to the group’s members and which outlined important industry developments in terms of
research and development findings and improvements. The stakeholder stated that he thought the magazine had
much better uptake in terms of the information being read and used, rather than if it were all disseminated online.
He made the following comment:
‘I would doubt there’d be very good uptake and review of our industry magazine (if) it was just provided in an
electronic form. I suspect it wouldn’t get anything like the (current) readership, in our industry at least, and I
wouldn’t be surprised if that would apply across the board. It’s not easy to read ... It’s not quite as easy, still, to
read material off a website, as it is if you’ve got a magazine you can just flick through.’

Another channel of communication that seemed to be prevalent in this industry was face-to-face interaction,
through seminars, workshops and direct visits to production facilities. At the time of the interview, the
stakeholder’s organisation was in the midst of disseminating new information on productivity with regards to
production, and the most common method used seemed to be face-to-face visits to production facilities. The
stakeholder mentioned that his organisation visited orchard growers to ‘update them’ several times a year, and
that they also tried ‘to bring groups of growers together.’
They also hosted an industry conference every year, and several workshops, which were fairly well attended.
The stakeholder mentioned an average of about 20% of members attending, which made up more than 80% of
production-focused businesses, so he was happy with their current attendance rates, and thought the face-to-face
method worked well. When asked what the best method of communication may be in the industry, the
stakeholder made the following comment:
‘The one that generally gets the message through the best is always face-to-face, but you can’t do that all the time,
because it’s very costly and we’ve got a very dispersed industry’

When questioned about how they measured the penetration or efficacy of different communication methods,
the stakeholder stated that the direct interactive approach works well because ‘when you’re dealing face-to-face
you have the opportunity to get their feedback immediately.’

Training and learning
On the subject of learning and training, the stakeholder guessed that half of his industry members participate in
at least one event per year, while ‘(the) most active component of the industry participates in multiple events per
year’.
Time was stated as the most significant barrier to members attending training, with cost being less of an issue
in the agriculture industry due to the fact that many workshops were subsidised. On the issue of how much
money was invested in training by industry member, he made the comment that it was limited ‘relative to their
overall cost of operation’ with time again being the most important barrier.
A large obstacle that faced the industry seemed to be the ‘tyranny of distance between all of (the) different
members, they’re scattered right across the country.’ This distance factor made the face-to-face approach more
difficult in training, though it was still relied on as a method, even in remote regions.

Industry changes
When asked about observable changes in the industry, the use of electronic communication was brought up as
the key change. The stakeholder made the following comment:
‘We’re certainly seeing an increase in use of websites. Our industry, typically, does actually have quite a high
uptake of Internet access, so there’s no question that that’s been a major growth area over the last decade, has to
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have been … More than 80% of our industry have access now days, which is quite high really, in a rural industry at
least.’

Farm-stay Consultation
Information
The farm-stay businesses identified a range of sources that were important contributors to their daily operational
needs. The sources applicable to agriculture and tourism were generally similar (newsletters, meetings,
Internet/Google, printed material) but varied in quality and the amount of filtering needed. One operator
commented ‘We get very relevant information from the agriculture industry and probably the agriculture
information is marginally better than the tourism in terms of being specific to what we do’. When queried further
on this, the operator noted that agriculture information was of a more scientific nature and had educational
benefits but was not as ‘time sensitive’ as that from tourism. On the other hand, tourism based information was
more focused on policy and regulation rather than being ‘educational’. When asked to rate the quality of
information that they received the operators indicated that information from agricultural sources was
significantly better for their needs than the tourism information.
Another significant difference between agriculture and tourism is the use by agriculture of field days to get
important information across to operators. These forums provide opportunities to deliver information in a range
of formats (hand-on, aural, visual) which were viewed as ‘very successful’ and referred to as ‘educational days’.
Further, face-to-face interactions provided the operators with an opportunity to question the information and
receive immediate feedback. In the peak times face-to-face contact for agriculture occurred as often as weekly or
fortnightly. In comparison, opportunities for similar contact on the tourism side did occur, but less regularly. One
operator noted that the shire tourism office conducted workshops on a quarterly basis but this was focused more
towards developing start-up skills. Once the business had been operating for some time there was little benefit in
attending these events. Another operator noted that field days did occur annually but whilst educational, this was
viewed as ‘a reward’ for volunteers at the local tourism office. Field type forums direct attention to the issues of
trust and how this format may aid the delivery of information.
The operators identified suppliers as an inadvertent source of information; ‘The information comes to us by
the way of the fact that we are out there in the market place ... People come to us. I hardly have to seek anything
in terms of that because people usually try to sell … I’d love to get rid of the hawkers but generally get a lot of
information’. Another operator noted ‘We have an agronomist that comes to do our information on our cropping
and things like that’. Suppliers like stock agents were generally viewed as a good source for products, new
technology, new marketing activities, and market intelligence.
In one case the operator gathers and shares information from her bookings with an industry-wide database
(IPAT). This participation allows her to receive information so that she can directly compare her operation with
other tourism operators and determine where to direct their marketing efforts. In the operator’s own words:
‘What happens day-to-day is quite significant to the business. I keep the stats on occupancy, turnover, about where
people come from whether they come from international, interstate and intrastate. I also keep statistics on couples,
families, whether I have pet friendly people or not pet friendly. I keep all those statistics for each booking. I feed
this data back into Tourism Victoria as they collate this data and they have quarterly data collection systems.
Tourism Alliance also sends out data historically to see where people are coming from where they should be
marketing’.

The information needs of the farm-stay operators revolves around identifying examples of ‘best practice’,
keeping abreast of industry issues, and changes in government legislation that impacted their operation.
To keep themselves abreast of both industries, the farm-stay businesses have joined a range of local, regional
and national networks. These networks provide them with regular feeds of newsletters and access to key
websites. They noted the ‘usefulness’ of information from tourism sources often requires more filtering than
their agriculture sources. A reason for this may be the degree of fit to farm-stay business. The agriculture
resources appear to be more targeted and regionally focused whilst the tourism resources are typically service
broader markets than just farm-stays. Another major source of information noted by the owners is that provided
by potential suppliers who are keen to convey trends, new technology, and industry developments.

Communication channels
The major channels for tourism communication was e-mail and the Internet, but the operators also relied on
more traditional methods such as the postal mail service, the industry newspaper (The Weekly Times), the radio
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(ABC Lunch Hour), the TV (Landline), and direct face-to-face meetings for the agricultural side of their
businesses. The operators emphasised more traditional and tactile channels such as the mail, newspapers, the
ABC radio, meetings, and personal contact. According to one of the operators their tourism operation did not
have a large information requirement. The reason for this was that agriculture was viewed as more ‘dynamic’ so
information was important to operate the business. On the other hand the information requirement for the
tourism aspect of business was considerably lower and less critical to their operation. This meant the channel in
which it came through was less relevant. One of the operators highlighted the need to ‘filter’ incoming
information via e-mail and the Internet because there was too much information that was not relevant to the
business.
Regional centres in particular played an important role by acting as hubs for communication and facilitating
personal contact. The operators emphasised the importance of the local tourism offices in their operations. ‘I
probably get more help via the shire and the tourism body of the local shire than anywhere else.’
Both farm-stay operators are active members in their local tourism groups. Examples of non-tourism
networks which acted as channels of communication were the local CFA (Country Fire Authority) and the local
Landcare group. When asked to rate the relative channels for effectiveness, the operators rated the tourism
channels as about half as effective as those from agriculture.

Training and learning
With respect to the training and learning needs of agriculture versus tourism amongst the farm-stay businesses
the operators reported that agriculture requires continual and ongoing training whilst tourism is orientated
towards start-up and early development. Once the tourism venture is underway the operators view those needs as
less and do not undertake any ongoing or regular training. By comparison the agriculture side of the businesses
required regular training with either the owners or employees undertaking training two to three times a year
(operator licences, skills training).
One operator described tourism training offerings as ‘The local shire does have various workshops they have
available, which to be honest, we haven’t availed ourselves with because we’re in a groove that suits our lifestyle
... but we’d encourage anybody starting out to certainly do all that’. Initially the operators found the tourism
networks to be valuable because they were a source where operators could learn from other’s experiences. One
of the operators commented that farm tourism was ‘an on the job learning in itself. You learn from your clients
and they learn from you, and it’s a great way of learning from each other … I think this is very important
because a lot of people just don’t understand country people, and we don’t understand city people’.
After 36 years of operation the second operator did not perceive a requirement for any further training to
operate the farm-stay effectively.

Summary of Key Findings from Agriculture
This snapshot of the agriculture industry while quite cursory does provide some useful insights. The findings do
need to be treated with some care as the farm-stay businesses were predominantly focused on their agricultural
operations. Further research into farm-stay operations which have a greater emphasis on their tourism activities
may provide a clearer understanding of the activities of this sector.
The agriculture sector places a far greater importance on face-to-face interaction than what is found in the
tourism industry. Despite the spread of farms across large distances in rural areas, the agricultural industry has a
history of using field officers or agents who conduct face-to-face visits with the farmers. These officers are
trusted by the operators and are a channel for a whole range of information.
Networking and the information it provides is important part of operational success for farm-stay operators.
Their owners utilise extensive local networks (community, CFA, Landcare, Regional Advisory Board, local
shire) in both agriculture and tourism to help them remain ‘in the loop’ to receive information and updates.
In terms of similarities with the tourism industry, information sources such as the Internet and e-mail were
invaluable tools but they were mediums which required some degree of management and filtering. Other
informal sources of information were suppliers who were keen to alert the operators to new technologies, new
marketing activities, and market intelligence. Another passive source of information was customers who were
able to educate the operators on ‘what city folk wanted’.
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Chapter 7

ONLINE SURVEY
Introduction
The online questionnaire-based survey was developed in order to gather the opinions of a wide cross section of
SMTEs about their preferences and practices for gathering information and their approaches to learning. The
survey was widely distributed as a result of the support provided by various tourism organisations. Such support
was critical to the effectiveness of this part of the investigation. Privacy laws prevented the various associations
from sharing their membership details with third parties, including the researchers. To overcome this limitation
e-mail messages were sent to the membership by the relevant associations encouraging participation in the
survey and attaching an Internet link to the questionnaire. The chosen approach was deemed to be the best
available to the researchers though some limitations should be acknowledged. Response rates to all forms of
survey-based research are tending to decline and when the survey is disseminated to a business recipient via a
third party and requires respondents to follow a link in order to get to access the questionnaire the response rate
will be further reduced.
When the online survey was closed 259 useable responses had been received. It is not possible to measure
the actual response rate because the number of businesses which were sent and/or received an e-mail message
about the survey is unknown. Most sections of the questionnaire were completed by the respondents but the
response to the final section was poor. As a result of such non-response six questions reported much lower
response rates than the others. This limited the analysis which could be undertaken in the case of these six
questions.

Respondent Demographics
The following section summarises the demographics of the respondents and their business.

The operators
Some of the highlights of the table are as follows:
• Half of the respondents (56.0%) are female
• Over half of the respondents (55.8%) are aged between 41 and 60 years
• Almost one quarter of the respondents (23.5%) have a postgraduate degree
• 11.6% are from a NESB background
• 4.7% are Indigenous
• 70% spend less than four hours per week accessing business information
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Table 4: Demographic categories
Demographic
Gender
N = 84

Category
Male
Female

Age
N = 86

21–30
31–40
41–50
51–60
61 +

11.6
15.1
27.9
27.9
17.4

Education level
N = 85

Primary school
Secondary school
TAFE level
Bachelor degree
Postgraduate degree

1.2
20.0
24.7
30.6
23.5

Ethnicity
N = 86

Non-English speaking
background

11.6

Indigenous n = 85
Average time
accessing business
information per week
n = 217

Percentage
44.0
56.0

4.7
Less than 1 hour
Between 1 and 4 hours
Between 4 and 8 hours
More than 8 hours

18.0
51.2
20.7
10.1

The business
Size of business
The majority of respondent firms (60.6%) were micro businesses, employing fewer than five staff. A further
24.3% were small businesses (with 5 to 19 employees) and the other 15.0% were medium sized businesses (20
plus employees). The firm size variable was divided into two categories for the purposes of further analysis—
micro businesses and small and medium enterprises (SMEs).

Category of tourism firm
Almost half (49.2%) of the respondent firms are in the accommodation sector, while a further 19.9% are tour
operators. The next most frequent respondent category is attractions. For the purposes of further analysis the
industry sector variable is divided into two categories—accommodation and other businesses. A more detailed
analysis by tourism sector is set out at the end of this chapter in Key Finding 11.

Age of firm
About an eighth of the respondents (13.6%) are relatively new operators, (less than 2 years old). A further 29.6%
are between two and five years old, making a total of 43.2% that are less than six years old. The remaining
respondents (56.8%) have been in business for five years or more.

Membership of tourism organisations
Almost all of the respondents (94%) are members of a tourism organisation. Memberships as reported included
local tourism organisations (82%), regional tourism organisations (70%), and members of a tourism industry
association (about a third).

Membership of a non tourism organisation
While a relatively smaller proportion of respondents are members of non-tourism organisations, the level is still
significant with some three quarters of respondents (74.5%) indicating they are members of a non-tourism
35

How operators source information for business improvement
organisation. About a third (33.2%) are members of a local business network, a further quarter (25.9%) are
members of a chamber of commerce, and one in ten (10.9%) are member of an online business network.

Growth intentions
Three quarters of the respondents (75.7%) plan to grow their business over the next two years.

Profitability
More than half of the respondents (57.0%) are currently profitable, while 11 % are unprofitable, with the
remainder at break-even (29.1%) or uncertain (2.3%).

Business goals
The top three business goals as reported are:
• Increasing the number of customers
• Increasing the profitability of my business
• Achieving work life balance

Definitions of demographics
Several questions are analysed using the demographic variables that have been described above. To simplify the
analysis each variable has been re-coded to cover two categories only. Table 5 outlines the demographics and
their categories:
Table 5: Coding criteria for demographics
Variable
Firm size
Location
Tourism sector
Age of the firm
Involved in business network
Growth intentions
Information seeking
Financial position
Age of operator
Education of operator
Gender

Category 1
Micro
Metro
Accommodation
Younger firms
Connected
Growers
Info quicks
Profitable
Younger
Non graduates
Male

Criteria
<5 staff

<6 years
Yes
Yes
<4 hours
Yes
<51 years
Tafe

Category 2
SME
Non-Metro
Others
Mature
Not connected
Non growth
Info hungry
Non-profitable
Older
Graduates
Female

Criteria
5+ staff

6+ years
No
No
4+ hours
No
51+ years
Degree

Key Finding 1—Frequency of Information Seeking for
Day-to-Day Operations
Respondents were provided with a list of five types of information which are commonly associated with
effective business operations. Firstly respondents were asked about how often they seek such information for the
day-to-day operations of their business. The results are shown in Table 6. Marketing and sales related
information is the most frequently sought-after for the purposes of day-to-day operations, with more than half of
the respondents (55.6%) indicating that they sought such information either often or very often. One third of
respondents indicated that they seek business management information (33.2%) and financial management
information (34.5%) often or very often.
The frequency of seeking information was cross-tabulated with the various demographic categories (Table
B1 – Table B5, Appendix B). It was found that while over half of the respondents (55.6%) seek marketing and
sales information for day-to-day operations often or very often, some groups seek out such information even
more frequently. These respondents include SMEs, firms that are more connected, firms located in metropolitan
areas, profitable firms, firms operated by women and/or graduates, and those who spend more time seeking
information. The groups that seek business management information more than others include SMEs, those
located in metropolitan areas, profitable, those operated by women and/or graduates, younger operators and
those who spend more time seeking information.
The groups that are more likely to seek legal and regulatory related information are SMEs, those located in
metropolitan areas, those operated by graduates, and those who spend more time seeking information. The
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groups more likely to seek information on financial management are SMEs, those located in metropolitan areas,
more profitable firms, those operated by graduates, and those who spend more time seeking information. Finally
respondents that are more likely to seek environmental/sustainability related information are those located in
metropolitan areas, more profitable firms, those operated by graduates, and those who spend more time seeking
information. In summary the following characteristics of the respondent group stand out among those that
frequently seek out information for the day-to-day running of their business—firms in metropolitan areas,
profitable firms, those operated by graduates and those firms whose operators spend more time seeking
information.
Table 6: Frequency with which information is sought for day-to-day operations
Type of Information
Marketing and Sales
Business Management
Legal and Regulatory
Financial Management
Environment/Sustainability

Never
(%)
6.0
9.7
5.8
8.0
9.4

Rarely/Occasionally (%)
38.4
57.1
78.5
57.5
66.5

Often/Very Often
(%)
55.6
33.2
15.7
34.5
24.1

Key Finding 2—Sources of Information for Day-to-Day Operations
Respondents were asked to nominate where they would most likely to seek information to help with their day-today operations. There were 221 responses to this open-ended question with many providing multiple responses.
The responses have been gathered under general headings, as set out in Table 7 below. By far the most
significant source of information for day-to-day activities was the Internet, with almost two thirds of respondents
(63.3%) indicating this as their preferred option. The next most frequently used source of information was
through tourism/industry associations (50 responses). This was followed by local visitors information
centre/tourism centre (27 responses) and personal networking (25 responses). Only 4% of respondents indicated
government as the most likely source of their day-to-day related information.
Table 7: Where would you most likely look for your day-to-day type of information?

Information Source

Frequency

%

Internet

140

63.3

Tourism/Industry Associations

50

22.6

Local Visitors Information Centre/ Tourism Centre

27

12.2

Personal Networking

25

11.3

Colleagues/Within Company/Inhouse Resources

22

10.0

Business Contacts/Other Operators

17

7.7

Accountant

14

6.3

Press/Print Media

14

6.3

Newspapers

11

5.0

Government

9

4.1

Miscellaneous

9

4.1

E-News/E-mails

8

3.6

Regional Tourism Organisations

8

3.6

Google/Search Engine

6

2.7

Research/Statistics

5

2.3

Consultants/Specialists

5

2.3

Participation in Courses/Seminars

4

1.8
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Information Source

Frequency

%

Chamber of Commerce

3

1.4

Affiliate memberships/councils

3

1.4

Telephone

3

1.4

Radio

2

1.0

Books

2

1.0

Do not look for information

1

0.5

Total Responses
388
* Totals may not add up to 100% as respondents were permitted multiple responses.

Key Finding 3—Importance of Information for Longer Term
Business Operations
Respondents were asked to nominate the importance of specific types of information for the long term
development of their business. The specific types of information were the same as those used in the first
question. Importance was measured on a five point Likert-type scale where 1 indicated not important and 5
indicated very important.
Marketing and sales information was ranked as the most important type for longer term development. The
next most important types were business management and financial management information.
Table 8: Importance of Information for Long Term Business Development
Type of Information
Marketing and Sales
Business Management
Legal and Regulatory
Financial Management
Environment/Sustainability

Mean Importance of Information
(1= not important – 5= very important)
4.32
4.10
3.45
4.05
3.58

Key Finding 4—Source of Information for Longer term Development
Respondents were asked to nominate where they would search for long term business development type
information. The results are set out in Table 9 below.
Four out of ten respondents (39.7%) indicated they would most likely use the Internet as their source of
information for long-term business development (83 responses). This is significantly less than those who use the
Internet for day-to-day information (63.3%). The second most likely source of information was
Industry/Tourism associations (58 responses). The third most frequently used likely source of information for
long-term business development type information was Networking/Business Contacts (36 Responses).
Consultants, professional advisors and accountants were the next most frequent responses and if grouped
together these two categories do suggest an interest in obtaining specialist advice. This may indicate a
recognition that specialists have more to offer in supporting longer term more strategic issues. The government
was nominated by slightly less than ten percent of respondents as the source of information for long term
business development.
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Table 9: Long term development information sources
Response
Frequency

%

Internet

83

39.7

Industry/Tourism Associations

58

27.8

Networking/Business Contacts

36

17.2

Consultants/Professional Advisors

30

14.4

Accountants

23

11.0

Colleagues/Internal to Company

22

10.5

Government

20

9.6

Same as day-to-day information

13

6.2

Unsure

10

4.8

Newspapers

9

4.3

Books/Magazines

8

3.8

Academic Journals/Scientific Research

8

3.8

Courses at TAFE/Adult Education Centre

8

3.8

Industry Publications

6

2.9

Miscellaneous

4

1.9

Small Business Centres

3

1.4

Electronic Newsletters/E-mails

3

1.4

Various Sources

3

1.4

Clients

2

1.0

Economic Trends/Statistics

2

1.0

Computer Programs

1

0.5

Source of Information (n = 209)

Total Responses
352
* Totals may not add up to 100% as respondents were permitted multiple responses.

Key Finding 5—Satisfaction with Types of Information Received
Respondents were asked to indicate their level of satisfaction with two different types of information—to help
with day-to-day business operations; and to help with long term business development. Levels of satisfaction
were indicated on a 7 point scale where 1 represented not at all satisfied and 7 represented very satisfied. The
mean scores for all respondents are set out in Table 10 below.
The mean level of satisfaction for both types of information is approximately four and a half out of seven.
This indicates a positive degree of satisfaction, though not at the level of very satisfied.
Further cross-tabulations are set out in Table B9 in Appendix B.
In terms of satisfaction with the information to help with their day-to-day business operations, the following
categories of respondents reported higher mean scores indicative of a higher level of satisfaction with the short
term information. These include larger firms; those in metropolitan areas; those outside the accommodation
sector; younger firms; profitable firms; firms with older operators; those operated by women and/or non
graduates.
The following firms are more satisfied with information to help with long term business development –
larger firms; those in metropolitan areas; those outside the accommodation sector; those not involved in a
business network; those that plan to grow; those that are profitable; those operated by non graduates; and those
operated by women.
39

How operators source information for business improvement
Table 10: Satisfaction with information for day-to-day and long term operations
Information for:
Day-to-day
Long term

Not Satisfied
%
13.0
15.1

Neutral
%
42.2
39.0

Satisfied
%
44.9
45.9

Mean
Score
4.46
4.43

Key Finding 6—Usefulness of Information Channels
Operators were asked to rate how useful they found the various channels in helping them to source information
that they need. They rated the channels according to a 7 point scale from not at all useful through to very useful.
Respondents could also indicate if they did not use a particular channel at all. The mean scores of usefulness for
each channel, along with the proportion of respondents who did not use the channel are set out in Table 11
below.
Search engines are the most used channel, closely followed by websites and then local and/or regional
tourism brochures. Search engines are clearly the most useful channel (mean score 5.72 out of 7), followed by
face-to-face business networking (5.22 ), and websites of specific organisations (5.05).
While there is a close relationship between the level of usage and the rating for usefulness of the various
channels, there are some channels that do not follow this pattern. Two channels that involve personal interaction
are not used as much as some others but their usefulness ratings are quite high. These are face-to-face business
networking and business forums and industry events.
The least used channels are the very specific online channels—podcasts, blogs and wikis, social networks,
and seminars on the web. More than half of the respondents have not used these channels. They were also rated
quite low by respondents in terms of their usefulness.
Cross tabulation of usefulness of information channels by firm and operator demographics are set out in
Table B10 in Appendix B. Higher usefulness mean scores for Internet search engines were recorded by women
operators, younger operators, operators without a degree, those who spend more time seeking information, those
involved in business networks and profitable firms.
Higher usefulness mean scores for face-to-face networking were recorded by newer businesses, profitable
businesses, those whose operators wish to grow their business and those firms whose operators spend more time
seeking information. Higher usefulness mean scores for websites of specific organisations were recorded by
women operators, younger operators, non graduate operators, those who spend more time seeking information
and profitable firms. The only pattern in these cross tabulations seems to be those who rate the channels most
useful are associated with profitable firms and those operators who spend more time seeking information. There
does not appear to be any pattern among those who rate the usefulness of the very specific online channels more
highly.
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Table 11: Usefulness of information channels
Channel

Internet search engines such as Google
Face-to-face business networking
Websites of specific organisations
Business forums, industry events
Telephone contacts
Local/Regional Tourism Brochures
Online newsletters
Training, workshops and seminars
Trade magazines and newspapers
Social networks on the Internet
Sustainable Tourism CRC Reports
Seminars on the web, webinars
Blogs/wikis
Podcasts

Response
N=
218
212
214
215
216
214
210
212
215
207
212
209
210
203

% not used
4.1
8.5
4.2
19.1
11.1
5.6
12.4
17.4
34.9
53.1
35.4
57.9
64.8
72.9

Usefulness
Mean score
Out of 7
5.72
5.22
5.05
4.55
4.46
4.21
4.16
4.16
3.91
3.39
3.36
3.35
3.03
2.78

Key Finding 7—Overall Satisfaction with Information Channels
Operators were asked to indicate their satisfaction with three different information channels, using a 7 point
scale where 1 represented very satisfied and 7 represented very dissatisfied.
Respondents were most satisfied with personal contacts as an information channel with almost half (47.4%)
recording a satisfied rating. Electronic channels were rated second while printed materials had the least number
of satisfied respondents.
Respondents tend to have strong views about personal contacts. They are more satisfied with them as an
information channel (47.4%) and recorded the best mean score overall. However the respondents also registered
the highest dissatisfaction with personal contacts as an information channel. Further analysis of the level of
satisfaction with the three types of information channels is set out in the table B11 in Appendix B.
The non-growth firms reported higher levels of satisfaction with printed materials, while the following
groups reported lower levels of satisfaction with printed materials—larger businesses (SMEs); those located in
metropolitan areas; profitable firms; those with younger operators; and those operated by graduates.
The groups that reported greater levels of satisfaction with personal contacts were newer businesses; nongrowth businesses; the ones who spent less time looking for information; and older operators. Those with lower
levels of satisfaction with personal contacts included the SMEs; operators with a degree; and male operators.
The groups that reported greater levels of satisfaction with electronic channels included younger businesses;
those outside the accommodation sector; those who do not have growth expectations; and those who spend less
time seeking information. Those with lower levels of satisfaction with electronic channels include SMEs; those
in the accommodation sector; those who want to grow; and those businesses operated by graduates.
Table 12: Satisfaction with information channels
Information Channel
Printed materials
Personal contacts
Electronic channels

Satisfied
33.1%
47.4%
43.6%

Very dissatisfied
1.9%
6.1%
4.2%

Mean
3.87
3.65
3.71
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Key Finding 8—Views about Learning and Training
Operators were asked to rate their level of agreement with a series of statements about their preferences and
needs for getting new information. The emphasis used in the questions was to try to ascertain the views of SMTE
operators about formal and informal learning and their online learning preferences. SMTE operators were asked
to score their level of agreement with the statements using a 7 point scale where 1 represented strongly agree and
7 represented strongly disagree.
The responses are set out in Table 13 in order of strength of agreement. The statement with the greatest level
of agreement indicates a preference for a learning environment that is open to questions and less structured.
Consistent with this the highest level of disagreement is reported in response to the option of online training
relative to face-to-face.
Respondents also indicated a preference for learning on-the-job as opposed to attending a training venue.
They reported a preference for learning from friends and colleagues rather than attend a training activity. Further
they reported a preference for ‘Googling’ for information rather than making a phone call. The respondents also
indicated that they were only interested in formal training if there is recognition through a certificate.
Cross tabulation of the preferences for particular learning strategies by firm and operator demographics are
set out in Table B12 in Appendix B. A greater preference (that is a lower mean score) for a learning environment
that is open to questions and less structured was recorded by firms located in metropolitan areas, and those run
by operators who spend more time seeking information. A greater preference for on the job training was
recorded by the non growth firms, the micro firms, those outside metropolitan areas, firms that are profitable and
the firms run by operators who spend more time seeking information. A greater preference for online training
was recorded by SMEs, those firms located in the metropolitan area, and young firms. There does not seem to be
any real pattern among these preferences.
Table 13: Training preferences
Technique
I prefer a learning environment where I can ask
questions and make comments rather than a structured
and defined learning setting
I prefer learning on the job rather than attending a
training venue
I prefer to Google for information rather than phone
someone
I prefer learning from friends and colleagues rather
than attending a training activity
I prefer to attend formal training that provides
recognition or a certificate for the things that I have
learnt
I prefer to use online training rather than face-to-face
training

Agree (%)

Disagree (%)

Mean*

61.3

21.2

3.1

45.5

25.8

3.5

46.7

28.3

3.7

36.9

29.8

3.9

42.2

34.2

3.9

39.0

4.4

21.1
* Level of agreement with the following statements (Lower score for agreement)

Key Finding 9—When Will Operators Pay for Formal Training?
Tourism operators were asked to indicate under what circumstances they would pay to attend a formal training
activity rather than seek assistance from their networks. There were 160 respondents to this open-ended question
and they provided a total of 282 responses.
The majority of participants (29.4%) indicated that they would pay to attend a formal training activity rather
than seek assistance from their networks if the training activity was relevant to their business and they needed to
know about it (47 responses). The results suggest that the quality of the training is another important determinant
for participants (28 responses), with such examples as ‘Outstanding speaker’, and ‘Well structured’.
On a more negative level there were respondents who indicated that they would pay to attend formal training
only if they could not find the information elsewhere (24 responses). A further 21 (13.1%) respondents indicated
that nothing would encourage them to attend a formal training activity.
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Other key phrases used in the responses included Relevant, Quality, Needed, Not available elsewhere,
Convenient Location, If I get a Certificate and Cost Effective.
Table 14: Circumstances where operators would you pay to attend a formal training activity rather than
seek assistance from your networks (N=160)
Circumstances to Pay for Formal Training
Relevant/Need to know basis

Frequency

% of respondents

47

29.4

Quality of training e.g. outstanding speaker, well structured,
suitable format
Can’t find info elsewhere

28

17.5

24

15.0

Nothing

21

13.1

Beneficial to business

20

12.5

Convenient location

15

9.4

Reasonable cost

14

8.8

Availability/Timing

14

8.8

New topics/Ideas

12

7.5

Compulsory/Mandatory

12

7.5

Miscellaneous

11

6.9

Recognition/Certificate

9

5.6

Specific expertise/skills e.g. IT, Technical topics

7

4.4

Accreditation

7

4.4

Practically-oriented training sessions

7

4.4

Computer/Software related

6

3.8

Of personal interest

5

3.1

Professional/Expert instructors

5

3.1

Most circumstances

4

2.5

Networking opportunities

3

1.9

Unlikely

3

1.9

Business/Industry funded

3

1.9

Not Sure/Don’t know

2

1.3

Further knowledge I already have

2

1.3

Only if not free

1

0.6

Total Responses

282
* Totals may not add up to 100% as respondents were permitted multiple responses.

Key Finding 10—Help to Access Information
Operators were asked to respond to an open-ended question about what would help most with accessing
information needed for the business. A total of 160 respondents provided 176 suggestions. The responses have
been collapsed into the categories which are set out in Table 15.
The results indicate that respondents have made a wide range of suggestions. The most prominent response is
a form of directory or access to a one-stop site that is seen as most helpful (44 responses) in accessing the
information needed for their business. This was followed by the Internet (15 responses) and Personal/Face-toFace Contact/Networking (14 responses). The responses also suggests that a proportion of the respondents (in
excess of 10%) were unsure what information or learning channels would be most helpful in accessing the
information they needed for their business.
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Table 15: Sources of assistance for operators in accessing business information
Source of Assistance
Directory/Access to one-stop site
Internet
Personal/Face-to-ace contact/Networking
More time
More cooperation from tourism associations
Culling the junk
Random
Hard copy information
Expert guidance
Administrative information
Trends/Statistics/Academic articles
Seminars/Conferences
E-mail newsletters
Updated computer systems
Cost
Phone contacts
Industry publications
Marketing info
Total positive suggestions

Frequency
44
15
14
13
10
9
8
7
5
5
4
4
3
3
2
2
2
2
152

Alternative Responses
Not Sure
We are Fine
Don't know
Nothing
Total Alternative Responses
Total Responses
* Totals may not add up to 100% as respondents were permitted multiple responses.

15
1
4
4
24

Percentage
Response
27.4
9.4
8.8
8.2
6.3
5.6
5.0
4.4
3.1
3.1
2.5
2.5
1.9
1.9
1.3
1.3
1.3
1.3

9.4
0.6
2.5
2.5

176

Key Finding 11—Analysis by Tourism Sector
In previous sections of the report analysis has concentrated on a comparison of accommodation related
businesses and firms within other sectors of the tourism industry. A subsequent analysis has been undertaken of
the survey responses under the sector categories outlined in table 16 below with a view to providing a more
detailed impression of inter-sectoral distinctions. The bulk of the analysis has focussed on three sectors, namely
accommodation, tour operators, and attractions. These groupings reported adequate (126, 51 and 18 respondents
(respectively 49.2; 19.2 and 7.0 % sample)), whereas the transport and food services/retail sectors had low
response rates (10 and 13 responses respectively). The small sample size of some sectors and the much larger
representation of responses from the accommodation sector in both relative and absolute terms makes it difficult
to find significant inter-group differences. Comparisons across all sectors have however been included for
purposes of completeness.
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Table 16: Number of respondents by tourism sector
Frequency

Percentage (%)

Accommodation

126

49.2

Tour Operator

51

19.9

Attraction

18

7.0

Food Service/ Retail

13

5.1

Transport

10

3.9

Other

38

14.8

Total

256

100.0

The analysis by sector covers the importance, usage of and satisfaction with information for both day-to-day
and long term business requirements, as well as satisfaction with information channels and training preferences.
Several significant differences were evident in the cross tabulations between the accommodation and other
sectors. These are set out in Table 17. Accommodation businesses were younger, whereas the tour operator and
attraction firms were generally longer established. Firms within the attractions sector were more likely to have
growth plans, whereas this was less so in the case of the accommodation and tour operator firms. The
accommodation sector firms were more likely to be in the micro-business category than SMEs, with 73% of
respondents employing fewer than five staff. Firms within the attractions sector were more likely to be SMEs
than micro-businesses.
Table 17: Analysis of key demographics by tourism sector
Age of Firms

Growth Plans

Size of Firm

Younger

Mature

Yes

No

Micro

SME

Overall

43.2

56.8

75.7

24.3

60.6

39.4

Accommodation

52.4

47.6

70.7

29.3

73.0

27.0

Tour Operator

37.3

62.7

68.0

32.0

56.9

43.1

Attraction

22.2

77.8

94.4

5.6

27.8

72.2

Food Service/ Retail

53.8

46.2

76.9

23.1

46.2

53.8

Transport

20.0

80.0

100.0

0

40.0

60.0

Other

36.8

63.2

84.2

15.8

50.0

50.0

When sourcing information to support their day-to-day operations (Table B16-Table B20, Appendix B),
attractions businesses were significantly more likely to be seeking marketing related information frequently or
very frequently. These respondents were also above average in their sourcing and use of information about
business and financial management. Firms in the tour operator sector sought information about legal and
regulatory matters more frequently and information about financial management less frequently.
These findings are broadly consistent with the importance that each sector places on the various types of
information to support their longer term business activities (Table B21, Appendix B). Firms in the attractions
sector attached a higher than average level of importance to information about sales and marketing, financial
management and the environment than the mean that was reported for all respondents. In the case of the tour
operator respondents, legal and regulatory information rated above the mean.
Respondents’ firms were then asked to indicate how satisfied they were with information to help their day-today business operations and long term business development. These responses are set out in Table B22,
Appendix B. In the case of both shorter and longer term operations, respondents from the attractions and
transport sector reported higher than average satisfaction levels.
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The responses received from each sector were then analysed for the level of use and satisfaction with various
information channels. These results are outlined in Table B23, Appendix B. Firms in the attractions sector
reported above average satisfaction with local/regional tourism brochures, training workshops and social
networking sites. Firms in the tour operator sector reported above average satisfaction with Google and business
forums and a lower satisfaction rating with local/regional tourism brochures. Respondents from the transport
sector were generally less satisfied (i.e. below the mean) with training workshops, business forums, face-to-face
information and social networking sites.
Respondents from each of the sectors displayed a high level of consistency in their satisfaction with printed
materials, personal contacts and electronic channels. Tour operators reported lower than average satisfaction
with electronic channels. Food services/retail sector firms reported greater satisfaction (below the mean in the
case of each of the channels of information). These results are set out in Table B24, Appendix B.
An analysis of training preferences (Table B25, Appendix B) reveals that tour operators had a stronger
preference than other respondents for learning from friends and colleagues compared with formal attendance at a
training venue. They also expressed a preference for learning environments where they have an opportunity to
ask questions. Respondents from the attractions sector also reported a preference for environments where they
can ask questions, rather than for settings offering structured and defined learning. They also reported a
preference for Googling information, as opposed to using the telephone. Respondents from the food
service/retail and transport sectors reported a higher than average preference for learning on the job rather than
attending a training venue. Interestingly respondents across all sectors (and including the predominant
accommodation sector) consistently reported a preference for engaging in face-to-face training rather than for an
online training platform.
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Chapter 8

DISCUSSION AND ANALYSIS
As described in the Methodology chapter data have been collected using a range of methods. The results of this
data collection are presented in the preceding chapters of this report. The following section provides an overall
discussion of the findings.

Information
The literature review has suggested that tourism industry respondents prefer to obtain information from their
peers, and that their preferred channels for such information are the Internet and print-based sources.
The interviews with tourism industry stakeholders revealed that electronic sources of information have
become the norm, resulting in the challenge of information overload. The stakeholders are looking for
information that is presented in an easily understandable format and has relevance.
The tourism operator focus groups highlighted a need to understand online marketing to help them to remain
competitive in an increasingly online world. They also indicated a need to stay on top of changing industry
requirements.
The agriculture sector views the dissemination of information as being an integral component of their
industry. The sharing of new knowledge, products and practices is viewed as being a key role for the various
industry groups. Interviewees noted that the operators within the agriculture sector are open to hearing about the
latest information. They acknowledged that the volume of information is a challenge and felt that there is a need
for the information to be filtered.
The survey results indicated that there is an absence of longer term business focus among the SMTEs. Their
emphasis is on seeking marketing and sales information for both their day-to-day needs and also in their longer
term business development needs. This suggests an orientation towards the shorter term aspects of the business.
This is consistent with the findings of Cooper, Jago, Carlsen and Ruhanen (2006). Business management and
financial management are the next most sought after information types, though well behind marketing and sales
in both how often information is sought and in how important it is perceived for the development of the business.
Legal and regulatory information is only used as required. It is the lowest priority and is not sought as often as
other topics. Information on environmental and sustainability issues is a low priority for both day-to-day
operations and for long term business development. This lack of emphasis is a challenging reality for advocates
of a triple or quadruple bottom line to business reporting.
Respondents favoured the Internet as the most appropriate source of information for short term search for
quick solutions. A variety of strategies are used for longer term needs. Many still rely on the Internet while
others look for more specific support from tourism and industry bodies and their publications. Others use faceto-face sources such as business contacts, colleagues and their accountant and advisors. The government is not
viewed as a key source of information.
The level of satisfaction with the information that is available to respondents was neither high nor low—less
than half indicated satisfaction with either day-to-day information or long term business development
information.

Communication Channels
The literature refers to the role of change agents as providers of a face-to-face communication link between the
information and the client. They are considered to be a key success factor in the diffusion of innovation (Cooper
et al. 2006).
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E-learning methods provide an alternative channel. Expansion occurs because it allows learning that is not
related to a specific location, making it attractive for regional and remote tourism operators. However a level of
ICT literacy (Information and Communications Technologies) is required. This may act as a barrier.
Tourism stakeholders reported that e-mail is now the preferred channel for information gathering. It has the
advantage of cost effectiveness, flexibility and easy accessibility.
Information is disseminated through face-to-face contact by some groups and is considered useful as a means
of obtaining feedback to see if the message is understood. A key issue for stakeholders is the relevance of the
information—it is perceived to be the role of the information provider to shape the information for the benefit of
the user (responses also noted that this would encourage greater involvement in training).
Stakeholders consider that there is a need to build a relationship with operators with a view to understanding
their needs and making the information relevant. They also believe that personal interactions build trust and that
operators tend to trust other operators. Experience is a factor that elicits trust and it takes time to build trust.
The focus groups of tourism operators supported the notion that e-mail has firmly emerged as a major
communication channel. They noted that it has its downside in terms of volume and the expectation that it
creates about immediacy of response. Focus group participants were also keen to have some sort of qualifier or
filter to streamline the large quantity of information that is provided.
Interviewees from the agriculture sector indicated that face-to-face contact is used frequently in their sector
and they view this as the best channel of communication because it allows for immediate feedback. The
agricultural sector has a history of using ‘field officers’ to distribute new ideas and provide support to operators.
They also indicated that the use of websites is now commonplace. Web access is generally good even in rural
locations. The survey results indicate that while some online information channels are being accessed by
SMTEs, it is the basic sources that are freely accessible to all that are most attractive. As well as search engines
such as Google, there are the websites of specific organisations. The Internet is perceived as the most useful
information channel. While information is readily accessible, business operators find it difficult to obtain the
information that they require. They also complain about the additional workload involved in dealing with the
never-ending flow of e-mail.
Tourism business operators like face-to-face dealings and on a satisfaction rating they express the greatest
overall satisfaction with channels through personal contacts. Several categories of operators were less satisfied
with all three information channels. These are mature businesses, those who plan to grow, those that are more
profitable, those with younger operators, those operated by graduates and those with male operators. It could be
hypothesised that there is less satisfaction among two specific groups—those that are more business savvy
(growth focused, profitable, and in business longer) and those who are more questioning and critical (males,
graduates, and younger operators). Perhaps these groups are by nature more prepared to question and are not as
easily satisfied.

Training and Learning
The literature on training has been consistent for many years. It indicates a reluctance on the part of operators to
undertake training for a variety of reasons. A big barrier is lack of time available to set aside specifically for
training.
The responses from tourism stakeholders were broadly consistent with the literature. Respondents referred to
a lack of time, a lack of resources, and an overall feeling that there is no need for training. They felt that training
has an image problem—it is seen as a burden and operators do not see the benefits.
The focus groups outlined a range of concerns about training provisions. These included poor timing,
inappropriate location, and poor quality facilitators. They indicated that much of their learning occurs through
their peers and personal networks.
The agriculture sector representative was more positive about training in their industry and indicated the
established practice of providing subsidised workshops that are attractive to operators.
The survey results do not identify any new training-related insights. Operators are generally not prepared to
give up precious time or funds to attend training unless it is really necessary and covers a topic that is viewed as
‘need to know’. Even where this is the case, then they want a convenient location, reasonable cost and quality
trainers with an opportunity to ask questions and be engaged. Their real preference is for on the job training and
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to learn from colleagues and friends. Finally they want some form of certification as recognition for what they
have learned. These results are consistent with the literature on small business training that has been around for
several decades (Breen and Bergin-Seers 2002).
Industry groups will need to adopt a radically different approach to training if they are to be able to help the
industry to improve its uptake of knowledge. Given the preference of respondents for personal contacts as a
channel for information, industry groups should perhaps combine information dissemination with networking
opportunities. This would involve ‘smuggling’ in a learning approach as part of a social and networking activity
for operators.

Analysis by Tourism Sector
The analysis of responses on the basis of industry sector produced few statistically identifiable variations, which
indicates that operator information and training needs are broadly similar across the various sectors. However
beyond this broad commonality, some more nuanced differences are evident between the groups regarding
information and training needs.
In terms of respondent profiles it is worth noting that many of the accommodation respondents employ fewer
than five staff, perhaps reflective of a preponderance of bed and breakfast style businesses. The large proportion
of respondents from the accommodation and tour operator sectors who do not possess a plan for growth may
suggest that these businesses are lifestyle-based from the owner/operator perspective. These observations about
the respondent profiles are likely to impact on information and training needs and should be considered
seriously. It is interesting that accommodation respondents reported using various types of information less
frequently than respondents overall and as being less satisfied than respondents from other sectors with most
(though not all) information channels.
The higher than average frequency of respondents seeking legal and regulatory information and importance
attached to such information by tour operators is consistent with the more highly regulated environment within
which these businesses operate, including pressures to have adequate insurance coverage—they experience
major pressures associated with consumer liability. In response to this challenging operating environment tour
operator respondents preferred a learning environment based on advice from trusted informants. They are more
receptive to information gathered via less formal avenues (e.g. friends and colleagues) and in learning
environments where there is an opportunity to ask questions.

Summary
The short term information needs of SMTEs may be summarised as follows. SMTE operators are resource poor.
This requires the operator to be a ‘jack of all trades’. They are also time poor. Operators are not a homogenous
group. They have different needs for information and most of these needs are immediate. Operators have a
preference for face-to-face channels to access information, but are happy to use online channels.
For those tasked with supporting SMTEs it appears that online solutions are the best response to the needs of
the operators. Online information is generally quite accessible for businesses, information can be stored over
time and there is minimal cost for SMTEs to access the information. From the perspective of the information
provider the staffing cost is limited to back room support as there is no need for staff to be available to handle
direct contacts either in person or by telephone.
While these are the positives, there are some downsides. The available information is not readily sorted, has
not been graded for quality purposes, it is not sorted for currency and may not be accurate. In short, there is a
dilemma, best articulated in one of the stakeholder interviews. ‘The online environment is like having the keys to
the library, but not knowing which book contains the information that you require’. Any solution to this dilemma
should consider the operator perspective. When asked about potential solutions to the current challenge,
operators requested a one-stop site or directory which would help them to access information for their business.
They indicated that tourism and industry associations are their second most preferred source for information
after the Internet. It is worth noting that the agriculture sector has a history of using trusted intermediaries to
broker information to their constituents.
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Recommendations
Recommendation 1
Tourism bodies and industry groups should develop their role and positioning as ‘honest brokers’ providing a
filter for information by summarising and then converting it into knowledge that will be meaningful for their
members.
While operators are keen that a one stop site or directory be developed to help them deal with the over-supply
of information, development of such a site may be impractical. An alternative solution to a one stop site may be
an increased role for tourism bodies as ‘honest brokers’, to undertake the sorting of information and dealing with
issues of currency and accuracy. The tourism bodies website would be an appropriate location for this
information.
The use of trusted tourism bodies should give SMTEs confidence in the information that is being distributed.
It also brings together the two most frequently used sources of information—the Internet and tourism and
industry associations. It is hoped that combining the two sources will lead to the development of a better
resource that will help the operators to ‘locate that book in the library’.

Recommendation 2
Tourism bodies should devise a process to gather SMTE input into the effective brokerage of information.
This recommendation is based on the findings of this project, where operators expressed a need for a trusted
and reliable source of information. To ensure that SMTE operators engage with any new channels of
information, it is important to involve industry leaders in the development and implementation of such channels.

Recommendation 3
Tourism industry groups prepare short case studies showing good practices in accessing and using information in
their specific sector.
This recommendation is based on the findings of this project relating to the learning preferences of operators,
in this case informal learning from their peers.

Recommendation 4
The basis on which SMTEs will be willing to pay for a training activity need to be clearly communicated to
training providers in the tourism industry.
This present project has confirmed the findings of many previous investigations into small business
attendance at training activities. SMTEs will pay for training only if the training is relevant, needed, considered
beneficial, cost efficient, provided locally, and with a certificate upon completion.

Recommendation 5
Work to improve the business focus of SMTE operators.
This is based on the type of information that respondents indicated is sought by SMTE operators.
Respondents indicated a major concentration on marketing and sales information which demonstrates a short
term view and a lack of strategic business development. For businesses to succeed they need to broaden their
focus to consider all aspects of their business and not just short term issues.

Recommendation 6
In order to encourage greater levels of network membership, government should subsidise the first year of
membership to an approved business network.
This recommendation is based on the finding that among the various available information channels, it is
personal contact channels that are ranked as the highest level of overall satisfaction by SMTEs. Industry
associations and network and business contacts are ranked as second and third after the Internet as long term
information sources. Face-to-face business networking is also ranked a clear second in terms of usefulness as an
information channel.
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Recommendation 7
Smuggle learning to SMTEs through business forums and networking events.
Because SMTE operators prefer an informal approach to learning, tourism industry groups need to be more
strategic in supporting the learning of their constituents. One such strategy is to combine learning with some
face-to-face activities offered by the industry group. Using recognised speakers to deliver a subtle message
during a social or business networking event is a strategy that can help to ‘smuggle’ knowledge and learning to
tourism operators.

Recommendation 8
Develop a pilot training program for industry liaison officers attached to industry groups which would include
peer mentoring by tourism business operators.
The focus groups were critical of the extent to which some representatives of tourism industry groups and
visitor information centres were knowledgeable about the tourism industry. They indicated a need for better
training of their personnel. Stronger involvement by operators in the training activities will lead to a better
understanding of the needs of each group. SMTE operators who help with the mentoring are prospective
beneficiaries of the learning that occurs during the interactions. There is general acceptance in the literature that
in most learning environments ‘the teacher’ is also a learner.

Recommendation 9
Develop a trial of field officers to deliver key messages to SMTE operators.
This recommendation is based on the preference expressed by SMTE operators for face-to-face interaction;
opportunities to learn from colleagues and friends; for on the job activities; and a learning environment where
they can ask questions and make comments. The interviews with stakeholders from the agriculture industry
pointed out the history of using field officers to introduce new products, services and innovations to the farmers.
The field officer is an example of a trusted friend who passes on information and shares knowledge and
experiences from across the sector. Such a role is also supported by findings of the Cooper et al. report (2006).
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APPENDIX A: CASE STUDIES
Case Study A1—Big Kart Track
Sunshine Coast, Queensland
Ferre De Deyne

Overview of the Case
This operator views the process of gathering information and knowledge to help manage a business as a core
activity in any business. He argues that it is the operator’s responsibility to engage with sources of knowledge
and to identify information that it requires. He suggests that there is plenty of information available, but the
operator must adopt a proactive approach to gathering such information.

Operator Background
Ferre De Deyne exudes a passion for tourism and for his region, the Sunshine Coast in Queensland. He describes
himself as a face-to-face sort of guy who likes to ‘shake your hand and look you in the eye’. He has a ‘hands-on’
approach to his business and is actively involved in training and developing his staff to ensure they meet the
needs of customers. In addition to operating the business, he engages across the region and within the tourism
sector and is a member of a number of organisations, including several as a board member.

Business Overview
The business is a Go Kart track that provides customers with an opportunity to drive the Go Karts around the
circuit. It is promoted as the largest commercial Go Kart track in Australia. The circuit measures 1.2 kilometres
and there are 50 karts available for public use. The business has been operating in the same family for 26 years.
The customers include tourists to the Sunshine Coast as well as team building activities or celebratory night
events for corporate clients.
The business has averaged 10% growth each year over the last decade. They have six to eight full time
employees extending to as many as 40 during the peak Christmas season. Many of the casual staff are recruited
from the local university. The business has a low turnover of its core staff, with most having been with the
business for an average of 10 years.
Ferre believes that people are the main asset of the business. He describes his staff as the front line of the
business.
‘They need to put a smile on their face all day as the customers come to have fun. We sell experiences not rides.’

Information Gathering Techniques
When asked how he deals with any difficulties encountered by the business and where he seeks information to
help address such issues, Ferre replied that he does not believe he has difficulties.
‘I feel it is responsibility of a business owner to take things into their own hands and keep on looking where you
need to look and if one door doesn’t open then you look for another one that does.’

Where the operator goes to look for information depends on the type of information that is being sought.
When seeking information about specific products he/she usually goes straight to suppliers.
For promotion and marketing of the business local tourism organisations (LTOs) and regional tourism
organisations (RTOs) are useful. Developing a close working relationship with these bodies is important because
they are very close to the state organisation.
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‘It’s a question of for instance TQ (Tourism Queensland) will come up with some great marketing ideas and they
let you buy in, whereas if you have to do this by yourself it would have been impossible because it would have
been too expensive to give you the chances. So that is the avenues I am looking at for tourism organisations.’

He describes the relationships that exist between the various tourism organisations as:
‘… a hierarchy that you follow and if you follow that well and if you play ball with them they are very very
helpful. The big thing is that a lot of people don’t understand I suspect is (this is where I said in the beginning in
answering the question) you’ve got to take it in your own hands.’
‘A lot of people think because they join an organisation that they can sit back and wait for everybody to come, no
you’ve got to give it input, you’ve got to talk to these people, you’ve got to be participating with it, you’ve got to
invest in it.’

The operator accesses magazines from the leisure industry such as Australasia Leisure Management and
MICE publications. He also subscribes to business updates and newsletters produced by various membershipbased organisations.
Much of this adhoc information comes via the Internet and is received by e-mail. As a member of these
organisations, you receive a full range of information.
The operator is a member of the various local Chambers of Commerce and attends regular networking
evenings. He is also interested in local council activities. Whilst not politically active in the sense of party
politics, he is aware of the importance of engagement. He is particularly keen to be engage at a personal level.
For example he will make a conscious effort to sit next to the local mayor at events in order to have a
conversation with him.

Information Sources Used
The operator is an influential member of the Australian Amusement and Leisure Recreation Association
(AALARA) which is particularly relevant for his industry sector. AALARA hosts an annual conference on the
Gold Coast and he finds it an important networking activity. He is also a member of a Go Kart association.
He employs the services of an accountant to:
‘… keep me informed about such things as financial regulation and workplace awards, these items are always
changing’

He does access STCRC reports through his contacts with the local university and via Tourism Queensland
and believes they are important sources of knowledge.
‘Successful business people do read CRC reports.’

He is linked with the local university (Sunshine Coast) and is often asked to speak at their events to share his
local tourism knowledge.

Use of Online Resources
The operator acknowledges the Internet as a growing medium that has demanded his increasing attention. The
Internet is his first step when seeking information and he reads his e-mails daily. He uses the Internet for his
research, for seeking supplies, and as a means for advertising and promotion.

Business Development Strategies
He describes his marketing strategy as ‘recognition through repetition’. The operator describes his marketing and
media strategies as diverse. He uses billboard (outdoor) advertising, printed brochures, television advertisements
and radio. He adopts a wide ranging approach including advertising in the tourism guides of regional and state
organisations.
‘It is a question of spreading your name out there in as much as you can. Big Kart Track is not big enough I am not
blasé to say people would come especially to the Sunshine Coast for Big Kart Track, I suspect the only ones that
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could say that are Australia Zoo and UnderWater World. They are big enough, especially the zoo and they’re big,
they’re multinational, I am just very happy I am living next door to them and we’ve been mates since day dot.’

He welcomes the opportunity to assist and participate in state and regional campaigns, which support the
Sunshine Coast. He expresses a desire to bring people to the Sunshine Coast.
‘I don’t care if they go to Australia Zoo, to Underwater World I know they are coming to me too. That’s why we
are very close knit, especially the attractions we are very close knit, we work a lot together.’
‘So getting them to the Sunshine Coast is step one, once they are on the Coast that’s step two. And I assure you if
you come to the Sunshine Coast you will know of Big Kart Track, I even use the buses, I plaster myself on the
buses as well.’

Good Practices for Sharing
The operator is an active participant in his industry association and is committed to developing high standards
and accreditation in his industry. These are important initiatives because of the safety risks and the potential for
liability claims against such businesses.
He also believes that the attractions sector needs a close association with other segments of the tourism
industry, particularly accommodation.

Messages for the Industry
He is keen to see a strong and vibrant regional association to contain the self interest of some of those who are
involved. He indicates that retirees and those motivated primarily by lifestyle are not good for the reputation of
the industry. They lack a customer focus and expect to profit from the industry without applying themselves to
business development. ‘It is not about competition, there are only friends and partners in crime.’
In summary the operator does not believe there is a need to improve the information that is currently
available. ‘It is up to me, it is in my own hands, the information is out there, don’t be lazy and expect to be spoon
fed.’
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CASE STUDY A2—RIVERLIFE PTY LTD
Brisbane, Queensland
John Sharpe

Overview of the Case
Riverlife Mirrabooka is an adventure leisure and cultural tourism business operating from Kangaroo Point in
central Brisbane. In its short four and half years of operation Riverlife has experienced 30% annual growth and
now attracts almost 20,000 visitors to its two venues in Brisbane and on Moreton Island. John Sharpe, the
business’s founder, owner, and Managing Director, established the business in 2005 to cater for a ‘Brisbane
tourism experience’ and has since won numerous state and national tourism and small business awards. Riverlife
offers an extensive array of tourism experiences for both local and international visitors which include guided
kayaking tours along the Brisbane River; cycling of prominent Brisbane landmarks and locations; Aboriginal
cultural experiences; and educational camps and excursions.
To successfully operate his business John calls upon his business experience and knowledge of the market to
adapt products and promotional activities according to market conditions. This flexible and adaptable approach
is however reliant upon extensive channels of information that John has established throughout his business
career. These range from formal networks such as Brisbane Marketing and the Australian Tourism Export
Council to talking regularly with the CEO of the neighbouring Story Bridge Adventure Climb and the Marketing
Director of Tangalooma Island Resort.

Operator Background
John began his working life as apprentice boiler maker working for BHP in the Gregory Coal mine in Emerald.
Within a few restless years John decided to pursue his passion and began his first business working and
designing steel sculptures and furniture. Under the guidance of his uncle this eventually led him into the
construction industry where he operated an engineering business. In 1997 a combination of working as a subcontractor for the Brisbane City Council (BCC) and family circumstances resulted in John becoming a full time
BCC employee where he became the city’s Structures Manager. In 2000 John left the BCC and was then
involved in a number of start-up tourism ventures: the Story Bridge Adventure Climb and the Castlemaine
Alehouse Brewery Tour. Spotting an opportunity to develop Brisbane as a tourist destination (as opposed to the
Gold or Sunshine Coast) and somewhere that was attractive for local residents to undertake some active
adventure recreation, John started Riverlife Mirrabooka in the inner Brisbane suburb of Kangaroo Point in April
2005. John’s personal goals are simply to be happy and enjoy life.

Business Overview
Riverlife Mirrabooka describes itself as a comprehensive tourism product which offers a range of exciting
activities, adventures and experiences for people to enjoy while exploring Brisbane’s natural environment and
history. Based in Brisbane's heritage listed Naval Stores at Kangaroo Point Cliffs, Riverlife provides a variety of
adventure, leisure and cultural activities which include: guided kayaking tours along the Brisbane River;
instructed rock climbing or abseiling from the Kangaroo Point Cliffs; cycle tours to South Bank, New Farm Park
and to other prominent Brisbane landmarks and locations; learn to skate lessons; night kayaking experiences;
rollerblade hire; Aboriginal cultural experiences; educational camps and excursions; and venue hire for
weddings, receptions and corporate events.
Riverlife attracts approximately 20,000 visitors each year; 60% local residents or domestic visitors and 40%
who are international visitors. Its primary target markets are predominantly youth, student, and groups of
international travellers. To promote itself Riverlife supplies information, footage, and marketing materials to
websites such as, queensland-europe.com, etravelblackboard.com, etc. Their e-news is broadcast to 14,000
potential customers (international and domestic visitors) each month.
The Riverlife team is led by owner John Sharpe with six management staff and 24 other full time and
seasonal employees. In five short years Riverlife has been recognised as outstanding business winning many
tourism and business awards, amongst their many awards have been the Queensland Tourism Awards Winner
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(2005, 2008), Queensland Small Business Champions—Tourism Award (2008), Lord Mayor’s Business Award
Winner (2008), and the Quest Business Achievers Award for Tourism and Hospitality (2006).

Business Networks
John is connected to all the major sources of tourism information. To help him in his business John utilises both
formal and informal networks. On the formal side John receives forecasts of inbound tourist numbers from
Tourism Australia and receives news on industry trends from bodies such as Tourism Queensland. He also
attends Brisbane Marketing briefing sessions two to three times a year. Other valuable sources of industry
information are supplied by the Australian Tourism Export Council (ATEC). Outside tourism John is an active a
member of the South Bank Business Association where he and other local business owners meet four times a
year. Informally John has a group of ‘competitors’ and industry participants that he regularly consults with: the
CEO of other attractions, operators in the hotel and backpacker industries and regional adventure operators; ‘If
you talk with some of the adventure operators in your region and you’re getting information first hand off them,
what they’re doing, how they’re moving, where they’re going, and what trends they’re following; they’re far
more valuable than any information you may be getting from anyone of the organisations’.

Information Gathering Techniques
When he was starting the business sources such Commerce Queensland were helpful for workplace health and
safety and other regulatory requirements but as the business matured these sources have become less useful. To
get industry related information John regularly attends tourism industry conferences, trade shows, events, and
social functions. In addition, he receives industry information via electronic newsletters and briefings from
groups such as ATEC; major industry suppliers such as inbound tour operators, holiday suppliers; and various
hotel chains. Whilst the Internet is a valuable resource for John, he uses it to discover information on a specific
task or organisation rather than as general resource for browsing without a purpose. Past experience with Internet
browsing meant information was often not up to date. E-newsletters are a major resource that John readily reads,
particularly e-news feeds from Brisbane Marketing, Tourism Queensland, and Tourism Australia.

Learning Needs
At an organisational level the team receives regular training on regulatory requirements (operator licences,
serving of alcohol), and skill enhancement such as computer operation and customer service. At a personal level
John feels he needs to better understand the evolving methods of viral and social marketing emanating from
online mediums (e.g. blogging, Twitter, Facebook etc.). Another regular way John and his business learn is
through experimentation and product and market adaptation. Using his various information sources John
regularly adapts products according to what he perceives or judges are immediate market needs ‘what the most
important thing to do is if your market is being affected then you either target another market, that is not being
affected, or you adapt your product to fit that market that’s being affected’.

Good Practices for Sharing
As an experienced and successful operator in his targeted markets John is able to back his business judgement.
The keys to his success are threefold: firstly regular and reliable feeds of information relating to markets and
products from both formal and informal channels; secondly, flexibility with products and marketing efforts so
that he can readily adapt products and promotional activities according to the immediate market conditions; and
finally, being innovative and learning by experimenting with new products, product adaptations, and marketing
promotions.
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CASE STUDY A3—FREEDOM BAY CRUISES
Geelong, Victoria
Julie and Craig Ballinger

Overview of the Case
Freedom Bay Cruises is a regional business started and operated by Julie and Craig Ballinger since December
2003. Some of the major issues arising from this case are the resource and time constraints when operating a
very small business as a husband and wife team. The business requires that the owners operate from morning tea
cruises to late night party celebrations and so requires the owners to be extremely resourceful and selective when
seeking information. The case highlights the fact that small tourism operators do not initially start out with many
of the skills necessary to operate their businesses but adapt quickly by learning on the job and through the
experiences of other operators, particularly competitors. The operators use structured learning for skills
enhancement at the beginning of the business but bow they are constrained by being time poor so these learning
opportunities need to be outside business hours and often in short sharp bursts. Most learning is undertaken on
an immediate needs basis which means the Internet is a useful resource for information. Julie and Craig use
multiple sources of information to help them with their business operations. A highlight of this case is how Julie
and Craig learn from the experience of other operators and this is a major resource for them. Agencies
supporting these operators are encouraged to direct their efforts to provide forums and opportunities which
promote networking and allow business owners to share their collective experiences.

Operator Background
Craig has a marine and aquaculture background. Prior to moving to Victoria, Craig worked for the WA
Department of Marine and Harbours. After gaining his Masters degree in Aquaculture in 1999 Craig decided to
try his hand at small business by establishing an aquaculture business breeding tropical clown fish. Julie, on the
other hand, trained as a graphic designer and then spent several years working in hospitality.

Business Overview
Freedom Bay Cruises is a charter boat business operating in Corio Bay from a home port of Geelong harbour.
Julie and Craig have grown the business over six years. The business is focused on a 15 metre fibreglass
catamaran powered by two 410 horsepower diesel engines with a top speed of 23 knots and capable of holding
60 passengers. Freedom offers a number of regular scenic bay cruises offering scenic views of Geelong and the
bay. It is also available for charter and functions such as corporate events, parties, birthdays, weddings and
special events. Evening bookings for weekend celebrations and functions are very popular and booked out for
many months in advance. The business employs just the owners, Julie and Craig, on a full time basis and an
assisting casual member when required. Their major forms of marketing are their website on the Internet,
brochures distributed by information centres connected to Geelong Otway Tourism, and ‘word-of-mouth’
recommendations from satisfied customers.

Business Networks
The major ‘formal’ networks utilised by Julie and Craig are Geelong Otway Tourism, Tourism Geelong, and the
Geelong Chamber of Commerce. During the earlier stages of the business they were regular attendees at
meetings and gatherings of the above associations where the forum provided a good opportunity to meet other
business operators to compare experiences and gather information. In more recent times family commitments
have precluded them from attending regular meetings but this has been supplanted by information from network
newsletters which have been useful and more time-friendly. The major benefit of the newsletter format is its
ability to filter and highlight issues and the comfort that it was coming from a trusted source; ‘…newsletters
come online which is quite convenient because then you can click on them, ... it’s probably the least wasteful’.
On a less formal basis Craig and Julie meet regularly with the Geelong Council to identify upcoming events and
whether council activity (road closures, boat access) is likely to impact their business. Informal networks gained
through the local ‘footy club’ were also registered as a source of long-term business information.
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Information Gathering Techniques
For Julie, the Internet is an indispensible and immediate (short-term) resource for gathering information for the
business ‘… you couldn’t live without the Internet …that’s a vital way part of getting information, all our
information comes through that way…’. The web also helps them understand and benchmark what competitors
are doing ‘getting ideas to make our website better, we look at other people’s websites’. Because they are timepoor, Craig and Julie utilise a strategic and pragmatic approach to their information gathering. To help decipher
the information gained from the Internet, Julie and Craig find newsletters helpful because they highlight key
pieces of what they need to know therefore they do not have to wade through large quantities of information
with the added burden of assessing the relative usefulness of each source.
Competitors (directly and indirectly) were recognised as a major resource for information and learning. By
discovering and understanding the strengths and weaknesses of what the competition was doing the owners can
adapt their own product offering ‘talking to other operators I think too, is a good source of information, on good
ways to increase your business’. This form of information gathering extends to Julie and Craig travelling afar to
gather their information ‘… we do look at things in Queensland. We do look at their websites, we look to see
what their doing, we go up there and we go for rides on them’.
In response to the questions for information sources for their long-term business needs, Julie and Craig
referred to their external accountant as a major source of guidance particularly for start-up and harvest advice.

Learning Needs
Julie and Craig’s learning needs have evolved since starting their business six years ago. Their initial learning
needs were directed towards start-up marketing activities where they were more inclined to utilise workshops
and the assistance of outside parties (Chamber of Commerce, Geelong Otway Tourism). This involved a more
structured approach learning where external parties are involved. As the business grew, and they became busier
(and more time-poor), they have tended to rely more on learning from their ‘on-the-job’ experiences (‘we’ve got
to learn as we go along’), internal resources, and the experiences of others in their networks.
Overall, their learning needs can be broken into two categories according to timelines: short-term (need it
now) and the not-so-immediate. Short-term requirements are directed towards marketing related matters such as
product knowledge, what competitors were offering, marketing of products, expanding markets, and developing
new products. The not-so-immediate needs relate to areas such as general business knowledge (business start-up
skills, regulatory requirements, business harvesting), and skills enhancement (financial management tools). For
the short-term needs the owners tended to rely on their own resourcefulness such as assessing their products
against their competitor’s products. A major ‘resource’ for learning was forums or workshops conducted by
organisations like Geelong Otway Tourism which stimulated thinking and encouraged networking. ‘I think
because it put in our heads something we hadn’t thought about’. For Craig and Julie learning is not a conscious
front-of-mind activity but something sub-consciously based on a short-term need; ‘its not something I think a lot,
it’s just, we just do it’.

Good Practices for Sharing
Julie and Craig receive their information from multiple sources, tourism related from Geelong Otway Tourism,
business related from the Geelong Chamber of Commerce, and local government issues from the local Geelong
Council. Therefore, they are not reliant on just one source and also need to keep an open mind. But what stands
out in this case is the strategy that the owners have of gathering information from their competitors. In some
instances this is passively via the Internet or through marketing material such as advertisements. In other
instances information is accessed by undertaking a more proactive approach by making a direct ‘customer’
enquiry. Typical of their responses when asked for sources of information to help them run their business were:
‘we basically just rang around different charter companies as a potential customer and asked ….’. ‘So, I visit
businesses as a tourist and see what they do’. This case shows how operators can be pragmatic and strategic in
their information gathering particularly when they are resource and time poor.
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CASE STUDY A4—ITOURS
Melbourne, Victoria
Jeff Sharp

Overview of the Case
Itours was established in early 2009 and is operated by Managing Director Jeff Sharp. Jeff is a veteran of the
tourism industry having accumulated over 30 years experience in the sector. This case highlights the challenge
of operating a small family business (as a husband and wife team) and progressively implementing management
and advisory structure to overcome some of the limitations of small-scale operations. Another highlight of this
case is the formulation of a clearly stated longer term strategic goal, namely the ultimate sale of the business as
an ongoing proposition in six year’s time. The business concept of Itours Australia involves an interesting
crossover between tourism, culture (languages) and technology. It highlights an approach to small business
innovation by the entrepreneur which acknowledges that because bright ideas can be easily replicated, structures
are needed to ensure that copycat activities are not permitted to undermine the value of the business. In
developing the business from an original idea, Jeff Sharp has made considerable use of his extensive industry
experience in multiple sectors within Australia and overseas to identify development opportunities using a
network of contacts. The case also highlights that even highly experienced industry operators will not possess
advanced skills in all aspects of the business and that mechanisms are needed to address any skill limitations. As
the business expands it is clear that in his role as Managing Director, Jeff Sharp may not wish to commit himself
to developing knowledge in all aspects of business, but identify expertise in others to support the growth of the
business.

Operator Background
The co-directors of Itours Australia are Jeff and Annette Sharp, who are respectively Managing Director and
Operations Manager. Jeff has over 30 years experience in senior tourism industry management roles in a number
of major tourism organisations including Accor Asia-Pacific, Australian Pacific Tours, AAT Kings Tours, Great
Southern Railway and Grollo Tourism and Leisure. Jeff is also chair of the Indigenous Tourism Advisory Panel
for the Australian Tourism Export Council (ATEC). Prior to establishing Itours Australia, Jeff acquired the
established backpacker tour operating company Autopia Tours. This company carries 30,000 passengers a year,
95% of whom are from overseas. Jeff estimates that he spends approximately 20% of his time working with
Autopia Tours with the remaining 80% devoted to Itours Australia. The reduction in his involvement with
Autopia Tours to 20% has been progressive and is reflective of the demands during the establishment phase for
Itours Australia.

Business Overview
Itours Australia was established in response to a perceived gap in the market. Jeff was aware that visitors from
Europe and Asia in particular have very limited available options to hear stories about Australia as a destination,
told in their own language. Itours Australia offers a technology-based solution specifically through use of MP3
and MP4 players that accommodates the individual language needs of visitors. Operating in the business to
business (B2B) space, Jeff has determined that to work with Itours Australia clients should generally be handling
70,000 visitors or more per year of whom 20% at least should be international and should have a sufficient
marketing budget to accommodate multi-lingual solutions. Jeff describes the product as ‘story telling targeted at
clients who are attending events or visiting attractions’. Major clients to date have included Philip Island Nature
Park in Victoria and Ecoplatypus Tours. In both of these cases the narrative materials have been made available
by Itours Australia in various Asian languages. The Itours Australia website claims that written and audio
translations are offered in any language. The website notes that the company uses translators to ensure the
quality and integrity of the story and all translators are professionally trained and NAATI (National
Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters) accredited. Jeff Sharp describes content as the main
intellectual capital of the organisation, namely destination-focused stories and narratives. The MP3 (MP4)
devices are used to deliver self-guided audio. The type of player used depends on factors including cost,
durability, usage and functions.
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Jeff’s business plan is to be in the position to sell it in six year’s time as a viable proposition. The business
plan was developed during a half-day workshop session conducted with the Company Directors. This workshop
subsequently led to a production of a marketing plan. This approach is indicative of a considerable level of
formalisation for a small start-up enterprise. Six target markets have been identified for the business, with
attractions as the priorities for the first year of operation. The major business goals may be summarised under the
heading Financial (return within a particular timeframe), Marketing (marketing penetration and the development
of content first-into-the-market) and finally Business (taking the brand into different markets and settings). To
accommodate the demands of growth from a micro-enterprise into a substantial operation, Itours Australia has
used a business advisory board model. The Chair of the Business Advisory Board is a specialist in human
resources and has assisted with the development of an organisational human resources manual. Another member
of the Advisory Board is a specialist in corporate governance. The business involves an almost fulltime
commitment from the two directors; Jeff indicates that in devoting 20% of his time to Autopia he delegates to
the General Manager and Sales and Marketing Manager. He notes that he could easily spend half of his time on
Autopia Tours without necessarily producing better results.
The Chair of the Business Advisory Board initially began an involvement with Itours Australia as a business
mentor to the Director. This relationship led subsequently to the identification of gaps in the expertise of the
directors and the involvement of other key participants as part of the Business Advisory Board. From a learning
perspective this approach is an interesting example of focussing on business architecture and of recognising the
difficulties confronted by micro-enterprises to both comply and undertake business development.

Business Networks
Jeff is Melbourne-based and a member of the Tourism Alliance Victoria (TAV) and also the Melbourne
Convention and Visitors Bureau (MCVB). He has previously been a member of the Australian Marketing
Institute as a Certified Practising Marketer (CPM) but this professional membership has become less critical. His
other business (Autopia Tours) has been heavily involved in the Australia Tourism Export Council (ATEC).
Jeff’s non-tourism related memberships are confined to participation in a website called flyingsolo.com
(http://www.flyingsolo.com). This is a site targeted at small and medium sized enterprises which provides
valuable advice about motivation, business planning and marketing. It is Australia-based and incorporates a blog
commentary. Jeff describes himself as less active in the blogging area but as having an interest in expanding
social networking as a component of the marketing of his business in due course. Because of his extensive
knowledge of the tourism industry across multi-sectors, Jeff relies heavily on his personal networks to provide
access to key decision-makers.

Information Gathering Techniques
Jeff relies primarily on Google to gather information, though members of the Business Advisory Board have also
provided him with key information. He undertakes detailed background research on prospective clients and their
industry sector. One member of the Business Advisory Board has a background in publishing and this is
particularly useful for providing insights into web-based published information. He is also interested in
understanding where tourism technology is heading. As a result of his involvement in Autopia Tours and having
progressively developed an understanding of backpacker travel, Jeff expresses confidence about where he will
find critical information. His existing network of contacts is invaluable. He views the key challenge as finding
the time to commit to information gathering. Jeff has to ‘discipline himself’ about his involvement in
information gathering. As a marketer, he states that it is tempting to collect the latest information and by
implication prospectively neglect other aspects of the business. The involvement of the Business Advisory Board
has assisted in bringing together people with different skills. They are unpaid and are willing to provide their
time with the prospect of a financial return into the future. The approach involves a conscious sharing of
expertise. One of the Business Advisory Board members has provided Jeff with case studies about what is
require to operate an effective Advisory Board with an emphasis on corporate governance requirements. He
indicates that the role of the Australian Institute of Company Directors (AICD) has been critical, though Jeff is
not himself a member of this organisation.
In terms of using of information sources Jeff refers to local, regional and state tourism brochures, online
newsletters, websites of specific organisations and search engines such as Google. His use of social networking
is currently modest but the company is developing a social marketing strategy. Co-director Annette Sharp
gathers information about the latest trends in technology and passes this on to Jeff. There are websites focusing
on electronic gadgets which are useful as a reminder about latest developments, even though the company relies
predominantly on more generally available technology.
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Learning Needs
Jeff describes himself as interested in ‘becoming a Director not a Chief Executive’. He does not aspire to
spending substantial time on human resources and finance related work. The Advisory Board has encouraged
Jeff to narrow his focus, leading to a clear emphasis for 2009–10 on targeting the attractions sector. One of the
major requirements about gathering learning-related information for learning is to be able to filter the vast
quantities that are potentially accessible. Jeff is in regular contact with members of the Advisory Board to gather
advice about how such information can be filtered. He notes that the business has to move really fast to stay
ahead of what is a rapidly changing area and that it is easy to be using outmoded technology.

Good Practices for Sharing
A key feature of this case is maximising use of industry experience but not over-estimating its significance from
the perspective of knowledge acquisition. Jeff strikes a balance between building upon his strengths but
acknowledging potential weaknesses. He has shown a willingness to invest time in building a group of trusted
supporters (the members of the Business Advisory Board), starting off from a business mentoring perspective.
This approach provides an insight into the prospects of progressing from personal support from a mentor towards
the implementation of a structure which can support the operation and limit the risk of an over emphasis on one
aspect of the business, for example marketing. Jeff described his recent shift away from operating the business
from cafes and other venues on a laptop, to having a dedicated office, as an important progression for the
operation away from an informal environment.
As a husband and wife team Jeff and Annette Sharp clearly offer complementary skills. The emerging
business structure draws upon these respective skills to give a clearer direction to the business. A critical piece of
advice for other operations is that this example is not a lifestyle-directed business. Jeff does enjoy the informal
approach and resists wearing a tie or a suit for his regular business operations and the casual approach is
certainly congruent with the backpacker ethos of Autopia Tours. Whilst this element of the business is lifestylerelated, the ultimate intention of preparing the business for sale is a highly focused and realistic commercial
outcome. This is a way of being focused on achieving a return for the many hours of dedication that small
business operators invest in the venture.
The other learning is that this business has a stronger emphasis on interpersonal than on structured training.
The case shows how experience in mainstream tourism operations provides a valuable background for
establishing a business-to-business venture and using new technologies to support industry partners.
Finally the interface between SMTEs and educational providers is worth mentioning. Jeff has been involved
with the Tourism, Hospitality and Marketing area at Victoria University for many years as a member of the
relevant industry advisory group and as a guest lecturer. This is indicative of his engagement with the education
and training sector over an extended period. His involvement with the current research project shows how such
connections have helped to build and maintain a network of contracts. His association with Victoria University is
an example of good practice because it demonstrates a commitment by an SMTE operator to engaging in
dialogue with the education and training sector and to sharing knowledge and insights between operators and
educators for mutual benefit.
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CASE STUDY A5—BROOME HOVERCRAFT
ADVENTURE TOURS
Broome, WA
Roger Colless

Overview of the Case
Roger Colless, the operator, believes that you need to be ‘self-determining’ when it comes to gathering
information to help you manage and develop your own business. He argues that operators need to actively seek
the information they want. He suggests that there is a huge amount of information available and so operators
should take the initiative to actively seek the information they need rather than sit back and expect it to be given
to them. Roger sees self-driven research, active networking with experienced and knowledgeable people in the
tourism industry and the formation of partnerships as key success factors for his business. He also believes that
there is no place for complacency in the tourism industry.

Operator Background
Roger Colless describes himself as a person who ‘never [wants] to remain stagnant’. He comes from an
Australian Navy background where he was a qualified aircraft engineer for 20 years. He then spent 10 years in
off-shore oil and gas operations before venturing on-shore where he spent another 10 years in regional and
remote locations working in design engineering and project management. In these past roles he gained extensive
senior management experience. He identified his final employed position as a General Manager of a joint
venture between a mining company and an indigenous group in Western Australia’s Pilbara region as the
‘stepping stone to Broome’ where in 1999 he and his wife purchased a hovercraft business.
For the past decade Roger has been hands-on with this business, but he has now reached a stage in his life
where his ultimate aim is ‘to be able to take a step back position as CEO’ so that he can have more time to
himself but still be actively involved. Despite not having any prior experience in the tourism industry, over the
past decade this SMTE operator has developed a highly successful, high growth tourism enterprise.

Business Overview
This business is principally a hovercraft adventure tour operation that is quality accredited to Tourism Australia
QA standards. Roger takes great pride in having been ‘one of the first businesses to obtain tourism quality
accreditation in this part of the world’. He purchased the business 10 years ago at a point when it was only
operated on a seasonal basis and had a relatively low turnover. He saw a considerable opportunity to build up the
business by making a commitment to operate it year round. The core business is a variety of scenic and historic
hovercraft adventure tours that are ‘truly unique, exciting and unforgettable’. A secondary product of the
business is a facility for holding special events. The primary target customers are tourists to the Kimberley but
they also target the pre- and post-conference tour market as well as the wedding and special events market.
In his business outlook, Roger is very entrepreneurial. He is constantly seeking new opportunities. Since
purchasing the business, he has built a two-storey administration building and a bus shelter, and acquired two
buses in addition to obtaining tourism quality accreditation. He also turned a block of arid land into a tropical
garden paradise in which he erected a ten metre square marquis with a tile and wooden floor for holding
weddings and special functions. The business currently employs four people, two of which are working
Directors, and has had a very low staff turnover. Roger indicated that these changes were totally demand driven
and a product of his commitment to operating the business year round.
Over the decade of operation by Roger, Broome Hovercraft Adventure Tours experienced considerable
growth. In the first six years the business grew 500% and in the first eight years it grew at an average annual rate
of 26%. Only in the past two years has the business experienced some decline (1% in 2008 and 8% in 2009).
Roger is adamant, however, that this decline was due to reduced hovercraft capacity and not a product of the
financial crisis He stated that he has faced the depressing situation of needing to continually turn away
customers. This drove his decision to expand the Broome operation. Roger uses several indicators that he records
62

ENGAGING TOURISM ENTERPRISES
in a matrix spreadsheet to gauge the performance of his business. These include monthly and yearly figures on
financials, passenger numbers, ‘free-of-charge’ marketing people, numbers of tours and extra-curricular
activities.
This business is currently in an expansion phase. Three to four years ago, Roger had the goal of selling his
business but he subsequently decided to go forward and grow and develop it because he did not want to ‘become
anyone’s lackey’. Roger has now designed a ‘state-of-the-art’ hovercraft. He is adding an extra hovercraft and a
food and beverage component to the Broome operation, and he is establishing two new operations, one in
Tasmania and a second in Southern Queensland. These developments will increase the Broome based operation
to six employees (excluding the two Directors) and the Tasmanian and Southern Queensland operations will
each have one hovercraft and three or four employees but no food and beverage component. Although more than
60 weddings have been held in the landscaped block in Broome, attracting national publicity which Roger
proclaims ‘put us on the map’, he is about to divest from this activity and refocus on core business. He attributes
this decision to a renegotiated lease with the land owner that placed restrictions on what activities he could
conduct on the site.
As a SMTE operator, Roger is highly committed to providing a high quality of service to customers. He
believes that customer service is a critical success factor for his business. He commented that:
‘Customer service is also an extremely important part of our business. You can get your staff to be clean, to clean
things up and get them to look good otherwise you clip them around the ears but they need to be good with
customers. We won an award for customer service—it meant that all the staff had to be involved. All staff are
multi-skilled so everyone has the opportunity to impress the guest.’

This business has been a multiple award winner. In 2006 it was a triple silver award winner in the WA
Tourism Awards and in 2007 it won a WA Elite Award in customer service. It has also been a finalist in two
WA Small Business Awards and several WA tourism awards in other years.

Business Networks
This SMTE operator maintains a reasonably extensive network of contacts. When asked what tourism based
business networks he belongs to, Roger indicated that he is a member of the local tourism organisation (i.e. the
visitor centre—LTO) and a premium member of a regional tourism marketing organisation (RTO). Once he
completes the expansion phase of his Broome operation, he plans to become a platinum member of this RTO so
he can gain greater access to their marketing effort in order to build demand to fill the increased capacity of his
business.
Roger indicated that in the past he actively engaged with these tourism organisations via committee
membership. He found that a high level of engagement was extremely beneficial as it provided him with
feedback on the industry and it enabled him to be involved in discussions on industry trends and how these
might benefit local tourism enterprises. It also allowed him to be actively involved in policy development for
promoting tourism in the region. This engagement made it clear to him where the tourism industry in the region
was heading compared with other parts of the state and the nation. He believed that this facilitated his decisions
on how to grow and develop of his business. Nonetheless, he is currently taking a back stage position while he
focuses on the expansion phase of his business but he plans to more actively re-engage with these organisations
once the expansion is completed and he has more time available.
Roger and his wife are also members of Skål, an international tourism networking organisation. He indicated
that they do a lot of networking at local Skål meetings and regularly attend its international conferences. He
noted that it was through a Skål network contact that he ‘hit on a new business idea that led to a new
partnership’.
In terms of non-tourism based organisations, Roger is a member of the local Chamber of Commerce. He
attends their ‘Business After Hours’ network evenings where they often have consultants or experts give talks.
Roger is also a member of the local Rotary Club in which he is the Chairman of the International Committee. He
considers that the main benefit of engaging with these non-tourism based organisations is that you are
networking with a broader and more diverse group of people. In this regard he commented that:
‘You can’t keep in too narrow of a grouping. It gives you a better feel of how the community is heading and what’s
happening. You get a feel of what’s happening in the local government. People come from a wide ranging group so
that gives you a broader perspective.’
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In addition to these tourism and non-tourism based networks, this operator said that he has a bookkeeper and
a good accountant that he uses to help him with financial matters. He has also made use of wholesale investment
brokers for specific purposes.

Information Gathering Techniques
One of the main types of information sought by this SMTE operator is statistics that can help him with both the
short-term and long-term management of his business. Roger uses statistics from a number of different sources
including Tourism WA for state level statistics and the local visitor centre and airport for local statistics. He
finds this information useful and noted that the airport statistics, though not perfect, give a good indication of the
numbers of visitors coming into the area and provide a useful guide on the rise and fall in tourism and people’s
disposable income. In addition, he Googles analytical reports and was, until recently, had subscriptions with
several search engine groups. He stopped using these search engines in the past two years when the demand
exceeded his capacity to supply his adventure tours. He felt that he no longer needed this extra marketing until
he could increase his capacity as he was only having to turn people away.
Electronic channels are the primary medium through which this operator acquires information and new
knowledge. He has a lot of input from electronic newsletters which he likes because he says that they allow you
to be more selective than print material in choosing what to read. He makes extensive use of electronic versions
of Business News and Financial News to gain valuable information that can help him identify areas where there
may be new business opportunities. Although electronic sources are the primary means of accessing information,
this operator also uses print material. He reads entrepreneurship magazines like Ant Hill and Smart Company.
He finds these magazines to be very good because they are written by professional people with an interest in
diverse areas.
To help with making long-term business development decisions, Roger has used a combination of
information sources and information gathering techniques. He conducted surveys on the number of visitors to the
locations of interest, he used his own matrix spreadsheet data on visitor ‘take-up’ figures from his Broome
operation to guide his assessment of the potential viability of the locations of interest, he used professional
consultants to assist in identifying potential partners and he used personal contact with stakeholders to acquire
local knowledge about a location to identify possible opportunities.

Use of Online Resources
This SMTE operator acknowledges that the Internet is an important information channel for acquiring the
information he needs. It is usually his first port of call when seeking information and the primary channel used
for undertaking his own research. He has a well developed website that he uses to not only market his adventure
tours and his special events facility, but also to post special articles such as a call for expressions of interest in
establishing a partnership for a new hovercraft operation.
When asked about his use of personal channels of communication, he saw this as an important future channel
but associated it specifically with the electronic medium. He commented that:
‘I intend to get into social media—electronic media like Facebook, Twitter, YouTube. It’s all alien to me at the
moment but I need to get into it. I want to find out more about it and how I can use it. I’m not sure how at the
moment.’

Business Development Strategies
This SMTE operator has several growth plans for his business over the next few years although he commented
that he does not want to grow too big. In addition to the two new ventures that are currently under development
in Tasmania and Southern Queensland, he has plans for starting another operation in Darwin in 2011. Beyond
that he believes that there is still room to move subject to finances being available. He indicated that it depends
on opportunities and ensuring that further growth does not create too much stress, although he emphasised that
finding good partners is perhaps the most important deciding factor.
‘Partnering’ has been the primary business development strategy adopted for growing and developing this
business. In the early years, he indicated that he built up the business by developing local partnerships with
tourism organisations and other tourism industry business operators He embraced several tourism organisations
by becoming very active in the local tourism visitor centre and a regional tourism organisation as well as
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connecting with the Perth Convention Centre by becoming involved in the MICE (Meetings, Incentives,
Conventions and Events) program. He also developed good working relationships and partnerships with two
local resorts and a helicopter company to provide their clients with adventure tours. He said that as a result of
these partnerships ‘the business just blossomed’. He is now looking to partner with two pearl farm businesses to
expand his tours to incorporate these as part of the adventure tour itinerary. This latest development reflects his
focus on providing quality customer service in that he stated that to be able to offer his customers this something
extra is ‘the icing on the cake’.
For the current business expansion phase that this business is undergoing, Roger initially engaged a
wholesale investor to assist him with sourcing suitable partners for his expansions. This involved considerable
cost and while it generated substantial interest it failed to provide any suitable partners. Roger notes that the only
people who registered an interest were:
‘... basically investors not true partners. I decided that I wanted a partner not an investor.’

He was subsequently referred to another person to assist in finding the type of partners he was seeking. He
described this as an ‘arranged marriage’ and was waiting to see how this would go. In his self-determining way,
he also placed a news article on his website calling for expressions of interest from future potential partners.
On the matter of training, this SMTE operator said that:
‘... to tell you the truth not much is spent on training each year. I don’t have a big staff turnover so once you’re
comfortable with their expertise and what they can do it’s just updating.’

He indicated that most new knowledge is learned through informal channels. Most of his staff read up on
things they need or want to know more about on their own initiative. Roger also uses ‘a show and tell’ approach
to keep his pilot informed about new hovercraft design techniques. The only regular training provided for staff is
obligatory updating of their senior first aid certificate which is required every two years, training for their
emergency response plan which needs to be revamped on a regular basis and training on the up-front booking
system (Book Easy) whenever it is updated.
In regard to his own need for learning, he said he personally attends marketing forums. He noted, however,
that now that he is going into formal partnerships to expand his business he believes that he needs to get smarter
with IT as he needs to tighten up on his accounting. He wants everything to be transparent and auditable so that
he can track everything. He wants to develop a virtual network so that he can access information from any
location at any time. He recognises that he either needs to do a course to acquire this knowledge or bring in a
General Manager with IT expertise who can help him understand and use this type of system. On this matter he
commented that:
‘I can either learn that knowledge or buy it in. My preference is to buy it in.’

Good Practices for Sharing
This SMTE owner feels that it is difficult to see what organisations could do better to disseminate information to
tourism industry operators. He believes that it is very situational and that it is really up to the operator to be selfdetermined in finding, accessing and using the information that is available as there is plenty of it out there. He is
particularly in awe of the amount of useful statistics that are available. He commented that:
‘A lot is self-determined. I actively seek it out rather than having it given to me. Some people need to be
bludgeoned before they seek information. They need to be more self-driven.’

Roger concedes, however, that there is always room for improvement. He suggested that if you could have a
forum of like-minded people work together to identify what information and statistics are needed and then have
an organisation like Tourism WA or STCRC draw this together, it would be a great step forward. He believes
that tailored surveys often provide the best quality information but recognises that funding is often an issue. He
also cited ‘Miracle Negotiator’ as an example of a talk show that he listened to on an airline flight and had found
it fascinating as the person spoke with authority and was interesting, informative, easy to understand and
knowledgeable. He suggested that if something of this calibre could be put onto a DVD, CD or something
similar, this would be a good way of getting information out to SMTE operators.
When asked what methods he uses to get the information he needs that others might learn from, this SMTE
operator said that he relies on doing a lot of his own research and tapping into his networks of experienced and
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knowledgeable people. He stated that while he had previously used professional consultants, he feels that he
gains much greater value from his own research and networks. He uses partnering arrangements extensively to
grow and develop his business and expressed a willingness to share his own knowledge and experience with
others, stating that:
‘ I’ve been around a long time on both sides of the fence. You get pretty wise. I have not used a lot of professionals
—three sessions in ten years. The last one was probably the last I’d ever use … .I have done a lot of research
myself. I am happy to talk people through the information I’ve gathered—to help them see the opportunities.’

Roger also reads widely and is constantly on the alert for information that may be helpful to him in operating
his business. Even when travelling domestically or abroad, he listens to talk shows on his flights as a means of
gathering new knowledge.

Messages for the Industry
When asked if he has a final message for operators in the tourism industry, his closing comments were:
‘From the latest news reports the economy is starting to surge again so get in there and don’t stagnate. Stagnation
is not an option. Either forge ahead or get out.’
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CASE STUDY A6—HABITAT RESORT
Broome, WA
Michael Leake

Overview of the Case
Michael Leake believes that there is no room for complacency in the tourism industry. He is a strong proponent
of developing a sustainable business, that is, one where once you set it up, you do not have to work in the
business but can focus on working on the business. This SMTE operator believes that having a very strong
business systems and marketing focus is central to developing a sustainable business. He contends that he needs
good quality, objective, accurate and current information to effectively manage his business. Michael uses
marketing and compliance information extensively to support the short-term and long-term management of his
business, although he questions the quality and usefulness of much of the marketing information currently
available. Thus, he has set about building his own customer database to support his marketing and business
development efforts. He suggests that there is a real need for an organisation like STCRC, a university or
something similar to identifying the data needs of SMTE operators and to gather and disseminate good quality
information to them. He considers that at present existing tourism and non-tourism based organisations are not
adequately performing this role.

Operator Background
Michael Leake has formal university qualifications in Geology, Chemistry and Environmental Science. He
worked in the mining industry, mainly in water quality management, for about a decade prior to becoming a
small business owner. From a personal perspective, Michael’s goal was to move out of a salaried position and to
get into a business where he could apply principles learned in the mining companies. His desire for greater
financial security and a change led him to seek a business to buy. Broome had been a regular holiday destination
for his wife and himself, so was viewed as a suitable location for a business venture. While he had no prior
personal small business experience, Michael came from a family of small business owners. He also believes that
his experience as an employee in the corporate sector provided him with knowledge and skills that would enable
him to successfully manage a small business. He identified an accommodation facility would be a suitable
business based on a firm belief that he knew what he wanted in a holiday. Through extensive reading on business
management, Michael established that you do not always have to work in the business but that once you set it up
you can work on the business. Thus, a core objective was to set up a self-sustaining business. Although he sees
this as an ongoing process, he takes considerable pride in the systems he introduced that enable the business to
keep operating smoothly even in his absence.

Business Overview
This SMTE operator has run Habitat Resort for 12 years. It is a luxury self-contained accommodation facility
comprising 32 fully self-contained units that include one and two bedroom apartments and three bedroom
bungalows. Holidaymakers and corporate clients are two primary target markets. The holidaymakers include
singles, couples, small families and groups of friends and larger families and groups of friends. For marketing
purposes, the corporate and holiday markets are further broken down into local, intrastate and interstate
segments. Today, the referral guest market accounts for 30–40% of the bookings.
This operator purchased this business from the original developers when the facility was about 50%
developed. Compared to other resort developments, the facility has a very low density design, lots of space, is
located well away from other major resorts and is surrounded by Crown Land. For these reasons, Michael
believes ‘the name Habitat is quite apt’. On average the business employs 10 people but most employees are
casual. The owner is the only true full-time person working in the business although his maintenance person and
gardener are almost full-time.
When first purchased, this operator felt that there were a lot of contradictions in how the facility was
managed. He saw considerable potential for improving and building the business. Since buying the business,
Michael said that he has been:
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‘… trying to get more system into the way that we run the business … There were things where the standards were
totally inadequate … So we standardised a lot of things. We’ve put a lot of systems into place … We developed
standardised inductions for staff, we got position descriptions—on the basis that I’m the main person here but if
I’m not here how can someone find out what to do, especially the person in the front office? That’s one of the
guiding criteria of what I’ve done in the operation of the business.’

Other changes included reviewing how the business is benchmarked which led to repositioning it as a luxury
accommodation facility, introducing a new electronic booking system and becoming very customer oriented by
introducing a sophisticated customer feedback and marketing program. This operator says the electronic booking
and feedback system has enabled them to become ‘a lot stronger on getting details from our clients and using
that data’.
Turnover, occupancy and the nightly room rate per booking are the main indicators of business performance
this SMTE operator uses. Turnover has increased by about 150% in the past five years and it has nearly tripled
since Michael bought it. Only in the past year has business income declined, albeit only by 5%. The occupancy
rate of the facility has also increased substantially. Michael attributes the strong growth to two key factors: how
they run the business and good timing in that they came off the demise of Ansett Airlines and were able to ride a
prolonged economic boom.
This SMTE operator uses the Tourism Awards as a mechanism for enforced business review. In this regard
he said:
‘One of the things we do is we’ve been involved in tourism awards for the last three years. We won it three years
ago, got second last year and got bronze this year. We use that as a compulsory way of looking at the way we
conduct our business. We do an annual business plan review to enter the tourism awards. We are doing reviews of
how we went across the past 12 months—looking at room rates etc.—now we’ve broken it down into seasons. So
we’re looking at shoulder season, peak season and wet season—because we’ve got different markets, different
profiles. And that in itself has produced some interesting information which we now need to flip back into our
marketing program.’

Business Networks
This SMTE operator networks extensively with local tourism operators. He is also a member of one local, one
regional and two state level tourism organisations and his industry association (AAA Tourism—a marketing and
star rating body). He mainly engages with these tourism based organisations in an informal capacity. He is
proactive in identifying issues, in meeting with the management to discuss issues and in voicing concerns at
AGMs. He says that ‘sometimes I feel like a bit of a shit stirrer’ and attributes his actions to his considerable
disillusionment with the effectiveness of these organisations in representing and supporting their membership.
On the matter of his involvement with these organisations he commented:
‘How do we interact with them? Mainly marketing through them at the moment. [We] use them as lobby groups—
not that they’re effective at all. It’s got to the point where six or seven of us are getting together to form our own
lobby group.’

When asked what benefits he gains from his memberships of tourism based organisations he commented:
‘Well, it’s not even a strong benefit. The marketing is fine.’
‘[We] partly take out the membership to be clearly part of the membership but if they were a stand alone entity—
marketing and having to be aware of their results I’d say nah— the results aren’t good enough. You wouldn’t
do it.’

It is his view that many of the people running these organisations have ‘lost their focus’ and have no clear
understanding of their role. He also believes are they often inadequately experienced with a limited
understanding of the tourism industry, that they don’t foster two-way communication with their members and
they don’t take on board concerns raised by their membership. He cited an example of one peak body
presentation on a new booking engine at which members raised some substantial concerns to which the peak
body simply stated ‘well this is what we are doing’. On this matter this operator stated:
‘We said that this will contravene the contract between the two parties—they didn’t understand the implications of
what they were doing. This meant they had very little understanding of how the system works — and that is a peak
body.’
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‘… the strong silo affair— it’s just got to be broken down.’

The local Chamber of Commerce is the only non-tourism based organisation that this operator has considered
joining but that after speaking with some small business owners in his network who were members, he decided
against this. When asked why, he said that he found that several members had recently resigned mainly due a
lack of progressive thinking in the Chamber and because Board decisions were often affected by vested interests.
He commented that:
‘… there’s a small group of people who are dominating a lot of these entities.’

Ultimately, Michael relies most heavily on his informal network of contacts. He is part of the group of local
tourism industry operators who are forming their own lobby group because of their dissatisfaction with the
effectiveness of the tourism based organisations of which they are members.

Information Gathering Techniques
In talking about difficulties faced in managing his business, this operator identified keeping abreast of
compliance requirements and accessing good quality marketing data as two major issues. Compliance
information relating to things like new swimming pool regulations, RCD and fire alarm regulations, OH&S
guidelines and award rates is especially critical in helping him with the everyday management of his business.
Marketing information is important for both short-term and long-term management of his business.
On the matter of compliance, this operator stated:
‘It’s impeding business. I’ve spent half an hour to an hour on the phone and on the Internet trying to find out stuff
and I got nowhere. So compliance is a big issue. We spend more time complying with things that actually don’t
add any value to anything. They don’t actually ensure we have a better workplace.’

This operator easily spends a couple of hours a week searching for information to help the everyday
management of his business. He cited superannuation and award rates as two especially problematic areas for
finding current information and meeting compliance requirements. He also noted that the time taken ensuring his
compliance is enormous. Key concerns raised in this regard were the constant changes to compliance
requirements, the government not providing affected operators with adequate notification and information on
changes, and that many of the regulations in place do not appear to be based on a demonstrated need. He cited
the new RCD and fire alarm regulations as an example of inadequate notification and information being
provided and the new swimming pool regulations as an example of a regulation introduced without a
demonstrated need. On the matter of compliance he says:
‘I’m a very big one on strategy—how do you fit into the broader strategy—give us a five year or 10 year plan of
how you’re going to make things safer electrically.’
‘One of our goals is to be classified as 4.5 star but with our 4 star rating—being that in everything you do—in that
we replace what was there with something better. But it makes it very hard if you have the criteria constantly
changing.’

He suggests that government does not adequately appreciate the consequences and implications of their
decisions on operators and that they need to work with operators to identify potential problems and to develop
ways of addressing these.
When it comes to long-term planning and business development, this operator wants useful trend data on the
tourism industry and good marketing information. However he notes that:
‘You can’t get the information that you totally want.’
‘… long term information requirements—it’s an obscure area … it’s more by chance than design to actually find
these type of things.’

While he acknowledges that some marketing information provided by the state tourism organisation
(Tourism WA) and some tourism data provided by the ABS, local tourism organisation (LTO) and the airport is
broadly useful, this information often suffers from inappropriate assumptions or inadequate disaggregation. This
operator also wants information on a tourism development strategy for the Shire. On this matter he said:
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‘There is no tourism development strategy for Broome. I’ve been advocating that for a while. They come up with
these little pieces of strategies. I would like to be able to get that information out of the Shire – they don’t have it –
I’d like to encourage them to do it.’

This operator uses a variety of information channels to get the information he needs. The most important
channels are the Internet, e-mail and personal contacts. He finds the Tourism WA e-mail newsletter helpful
especially in providing useful marketing information but noted that generally it does not address compliance
issues affecting the tourism industry. Nonetheless, to fully realise his long-term goals he said:
‘As far as information and how we can achieve our goals —we need good marketing information and marketing
feedback- that would certainly help us all. Where do we go for that—we go to each other. It’s bloody useless when
you’ve got these organisations that specialise in that area.’

When asked about print media he made the following points.
‘The West Australian I’ve read [but] I’m usually lucky if I’ve read this week’s paper by the end of next week. The
local paper I flick through very quickly for local ideas. Magazines—there are some good trade magazines but
they’re Australia wide. The Accommodation Manager’s Guide—I use that and that’s quite helpful. But it’s also a
bit awkward as it’s Australia wide— not a lot of state specific stuff.’

On the matter of using STCRC research reports he noted that:
‘I did actually look up the website probably about three years ago for something … someone alerted me to it …
we’re crying out for a research organisation to pick up on a lot of these issues. If Australia’s NW can’t do it
because there’s no funds to do it, well let’s find someone else to go out there and do it. We do need something like
STCRC for a nice reasonably narrow scope of focus.’

Use of Online Resources
This SMTE operator indicated that electronic media is perhaps the most important information channel he uses
for acquiring the information he needs. He uses the Internet and e-mail extensively.
On the usage of electronic channels to access information, however, he commented that:
‘I don’t use Twitter and Facebook and things like Facebook. I see them as faddish ... I haven’t used a blog. I’ve
had one look at a Twitter site and thought what a lot of crap.’

Nonetheless, he has seen some good software sites which provide a moderated discussion forum. Participants
are able to click into questions of interest and a number of people are then able to provide input. He stated that:
‘Some of those forums have been very good on how to do things. I’ve used them through a software subscription
and they’re great.’

Business Development Strategies
Michael has several plans for growing his business and improve its profitability over the next one to two years.
His main goals are to increase the average guest stay, further increase the occupancy rate, increase the average
nightly room rate per booking and to complete the development of the resort to bring it up to its capacity of
about 60 accommodation units and provide a proper reception facility. He believes that with this scale of
operation the Council will better service the relatively isolated part of the community in which his resort is
situated.
To support his pursuit of these objectives, this operator is taking a multi-pronged strategy aimed at building
third party credibility and exposure in the market. To gain third party credibility Michael has taken what he calls
‘a systems approach’. He has embarked upon a program of entering (and winning) the Tourism Awards, gaining
hotel accommodation program accreditation and becoming ‘green’ accredited. To gain greater market exposure
he voluntarily enrolled on ‘TripAdvisor’, an Internet based website where visitors can lodge and read guest
reports about their stay. He commented that when they first enrolled they received an ‘absolutely scathing
report’ from guests who had stayed at their resort a year prior but had not made their concerns known through
their feedback forms. Nonetheless, he said that:
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‘… What we want to do is get more exposure on there [TripAdvisor]. We want to develop strategies to try and
encourage people to put feedback on the Internet because we get some extremely glowing e-mails from people
who’ve stayed or from feedback forms and we’re wondering how do we get them to put it on the Internet.’

From a marketing perspective, he said that:
‘We have been collecting feedback forms for the last four years and we’ve gone through and we’re collating the
results using feedback from the guests as drivers for the business development. So each year we go through and we
quantify the result and we use them as big drivers for what we’re doing—not what our perceptions are but what the
guests are saying’.

In addition to accommodation, tour booking forms a second arm of this business and Michael plans to
develop it by putting in place a pre-arrival communication system that will induce guests ‘to speak to us and use
us as a one stop travel shop’.
Michael believes that to ensure the ongoing profitability of the tourism sector in the community, tourism
development needs to be in keeping with the character of the community. Thus, he actively interacts with
relevant tourism bodies and local organisations to advocate the importance of this approach.
To acquire the information he needs to help him manage and develop his business, this SMTE operator uses a
combination of formal and informal learning strategies. On the matter of training, he said that:
‘I’m a strong supporter of training but most of my training is for compliance reasons so it’s not even helping with
doing things better.’

He suggests that there are two types of training to consider—training on compliance requirements and
training that can add value to a business. He indicated that with the very large amount of regulations that relates
to the accommodation sector, the majority of the training that he and his staff undertake is compliance based.
Most of the training done by his staff is ‘on-the-job’ whereby they ‘ask a professional how to do it and then
learn through practice’. Nevertheless, on average each year he sends his staff on about two training sessions of
one-half, one or two days’ duration. Marketing and some business management training are the main forms of
training that Michael and his wife undertake and this is usually provided by the Small Business Centre. He also
indicated that a group of local accommodation operators are planning to organise suppliers to provide
presentations on new accommodation industry equipment and products to keep them abreast of new
developments. In regard to this type of informal learning he commented that:
‘We need to be an accommodation facility manager as well as needing to know about Super, award structures,
employee management, OH&S, swimming pool guidelines, safe work practice in repairs and maintenance, water
quality management guidelines, repair procedures—all these procedures—which make it very, very difficult for us.
It would be good to have those informal presentations—we would like to get these people up to present this
information to us and say here is what you need to do to get over this issue.’

He also made the point that:
‘…One of the reasons we entered the Tourism Awards is it’s sort of an enforced review. It’s almost a training thing
because a lot of revision of what you’ve learnt and by going through those questions we can say hang on we
haven’t done this. We review what we’ve done, we got to review how we’re doing it, we’ve got to retrain what we
do.’

Two key issues for this operator in regard to training are the transience of the tourism workforce and the
difficulty in finding suitable training. He wants to see more non-compliance courses like marketing available
locally. He would also like to see more forums or workshops and networking sessions on a variety of small
business management topics like employee management (e.g. performance review skills, personnel management
skills), risk management, and hygiene and safety responsibilities.

Good Practices for Sharing
The Internet and local business networks are amongst the two main things that this SMTE operator recommends
using to access information. One practice of local operators that he heralds is:
‘… people finding something and e-mailing it to everyone else. That was one of the best ways we had finding out
information that’s relevant. Someone would have an issue in one resort and they would have to go and spend some
time to do some research— just flick an e-mail out to people on the information they found out; or forward an e-
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mail on what they found out. And that was probably the most effective way that I’ve seen it done at the moment.’

He also added that:
‘We don’t really find there’s a simple way of finding out information. I would use Resort News and
Accommodation Managers Guide—those two journals. They’re quite useful because they often touch on a lot of
issues.’
He also indicated that because of a general feeling of disillusionment with the effectiveness of existing tourism
based organisations by many of the local tourism operators, a group of them are forming their own lobby group.
He said that:
‘We are bringing a lobby group together and we want to try and source accurate and reliable information.’

When asked what tourism based organisations could do to improve information distribution to SMTE
operators, Michael commented that:
‘I think we need to go back to fundamentals in a lot of information. They’ve got to work out who their clients are.
The Visitor Centre thinks their clients are the guests who walk in the door when its not. It’s actually the members
who are the Visitor Centre clients. A lot of these organisations like Tourism WA who need to come around and say
who are our clients—they keep thinking it’s our tourists—but we’re the people who pay—we’re their clients.
We’re the industry they represent’.

He suggests that:
‘It would be good to have a one stop shop where we can receive good advice in some of these areas. I’d like to see
the different areas consolidated so we can actually approach someone with a tourism focus …’
‘… a one stop shop where someone had some specialist knowledge in the tourism industry.’

He cited BHP as an example of an organisation that restructured its company divisions to reflect their client
groups. He noted that:
‘… they [BHP] turned the focus around from looking at the customer to looking at what the customers’ needs are –
that’s what we have to do.’

Importantly, he believes that a mechanism that enables effective two-way communication is vital. He
commented that:
‘We need a vehicle to get that communication up through the system as well if we identify issues that will affect
the consumer—they need to be addressed before it affects the consumer. We need things to feed from the bottom
up and not just from the top down. And that goes across the board for all the things that we have spoken about.
There’s a lot of bottom down—thinking that they know what to do and going and doing it.’

Amongst the main messages offered for improving how information can be made available to SMTE
operators, Michael suggests providing regular informative e-mails rather than ad hoc ones and some type of
database or newsletter that operators could subscribe to that it functions as a hub for accessing information on a
whole raft of tourism industry relevant topics. His thinking is that:
‘If we could subscribe to a newsletter where any government department … that is going to affect the tourism
industry—they could put that into the newsletter. They could have a snippet there that would lead to a website.
Something where as a manager I could skip through and look at 20 different headings in half a minute and say yes
that’s relevant, no that’s not—follow up on the stuff that I need to and be informed. That to me is the best option.’

Messages for the Industry
When asked if he has a final message for operators in the tourism industry, he commented that:
‘The main thing is don’t get complacent. ... We think things are fine but we’re getting the wrong message. Things
aren’t fine. We have to be very careful and don’t get too complacent. Don’t think that you’re doing it alone either,
so don’t try and reinvent the wheel all the time. There’s ways of trying to find out information—ask people. There
are people out there to help. We don’t mind providing a bit of help.’
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His final message for organisations providing information to SMTE operators, he suggests that it
seems that many of these organisations do not have a clear sense of who are their primary stakeholders.
He stated that:
‘It goes back to making sure that the tail is not wagging the dog, the dog is wagging the tail. You got to remember
that the on the ground operators are the dog. The government departments and the peak bodies— they’re the tail
and they’ve got to keep listening down and get quality information from the people on the ground running things.
Make sure it’s a two-way source of information. Get them to plan—a strategic plan and an operational plan in
place ... because they’re not doing that.’
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APPENDIX B: SURVEY RESULTS
Frequency of Information Searches for Day-to-Day Business Operations
The frequency in seeking information was also cross tabulated with the various demographic categories (Table
B1 – Table B5). While 55.6% of all respondents seek marketing and sales information for day-to-day operations
often or very often, there are some groups that seek it even more often. These include SMEs, firms that are more
connected, those firms located in the metropolitan area, those firms that are profitable, those operated by
females, those operated by graduates, and those whose operators spend more time seeking information.
Table B1: Marketing and sales information sought on a day-to-day basis by demographic
Demographic
All Respondents
Micro
SME
Metro
Non-Metro
Accommodation
NonAccommodation
Younger Firms
Mature
Connected
Not Connected
Growers
Non-Growth
Info Quicks
Info Hungry
Profitable
Non-Profitable
Younger
Older
Non-Graduates
Graduates
Females
Males

Never (%)
6.0
6.9
4.5
7.8
5.5
5.1

Rarely/
Occasionally (%)
38.4
43.4
30.3
27.5
41.4
42.7

Often/Very Often
(%)
55.6
49.7
65.2
64.7
53.0
52.1

7.0
5.0
6.9
4.3
4.5
6.1
5.8
5.5
6.0
4.3
8.3
6.4
5.6
8.1
4.4
0
14.3

33.3
41.6
36.6
32.2
45.5
35.0
51.9
41.8
25.4
27.7
36.1
29.8
33.3
32.4
31.1
29.8
31.4

59.6
53.5
56.5
63.5
50.0
58.9
42.3
52.7
68.7
68.1
55.6
63.8
61.1
59.5
64.4
70.2
54.3

The groups that seek business management information in greater proportions than the average of all
respondents include SMEs, those firms located in the metropolitan area, those firms that are profitable, those
operated by females, those with younger operators, those operated by graduates, and those whose operators
spend more time seeking information.
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Table B2: Business management information on a sought day-to-day basis by demographic
Demographic
All Respondents
Micro
SME
Metro
Non-Metro
Accommodation
NonAccommodation
Younger Firms
Mature
Connected
Not Connected
Growers
Non-Growth
Info Quicks
Info Hungry
Profitable
Non-Profitable
Younger
Older
Non-Graduates
Graduates
Females
Males

Never (%)
9.7
12.9
4.7
8.2
10.2
9.2

Rarely/
Occasionally (%)
57.1
60.7
51.2
49.0
59.1
66.1

Often/Very Often
(%)
33.2
26.4
44.2
42.9
30.7
24.8

10.5
6.3
12.5
6.4
11.6
7.5
18.0
11.3
4.5
4.3
11.4
6.5
8.6
11.4
4.4
2.2
14.7

48.2
62.5
53.9
56.4
62.8
55.7
62.0
61.0
48.5
54.3
54.3
52.2
57.1
65.7
46.7
54.3
52.9

41.2
31.3
33.6
37.3
25.6
36.8
20.0
27.7
47.0
41.3
34.3
41.3
34.3
22.9
48.9
43.5
32.4

The groups that are more likely to seek information of a legal and regulatory nature are SMEs, those located
in a metropolitan area, those operated by graduates, and those whose operators spend more time seeking
information.
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Table B3: Legal and regulatory information sought on a day-to-day basis by demographic
Demographic
All Respondents
Micro
SME
Metro
Non-Metro
Accommodation
NonAccommodation
Younger Firms
Mature
Connected
Not Connected
Growers
Non-Growth
Info Quicks
Info Hungry
Profitable
Non-Profitable
Younger
Older
Non-Graduates
Graduates
Females
Males

Never (%)
5.8
8.6
1.2
4.3
6.3
5.4

Rarely/
Occasionally (%)
78.5
78.6
78.3
74.5
79.4
81.3

Often/Very Often
(%)
15.7
12.9
20.5
21.3
14.3
13.4

6.5
5.2
6.4
2.7
12.5
5.2
8.2
6.6
3.0
4.4
8.6
10.9
0
11.4
2.3
4.3
9.1

75.0
79.2
77.6
82.9
77.5
79.7
73.5
81.0
75.8
80.0
74.3
71.7
85.3
77.1
77.3
80.4
72.7

18.5
15.6
16.0
14.4
10.0
15.1
18.4
12.4
21.2
15.6
17.1
17.4
14.7
11.4
20.5
15.2
18.2

The groups more likely to seek information on financial management are SMEs, those located in a
metropolitan area, those firms that are more profitable, those operated by graduates, and those whose operators
spend more time seeking information.
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Table B4: Financial management information sought on a day-to-day basis by demographic
Demographic
All Respondents
Micro
SME
Metro
Non-Metro
Accommodation
NonAccommodation
Younger Firms
Mature
Connected
Not Connected
Growers
Non-Growth
Info Quicks
Info Hungry
Profitable
Non-Profitable
Younger
Older
Non-Graduates
Graduates
Females
Males

Never (%)
8.0
9.9
4.7
6.3
8.5
9.0

Rarely/
Occasionally (%)
57.5
61.7
50.6
52.1
58.8
60.4

Often/Very Often
(%)
34.5
28.4
44.7
41.7
32.8
30.6

7.1
8.2
7.9
2.7
12.2
6.3
14.3
9.2
6.0
6.5
2.9
4.3
5.7
8.6
2.2
4.3
5.9

54.5
60.2
56.3
59.3
48.8
56.0
61.2
59.6
52.2
47.8
74.3
60.9
57.1
62.9
57.8
58.7
58.8

38.4
31.6
35.7
38.1
39.0
37.7
24.5
31.2
41.8
45.7
22.9
34.8
37.1
28.6
40.0
37.0
35.3

Those groups that are more likely to seek information of an environmental/sustainability nature are those
located in a metropolitan area, those firms that are more profitable, those operated by graduates, and those whose
operators spend more time seeking information.
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Table B5: Environment/sustainability information sought on a day-to-day basis by demographic
Demographic
All Respondents
Micro
SME
Metro
Non-Metro
Accommodation
NonAccommodation
Younger Firms
Mature
Connected
Not Connected
Growers
Non-Growth
Info Quicks
Info Hungry
Profitable
Non-Profitable
Younger
Older
Non-Graduates
Graduates
Females
Males

Never (%)
9.4
8.6
10.6
8.7
9.6
8.2

Rarely/
Occasionally (%)
66.5
68.3
63.5
58.7
68.4
70.9

Often/ Very Often
(%)
24.1
23.0
25.9
32.6
22.0
20.9

10.8
7.3
11
9.1
14.6
10.4
6.1
7.9
10.6
8.9
11.4
8.7
11.8
11.8
8.9
6.7
14.7

62.2
67.7
66.1
65.5
61.0
63.3
77.6
69.8
59.1
62.2
71.4
67.4
64.7
73.5
62.2
66.7
64.7

27.0
25.0
22.8
25.5
24.4
26.0
16.3
22.3
30.3
28.9
17.1
23.9
23.5
14.7
28.9
26.7
20.6

In summary the following characteristics of the respondent group stand out among those that frequently seek
information for the day-to-day running of their business—those firms in the metropolitan area, those that are
profitable, those operated by graduates and those firms whose operators spend more time seeking information.

Source of Information for Day-to-day Operations for Connecteds
One of the important demographic groups identified in this project are those tourism business operators
described as Connecteds. They are those respondents who reported that they were members of both a tourism
industry association and also a member of a (non-tourism) business network. It is assumed that this group are
therefore highly connected, that is to other operators in their sector of tourism through their industry association
and also to other business operators in general through the business network. This group has been highlighted to
see if those business operators who are highly connected or engaged with their peers behave any differently to
other operators.
A cross tabulation of the connecteds demographic group with the information sources for day-to-day
operations is produced in the table below. It indicates that the connecteds are more likely to use the Internet to
gather day-to-day information. As expected they are also more likely to access information from formal business
channels of information such as their industry association and also from colleagues and business operators. They
are however less likely to rely on personal networking.
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Table B6: Source of information for day-to-day operations by connecteds demographic

Overall n = 221

Connected n= 54

Response
Frequency

%

Response
Frequency

%

140

63.3

38

70.3

50

22.6

16

29.6

22

10.0

7

12.9

17

7.7

6

11.1

25

11.3

3

5.6

134
61.0
26
* Totals may not add up to 100% as respondents were permitted multiple responses.

48.1

Information Source

Internet
Tourism/Industry Associations
Colleagues/Within Company/Inhouse
Resources
Business Contacts/Other Operators
Personal Networking
Other

Importance of Information for Long Term Business Operations
The following table reports on the cross tabulations of the demographic variables with the mean responses to the
question of the importance of information for long term business operations. For marketing and sales
information the mean level of importance recorded by all respondents was 4.32. Those demographic groups that
recorded a higher level of importance were SMEs, younger firms, those connected to business networks and
younger operators and non-graduate operators. Those groups that recorded lower levels of importance for
marketing and sales information were the non-growth firms, older operators and graduate operators.
The demographic cross tabulations for business management information identified the following groups that
recorded a higher level of importance—SMEs, younger operators, and those who spent more time seeking
information. Those groups that recorded lower levels of importance for business management information were
the non-growth firms, and older operators.
The demographic cross tabulations for legal and regulatory information identified the following groups that
recorded a higher level of importance—non-accommodation firms, female operators, graduate operators, and
those who spent more time seeking information. Those groups that recorded lower levels of importance for
business management information were the accommodation firms, those not involved in business networks
outside tourism and male operators.
For financial management information the mean level of importance recorded by all respondents was 4.05.
Those demographic groups that recorded a higher level of importance were younger operators and female
operators. Those groups that recorded lower levels of importance for financial management information were the
non-growth firms, older operators and those not involved in business networks outside tourism.
The demographic cross tabulations for environmental/sustainability information identified the following
groups that recorded a higher level of importance—non-accommodation firms, and those who spent more time
seeking information. Those groups that recorded lower levels of importance for environmental/sustainability
information were older operators and male operators.
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Table B7: Importance of Information for long term business development

Demographic
All Respondents
Micro
SME
Metro
Non-Metro
Accommodation
Non-Accommodation
Younger Firms
Mature
Connected
Not Connected
Growers
Non-Growth
Info Quicks
Info Hungry
Profitable
Non-Profitable
Younger
Older
Non-Graduates
Graduates
Females
Males

Mean Importance of Information (1= not important, 5= very important)
Marketing
Business
Legal and
Financial
Environment/
and Sales
Management
Regulatory
Management
Sustainability
4.32
4.10
3.45
4.05
3.58
4.24
3.96
3.41
3.94
3.59
4.44
4.35
3.54
4.23
3.55
4.38
4.20
3.38
4.04
3.50
4.30
4.08
3.48
4.06
3.60
4.33
3.96
3.28
3.93
3.47
4.29
2.24
3.64
4.17
3.68
4.44
4.28
3.60
4.10
3.59
4.20
3.95
3.33
4.01
3.57
4.46
4.29
3.57
4.21
3.55
4.30
3.93
3.20
3.88
3.57
4.43
4.26
3.48
4.18
3.64
3.92
3.55
3.35
3.58
3.39
4.24
3.96
3.37
3.96
3.54
4.47
4.41
3.67
4.17
3.65
4.37
4.09
3.50
4.09
3.41
4.29
4.21
3.52
3.97
3.42
4.51
4.45
3.59
4.30
3.61
4.11
3.74
3.39
3.71
3.17
4.51
4.11
3.33
4.00
3.24
4.17
4.14
3.65
4.05
3.54
4.44
4.30
3.65
4.23
3.64
4.24
4.00
3.27
3.82
3.12

Source of Long Term Business Development Information
A cross tabulation of the connecteds demographic group with the information sources for long term business
development is produced in the table below. It indicates that the connecteds are more likely to use consultants
and government sources to access their business development information needs. They are less inclined to use
the Internet, their industry association or business contacts.
Table B8: Source of information for long term business development by Connecteds Demographics

Source of Information

Overall n=221
Response
Frequency
%

Connected n=61
Response
Frequency
%

Internet

83

39.7

19

31.1

Industry/Tourism Associations

58

27.8

15

24.5

Consultants/Professional Advisors

30

14.4

12

19.7

Colleagues/Internal to Company

22

10.5

8

13.1

Government

20

9.6

8

13.1

Networking/Business Contacts

36

17.2

6

9.8

14

22.0

Others
103
49.1
* Totals may not add up to 100% as respondents were permitted multiple responses.
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Satisfaction with Types of Information Received
The mean level of satisfaction with information to help with the day-to-day business operations from all
respondents was 4.46. Those demographic groups that recorded higher mean scores for their level of satisfaction
were SMEs, older operators, non-graduate operators, and those operators who spent more time seeking
information. The groups that recorded lower levels of satisfaction with such information were firms in the
accommodation sector, the non-growth firms, and the non-profitable firms.
With respect to the level of satisfaction with information to help with the long term business development the
mean score recorded by all respondents was 4.43. Those demographic groups that recorded higher mean scores
for their level of satisfaction were firms that did not belong to a business network outside tourism, firms that
were profitable, and firms with operators who spent more time seeking information. The groups that recorded
lower levels of satisfaction with information for their long term business development were the non-growth
firms, the non profitable firms, and female operators.
Table B9: Satisfaction with the following types of information you have received,
according to demographics

Demographics
All Respondents
Micro
SME
Metro
Non-Metro
Accommodation
Non-Accommodation
Younger Firms
Mature
Connected
Not Connected
Growers
Non-Growth
Info Quicks
Info Hungry
Profitable
Non-Profitable
Younger
Older
Non-Graduates
Graduates
Females
Males

Mean scores where 1 = not at all satisfied, to 7 = very
satisfied
Information to help with dayInformation to help with long
to-day business operations
term business development
4.46
4.43
4.34
4.38
4.67
4.52
4.52
4.54
4.43
4.40
4.35
4.33
4.59
4.54
4.54
4.42
4.39
4.42
4.45
4.40
4.51
4.56
4.51
4.50
4.32
4.22
4.40
4.36
4.70
4.67
4.67
4.55
4.37
4.21
4.44
4.43
4.66
4.35
4.73
4.49
4.38
4.33
4.50
4.26
4.56
4.49

Usefulness of Information Channels
Cross tabulation of usefulness of information channels by firm and operator demographics are set out in the
following table. Higher usefulness mean scores for Internet search engines were recorded by women operators,
younger operators, those operators without a degree, those who spend more time seeking information, those
operators involved in business networks and those firms that are profitable.
Higher usefulness mean scores for face-to-face networking were recorded by those newer businesses, the
profitable businesses, those whose operators wish to grow their business and those firms whose operators spend
more time seeking information. Higher usefulness mean scores for websites of specific organisations were
recorded by female operators, younger operators, non graduate operators, those who spend more time seeking
information and profitable firms. The only pattern in these cross tabulations seems to be those who rate the
channels most useful are associated with profitable firms and those operators who spend more time seeking
information. There does not appear to be any pattern among those who rate the usefulness of the very specific
online channels more highly.
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Table B10: Analysis according to demographics of usefulness of information channels
Mean scores (1 = not at all useful to 7 = very useful)
Demographic
All
Respondents
Micro
SME
Metro
Non-Metro
Accom
Non-Accom
Younger
Firms
Mature
Connected
Not
Connected
Growers
Non-Growth
Info Quicks
Info Hungry
Profitable
NonProfitable
Younger
Older
NonGraduates
Graduates
Females
Males

Broc

Mags

CRC

Train

B For

FtoF

Tele

onlin
e

webs

sems

pods

Soc n

goog

blog

4.21

3.91

3.36

4.16

4.55

5.22

4.46

4.16

5.05

3.35

2.78

3.39

5.72

3.03

4.29
4.08
3.93
4.27
4.28
4.13

3.80
4.09
4.02
3.86
3.76
4.03

3.38
3.31
3.26
3.39
3.37
3.36

4.53
4.75
4.32
4.69
4.39
4.88

4.52
4.60
4.07
4.70
4.35
4.74

3.53
5.00
4.87
5.33
5.14
5.30

4.48
4.43
4.34
4.51
4.43
4.48

4.17
4.15
3.91
4.25
4.04
4.31

5.00
5.14
4.98
5.06
5.04
5.06

3.27
3.50
2.82
3.54
3.24
3.44

2.89
2.67
2.53
2.89
2.65
2.96

3.66
3.00
3.25
3.44
3.45
3.41

5.69
5.78
5.67
5.76
5.63
5.85

3.07
2.97
3.19
2.96
2.84
3.31

4.15
4.27
4.27

3.79
4.02
3.94

3.48
3.26
3.43

4.80
4.50
4.54

4.69
4.46
4.66

5.37
5.10
5.17

4.47
4.43
4.26

4.31
4.07
4.08

5.19
4.93
5.19

3.27
3.44
3.61

2.85
2.75
2.74

3.62
3.24
3.21

5.79
5.69
5.93

3.44
2.71
3.00

4.69
4.17
4.38
4.14
4.38
4.46

4.22
4.08
3.24
3.86
4.00
3.95

3.27
3.53
2.52
3.23
3.56
3.16

4.80
4.71
4.15
4.66
4.48
4.53

4.00
4.64
4.10
4.54
4.63
4.67

5.34
5.39
4.57
5.15
5.41
5.36

4.79
4.44
4.48
4.28
4.84
4.49

4.13
4.17
4.05
4.07
4.35
4.07

5.08
5.09
4.87
4.92
5.33
5.22

2.82
3.26
3.86
3.25
3.49
3.29

2.00
2.62
3.75
2.74
2.83
2.69

3.71
3.37
3.53
3.31
3.53
3.85

5.50
5.83
5.36
5.58
6.03
5.96

2.28
3.00
3.14
2.74
3.42
3.14

3.76
4.26
4.02

3.93
4.00
3.87

3.57
3.38
3.26

4.59
4.90
4.10

4.45
4.75
4.35

4.82
5.11
5.17

4.38
4.58
4.26

3.70
4.16
3.60

5.03
5.20
5.06

3.46
3.05
3.75

2.34
2.57
2.54

3.75
3.96
3.58

5.71
6.24
5.34

3.05
3.04
3.19

4.54
3.81
3.91
4.38

3.87
3.97
3.79
4.10

3.60
3.18
3.44
3.24

4.77
4.33
4.31
4.76

4.54
4.55
4.14
4.92

5.11
5.12
4.94
5.29

4.65
4.21
4.03
4.83

4.09
3.78
3.88
3.98

5.46
4.82
4.92
5.34

3.54
3.25
3.60
3.06

2.43
2.68
2.14
3.00

4.13
3.70
3.74
3.87

5.95
5.74
5.66
6.00

2.15
3.60
3.12
3.09

Overall Satisfaction with Information Channels
Cross tabulations of satisfaction with information channels by firm and operator demographics are set out in the
following table. The non-growth firms reported higher levels of satisfaction with printed materials, while the
following groups reported lower levels of satisfaction with printed materials—the larger businesses in the
survey (SMEs); those located in the metropolitan area; those firms that are more profitable; those with younger
operators; and those whose operators are graduates.
The groups that reported greater levels of satisfaction with personal contacts were the newer businesses; the
non growth businesses; the ones who spent less time looking for information; and the older operators. Those
with lower levels of satisfaction with personal contacts included the SMEs; operators with a degree and male
operators.
The groups that reported greater levels of satisfaction with electronic channels included the younger
businesses; those not in the accommodation sector; those who do not have growth expectations; and those who
spend less time seeking information. Those with lower levels of satisfaction with electronic channels include
SMEs; those in the accommodation sector; those who want to grow; and those businesses operated by graduates.
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Table B11: Satisfaction with the information channels according to demographic

Demographics
All Respondents
Micro
SME
Metro
Non-Metro
Accommodation
Non-Accommodation
Younger Firms
Mature
Connected
Not Connected
Growers
Non-Growth
Info Quicks
Info Hungry
Profitable
Non-Profitable
Younger
Older
Non-Graduates
Graduates
Females
Males

Mean Scores (1 = very satisfied 7 =
very dissatisfied)
Printed
Personal
Electronic
Materials
Contacts
Channels
3.87
3.65
3.71
3.72
3.51
3.58
4.13
3.89
3.96
4.29
3.78
3.63
3.76
3.60
3.74
3.89
3.64
3.92
3.82
3.59
3.56
3.71
3.48
3.54
3.98
3.76
3.84
3.89
3.67
3.61
3.83
3.51
3.75
4.01
3.81
3.95
3.42
3.09
2.94
3.96
3.72
3.82
3.67
3.48
3.48
4.13
3.83
3.83
3.89
3.67
3.91
4.09
4.02
3.87
3.95
3.42
3.86
3.84
3.70
3.79
4.23
3.84
3.98
4.24
3.94
3.86
3.91
3.67
3.82

Views about Learning and Training
Cross tabulation of the preferences for particular learning strategies by firm and operator demographics are set
out in the following table. A greater preference (that is a lower mean score) for a learning environment that is
open to questions and less structured were recorded by those firms located in the metropolitan area, and those
run by operators who spend more time seeking information. A greater preference for on the job training was
recorded by the non growth firms, the micro firms, those outside the metropolitan area, the firms that are
profitable and the firms run by operators who spend more time seeking information. A greater preference for
online training was recorded by SMEs, those firms located in the metropolitan area, and young firms. There does
not seem to be any real pattern among these preferences.

83

How operators source information for business improvement
Table B12: Demographic Analysis of views about learning and training
Preference for Training Types (1 = strongly agree, 7 = strongly
disagree)
Demographic
16a
16b
16c
16d
16e
16f
All Respondents
3.50
3.90
4.40
3.90
3.10
3.70
Micro
3.33
3.95
4.47
3.78
3.05
3.68
SME
3.60
3.93
4.19
4.00
3.11
3.64
Metro
3.69
3.81
4.15
3.81
2.90
3.83
Non-Metro
3.34
4.00
4.44
3.87
3.13
3.63
Accommodation
3.43
3.88
4.24
3.84
3.13
3.71
Non-Accommodation
3.41
4.02
4.51
3.88
2.98
3.66
Younger Firms
3.49
3.82
4.05
3.78
3.09
3.47
Mature
3.40
4.07
4.61
3.92
3.08
3.85
Connected
3.46
3.77
4.44
3.88
2.98
3.53
Not Connected
3.31
4.14
4.62
3.51
2.98
3.85
Growers
3.60
3.92
4.41
3.89
3.09
3.64
Non-Growth
2.94
4.08
4.21
3.78
3.08
3.73
Info Quicks
3.47
4.17
4.43
3.77
3.20
3.72
Info Hungry
3.31
3.50
4.17
3.83
2.89
3.52
Profitable
3.32
4.08
4.65
4.06
2.94
3.52
Non-Profitable
3.83
3.67
4.36
3.86
3.46
3.64
Younger
3.80
3.91
4.36
3.80
3.09
3.33
Older
3.26
3.90
4.72
4.18
3.23
3.85
Non-Graduates
3.54
3.95
4.32
4.03
3.22
3.66
Graduates
3.53
3.91
4.71
3.93
3.09
3.49
Females
3.42
3.76
4.46
3.98
3.02
3.37
Males
3.64
4.14
4.56
3.92
3.34
3.67
*Significant differences between the demographics in training preferences
Table B13: Items for preference for Training Types
Question
16A
16B
16C
16D
16E
16F

I prefer learning on the job rather than attending a training venue
I prefer to attend formal training, that provides recognition or certificate for the things I
have learnt
I prefer to use online training rather than face-to face training
I prefer learning from colleagues rather than attend a training activity
I prefer a learning environment where I can ask questions and make comments rather than
a structured and defined learning setting
I prefer to Google for information rather than phone someone

When Operators Will Pay for Formal Training
A cross tabulation of the connecteds demographic group with the circumstances when operators will pay for
formal training is produced in the table below. It indicates that a significant group of the connecteds will only
pay for training if it is mandatory. As a group they were more strongly attracted to the view that they would only
pay if the training was relevant to them and beneficial to the business. They were less attracted by the quality of
the training or the speaker.
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Table B14: Circumstances when operators will pay for training by connecteds demographics

Circumstances to Pay for Formal Training
Relevant/Need to know basis

Overall n= 160
% of
respondents
Frequency
47

29.4

Mandatory

Connected n=50
% of
respondents
Frequency
18

36.0

8

16.0

Can’t find info elsewhere

24

15.0

7

14.0

Beneficial to Business
Quality of training e.g. outstanding speaker,
well structured, suitable format

20

12.5

7

14.0

28

17.5

6

12.0

Nothing

21

13.1

2

4.0

Other

144

89.1

13

26.0

* Totals may not add up to 100% as respondents were permitted multiple responses.

What Operators Consider Would Help Them Accessing Business
Information
A cross tabulation of the connecteds demographic group with the source of assistance that would help most with
accessing information for your business is set out in the table below. It indicates that they have a similar view
with all the respondents that a directory or one stop site would be most useful. The connecteds group have a
stronger view on an Internet solution and also feel that if they had more time it would help them source their
information needs.
Table B15: What would help you most with accessing information you need for your business by
Connecteds demographic

Source of Assistance
Directory/Access to One-Stop Site
Internet
Personal/Face-to-Face Contact/Networking
More Time
More Cooperation from Tourism Associations
More Training/Expertise
Other

Overall n=160
Percentage
Frequency Response
44
27.4
15
9.4
14
8.8
13
8.2
10
6.3
80

50.2

Connected n= 45
Percentage
Frequency
Response
13
28.9
6
13.3
2
4.4
6
13.3
1
2.2
4
8.8
16
35.5

* Totals may not add up to 100% as respondents were permitted multiple responses.
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Analysis of Information Channels and Training by Sector
Table B16: Frequency in seeking marketing and sales information by sector
Marketing and Sales
never/rarely

occasionally

often/ very
often

Overall

6.0

38.4

55.6

Accommodation

5.1

42.7

52.1

Transport

11.1

22.2

66.7

Attraction

0

18.8

81.3

Tour Operator

8.9

35.6

55.6

Food Service/retail

9.1

18.2

72.7

Other

6.1

45.5

48.5

Table B17: Frequency in seeking business management information by sector
Business Management
never/rarely

occasionally

often/very
often

Overall

9.7

57.1

33.2

Accommodation

9.2

66.1

24.8

Transport

11.1

22.2

66.7

Attraction

6.3

37.5

56.3

Tour Operator

15.9

50.0

34.1

Food Service/retail

9.1

54.5

36.4

Other

5.9

55.9

38.2

Table B18: Frequency in seeking legal and regulatory information by sector
Legal and Regulatory
never/rarely

occasionally

often/very
often

Overall

5.8

78.5

15.7

Accommodation

5.4

81.3

13.4

Transport

11.1

66.7

22.2

Attraction

0

100.0

0

Tour Operator

9.5

66.7

23.8

Food Service/retail

0

88.9

11.1

Other

6.3

71.9

21.9
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Table B19: Frequency in seeking financial management information by sector
Financial Management
never/rarely occasionally

often/very
often

Overall

8.0

57.5

34.5

Accommodation

9.0

60.4

30.6

Transport

11.1

22.2

66.7

Attraction

6.3

31.3

62.5

Tour Operator

9.5

71.4

19.0

Food Service/retail

0

45.5

54.5

Other

5.9

55.9

38.2

Table B20: Frequency in seeking environmental/sustainability information by sector
Environmental/Sustainability
never/rarely

occasionally

often/very
often

Overall

9.4

66.5

24.1

Accommodation

8.2

70.9

20.9

Transport

11.1

55.6

33.3

Attraction

6.3

56.3

37.5

Tour Operator

11.9

64.3

23.8

Food Service/retail

9.1

54.5

36.4

Other

12.1

66.7

21.2

Table B21: Importance of information for long term business development according to sector

Marketing and
Sales
Business
Management
Financial
Management
Environment/
Sustainability
Legal &
Regulatory

Mean Importance out of 5
Tour
Operator Attractio Transpor
s
ns
t

Food
Service/
Retail

Other

Overall

Accomm
odation

4.32

4.33

4.32

4.69

4.11

4.18

4.18

4.10

3.96

4.19

4.19

4.44

4.27

4.26

4.05

3.93

4.19

4.25

4.44

4.27

3.97

3.58

3.47

3.70

3.88

3.11

3.50

3.76

3.45

3.28

3.78

3.19

3.33

3.40

3.82
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Table B22: Overall satisfaction with information for day-to-day and long term business purposes
by sector
Mean Satisfaction out of 7

Information
received to help
with your dayto-day business
operations
Information
received to help
you with longterm business
development

Transport

Food
Service/
Retail

Other

4.88

5.13

4.55

4.64

4.69

5.00

4.64

4.64

Overall

Accommo
dation

Tour
Operators

Attraction

4.46

4.35

4.36

4.43

4.33

4.29

Table B23: Satisfaction with information channels according to sector
Mean Satisfaction out of 7

Transport

Food
Service/
Retail

Other

4.62

4.00

4.90

4.10

3.52

4.00

4.33

5.11

4.20

3.37

3.21

3.75

3.00

3.17

3.43

4.61

4.39

4.88

5.50

4.00

5.14

4.58

business Forums

4.55

4.36

4.90

4.85

4.00

4.89

4.64

face-to-face
telephone
contracts
online
newsletters
websites of
specific orgs

5.22

5.14

5.21

5.54

4.75

5.13

5.52

4.46

4.43

4.32

4.93

4.50

3.38

4.79

4.16

4.04

4.08

4.43

4.00

4.89

4.41

5.05

5.04

4.87

5.36

4.88

5.11

5.19

webinars

3.35

3.24

3.50

4.33

2.75

2.00

3.50

podcasts
social
networking sites

2.78

2.65

2.89

3.33

2.50

2.50

3.09

3.39

3.45

3.10

4.60

2.75

3.20

3.60

Google

5.73

5.63

6.10

5.79

5.78

5.78

5.63

blogs

3.03

2.84

3.55

4.33

2.50

3.33

3.06

Overall

Accommo
dation

Tour
Operators

Attraction
s

local brochures

4.22

4.28

3.86

trade mags

3.91

3.76

STCRC reports
training
workshops

3.36
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Table B24: Satisfaction with information according to sector
Mean Satisfaction out of 7*

Transport

Food
Service/
Retail

Other

3.79

4.44

3.10

3.84

3.57

3.78

3.00

3.75

Electronic Channels
3.82
3.51
3.85
3.89
3.71
*Level of agreement with the following statements (Lower score for agreement)

3.00

3.59

Overall

Accommo
dation

Tour
Operators

Attraction

Printed Materials

3.87

3.89

3.85

Personal Contacts

3.65

3.64

3.59

Table B25: Training preferences according to sector

Accommo
dation

Mean Agreement out of 7*
Tour
Operator Attractio Transpor
s
ns
t

Overall
I prefer learning on the job
rather than attending a training
venue
3.43
3.42
4.14
3.00
3.43
I prefer to attend formal
training, that provides
recognition or certificate for the
things that I have learnt
3.88
4.65
3.86
3.88
3.94
I prefer to use online training
rather than face-to-face training
4.24
4.61
4.71
4.78
4.37
I prefer learning from friends
and colleagues rather than
attending a training facility
3.84
3.47
4.31
4.33
3.86
I prefer a learning environment
where I can ask questions and
make comments rather than a
structured and defined learning
setting
3.13
2.86
2.93
3.00
3.07
I prefer to Google for
information rather than phone
someone
3.71
3.84
3.21
3.63
3.67
*Level of agreement with the following statements (Lower score for agreement)

Food
Service/
Retail

Other

3.22

3.23

4.22

3.30

4.67

4.14

3.44

4.20

3.56

2.97

3.78

3.60
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