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Research Purpose

The COVID-19 pandemic brought travel to a halt. Now with restrictions lifting, the 

travel industry must tackle the daunting task of rebuilding. There is already plenty 

of research to show the post-pandemic traveller will be changed in many ways, 

and the industry will have to adapt.  For RTO 12, the big question is how will these 

changes specifically impact tourism to the region (and its 1,800+ operators). The 

answer will determine how the region should respond to those impacts

This first phase of secondary research included a comprehensive scan of research 

done to date by governmental, educational and private organizations in Canada 

and around the world into the impact of the pandemic on travel behaviour. These 

include, but are not limited to, USTravel.org, The Harris Poll, Destination 

Canada/Ontario, Skift, TripAdvisor, AirBnB, Angus Reid among many others.

We also did a scan of any competitive digital advertising activity by the other RTOs 

in the province as well as by Destination Ontario, Destination Canada and other 

provincial tourism organizations
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First, some good news
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RTO 12 is in an enviable position

First, over 90% of the regionôs tourism receipts came from Ontario tourists pre-

pandemic. Compare that to Toronto, where they accounted for just 25% of 

receipts, or Northern Ontario RTO (13c) at 63%

Second, RTO 12ôs outdoor-focused product is well-suited to the post-pandemic 

travelerôs needs (more on that later in this report, as well as in our current 

quantitative study). Compare to that to Torontoôs indoor-focused product

That means RTO 12 will recover more quickly than other RTOs.  That said, 

tourism receipts will still be off next year

So will Ontarians be ready to travel again later this year? And how will RTO 12 

make up the loss in revenue over the next three years? 
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Part 1

Current state of the pandemic

and impact on the travel industry
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2020 so far
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Worse than 9/11

The Pandemic will have more than 

nine times the impact of 9/11 on the 

global travel sector, according to 

Oxford Economics

Canada's tourism GDP is projected 

to drop approximately twice more 

than the national economy
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Worse than the worst-case scenario

In April, Destination Canada projected best-case scenario for tourism spend, 

where travel was returned to normal by July, and a worst-case scenario, where it 

wasnôt. 

The actual estimated revenue loss is worse than the worst-case scenario
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Canadian receipts from international tourism 

revenue have been wiped out

Compared to 2019, this represents a decrease of $3.4B in Canadian tourism 

export revenue ($1.4B for Ontario alone) for Q1 and Q2 of 2020
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Revenue Loss by Country
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Hotel occupancy fell to lowest level in modern history
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Urban hotels were almost empty in April
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Change in Seated Diners - OpenTable
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Online travel agencies hit hard

Most saw a decline of 70-90% in accommodation bookings by March. Chinese OTAs

have been the first to recover, though the recovery is weak
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The recovery ahead
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DC Optimistically Predicts It Starting Next Year

But it could take two to five years for tourism GDP to return to pre-COVID levels, 

depending on the scenario
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There are signs of a rebound in Canada
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In fact, U.S. new vacation rental bookings are up 

20% over last year
According to AirDNA, the destination leading the rebound are beaches, mountain 

towns, lakeside getaways, and anything within driving distance of a major urban city
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As goes the USA, so goes Canada
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Two solitudes, Part 1: The Rich are Getting Richer

Meanwhile the "1%", most of whom hold a substantial portion of their net worth in 

stock markets, is having a great year, economically-speaking.  This is great news 

for operators catering to this end of the market

The Nasdaq just hit a record highé
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But...
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Two solitudes, Part 1: Many will be poorer

We have not yet seen the real economic impact of the pandemic, thanks to 

government fiscal policy like CERB and the the CWSP.  If those run out before the 

fears of the pandemic do, the real economic pain will be seen. Plus, the federal & 

provincial deficits will militate a tax increase, further putting pressure on the middle 

to low income brackets
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65% of Americans think the 

economic impacts of the pandemic 

will have a bigger effect on their and 

their families' lives than COVID-19 

itself. 

The Harris Poll ïJune 16

81% of Americans have been 

financially impacted by the 

pandemic in some way. The 

youngest seem to have been hit 

the hardest.

The Harris Poll ςJune 16

46% of Canadians are working reduced hours, 17% are receiving reduced 

pay, 16% have lost their job while 14% have someone in their household who 

has lost their job or is working reduced hours/receiving reduced pay (9%). 

Younger Canadians were also the most affected.

Ipsos ïJune 22
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Two solitudes, Part 1: COVID-disparity

Daily reported COVID-19 cases, according to the European CDPC, are 

increasing globally, driven by our neighbour to the south
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49,093

219
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Canadians are unwilling to cross the border

Angus Reid Institute ςMay 22
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Angus Reid InstituteςMay 22

Are Ontarians willing to receive tourists?

Weôre okay with intra-provincial tourism, though there are strong differences along 

urban/rural lines. But 63% of Ontarians say they strongly disagree with receiving 

American tourists. According to Angus Reid, 30% want the border to stay closed at 

least until the end of 2020, and another 13% want it to stay closed into 2021
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No imminent recovery in USA tourism ïimpact?

Given the trajectory of infections in the USA, there will be no recovery in tourism 

from there to Canada for years

The USA accounts for 13% of Ontario tourism receipts  - a significant portion, 

though less than that from international destinations, which account for 27%

Still, the economic knock-on effect of this loss in income will be broad and 

significant for Ontario. It will negatively impact receipts from domestic tourism as a 

result, particularly in the low to middle income segments

Mass market tourism operators are going to feel the pandemic for years to come 
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Ontarians are not THAT happy to see advertising

Almost as many Ontarians are unhappy to see advertising for their community as 

are happy to see it, and the numbers arenôt changing.  Rural Ontarians are 

decidedly unhappy about it
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Ontarioôs demographics are changing - fast

Almost 1/3 of the population identifies as a visible minority, having doubled in 24 

years. This group is a critical audience for growing receipts from Ontario
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Part 2

Traveller behaviour/sentiment
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How are they feeling about the current state of

the pandemic and travel?
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Growing acceptance of the new abnormal

According to a June study by Angus Reid, an overwhelming majority of Canadians feel it 

will be more than 6 months before Canada is back to normal is growing
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Growing weariness with the lockdown

The same study found that younger Canadians are feeling ñworn out/fatiguedò by the 

lockdowné
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Caution: Thrown to the wind?

Though Ontario is still the most careful of the provinces



ñNormalò is still a long way off

The Citymapper measures the mobility of its users in major cities around the world. 

As of the end of June, few Torontonians were moving about the city. This chart shows 

the percent of users moving compared to prior year.

39



US data indicates that as people stop hoping for a 

vaccine anytime soon, perception of safety is built on 

other factors

The Harris Poll asked which of the following actions would make respondents 

comfortable to do certain activities (e.g., fly, go to the gym, go to sporting events, go 

on a cruise, etc.) again? 

In April, 62% said when a vaccine has been created, while 53% said extreme 

cleaning of the facility

In June, the findings were reversed with 51% saying extreme cleaning of the facility 

and 49% saying when a vaccine has been created
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Still, a vaccine or treatment is the only factor that will 

cause consumers to feel confident enough to resume 

normal activities
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Most experts think a vaccine is likely to

become widely available by mid-2021. 

That would be a huge scientific feat and

there are no guarantees it will work

Dr. Anthony Fauci, director of the National 

Institute of Allergy and Infectious 

Diseases (NIAID), says a vaccine wonôt 

be available for widespread use for at 

least another 12 to 18 months. This is 

the timeline to complete the phase III 

clinical studies. 

But a vaccine is still a year or more away
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Are Ontarians ready to travel?

According to the Abacus study, Within 3 months of restrictions being lifted 62% would be 

comfortable travelling within the province. But there is trepidation, with only 6% saying 

theyôd ñjump right back inò. Interestingly, travelers in the premium category are most likely 

to say that, at 10%.

What best describes how you feel about travelling now as physical distancing restrictions start to be lifted?



Going on vacation/traveling was the most mentioned 

purchase Americans are planning once things return to normal and businesses 

re-open (35%, vs. 27% the prior week). 

The Harris Poll ïJune 20

It is the 5th thing Canadians 

are most looking 

forward to once 

things get 'back to normalô.

Angus Reid Institute ïApril 13
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Many Ontarians say they would be comfortable 

traveling to a local destination in August or September

Though there is a 

significant portion of 

the population who 

say they will wait until 

next year or when a 

vaccine is developed
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As of right now, which months of the year do you feel comfortable making travel plans to a destination in Ontario?



Who will travel first?

Those most comfortable traveling 

before the end of 2020 are the 

ones who travel the most in 

general, with an average of 3-4 

leisure trips and 2-3 business trips 

in the past year. 

The Harris Poll ïMay 8

The ñComfortable Retiredò segment has 

disposable income as well as the time to 

travel and is willing to get back to 

traveling sooner rather than later, with 

most planning to travel in 2020 (61%). 

The Harris Poll ïMay 8

Millennialsseem more inclined to travel soon, having voted 40-47% willing to go to a 

beach destination, somewhere in nature or a small town within 1 month (versus 27-33% 

for all respondents). 

Fuel ςMay 28
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Where will they travel?
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Most Ontarians say it will be a year or more before 

they are comfortable traveling internationally
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As of right now, which months of the year do you feel comfortable making travel plans to a destination in Ontario?



Closer destinations will be preferred. In the USA, the 

average distance traveled has decreased by 74%
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Safety trumps cost

According to Abacus, for Ontario travelers, the ability to physically distance, ease of 

returning home, and knowing the operator will adhere to public health 

recommendations are all more important than cost
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When deciding where to go and what to do for travel this summer, how important, if at all, will the following factors be in your

decision making?



Where will they stay?
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Control and ability to distance drives 

accommodation preference 



Consumers are 218% more likely to 

want to take a trip where they can 

relax compared to before the 

pandemic, and nearly two thirds

(59%) report they would prefer to go 

somewhere off the beaten path versus 

a popular destination post COVID-19.

In North America, for example, there 

has been a spike in traffic researching 

Campgrounds, Ranches and Beach 

Motels, as well as lodgings featuring 

Boating, Skiing, Canoeing or 

Horseback Riding

Tripadvisor ςMay
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Interest in RV rentals according to Google Trends 

(Ontario data)



86% of consumers say cleanliness will be very important when 

selecting an accommodation after COVID-19, with the provision of hand 

sanitizers and sealed amenities, the frequency with which rooms are 

disinfected, and the use of temperature checks for employees and 

guests all now cited as top considerations. 

Four in five (82%) say that the disinfecting of high-contact surfaces will 

be a very important consideration when deciding to book tours, activities 

and attractions.

Tripadvisor
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For their next vacation, a third of respondents want housekeeping 

only when requested (29%, or 35% for millennials).

The most chosen dining options for respondents' next vacation were to 

eat at a local restaurant (75.2%) and to eat on-property (67.6%), but in 

both cases they want to eat outside

81% of respondents would be willing to use a hotel's mobile app to 

checkin. 60% would be willing to use a hotel's mobile app to unlock their 

room.

Fuel Travel May Survey
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US data indicates cancellation policies are crucial to 

travel decision

According to research from Tripadvisor in May, 76% of respondents say that flexible

cancelation policies are a must on anything they book for their next trip

According to Fuel TravelôsMay 28 Consumer Sentiment Study, the following are most

likely to persuade North Americans to book a future vacation during the outbreak:

Á Flexibility to change travel dates without penalty (70%)

Á Discounts on the stay (63%)

Á Reassurance that the property is doing extra sanitizing (58%)

Á Policies that cover future disruption caused by the virus (50%)
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What will they do when they travel?
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Where & how will Ontarians will travel is changing 

due to COVIDéin our favour
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Preferred activities favour RTO 12

According to Abacus, Ontarians are more comfortable with activities involving minimal 

interaction with public and allow them to easily practice physical distancing.
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Of the 10% who have already booked travel, 63% 

have booked it for an Ontario destination
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What about the Business Traveller?
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65% of Americans agree they will have more 'virtual' meetings instead of traveling

58% agree they will have fewer face-to-face meetings that require travel

55% agree they will travel less often for business and will attend fewer trade 

shows and conferences

51% agree their company will reduce its travel budget

37% agree they are willing to travel, but their clients are canceling meetings

Ipsos ïJune 15
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Business travel may not never fully 

recover



Angus Reid Institute, June 11

RTO 12 Desk Research Presentation 64

Working from home is big, and here to stay



"Business travel is one of the last things to return, because 

companies are suffering, right?  That has big implications for 

airlines, because the business traveler usually is paying half 

the revenue on one of those flights.So I think youôll see the 

frequency of trips go down and average fares go up.ò

Steve Hafner, co-founder and CEO of travel search engine Kayak 

Software Corp.
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Whither air travel?
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Whither air travel?

According to Deloitte, Canadians say they expect to use personal cars and 

bikes more once the stay-at-home measures have been lifted, while using less 

of air, bus, subway, taxi, train qnd carpooling

In April, global searches for "dealerships near me" grew by over 30% in a single 

week, and in Canada weôre seeing spikes in interest for ñis it a good time to buy

a car.ò 

We have yet to fully understand how trends will play out long-term, but China may 

offer some clues: in March, usage of personal or private cars has nearly doubled 

since the COVID-19 outbreak began. Reliance on public transportation fell by 

more than half, with taxis and ride hailing services each seeing significant declines
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Interest in air travel according to Google Trends 

(Ontario data)
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Interest in biking according to Google Trends 

(Ontario data)



What will they do when they travel?
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Media and communication preferences

Content is still king, influencers not so much
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86% of consumers feel more positive toward 

brands communicating right now

95% say brands should focus more on positive 

communications during this time

81% say they want to hear more heartfelt 

language used in these communications

81% say how well a brand responds during this 

crisis will have a huge impact on their likelihood 

to buy that brand in the future

66% say that having a sense of community 

while we are separated from one another is more 

important to them now than it has ever been

TripadvisorïMay
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Implications for Strategy?
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Strategic Implications

Á ñThe Great Canadian Wilderness experienceò has never been more relevant or 

compelling

Á Keep focus on Ontario travelers until 2022 at the earliest

Á Target affluent consumers

Á Diversify audiences to include ethnic communities

Á Air travel offers little opportunity in the near term

Á ñStaycationò advertising at the provincial level is unnecessary when Ontarians 

have no desire to leave the province. Funds are better deployed on incentives 

to encourage intraprovincial travel
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Part 3

Regional Tourism

Communication Initiatives
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DestinationCanada

Destination Canada has chosen "Canada Niceñ as the theme for their current 

marketing campaign

The intent is to create a domestic program that is flexible enough to be delivered at 

the hyper-local and local level across the country, yet is cohesive enough to build to 

a national and eventually an international campaign

In addition, it is supposed to reflect and respect differing and shifting provincial health 

guidelines, and resident sentiment towards visitors

Destination Canada will ask the regional campaigns to execute on the central theme, 

but in their own voice

By using a hashtag built on NICE, rather than EXPLORE, Destination Canada 

intends to remind people how to be, not what to do, and create a more enduring 

theme

Destination Canada ïJune 3
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Destination Canada website - after July 1



Destination Canada website - after July 1
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