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Background & Objectives

3

• The Williamsburg Tourism Council (WTC) uses paid promotional efforts to encourage travel to the area. 

• To ensure accountability for these investments, WTC has retained Strategic Marketing & Research Insights (SMARInsights) to 
measure the reach and influence of its marketing. 

• This research evaluates WTC’s advertising throughout calendar year 2024.

• The specific objectives of this research are to:

— Gauge advertising awareness

— Assess advertising influence

— Review trip profile characteristics



Methodology
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• Data collection was conducted via an online survey so 
that consumers could view the actual advertising. This 
provides a representative measure of aided ad recall.

• A total of 5,001 surveys were completed between 
January 15 - 29, 2025.

• The research was conducted among leisure travelers in 
the markets shown on the map. 

• Leisure travelers are those who normally take at least 
one leisure trip a year that involves an overnight stay or 
is at least 50 miles from home. 

• The overall results are weighted to be representative of 
market population distribution. 

Proven Markets
Expansion Markets

New MarketWilliamsburg



Media Investment
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• WTC ran ads from January - December 2024. In total, 
WTC invested $10.5 million on the advertising 
campaign. 

• The spending was greatest for ads placed January 
through June. The Fall and Winter campaigns were of 
significantly smaller scope with reduced spending, and 
their messaging focused on lower-funnel drivers such 
as pricing.

• Samples of the ads are shown below. The entire 
collection of ads tested can be found in the 
Questionnaire in the Appendix.

Sample Holiday AdSample Fall AdSample Summer Ad

TotalOct - Dec 2024Jul - Sep 2024Jan - Jun 2024

$30,000$0$30,000$0Ad Servicing

$317,865$17,041$59,559$241,265Co-Op Program

$378,500$0$0$378,500Content Partnership

$4,403,147$614,476$713,951$3,074,720Digital (Display & Video)

$426,521$144,253$38,185$244,083Influencers

$84,902$36,133$5,600$43,170Print

$498,443$112,828$89,296$296,318SEM (SEO & Content)

$913,295$398,755$164,500$350,040Social Ads

$3,415,145$0$639,660$2,775,485Television

$20,573$0$0$20,573Other

$10,488,392$1,323,486$1,740,751$7,424,155Total



Insights
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• Visit Williamsburg ran three campaigns over the course of 2024. The Spring/Summer campaign represented the largest 
investment and was a continuation of efforts from years prior. The Fall and Winter campaigns occurred during a transitional 
period, with spending significantly reduced and more targeted strategies employed. 

• Overall, the 2024 advertising efforts performed well, generating 59% awareness and a total of 360,000 influenced trips. The paid
media influenced $457 million in visitor spending with a $10.5 million media buy, resulting in a $44 ROI for each media dollar 
invested. Though there was slightly reduced investment compared to last year, there were more influenced trips, along with more 
visitor spending and a higher ROI. 

• The growth in awareness of the Spring/Summer campaign was predominantly a function of wear-in over time. It is reasonable to 
expect new creative efforts in the coming year to have less robust results until campaign awareness builds.

• The weaker performance of Fall and Winter reflect a more limited media buy. However, this helped increase ROI despite fewer 
influenced trips.

• The more proximate markets continue to perform well. With that said, it is important to recognize more distant markets generally
stay longer and spend more.

• Performance and strategies need to be reviewed in light of prevailing travel behaviors. Overall, 2024 travel patterns largely
returned to pre-pandemic levels. However, it is anticipated that travel spending will slow with potential economic and political
headwinds.



Advertising 
Awareness
A review of advertising awareness with 
comparisons to prior waves.



Ad Awareness
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• The 2024 advertising efforts yielded awareness reflective of spending levels. The Spring/Summer advertising with larger 
investment had significantly higher recall than Fall and Winter advertising.

• When awareness results were reviewed by market group, the proven markets continued to be the strongest performers, and the 
new markets were the weakest.

57%

52%

43%

53%

39%
36%

33%
37%39%

35%

30%

36%

Proven Expansion New TOTAL

Total Awareness by Market Group and Season

Summer Fall Winter



Seasonal Overlap

Summer only, 13.0

Fall only, 5.9

Winter only, 5.4

Summer and Fall, 7.2

Summer and Winter, 5.8

Fall and Winter, 5.0

All, 57.7

Campaign Overlap
Among aware travelers• It’s important to recognize that while the performance of these 

campaigns can be viewed independently, potential travelers 
can be exposed to multiple campaigns – resulting in higher 
overall advertising awareness of any Visit Williamsburg 
message. Not surprisingly, the higher spend level on the 
Spring/Summer campaign makes it the dominant awareness 
driver, with Fall and Winter providing modest traveler 
exposures.

• This overlap distribution somewhat understates the strength 
of the summer effort. When measured in the awareness wave, 
summer awareness was at 53%. In this later measure 
conducted about six month later, awareness eroded to 41%. 
Campaign impact is measured at the earlier peak awareness 
levels.

9



Peak Ad Awareness &
Ad-Aware Households
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• Total awareness climbed to 59%, 
representing nearly 14 million 
households.

TotalNew Market 
Atlanta

Expansion 
Markets

Proven 
Markets

23,245,9032,066,1979,713,73811,465,969Traveling HHs

59%49%58%62%Ad Awareness

13,761,5751,018,3575,669,7697,073,449Ad-Aware HHs



Peak Ad Awareness &
Ad-Aware Households Tracking
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• Looked at from a tracking perspective, these 
results illustrate a significant growth in the 
number of ad aware households. 

• In 2022 and 2023, much of the growth in aware 
households resulted from an expanded 
geographic target.

• In 2024, the geographies remained unchanged.  
Here the growth in awareness is the result of the 
campaign continuing to “wear in” over time. 

• This is a measure of the reach of the effort, not a 
measure of efficiency or effectiveness.

2024
2023

(Added several 
new markets*)

2022
(Added New York 

& Boston)
2021

23,245,90323,245,90417,551,5809,639,015Traveling HHs

59%49%57%46%Ad Awareness

13,761,57511,293,87810,021,7314,435,601Ad-Aware HHs

*New markets in 2023 include Atlanta, GA; Greensboro-High Point, NC; Harrisburg-Lancaster, PA; 
Johnstown-Altoona, PA; Knoxville, TN; Myrtle Beach, SC; Pittsburgh, PA; and Wilkes Barre-Scranton, PA



Advertising 
Impact & ROI
This section compares the rates of 
Williamsburg travel between the ad-aware and 
unaware consumers. The lift or “increment” 
observed among those aware of the ads is 
considered influenced by the advertising.



Ad Effectiveness Methodology

There are several different assessments needed in order to determine the amount of 
travel to a destination that was influenced by the marketing. Our approach is intended 
to be a conservative one. There are three primary elements of this assessment:

• Awareness. For advertising to influence travel, it must be seen. We measure 
exposure or awareness not by whether the marketing efforts have been delivered 
to a device, but whether a traveler actually recalls seeing any of the marketing 
assets. To do this, we show the ads in a survey environment and assess 
respondent recall.

• Travel. Next, we consider the difference in the level of travel between the exposed 
and unexposed populations. The difference in the rate of travel is the increment.

• Spend. Last, we consider the level of spending of the exposed traveling 
population. 

At this point, we apply awareness to the target markets’ populations to determine the 
number of exposed households, apply the travel increment to determine the number 
of incremental trips, and multiply this by the spending and compare this result to the 
marketing spend.

13

Unaware Travel Aware Travel

Incremental Travel Example

Increment



Ad Effectiveness Methodology
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Qualified (leisure traveling) 
households are surveyed to 
determine rates of advertising 
recall, which lets us calculate 
ad-aware households.

Ad-aware households are 
multiplied by the rate of 
incremental travel. 

The total ad-influenced trips 
are multiplied by the average 
trip expenditures to get total 
ad-influenced visitor 
spending.

Visitor spending divided by 
the paid advertising 
investment equals the ROI.

Ad-Aware
HouseholdsHouseholds Ad Recall

Ad-Aware
Households Travel Increment

Ad-Influenced Trips

Ad-Influenced Trips

Average Trip
Expenditures

Ad-Influenced 
Visitor Spending

Ad-Influenced 
Visitor Spending

Media Expenditures

• The basic approach for ad effectiveness assessments 
is illustrated on the accompanying table. Using primary 
metrics of awareness, incremental travel and spending 
are used to determine the return on investment.

• It is important to triangulate these assessments with 
other metrics used by the destination. WTC has 
determined that the geography of the destination poses 
challenges, since travelers can claim visitation but stay 
outside of the region represented by the DMO. 

• As a result, beginning with last year’s assessment, we 
have adjusted these calculations to be reflective of 
those staying overnight, in paid accommodations, 
within the defined area – with other adjustment based 
upon known visitation rates and lodging distributions. 
We will make comparisons with these more 
conservative assessments.



1.0%

0.4% 0.2%

2.0%

2.9%

1.3%

0.7%

4.6%

Proven Markets Expansion Markets New Markets Total

Qualified Williamsburg Visits 2024

Unaware Travel Aware Travel

2024 Ad Impact on Travel
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• The 2024 advertising 
campaign influenced 
travel from each of the 
three market groups.

• The Proven Markets 
experienced the strongest 
travel increment among 
the three groups.

• The New Markets 
experienced the weakest 
increment this year.

Increment 1.9% 0.9% 0.5% 2.6%

*Not counting trips to visit family or friends



2024 Advertising Impact

TotalNew MarketExpansion 
MarketsProven Markets

23,245,9032,066,1979,713,73811,465,969Traveling HHs

59%49%58%62%Ad Awareness

13,761,5751,018,3575,669,7697,073,449Ad-Aware HHs

4.80%1.8%2.0%3.2%Incremental Travel %

360,03518,002113,411228,622Ad-Influenced Trips

$1,270 $783 $1,315 $1,286 Avg. Trip Spending

$457,243,822 $14,096,611 $149,135,293 $293,975,770 Ad-Influenced Trip Spending

• The advertising ultimately influenced about 
360,000 trips to the Williamsburg area during the 
2024 calendar year.

• The average trip spending was $1,270 per trip, 
resulting in a total ad-influenced sum of $457 
million.

• Considering the media investment of 
$10.5 million, the visitor spending returned $44 
per $1 invested in the media buy.

• The performance by markets corresponded 
directly with the level of awareness and length of 
time in the market, with the Proven Markets 
representing over 60% of the total impact.

16



2024 Advertising Impact Calculation
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• In a similar fashion, the performance of the 
three different campaigns reflected the level 
of media spend.

• The bulk of the impact came from the larger 
Spring/Summer effort, with a higher base of 
aware households.

• Fall generated the highest ROI with a smaller 
budget and a strong increment.

• Winter’s lower return is a function of limited 
available time to travel.

TotalWinterFallSummer

23,635,02823,635,02823,635,02823,635,028Target HHs

59%36%37%53%Ad Awareness

13,991,9378,601,430 8,820,592 12,455,660Ad-Aware HHs

2.6%0.5%0.9%1.9%Incremental travel %

360,03541,28781,983236,764Ad-influenced trips

$10,488,392 $1,323,486 $1,740,751 $7,424,155 Media investment

$1,270$1,253$1,307$1,260Avg. Trip Spending

$457,207,679$51,732,503$107,152,048$298,323,127Ad Influenced Trip spending

$44$39$62$40ROI



Year over Year comparison

• Last year, a more conservative measure of 
qualified travel was used for the first time. 
When we compare this year’s results to last 
year’s, we see that higher levels of awareness 
yielded more incremental trips and 
significantly higher ad influenced spending. A 
higher ROI is also driven in part by a slightly 
smaller media spend.

20242023

23,635,02823,245,903Traveling HHs

59%49%Ad Awareness

13,991,93711,293,878Ad-Aware HHs

2.6%2.5%Incremental Travel %

360,035285,304Ad-Influenced Trips

$1,270$1,254*Avg. Trip Spending

$457,207,679$357,719,049Ad-Influenced Trip 
Spending

$10,488,392 $11,774,393Media Investment

$44$30ROI

18



2024 Campaign Overlap Impact
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• The effectiveness of marketing measures is driven by 
reach and frequency.  As such, the more messaging 
exposures delivered to potential visitors, the more 
powerful the impact.

• In this year’s assessment of three different campaigns, 
it is important to consider the synergies of these 
multiple messages.

• Incremental travel is clearly delivered with exposure to 
a campaign, but this impact essentially doubles with 
each additional campaign exposure.

3.2%

5.0%

9.0%

18.5%

Unaware 1 2 3

Rate of Travel by number of campaign exposures



2024 Ad Impact on the Trip
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• Not only did the 2024 advertising campaigns influence visits to the Williamsburg area, but the ads also changed trip behavior. 
Armed with greater knowledge of things to do, ad-aware consumers stayed longer, participated in more activities, and spent more 
during their visit.

5.0

5.9

Unaware Aware

Average number of activities

$1,148 

$1,270 

Unaware Aware

Average trip spending

3.2

3.7

Unaware Aware

Average number of nights



Visitor Profile
This final section of the report highlights trip 
behavioral patterns of visitors to the 
Williamsburg area.



Trip Planning
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• The top source of trip planning information is friends and family (45%). This is true for many destinations. Social media, online 
travel advice websites, and traveler reviews are used by a third or more visitors to Williamsburg.

• 83.6% of visitors planned their trip to the Williamsburg area within three months of arrival.

13%

18%

22%

31%

10%

6%

1%

Less than a
week

One to two
weeks

Three to four
weeks

More than
one month to
three months

More than
three months
to six months

More than six
months

Don’t know

How far in advance did you begin to plan 
your trip?

83.6% Planned 
their trip in 3 
months or less

45%
41% 39%

37% 34%

20% 19% 17% 17%
14%

2%
6%

Planning information used prior to Williamsburg Trip



Accommodations
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• Most visitors stay in hotels, motels, and resorts (66%), while rental properties were used by nearly a fifth of travelers.

• Half of overnight visitors reported staying in James City County, with another quarter staying in Williamsburg proper.

*See reference map used in questionnaire in the appendix

66%

17%
12% 10% 8% 8%

3%

Type of lodging used

53%

27%

16%

7%
3%

James City County Williamsburg York County Surround Area - North Surround Area - South

Location of overnight accommodation



Trip Composition
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• 92% visitors were satisfied with their visit. Happy visitors influence potential ones, and this is a positive sign that travelers 
seeking out the destination are not disappointed.

• In terms of trip composition, almost half included children. The average trip lasted 3.8 nights and included 3.2 people.

3.75Average Trip Duration (Nights)

3.19Average Trip Party Size

46%Trips with Children

60%

31%

6%
2% 0%

Extremely satisfied Somewhat satisfied Neither satisfied nor
dissatisfied

Somewhat
dissatisfied

Very dissatisfied

Trip Satisfaction

92% were 
satisfied with their 
experience in 
Williamsburg



Activities &
Attractions
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• Busch Gardens motivated nearly a 
quarter of visitors to visit the 
Williamsburg area. Colonial 
Williamsburg, the Jamestown 
Settlement, and Historic Jamestowne 
were the other top trip motivating 
attractions.

Net Motivation = Participation x Motivated to Participate

Net 
MotivationMotivationParticipationActivity/Attraction

23%72%32%Busch Gardens Williamsburg

15%57%26%
Colonial Williamsburg’s ticketed areas such as the entrance to the Governor’s Palace, the Capitol building and 
craft shops

18%54%34%
Colonial Williamsburg’s public areas not requiring a pass, such as Merchant Square, Duke of Gloucester 
Street, etc.

13%51%25%
Historic Jamestowne (original National Park and Preservation Virginia site on island with archaeological dig, 
glassblowing, visitor center, and Archaearium)

8%50%15%Great Wolf Lodge

11%48%23%Jamestown Settlement (Museum and recreation areas: fort, three ships, and Indian village)

4%44%10%Eco Discovery Park
5%43%12%Water Country USA

7%39%18%Yorktown Victory Center (Museum and recreation areas: Continental Army encampment and 1780’s farm)

6%39%16%Art galleries
8%38%20%Williamsburg Winery
8%38%22%Williamsburg Botanical Gardens

6%36%18%Yorktown Riverwalk (including Schooner Alliance, Patriot Segway Tours, Waterman’s Museum)

15%36%41%Dining at unique local restaurants
6%35%17%Yorktown Battlefield (part of Colonial National Historical Park)
11%35%30%Outlet shopping
10%35%29%Museums
2%31%8%Go Ape Zip Line and Treetop Adventure
3%30%9%Golf
4%29%13%College of William & Mary
4%29%15%Ripley’s Believe It or Not!
6%29%21%Colonial Williamsburg paid/ticketed activities
10%26%39%Shopping at locally owned stores
4%23%16%Local breweries
3%23%12%Go Karts Plus
5%22%24%Outdoor recreation (parks, trails, waterways)
3%18%17%Williamsburg Pottery
3%16%16%American Revolution Museum at Yorktown
2%14%14%Mini-golf



Appendix
Questionnaire



Questionnaire
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Questionnaire
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