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The mutually exclusive concepts of incentive travel and cost-cutting rarely collide, but when they do, that 
collision presents unique challenges for planners, because it raises issues that go to the very heart of 
what incentive travel is really all about. So, for many insurance and financial services companies 
struggling with today’s economic downturn, the inherent conflict between saving money and protecting 
the integrity of an incentive program is causing some acute heartburn. But like it or not, a growing 
number of planners are being forced to find ways to reduce the price tag of their programs. 

“Companies are looking at different avenues so they can continue to reward folks the way they 
deserve to be rewarded, but do it in a fiscally responsible manner,” said Robert Ward, director of sales, 
Ovation Rewards, at Fairmont Raffles Hotels International in Chicago. “And within the insurance and 
financial services sectors, that is now becoming a bit more common.” 

Tracy Norum, CMP, vice president and general manager at Oshkosh, WI-based Fox Premier 
Meetings and Incentives, is hearing the same kind of concerns from clients. “What we’re finding is with 
the decline of the economy, insurance and financial services companies still need to meet their 
overriding objectives of their programs,” she said. “They understand the importance of continuing their 
incentive programs — particularly in soft markets and a down economy. However, they are looking for 
ways to be more fiscally responsible, but at the 
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same time maintain the integrity of their programs. There is generally an image associated with their 
programs, and a competitive aspect, and they want to protect those.” 

Aside from the temporary impact of a cyclical economy, however, Norum sees a more enduring force 
— the growing influence of strategic meetings management programs, often imposed by procurement 
departments. Even when the economy returns to good health, she noted, the mega-incentive trip of the 
good old days will increasingly become a thing of the past, which means planners will have to find ways 
to deliver the same motivational bang for fewer bucks. As one example of how that will manifest, Norum 
is now seeing more two-tier programs, which separate top qualifiers from the rest of the pack. 

Shorter Trips, Fewer Winners. Kari Vrba, vice president, engagement and events, at Carlson 
Marketing in Minneapolis, is also participating in more conversations about cost-cutting with her 
insurance and financial services clients. “We’re definitely seeing more companies ask whether they 
should change the length of the program or bring fewer people,” she said. 

At Maritz Travel in Fenton, MO, Rhonda Brewer, vice president, operations, is having the same 
experience. “Companies are still doing the programs, because they see the value of them,” she said. 
“But they are cutting back. There are different components that companies are pulling out, but it varies 
by the company and what the expectations of attendees are. Then, they can pull things out accordingly.” 

Bruce Bolger, managing director of the Incentive Performance Center in Tarrytown, NY, and a 25-
year veteran of the industry, has heard these anecdotes before. He noted that incentive travel is 
famously cyclical, as is the U.S. economy. “The industry has lived through many serious recessions over 
the past half-century, most recently in 2001 — and we have always seen a very similar pattern of fewer 
long-haul programs when that happens,” he said. 

But, he added, based on the recognized importance of incentive programs to insurance and financial 
services companies, “High-end programs are not going to go away, because when times are tough, 
companies are still focused on their most important people, because those are the people who are going 
to help them get through the tough times. In a down economy, it is critical to maintain close relationships 
with top performers — and companies know 
that.” 

Bolger has noticed that companies are 
trimming the length of the trip by a day. “Another 
thing is that if they’ve gone to four-star resorts, 
they’ll go to three-star resorts,” he related. 

Norum and Ward also have observed that 
more companies are shortening the length of 
their trips by one night. Ward, who administers 
the Ovation Rewards individual incentive travel 
program at Fairmont Raffles, has also seen 
more clients move from suites or junior suites to 
standard rooms. 

More Free Time And Activity Credits.
Another way that many companies are cutting 
costs is by reducing the number of planned activities and allowing more free time for participants, Norum 
said. “We call that ‘your day, your way,’?” she said. “And we are definitely seeing more of that. For 
example, we had an insurance company that, rather than doing an opening reception and a closing 
awards dinner, got everyone together for a reception and then provided them shuttle service to various 
restaurants where they were on their own. But you do have to be careful about maintaining the integrity 
of your program — and that depends on how much your attendees have been looked after and 
pampered on previous trips.” Another variation on that theme, Norum said, is eliminating some group 
activities and giving participants an activity credit to be used however they wish over the course of the 
program.

Vrba is also seeing more clients doing the same thing. “More companies are having attendees do 
things on their own,” she said. “And we’re hearing that more attendees want more free time, because 
they are so busy at home that often they don’t have that quality time with their significant other. So, now 
we’re seeing that in the right kind of situation, winners can get recognized for their accomplishment, but 
they can also have more time on their own, which helps reduce overall costs of the program.” 

One Big Awards Dinner. John Butler, director of group sales at Dallas-based Hotels.com, which has 
played an increasingly powerful role in incentive travel over the last several years as a result of its 
enormous buying power, has also watched clients cut back on traditional kinds of activities. For example, 
he said, instead of staging four or five evening functions, more companies are now focusing on one big 
awards dinner. 

B-List Entertainment. Likewise, companies are trimming entertainment costs, too, said Brewer. That 
trend is even now emerging in Las Vegas, the entertainment capital of the world, said Todd Gagnon, 
director of sales, Eastern region, for Las Vegas Meetings by Harrah’s Entertainment. “Planners are going 
from an A-list entertainer to a B-list entertainer,” he said. 

Given such realities, Norum said, it is critically important that companies and planners assess their 
fundamental thinking when it comes to incentive programs. “Your overall objective should be to create 
once-in-a-lifetime experiences for every program and every attendee, so maintaining that standard is 
integral to the success of the program,” she said. 

More Personalized Programs. “But it’s not only a matter of cost when it comes to creating a unique 
experience. For example, a way to deliver a once-in-a-lifetime experience on a tighter budget is by giving 
your winners something they ordinarily wouldn’t be able to do on their own. If you think creatively, the 
issue of cost alone does not prevent you from doing that,” Norum explained. “In creating experiences, it’s 
not just about the destination or the hotel. It’s about the theme parties or the events that really customize 
the experience for your group. A good example would be having a program with optional 


