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Background

• There is a growing societal interest in promoting equality, diversity and 

inclusion and it is one of many important trends in the travel and tourism 

industry.

• Visit Williamsburg is interested in understanding how their destination is 

perceived among different audiences. The destination may ultimately focus on 

a variety of minority audiences and travelers who identify as LGBTQ+.  

• Among Black travelers, Visit Williamsburg faces unique challenges given the 

role of this community in the historical periods that are represented in this 

destination.

• As a result, this research is specifically focused upon exploring the attitudes, 

perceptions and preferences of upscale Black travelers to help understand the 

strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats Visit Williamsburg faces 

relative to this audience.
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Objectives

Broadly speaking, the key objectives of this research were to understand upscale 

Black travelers and their perceptions of the historic triangle as a destination.  

These informational goals included:

• Exploring the level of familiarity and past experience of this audience with the 

Visit Williamsburg product.

• Ascertaining levels of interest in visiting and appeal of the destination in the 

context of Black travelers’ prevailing perceptions.

• Identifying key opportunities regarding communications and positioning that 

could allow greater resonance of the destination with Black travelers.

• Considering product opportunities that could broaden the destination’s appeal.

• Providing specific conclusions and recommendations in light of the findings.
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Methodology

• In order to address these informational objectives, a multi-phased research strategy 
was employed utilizing both quantitative and qualitative research strategies.

• First, 500 upscale Black travelers within driving distance of the destination were 
surveyed about their perceptions of the area. The research objective was to 
establish a number of baseline measures that could be compared to the audience 
as a whole to help identify similarities and differences.

• Additionally, this survey effort was intended to provide preliminary insights to help 
guide the development of a subsequent qualitative effort. The idea was to help 
provide context and focus for focus group discussions among respondents 
recruited from the survey effort.

• At that point, four small group discussions were held with survey respondents to 
discuss in greater detail their underlying perceptions and attitudes.

• In the report which follows, the findings of both waves of research are reported 
upon in detail including the quantitative and qualitative findings. Copies of the 
research instrument and moderator’s guide can be found in the appendix. Videos of 
the group sessions are also available, although excerpts are forwarded in this 
report.
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Key Findings

• The image of Williamsburg among Black travelers consists of a blend of perceptions of both 

Busch Gardens and the historic areas. In the quantitative effort, when viewed as a whole, 

this somewhat obscures the impact of each of these two disparate elements:

— Busch Gardens is widely recognized and was generally the top-of-mind mention 

whenever Williamsburg was topically introduced. In a prior review of past visitation, a 

surprisingly high percentage of visitors were Black, but their visitation was 

predominantly to Busch Gardens and not to any of the historic areas. This attraction 

was viewed as simply one among several amusement park attractions for kids.

— The historic aspects of the Williamsburg area were somewhat less clearly described 

or understood – although it was widely recognized among the Black travel audience 

that there was an historic element to the destination. 
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Key Findings

— Interestingly, Colonial Williamsburg was almost universally perceived as featuring 

re-enactments of the Civil War. This seemed a function of several considerations and 

negative connotations:

▪ A perception of what was characterized as a “war re-enactment” wherein the 

role and treatment of Blacks at the time was presented as though it were 

acceptable

▪ Imagery connected with slavery

▪ A perception of Williamsburg as an unrepentant representation of the Old South

• These central themes were strongly inter-related and tended to drive the fundamental 

impressions and resultant appeal of the destination. 
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Key Findings

• In a sense, the Old South (as a result of the place being Virginia) is related to slavery, which 
is related to the Civil War. Whether the historical representation was from this time period 
was inconsequential. 

• The ultimate perception is that the destination glorifies a time in history when mistreatment 
of Blacks was acceptable. Correcting these perceptions (that the depictions are of the 
Colonial era) had no impact upon the ultimate take-aways among Black travelers, which 
were that the history presented:

— Is one-sided

— Is someone else’s culture

— Is uncomfortable

— Lacks acknowledgement that the mistreatment of Blacks was not acceptable

— Presents historical Blacks in such a way that Black visitors are made to feel inferior

— Is a portrayal of the past that elicits sadness

• And overall, history is boring. If Black travelers want to see history, they would like it to be 
Black history. The challenge, in this context, is how to appeal to this population segment.
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Insights 

• The answer is not as simple as highlighting a handful of Black historic sites.

• In fact, in two of the focus group sessions, information about the Bray School, the First 

Baptist Church, and Jolly’s Mill Pond generated some passing interest, but this alone was 

not enough to drive visit interest. Individually these sites were somewhat interesting but 

more Google-worthy than travel-worthy.  

• Some of this stems from the fact that these sites themselves were not a prevailing 

narrative. Instead, each seemed to be an isolated instance meant to address today’s topical 

interest and seemed to some Black travelers like pandering. In the absence of a bigger, 

happier story, these sites failed to address the overall issue.

• A broader answer may require rethinking the entire historic presentation and developing 

sensitivity and training to the way thing are presented. This is somewhat of a long view.

• The notion of “Colonial” Williamsburg itself has negative connotations of being taken over. 

“Historic” or “Today’s” Williamsburg would be better alternatives.
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Insights 

• Appeals need to reach beyond history into the present day to include Black businesses, events 

and festivals.

• The sample attractions shown seemed to be reaching – something of greatness is needed to be 

celebrated. How did this element of American history change the world?

• Juneteenth could be an opportunity. While there was some commentary that a Juneteenth 

celebration would be pandering, it was also seen as incumbent upon the destination to celebrate. 

Perhaps this event could be used as a springboard to reach out to the local Black community to 

involve and engage a wider group. 

• Credibility is needed – to clearly communicate authenticity and not exploitation. This population is 

wary of organizations merely checking off boxes in lieu of actually making a meaningful 

contribution to the Black community. Local involvement, prominent Blacks in the community, and 

events are needed. 

• Working cooperatively with nearby HBCUs as resources could provide important partnership, 

perspective and credibility. 

• Ultimately, the retelling of the narrative needs Black voices if it is to resonate with Black audiences.
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Travel Behaviors

• At the outset of both the quantitative and qualitative research efforts, overall 
travel behaviors were explored. In part this was done to set the stage or 
context of the remainder of the research exploration. However, it also 
provided a comparative to the target audiences as a whole.

• Interestingly, although not surprisingly, these populations exhibited no real 
differences from Visit Williamsburg target travelers overall.

• When classified into the travel segments of Cultural Questers, Simple Strivers 
and Seers and Doors, this group of upscale Black travelers look like the 
population overall and were fairly evenly divided with a third falling into each 
of the three groups.

• In the focus group discussions about past travel and travel preferences, the 
conversations were indistinguishable from every other travel group we 
typically conduct. There is lots of travel and lots of different interests and 
preference from beaches and cruises to Vegas and spas.
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Familiarity

In the context of similar travel behaviors to those typically 

seen, it should be no surprise the levels of familiarity with 

Williamsburg and the competitive set mirrored the typical 

results – with Washington, DC, leading the pack. In fact, 

when these results are compared to the image study of two 

years ago the results are nearly identical, with the Black 

travelers in this study exhibiting just slightly lower 

familiarity in all cases.
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Overall Destination Perceptions

• When we consider overall ratings of these destinations, the results are 

generally similar to the familiarity scores. DC is most favored; Hershey and 

Williamsburg are in the second rather than third tier. In part this is clearly 

driven by the amusement park appeal. But this suggests that initially there 

would seem to be little concern with the appeal among the Black audience.
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Top-of-Mind

• When the focus group respondents were asked what came to mind when 

we mentioned Williamsburg, there were two different types of results: 

Busch Gardens and an historical focus.
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Visitation

• Not only do travel behaviors, attitudes and destination familiarity look very similar between 

audiences at large and Black travelers, but so do recent visitation patterns to the 

Williamsburg area. In the most recent year-end ROI research, 11.5% of those surveyed had 

visited the area in the past year. Among the Black travelers interviewed for this research, 

10% visited the destination in the last year.   

• Furthermore, over a third of these travelers have been to the destination as an adult. Overall 

visitation patterns among this specific audience are illustrated below.
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Image Considerations

• Image assessments are complex and multi-dimensional. In order to 

attempt to uncover areas of concern, Williamsburg and other members 

of the competitive set were explored on two sets of attributes.  

• One set of attributes were primarily descriptive of the destination, while 

a second set was more experiential. Both attribute sets included issues 

of diversity, comfort and inclusion.  

• Before we consider these in a competitive context, consider the overall 

ratings of Williamsburg alone.
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Descriptive Attributes

Family friendly 4.02

Historic sites and landmarks 4.01

The combination of history and entertainment 3.89

A safe place to visit 3.88

Is a good place for adults 3.81

Lots to see and do 3.79

Cultural attractions 3.77

Quality of experience 3.76

Shopping 3.73

A place that is welcoming 3.73

Variety of recreational activities 3.73

Hospitality 3.72

Must-see attractions 3.70

Festivals and events 3.68

Variety of local art and handicrafts 3.66

A balanced depiction of the past 3.65

Value for the money 3.63

Evening activities 3.54

An open-minded place 3.53

A place that invites diversity 3.52

A place with a forward thinking, innovative culture 3.47

Cultural diversity 3.43

Black history sites and landmarks 3.40

Live music and concerts 3.39
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• With respect to these attributes, one 
can quickly see the association with  
Busch Gardens and the historic areas 
with both of these ratings above 4.0, 
which is typically a very strong rating.  

• It is also safe with lots to do, which 
are good scores above 3.75.

• Ratings below 3.5 are generally 
weaknesses, and here we see 
problem areas especially with regard 
to Black history, diversity and open-
mindedness. These are clearly 
important issues to explore more 
deeply.
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Experiential Attributes

• On the more descriptive attributes, the 
findings are less directional. Its 
strongest performance is as a nationally 
known destination to learn about the 
past and for both kids and adults.

• However, on the negative side of the 
ledger, it’s not welcoming or inclusive, 
not relevant or engaging and also 
seems to lack appeals of vibrancy.

• In simple terms, it’s seen as an historic 
attraction that doesn’t appeal to these 
travelers – despite the fact that they 
have gone for Busch Gardens. 
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Has nationally known attractions 3.90

Is a great place to learn about the past 3.88

Is a good place to experience history 3.85

Is a good place for adults 3.81

Is a good place for kids 3.80

Provides a memorable experience with my family 3.79

Offers lodging options that meet my needs 3.78

Is an easy/convenient place to get to 3.77

Is a fun place to visit 3.76

Is a place to learn and discover new things 3.74

Has interesting museums 3.74

Has great local dining 3.67

Offers unique local food experiences 3.67

Has amenities/attractions that I’m interested in 3.65

Is a place I feel comfortable 3.63

A place I would recommend to friends/family 3.62

Makes me feel welcome 3.61

Is a place you can visit over and over again 3.60

Is a place that welcomes people of color 3.58

Is accepting and inclusive 3.56

Is an experience that is relevant to me 3.55

My family/friends would be excited to go 3.50

Is a place that is for me 3.44

Has vibrant downtown district(s) 3.44

Has lots of craft breweries 3.43

Is expensive 3.29

A place I would brag about visiting 3.29

Is crowded 3.25
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Comparative Perceptions

• In the following tables, these image ratings are indexed against the 

average ratings across destinations; 100 indicates average and 110 is 

10% above average, etc. They are also color coded with green being 

above average and red below.

• Washington clearly dominates, and Charlottesville, VA, does least well – it 

also has the lowest familiarity and visitation rate. 

• Hershey does extremely well at being safe, friendly and welcoming.

• Williamsburg does well on these attributes as well, no doubt by virtue of 

the Busch Gardens attraction. However, its performance regarding 

cultural diversity, open-mindedness and Black history are among the 

lowest. As we will see, this is a function of an image composed of 

several different attractions.
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Descriptive

RATED Williamsburg, VA Charleston, SC Asheville, NC, Philadelphia, PA Washington, DC, Charlottesville, VA Hershey, PA Annapolis, MD

A safe place to visit 105 101 105 90 99 93 108 99

Family friendly 105 99 100 96 105 91 107 97

Historic sites and landmarks 104 95 95 109 115 96 90 95

The combination of history and 

entertainment
103 99 97 104 109 95 95 97

A balanced depiction of the past 102 103 96 98 110 95 98 99

A place that is welcoming 101 101 99 97 107 90 109 97

Hospitality 101 102 100 98 103 95 103 98

Value for the money 101 99 98 103 101 94 106 97

Variety of local art and handicrafts 101 102 101 101 106 96 100 94

Variety of recreational activities 101 97 102 99 103 94 107 97

Quality of experience 101 99 100 101 108 89 106 97

Cultural attractions 100 98 100 100 110 98 100 94

Is a good place for adults 100 99 103 103 109 91 97 98

Festivals and events 100 100 102 103 107 94 100 94

Lots to see and do 100 96 100 104 110 91 104 96

Shopping 100 101 101 101 102 92 102 101

Must-see attractions 100 96 101 102 115 90 103 93

Evening activities 98 102 98 105 105 93 99 100

A place with a forward thinking, 

innovative culture
97 98 100 101 110 92 101 101

Black history sites and landmarks 97 104 96 100 117 95 92 100

An open-minded place 97 97 101 101 109 92 103 100

A place that invites diversity 96 98 97 104 114 89 104 99

Cultural diversity 95 96 99 107 112 91 102 98

Live music and concerts 94 101 100 108 102 101 96 98
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Experiential

Williamsburg, 

VA
Charleston, SC Asheville, NC, 

Philadelphia, 

PA
Washington, DC, 

Charlottesville, 

VA
Hershey, PA

Annapolis, 

MD

Is a great place to learn about the past 105 99 94 104 116 96 90 97

Is a good place to experience history 103 99 97 105 115 89 96 96

Is a good place for kids 103 97 96 96 107 93 111 97

Has interesting museums 102 99 94 106 120 92 92 93

Provides a memorable experience with my family 102 98 98 98 112 89 105 97

Has nationally known attractions 102 95 94 107 113 91 103 95

Is an easy/convenient place to get to 102 102 95 101 101 99 103 98

Is a fun place to visit 101 99 100 104 107 91 108 91

Offers lodging options that meet my needs 101 100 99 97 106 95 104 98

Has lots of craft breweries 101 101 101 98 98 103 93 106

Is a good place for adults 100 99 103 103 109 91 97 98

Is a place to learn and discover new things 99 99 100 101 113 90 98 99

Is expensive 99 97 95 101 110 93 106 99

Is a place you can visit over and over again 99 100 98 99 110 91 102 101

Makes me feel welcome 99 99 101 97 107 89 107 100

A place I would recommend to friends/family 99 100 100 98 110 91 103 99

Is an experience that is relevant to me 99 98 98 102 113 92 96 102

Offers unique local food experiences 99 100 100 109 103 93 96 100

Is a place I feel comfortable 98 97 101 97 109 92 104 102

Is a place that welcomes people of color 98 96 97 104 110 89 105 100

Has amenities/attractions that I’m interested in 98 99 99 101 110 92 103 97

Has great local dining 98 99 98 106 105 96 101 96

Is crowded 97 98 95 109 113 91 101 96

Is accepting and inclusive 97 95 99 101 110 93 105 100

Is a place that is for me 97 100 100 100 110 94 102 96

A place I would brag about visiting 97 101 98 100 109 92 98 106

My family/friends would be excited to go 97 98 98 102 111 90 104 100

Has vibrant downtown district(s) 95 101 97 108 110 92 96 101
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Racial Ratings

• Williamsburg was specifically rated on a series of issues focused upon culture, diversity, 

experience and race to try to identify particular issues of importance. These were rated on the 

same 5-point scale where the goal is a 4 or better and scores of 3.5 or less are areas of concern.  

• The ratings specifically regarding race are quite poor and clearly indicate a problem from the 

perspective of Black travelers. Several of these issues were asked in terms of importance and 

performance. These are charted on the graph and illustrate gaps on these issues. 
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A place to discover history I don’t know 3.66
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A diverse place 3.41
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Qualitative Observations

• Clearly the quantitative research illustrates that there are problems 
among a Black audience with regard to inclusion, diversity and race.  

• Understanding the underlying drivers of these attitudes was the focus of 
the qualitative effort.  

• These discussions revealed a number of different contributing factors to 
the less than positive attitudes about Williamsburg. These include:

—Location – being in the south and what that means

—The presentation of history in Colonial Williamsburg

—The connections with slavery

• Each of these in terms of the actual group discussions are explored in 
the following pages.
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Location
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Williamsburg and the Civil War
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Slavery
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And this results in….
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So what can be done….?
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Appendix
Qualitative Survey
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Appendix
Moderator’s Outline
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