Crisis Recovery Marketing: The case of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina

Harsha E. Chacko

University Of New Orleans

Lester E. Kabacoff School of Hotel, Restaurant, and Tourism Administration

hchacko@uno.edu

Marianne Hawkins Marcell

University of New Orleans

Division of Business and Economic Research

hchacko@uno.edu
Introduction

August 29, 2005, the day that Hurricane Katrina made landfall, will go down in history as the worst natural disaster to befall the United States of America in recent memory.  The subsequent storm surge overwhelmed coastal communities in the states of Louisiana and Mississippi, leaving behind death and destruction of a magnitude unimaginable in a modern economically advanced nation.  However, a less known fact is that, despite all this, the main tourism infrastructure of New Orleans remained intact with only minor damage.  This presents an opportunity and a challenge for the city’s tourism marketers who have to answer this critical question:  How do you promote and attract tourists to a destination that has a relatively intact infrastructure but a completely devastated destination image?

Purpose

Although much has been written about the effects of a crisis on a variety of tourism destinations there has never been an event that mirrors the unique circumstances of Hurricane Katrina in the United States.  The purpose of this paper is to describe the events of Hurricane Katrina and its effects on the city of New Orleans, specifically focusing on marketing strategies developed by tourism marketers.  The first section will be a narrative of vital tourism statistics for the city of New Orleans before the hurricane including a visitor profile, tourism demand generators, tourism related infrastructure, marketing strategies and advertising campaigns, and image and positioning statements.  The second will be an account of the effects of the hurricane on the tourism infrastructure, and visitation.  The final section will critically examine the effectiveness of recovery marketing strategies undertaken by the city’s tourism marketing organizations.  This section will focus on repositioning but will include discussions on product renewal, target marketing, advertising, and personal selling.

New Orleans as a Tourism Destination

In a perceptions study conducted by the University of New Orleans (UNO) Hospitality Research Center (2005a) in January 2005, just seven months before Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans ranked sixth among the top U.S. vacation destinations in a nationwide phone survey of U.S. residents.  In 2004, tourism was one of the city’s main economic engines and prior to Hurricane Katrina hospitality and leisure employment in New Orleans accounted for 80,827 jobs generating $30 million in state income taxes (UNO Hospitality Research Center, 2005b).  Visitation to New Orleans peaked in 2004, when 10.1 million visitors came to the city, spending $4.9 billion (UNO Hospitality Research Center, 2005b).    The leisure market accounted for 75% of visitation while the remaining 25% was from the corporate and convention business markets. 

There are two major organizations responsible for the overall marketing of the New Orleans tourism and hospitality industry.  The first is the New Orleans Metropolitan Convention and Visitors Bureau (NOMCVB) whose primary mission is to bring in meetings, conventions, tradeshows and tour groups to the city and supply customers for the many hotels, restaurants, attractions and other providers of tourism goods and services.  This is mainly accomplished by a group of 22 salespeople who solicit business from various tourism intermediaries such as meeting planners and tour operators.

While personal selling is the primary sales strategy used by the NOMCVB, the second organization, the New Orleans Tourism Marketing Corporation (NOTMC), which has a similar broad goal of spurring New Orleans visitation, uses most of its two million dollar budget for advertising and positioning the city to the leisure market.  In order to capitalize on the strengths of New Orleans as an exciting and unique destination, intertwined with food and music, tourism marketers for the city created a new positioning statement, “happenin’ every day” in early 2005.  In addition, as part of the 2005 summer campaign (just two months before Katrina) marketers produced a television commercial, featuring well-known and talented local musicians from New Orleans, titled "Do They Play Jazz in Heaven?"   However, there would have to be major shift in positioning strategy after the arrival of Katrina produced hundreds of hours of negative publicity in the mass media. 

Katrina and its effects on New Orleans Tourism

  After Katrina, the City of New Orleans was truly in a state of disaster.  To make matters worse for the tourism industry, the national and international media was airing every detail of this crisis, repeatedly.  Conventions that were scheduled for the imminent future began canceling.  Not only had the Convention Center and Superdome endured tremendous wear and tear by the evacuees who had been temporarily housed in them, but meeting planners also lacked confidence that the city would be repaired in time to handle their meetings.  Cancellations for the short term were understandable, but the magnitude of the crisis began to be realized when conventions set far off into the future began canceling

The biggest hurdle facing the New Orleans’ tourism industry, however, is the perception that the city is somehow tarnished as a tourist destination.  “By virtue of the power of the media and the tendency for negative images to linger, the recovery of destinations usually takes longer than the period required for the restoration of services to normalcy.” (Faulkner, 2001, p. 142.)   

In March 2006 (seven months post-Katrina), a perceptions study of a panel of 5,000 online travelers, 22% indicated they believed that some neighborhoods of New Orleans still had standing flood water from Hurricane Katrina, 14% believed New Orleans is not safe to visit due to contaminated air or drinking water, and 12% indicated that the historic districts in New Orleans, such as the French Quarter, are still destroyed or devastated (Market Dynamics Research Group, Inc., 2006).

Recovery Marketing


Obviously, the reality on the ground in New Orleans is very different from the perception of potential leisure travelers.  There is no standing water on the streets and the tap water in the city was declared safe to drink by city health officials as early as January levels.  Most importantly, the main generators of tourism demand, such as the French Quarter and the Convention Center, are fully functional.  Given this reality, the challenge was to find the appropriate marketing position for New Orleans.

Although there is a belief that it is best to let the public gradually forget about a crisis (based on the theory that “time will heal”) this is not an effective strategy, nor is it a viable strategy given the continuing media attention focused on New Orleans.  City tourism marketers realized that a proactive stance was necessary to rebut negative media and decided that there had to be a concerted effort to get media coverage that reflected the reality of the undamaged areas of the city.   The New Orleans Media Center, a public and private cooperative endeavor, was created to put out messages that reinforced the fact that tourism infrastructure was still viable.  This Center was located at a downtown hotel and to attract media correspondents it offered high-speed and wireless Internet service, cable news access, computer resources, and general office services.  Members of the media could use this facility for broadcasts and news conferences and were also given daily updates of the progress of the recovery efforts in the city.  


For the advertising strategy, marketers identified the most promising initial target market to be those visitors who had previously visited New Orleans.  The repositioning campaign asked visitors to “Come fall in love with New Orleans all over again.”  This was common to both print and electronic media advertising and featured New Orleans’ homegrown celebrities of national stature including actors, artists, chefs, and jazz musicians 


The public relations strategy included the production and distribution of a free DVD titled “Make Way for the Rebirth” providing visual evidence that the tourist areas, such as the French Quarter, were intact and that many businesses were open.   In addition, live testimonials from corporate and convention meeting planners, of national repute, reporting their confidence in the city to host meetings were featured including one from the meeting planner who was going to bring a 16,000 person convention to New Orleans as early as June 2006.   An advertising campaign targeted to meeting planners, who had previously been to New Orleans, featured the byline “New Orleans, just as you remember it,” and displayed photographic evidence of time stamped French Quarter scenes before and after the storm (with no discernable difference).  In addition, a direct email campaign was mounted, also to travel intermediaries, showing images of the undamaged areas of New Orleans. 

Conclusion

Three major lessons can be learned from the New Orleans post Katrina marketing experience.  First, the creation of a location for members of the media to receive updates from local officials so that the perpetuation of disaster “myths” can be mitigated is of vital importance.  Second, identifying and using opinion leaders in the dissemination of positive elements of a destination in crisis recovery is vital to offset negative publicity from emanating from the mass media.  Third, it was effective to use an affective advertising (Braun-LaTour, Latour, & Loftus, 2006), by capitalizing on the emotions and connections with previous visitors to New Orleans.  



















