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Introduction
Incentive travel is fundamentally about delivering emotionally impactful, highly customized 
experiences to reward earners. When engaged, Convention and Visitors Bureaus (CVBs) 
and Destination Marketing Organizations (DMOs) play a critical role as well-connected, 
knowledgeable experts who can help incentive travel professionals create unforgettable trips 
that include places and events most travelers wouldn’t have access to on their own.  
 
These high-value, memorable experiences enable CVBs and DMOs to show off their destinations 
in ways they can’t with typical meetings and conventions while simultaneously driving increased 
revenue per visitor. A well-planned and curated incentive experience also enhances the 
destination’s brand, giving travelers stories to tell about what they saw and did there.  
 
Most incentive travel professionals engage CVBs/DMOs and view them as important to program 
success. Consistent engagement and perceived importance of CVBs/DMOs is highest among 
end-users and lower-volume program planners.
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8%

4%

Every program
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Never

Importance

Importance of CVB/DMOs to Incentive Travel Professionals
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The role and value of CVBs/DMOs  
CVB/DMO representatives and incentive travel professionals agree that early contact when 
the destination is first being considered and throughout the planning stages of a trip is likely to 
provide important benefits:

•	 Connection to a local expert who:

•	 Fully understands the local scene, hotels, attractions, and calendar of events

•	 Has relationships with experience providers in the area and can assist with the right 
places to stay and things to do 

•	 Can help the planner navigate logistics and permits as needed for special events

•	 Access to exclusive experiences the typical traveler wouldn’t know about or wouldn’t have 
access to on their own

•	 Financial incentives such as hotel night rebates, off-peak discounts, or free airfare for site 
visits

 
Incentive travel professionals value CVBs/DMOs for reducing planning time and increasing 
decision confidence through faster access to destinations, partners, and feasibility insight. 
Their strongest impact comes from differentiated value that is difficult to replicate, including 
destination access, objectivity, and complementarity with DMCs and agencies. 68% indicate 
they have made a destination decision based on the support / quality of the CVB/DMO.

Working with a CVB/DMO 
reduces total planning time

24%

47%

26%

3%

CVB/DMO involvement 
improves attendee experience

26%

34%
37%

3%

CVBs/DMOs provide access 
I could not otherwise get

20%

44%

28%

8%

CVBs/DMOs provide financial 
support for incentive programs

37%
35%

24%

4%

5 - Strongly Agree 4 - Agree 3 - Neutral 2 - Disagree 1 - Strongly Disagree

What Incentive Travel Professionals Expect of CVB/DMOs
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Research Design and Objective 
Incentive Travel Professionals Survey: 

In April and May 2026, the IRF conducted a quantitative survey of incentive travel program 
owners and third-party planners to understand their experiences and perspectives on 
working with CVBs and DMOs. The research explored current engagement with CVBs/DMOs 
in incentive program planning and examined how program owners and agencies can better 
leverage these organizations to maximize funding, access, and overall program value.

Respondents met the following criteria:

•	 23 to 65 years of age

•	 Employed full-time at an organization that utilizes incentive travel as part of its rewards and/
or recognition programs

•	 Personally involved in planning, selecting destinations for, or managing incentive travel 
programs

200 
Total

Respondents

103
End-Users / 

Program 
Owners

97
Third

Parties
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CVB and DMO Interviews: 

Ten representatives from Convention and Visitors Bureaus (CVBs) and Destination Marketing 
Organizations (DMOs) in North America and Europe were interviewed individually for 
approximately one hour to better understand how they think about and manage incentive travel. 
Participants were from the following geographic areas:

•	 Europe: 2 participants

•	 Canada: 1

•	 Eastern U.S.: 3

•	 Central U.S.: 1

•	 Western U.S.: 3
  
The objective of this qualitative was to explore the strategies, priorities, and understanding of 
incentive travel programs within the CVB/DMO context, including topics such as:

•	 Organization structures and funding

•	 Experience with and support for incentive travel programs

•	 Value proposition and benefits of working with a CVB/DMO

•	 Engaging with a CVB/DMO and ways agencies and program owners can maximize the 
opportunity a CVB/DMO can provide for incentives
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Organizational Structures and Funding
CVB/DMO representatives indicated that while incentive travel is an important piece of 
business, it is one of multiple areas of focus. Incentive travel professionals see the value 
of working with CVB/DMOs but note challenges with responsiveness and consistency.

Strategy and focus (or lack thereof): All CVB/DMO interviewees approach incentive travel very 
seriously and want to attract more of it. However, while incentive programs are a strategically 
important part of each CVB’s/DMO’s business, the representatives in the study were not able 
to clearly articulate a distinct “incentive travel strategy” for their organizations. Within the 
business travel segment, incentive trips are important because they enable travelers to see and 
experience more aspects of the destination, but non-incentive business travel generally includes 
more people and therefore more room nights, which is also important to the CVBs and DMOs.

The CVBs and DMOs in the study want to attract as much incentive business as possible, 
but there is a visibility gap that prevents them from knowing exactly how much incentive 
travel business is coming into their communities. They are not aware of some of the 
groups/trips, but they do know there are a significant number that work directly with 
hotels, experience providers, and/or DMCs instead of contacting the CVB/DMO.

“”“Our goal is to attract high-quality incentive programs that could generate significant 
economic impact…that would also extend the average length of stay, that would 
showcase [city] beyond the typical tourism experiences. We all know that when 
we attract or when we have incentive programs in our cities, it’s a very good way to 
showcase the destination.” 
 
-European CVB
 
“We’re an extension of our cities that we represent. That is all the municipalities in 
[destination]. We focus a lot on conventions, those big, big programs that bring in 
thousands and thousands of people…we’re incentivized by numbers, the more nights 
we book, the better. But of course, we have other verticals…one of the important 
verticals is incentives.” 

-North American CVB
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Perceptions of incentive travel professionals: Incentive travel professionals commonly view 
CVBs/DMOs as prioritizing incentive programs similarly to other event types, with stronger 
agreement among end-users, frequent users, and lower-volume planners. Incentive travel 
professionals’ perceptions are generally mixed regarding CVB/DMO focus on only very large 
programs, with end-users, frequent users, and smaller groups more likely to perceive a lesser 
focus on small groups.

Staffing and dedication to incentives: Across almost all of the bureaus we spoke with, staff 
members are not fully dedicated to the incentive travel vertical. However, a CVB/DMO may 
have someone who manages all of their incentive business in addition to other responsibilities. 
Some of those staff members are very active with incentive industry events and third-party 
incentive companies, but their leaders may be less focused on incentive travel because it’s not a 
significant-enough vertical for their destination.

“”“I cover the Midwest market. I’m always out at industry events. I’m always asking the 
third-party agencies if I can come to their offices and give a presentation…Maybe 
they’re not even thinking about [destination].” 
 
-North American CVB
 
“I oversee as a whole the incentive market. I’ve been a member of IRF and SITE for 15 
years. But it’s a hard sell to our leadership. Why should I go to IRF? It’s not a huge piece 
of pie, but it’s something I want to continue to grow.”  

-North American CVB

CVBs/DMOs are only interested in large 
programs of 250 people or more

11%

31%
28% 27%

5%

CVBs/DMOs prioritize incentive programs
just like other event types

22%

34% 34%

9%
2%

5 - Strongly Agree 4 - Agree 3 - Neutral

2 - Disagree 1 - Strongly Disagree

5 - Strongly Agree 4 - Agree 3 - Neutral

2 - Disagree 1 - Strongly Disagree

Incentive Travel Professionals’ Perception Gaps and Alignment Challenges
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Incentive travel professionals see collaboration challenges: This lack of focus by CVB/DMOs 
on the incentive market was confirmed by incentive travel professionals. One-third of incentive 
travel professionals report at least one friction point in collaborating with CVBs/DMOs. End-users 
are primarily challenged by responsiveness and timeliness, while third parties report more varied 
and less pronounced collaboration challenges.

Industries & sectors: While CVBs and DMOs work with all industries, there are a few that 
rise to the top as focus areas due to frequency. These are financial & insurance, technology, 
automotive, pharmaceutical, and medical. Sometimes, the client’s industry becomes a selling 
point for the CVB/DMO if that industry has a strong local presence that enables the CVB/DMO 
to offer something “extra” to the incentive planner. Examples include a tour of a local business/
facility or a locally-based CEO giving a keynote speech at a welcome event. 

“”“We’re finding that some international groups and corporations in certain fields are 
interested in doing learning trips, which combine with incentive trips. This DMC worked 
with our knowledge of the agribusiness area and brought an agriculture company, and 
it was their incentive program...a 4-5 day trip that really immersed them into some of 
our agriculture…farm to table…dinners in the fields under the prairie skies…it blended 
that mix of incentive-level experiences with a learning trip.” 

-North American CVB

Incentive Travel Professional Views on Collaboration Challenges

58%
Responsiveness & Timeliness

30%

16%
Inconsistent Service & Support

21%

5%
Reccommendations Not Aligned to Needs

16%

5%
Bias & Limited Objectivety

13%

End User / Program Owner (n=57) Third Party (n=63)
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Funding: Primary financial support for CVBs and DMOs is a “bed tax”—a tax paid by hotel 
guests. The bed tax supports not only the CVB/DMO, but also other city services/offerings. 
Some CVBs/DMOs are also membership-based and receive financial support through their 
members. 

“”“We’re funded by the government and we’re privately funded also by members, but all 
or our services are free of charge. So coming through us doesn’t change anything that 
the planner sees in terms of budgets and costs.”

-European CVB

The Role of the CVB/DMO  
CVBs and DMOs are very knowledgeable resources, but they aren’t the only resource 
incentive planners work with. 

Representing an entire county/area: CVBs and DMOs make a point of representing and 
marketing their entire geographic region and what it has to offer so they can recommend the 
right places and experiences to each client. This means they need to learn and know about 
all of the various hotels, attractions, and upcoming events, including what makes each one 
unique and why a group might choose certain offerings over others. It also includes maintaining 
relationships with organizations that serve the incentive travelers directly.

“”“Our job is very much to ensure that when they consider [destination], they consider 
ALL the options that are right for them. It’s very much a consultancy role. We’ll talk 
about the activities, we talk about how we can support them in the city in terms of 
content for the event and so forth. The only thing we can’t do is book anything for 
them.” 
 
-European DMO
 
“Every single month, we get updates on all of the new things…so just being able to 
come to that destination expert who’s going to know the latest and greatest, to make 
their experience completely different from even if they were here last year. And our 
client experience team, they’re very connected with all the partners.”  
 
-North American CVB
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Focus: For each CVB/DMO, focusing on “what we’re not” seems to be just as important as 
“what we are.” For example, several interviewees said things like “We know we’re not a beach 
destination, so instead, we focus on x, y, z that’s unique to our area.”

“”“We’re not a beach, so it’s very different. We’re a desert destination, so we really try to 
utilize what makes this area so unique.” 

-North American DMO

“We like to highlight the messaging in terms of getting off the beach and into an urban 
destination to reward top producers. Our team globally can engage on the incentive 
business as well.”

-North American CVB

“”“We try to sell into the experiences…the destination is all about the product we sell, 
which is hotels.”  

-North American DMO

“We look at the brief with the planner and talk through what are they trying to achieve? 
What is it they want? What’s the output going to be of this event…more so than which 
hotels does it fit into? That’s almost a secondary thing.” 

-European DMO

Hotel-focused vs. experience-focused: Some CVBs and DMOs serve as a resource at the 
beginning planning stages, while others continue to play an important role in an incentive 
program’s success from the initial fact-finding conversation through all aspects of planning 
a successful trip. Additionally, while some CVBs and DMOs concentrate primarily on making 
hotel recommendations, most of the representatives in the study are more holistic, making 
recommendations for attractions and activities as well as places to stay; this, of course, depends 
on the extent of assistance desired by the incentive travel planner.
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Not the only resource: CVBs and DMOs often don’t work directly with the end client/company. 
Instead, they work with the incentive planning organization, and they acknowledge that an 
incentive planner still needs to work with a DMC in addition to the CVB/DMO. 

“”“We obviously ensure that they get in contact with the right stakeholders in our city 
that match what they’re looking for…but often for incentive groups, they need boots on 
the ground. They need a destination management company to help them out. We try 
to facilitate that conversation to make sure that not only does it fit logistically, but also 
it’s a relationship. They’ve got to feel they’re in the right hands…so we initiate those 
conversations to ensure that they pick the right partner for them in the city.”

-European DMO

Value Proposition and Benefits of Working with a CVB/DMO  
Working with a CVB/DMO gives incentive planners access and exclusivity they (and their 
clients’ reward winners) can’t get on their own. 

Incentive travel professionals’ engagement with CVB/DMOs is driven by a diverse mix of 
expertise, access, financial support, and experience enhancement. Third parties are more likely 
to leverage CVBs/DMOs as strategic partners for destination expertise, unique experiences, and 
financial incentives.

Engagement Drivers for Incentive Travel Professionals

64%Local expertise & unbiased destination guidance

Financial support

Access to unique experiences or venues

Introductions to hotels, venues, DMCs, and civil stakeholders 

Marketing assets & co-op marketing support

Attendee experience enhancements / VIP touches

55%

54%

53%

51%

50%
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Value: CVB and DMO representatives believe the primary value they deliver includes local 
expertise, relationships/connections to experience providers, access to exclusive experiences, 
and navigation of permits and logistics (such as for a street parade).

Exclusivity: CVBs and DMOs like to focus on unforgettable, “unique to our area” experiences 
that are tailor-made when helping groups think about what an incentive trip might look like for 
their group. Local immersion experiences are what set each location apart from others being 
considered. 

CVBs and DMOs have knowledge about and access to experiences a regular traveler wouldn’t 
know about or have access to, and these types of experiences are especially important for 
reward trips. CVB/DMO team members often work closely with experience providers to make 
sure an experience is special and unique for incentive trip earners. 

“”“We’re highlighting the nontraditional items or things that the incentive traveler may not 
be familiar with, things they haven’t discovered yet. And we always love to see those 
light bulbs go off, and that happens quite often.” 

-North American CVB

“For incentives, we’re going to be stronger on the experience itself. Experiential is 
extremely important to what the incentives are looking for…while we want everyone to 
walk out of the city with a story to tell, I think the story in incentive travel is going to be 
more compelling than the story in other meetings and conventions.”

-North American DMO
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“”“The incentive trip becomes much more about what do they want to achieve…to have 
the experience they’re looking for. Also, we want to surprise them, try to make it as 
interesting for them as possible.”

 -European DMO

“Incentive travel…they’re being rewarded, so they want to have those unique 
experiences they can’t get when they’re out and about by themselves. Unique 
experiences that ‘Wow, I can only do this because I won this incentive.’”

-North American DMO

Incentive travel professionals see the greatest value in unique experiences, followed by 
destination selection and financial support when working with CVB/DMOs. End-users are more 
likely to value executional support, while third parties place higher value on financial incentives 
and experience access.

Functional Value Areas of Importance for Incentive Travel Professionals

80%Unique experiences access

Destination shortlisting & fit

Financial incentives / support

Marketing / comms enablement

Hotel / venue navigation

Risk & safety guidance

Operational efficiency

Attendee satisfaction / experience

DMC discovery / selection

Sustainability & community impact

71%

70%

68%

67%

66%

64%

62%

61%

55%
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Engaging with a CVB/DMO to Maximize the Opportunity  
Most incentive travel professionals and CVBs/DMO representatives see the value of early 
engagement.

Timing for working together: CVBs/DMOs are most effective when engaged early in the 
planning process, with strongest usage during discovery, feasibility, and destination shortlisting 
stages. The best time to get them involved is typically as soon as the incentive planner is 
considering the city as a possibility for the trip. This is when the CVB/DMO can help planners 
explore possibilities for experiences, understand appropriate hotel options, and determine the 
best dates for the trip. Additionally, the CVB/DMO representative can invite the incentive travel 
planner for a site visit (often with free airfare) so they can experience the destination firsthand 
(even if they’ve been there before). 

However, for some destinations, a contact more than 12 to 18 months out may be too soon 
for discussing hotels. This is due to larger hotels in popular areas being less willing to offer 
availability to smaller groups too soon. They want to be able to accommodate large (convention-
size) groups first, then fill in with the smaller (incentive-size) groups later. 

Early engagement with CVB/DMOs is also the clear preference of incentive travel professionals, 
reinforcing the strategic role CVBs/DMOs play in incentive planning. Incentive travel 
professionals indicated key engagement stages as hotel/venue sourcing (56%), early discovery 
/ feasibility (53%), destination shortlisting (47%), experience design / DMC introduction (47%) 
and marketing & communications (47%).

“”“Include us early, at the beginning, because that way we can talk about the destination, 
what options might be, and send it out to see what the preliminary availability is.” 

 -North American CVB

“The earlier they involve us…they would get the most value from a convention bureau. 
If they don’t contact us soon enough, they may miss some opportunities, some 
calendar events that are going on in the city that could impact what’s available. It could 
have some negative aspects on their program.” 

-European DMO
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Common misconceptions may be preventing some incentive planners from engaging with 
CVBs/DMOs.

Three key misconceptions: CVB and DMO representatives noted that despite the important role 
they can play in an incentive trip’s success, they aren’t always brought into the planning process 
for a variety of reasons, such as:

•	 Some planners are already working with DMCs and don’t see the value/need to also engage 
with a CVB/DMO.

•	 Planners sometimes think they already know what’s important about a city, or they’ve been 
there before, so they don’t need to talk to anyone from the CVB/DMO.

•	 Some planners believe there’s a cost involved if they want to work through a CVB/DMO, so 
they don’t engage.

Additionally, a few interviewees mentioned that younger, new-to-the-industry incentive planners 
are more likely to bypass the CVB/DMO, but this is sometimes due to lack of awareness. 

Incentive Travel Professionals Prefer Early Engagement with CVB/DMOs
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“”“The ones that have been doing it a while have caught on and are now educating those 
that are coming up, ‘Hey, this is a fabulous resource, we should be including our CVBs 
when we’re sourcing programs…’” 

 -North American DMO

“There’s a lot of newer planners that are coming on board that perhaps aren’t aware of 
our destination or of our organization that can help support them. We’re always trying 
to educate. We work with learning groups for new generational planners or mentee-
mentor programs to plug that we’re not here to compete…we’re here to support you and 
make you look like a rock star.” 

-North American DMO

Incentive travel professionals indicate that engagement barriers are driven less by lack of 
awareness and more by reliance on DMCs, direct partnerships, and budget/time constraints. 
End-users are more reliant on established DMC relationships, while third parties are more 
constrained by coordination, clarity, and specialization gaps.

Barriers to CVB/DMO Engagement

68%Rely primarily on DMCs for local expertise

Prefer to work directly with hotels / venues

Budget / time constraints; added layer of coordination

Unclear value vs. agency / DMC services

Not specialized in incentive travel

Lack awareness of CVB / DMOs

55%

55%

36%

27%

18%
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Working with a CVB/DMO can provide financial advantages to the incentive planner. 

Financial incentives: Some CVBs/DMOs are able to offer incentives to entice incentive travel 
planners. The qualification criteria are “black and white” based on group size, number of hotel 
nights, and timing of the trip; there is no judgment involved in deciding whether to offer an 
incentive to a particular group—they either qualify or they don’t. When available, incentives 
offered to planners include:

•	 A room rate rebate (such as $4 to $10 per room night) if the requirement for number of room 
nights is met 

•	 Room discounts for off-peak-season trips

•	 Free airfare for a site visit to enable the planner to come and experience the city and/or 
coordination of a site visit for the incentive planner

“”“We do offer incentives. One is really targeted for the off-peak seasonality…we have 
a credit back per room night. For an incentive group, maybe we have the ability to pay 
for certain flights for some of their team members. We offer as well, VIP amenities for 
maybe their board or their VIPs that come in.” 

 -North American DMO

“We have an incentive program where I can pay airfare for an incentive planner to come 
out to do site tours. And then, too, taking things off their plate, like setting up….they 
want to see 5 or 6 different properties while they’re here. Well, guess what? Tell me 
what those properties are, and I will put together an agenda for you. There’s a lot of little 
things we can help with to save time and money.” 

-North American DMO

“Airline tickets, transportation during a site visit, ensuring they’re not just seeing the 
hotels, but they can experience the food and beverage. We can do a city tour so they 
can experience it, who our city is and what will happen during their meeting based on 
what we showcase during a site visit.”

-North American DMO
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“”“Right now, we have a $5 rebate back whenever someone has a program within our low 
season. It has to be a certain number of room nights, but they start very low. We start at 
50 room nights, and you qualify as long as you’re within those months.”

 -North American CVB

“Because we’re funded by a room tax, we can’t offer financial incentives. We do other 
things, like a ‘show your badge and save’ program – all attendees will get a link that 
gives them an enormous amount of discounts at different shows, restaurants, and 
activities in our destination.”

-North American CVB

CVB/DMO financial incentives are broadly utilized, but with a wide range of value. Higher-
frequency programs emphasize financial and marketing support, while lower-frequency 
programs prioritize executional and sourcing support. 62% of incentive travel professionals 
indicated that financial support with more transparent rules would make them more likely to use 
a CVB/DMO. 74% reported programs benefited from CVB/DMO financial incentives

Incentive Travel Professionals Prioritize Financial Support Provided by CVB/DMOs
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Discounts: Some CVBs/DMOs are unable to provide an incentive, but they can have a dialogue 
with hotels or other stakeholders to push a discount for a group. The CVBs/DMOs, their 
members, and local experience providers all know they need to work together to win business as 
well as provide the unforgettable experiences that keep organizations and people coming back. 
Tourism is critical for the economic development of the city, so hotels and experience providers 
work cooperatively, even if they are technically competitors, to help bring businesses to the city.

Measurement and KPIs

62% of incentive travel professionals surveyed indicated that CVB/DMO engagement improves 
program ROI. Incentive travel professionals would benefit most from CVB/DMO support 
on experience quality, ROI, and time savings KPIs. This reiterates the importance of early 
engagement and collaboration between CVBs and incentive travel professionals. Bringing CVBs 
into the planning process sooner creates opportunities to establish broader measurement 
frameworks that extend beyond traditional metrics such as room nights and attendee satisfaction 
and begin to include metrics tied on business performance or long-term behavioral change.

“”“Whereas we can’t be discounting the actual room rates or food & beverage, we have 
the influence power to say ‘Look at the big picture. We really want this program. They 
not only have this RFP you’re seeing, they have all this other stuff you’re not seeing…’ 
so we paint the hotels a picture for them to be able to make the decision of saying, 
‘Okay, we can lower this by this much.’”

 -North American CVB

Incentive Travel Professional Measurement Priorities

67%Experience quality / uniqueness

Program ROI / cost savings

Time saved in sourcing / planning

Local vendor diversity / community spend

Attendee satisfaction

Risk & safety outcomes

Sustainability

61%

59%

44%

42%

39%

34%
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Conclusion
CVBs and DMOs can be powerful partners for incentive travel programs, especially when 
engaged early to shape destination feasibility, unlock local expertise, and identify distinctive 
experiences travelers could not access on their own. Incentive planners broadly recognize 
their value, including financial support, time savings, and stronger decision confidence, but key 
constraints can limit engagement. 

Key constraints for CVBs and DMOs

•	 Lack of a dedicated staff member who is 100% dedicated to the incentive market

•	 In some cases, limited opportunities to provide financial incentives to attract incentive 
groups

•	 Incentive planners who don’t contact CVBs/DMOs (they work directly with DMCs, hotels, 
etc.)

•	 Lack of direct contact between the CVB/DMO and the end client
 
Recommendations for helping build stronger relationships between incentive planners and 
CVBs/DMOs

•	 Help CVBs and DMOs carefully consider and articulate a strategy for growing their incentive 
travel segment 

•	 Increase awareness of CVBs/DMOs as free, knowledgeable resources that can help 
incentive planners create the highly customized and exclusive experiences they want for 
their incentive travelers

•	 Show planners who are newer to the industry the “why” behind working with a CVB/DMO 
while emphasizing that a CVB/DMO is a complementary, not competitive, relationship

•	 Early engagement can give planners greater access to local expertise, unique experiences, 
and financial support 


