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Destinations Score
BIG WINS

With Sports

Sponsored by:

Here’s a big number: $9.45 billion. That’s the estimated  
visitor spending associated with U.S. sports events in 2015, 
according to a 2016 state of the industry report from the 
National Association of Sports Commissions. Up from an 
estimated $8.96 billion in 2014 and $7.68 billion in 2011, the 
number reflects steady year-over-year growth that industry 
professionals believe will continue for some time. 

No End In Sight
For Market Growth & 

Opportunities 
By Selena Chavis

Big Cedar Lodge’s

Top of the Rock Golf Course

in Ridgedale, Mo.

http://birminghamal.org/
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The opportunity is not lost on destinations 

across the South. Many, such as Birmingham, 

Ala., and Winston-Salem, N.C., have long 

aligned their strategies to focus on the sports 

market, while other cities are ramping up 

efforts to appeal to and attract more sports 

groups.

“We’ve been in this market a long time,” 

said David Galbaugh, vice president of sports 

sales and marketing with the Greater Birming-

ham Convention and Visitors Bureau (CVB). 

“It’s really been one of the key strategies to 

drive Birmingham in terms of tourism and des-

tination marketing.”

Galbaugh credits a whopping 50 percent 

of the destination’s event business to sports, 

covering everything from youth and collegiate 

sports to professional teams. And with wins 

such as the 2017 Senior Games, the 2018 

Women’s Open Championship and the World 

Games 2021, the destination is realizing no-

table return on investment. Attracting 25,000 

athletes and spectators over 14 days, the 2017 

Senior Games alone generated a $35 million 

economic impact. 

Winston-Salem also has deep roots in the 

sports market, according to Christian Schro-

eder, director of sales and services with Visit 

Winston-Salem: “It’s a big part of our commu-

nity for a number of reasons: we have some 

great facilities in the area and there’s a true 

passion for sports throughout the community.”

Bonny Bernat, CSEE, Visit Winston-Sa-

lem’s senior sports and events sales manager, 

added that the region has benefitted from the 

community’s passion for sports through private 

infrastructure investments for state-of-the-art 

facilities. “One thing that sets us apart from 

other destinations is that we have a wealth of 

resources backing sports in our region,” she 

said. “The people here see the big picture.”

And that community support is paying 

off, as the city has landed some big events, 

including the 2018 NCAA Tennis Champion-

ships. “In the case of tennis, we annually host 

the Winston-Salem Open that brings in over 

35,000 spectators,” Schroeder said. “Because 

we hosted that every year the last several years, 

it provided us the ability to build our sports 

resume, which led to our winning the 2018 

NCAA Tennis Championships.”

Smaller Destinations Find Their Niche

Destinations of all sizes are discovering their 

niches in the sports market and many event plan-

ners find that Tier 2 and Tier 3 cities are a good fit 

for their needs, noted Bob Schuster, HTS, MMP, 

national director of meetings and events with 

CMP Meeting Services. “First-tier cities from a 

pricing standpoint gets a little tricky. And then the 

compression in these first-tier cities with other 

kinds of business can lend itself to a destination 

having less interest in the sports business unless it 

fits into a shoulder or a down time,” he said. 

For these reasons and more, smaller destina-

tions are investing in infrastructure and pulling 

out all the stops to attract groups. It’s why Scott 

Mobley, baseball state director with the United 

States Specialty Sports Association, has held six 

Global World Series events in the Alabama Gulf 

Coast region, encompassing the cities of Gulf 

Shores and Orange Beach. “The 

staff of the Gulf Shores and Orange 

Beach Sports Commission and 

the cities of Gulf Shores, Orange 

Beach and Foley have gone above 

and beyond for years, which has 

helped our Globals increase in par-

ticipation,” he said.

Specifically, the sports com-

mission holds a coach’s meeting 

for each World Series event, hosts 

opening ceremonies at various lo-

cations and even a Mom’s meeting for softball to 

get area information to all the parents. “It’s a long 

six weeks each summer, and the cities and their 

staff are with us from the beginning to the end,” 

Mobley said.

This kind of hands-on involvement is reflec-

tive of the demands sports events can bring to 

a destination. Galbaugh pointed out that “one 

size does not fit all” when it comes to sports 

and destinations must be prepared to dig deep 

to address needs. “Depending on the sport, you 

could be talking about huge spectator events or 

small youth events,” he said. “They are all very 

different and you have to treat them as such. At 

the same time, you want to make sure you are 

specific to what they need and find a facility that 

works best for them.”

Finding the right fit from both city and facility 

perspectives is key to pulling off the right ►  
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Visit Winston-Salem annually hosts the Winston-Salem Open 

that brings in over 35,000 spectators.

Winston-Salem Cycling Classic
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experience, Schroder said. “When you are talking 

about sports versus convention groups, it’s really 

important to get a good understanding of all the 

needs of the event and determine how [a destina-

tion] fits those needs,” he said. “If there is a sport 

out there we don’t have an infrastructure for, we 

will certainly share that with an event organizer. I 

think they appreciate the honesty and trustworthi-

ness in developing that relationship. Then maybe 

that organizer transitions to another sport that we 

are a good fit for.”

Due to myriad moving parts that are the nature 

of any sports event, Schuster noted that many 

rights holders and managers are overwhelmed. 

That’s why CMP Meeting Services recently 

added a division dedicated to sports team travel. 

“We’ve been working on everything from sports 

associations to youth sports to collegiate sports. 

They all need support,” he said. “I think the mar-

ket is underserved because from the standpoint 

of an athletic director or coach mentality, they 

have to keep budgets tight. They are coaches, not 

travel experts.”

Beth Gendler, vice president of sales for the 

Gulf Shores and Orange Beach Sports Commis-

sion, emphasized the importance of working with 

a local sports commission to access needed  

resources that may exist. “We hope to provide 

different types of assistance to event planners 

based on their needs. We offer grants to help 

events grow and provide services such as 

hospitality and accommodations for staff and 

officials, relieving event budgets to market and 

grow events,” she said. “We also can assist with 

permitting and arranging meetings with city po-

lice, fire and other services needed to execute an 

event. Working with an area sports commission 

provides access to local businesses, venues and 

staffing, which saves the planner the resource of 

time when going to a new city or trying to grow 

and expand an existing city.”

For Sports, Infrastructure is Paramount

Destination management professionals who work 

with sports events know that the make-or-break 

element of any RFP comes down to facilities. In 

addition, infrastructure appeal, price point and 

convenience of a region are also important.

“Great facilities are on top of our list and if 

they are in a destination that attracts more teams, 

that’s even better,” said Mobley.

For the organization’s Global World Series 

events, Mobley mentioned that basic expectations 

start with well-maintained fields and facilities, 

plenty of accommodation options and participant 

safety. The Alabama Gulf Coast cities of Gulf 

Shores and Orange Beach, while not the largest 

destination, have proved the right combination 

for the group’s event that hosts more than 1,000 

teams from mid-June through the end of July 

each year. “It’s a great experience for all the 

teams who come for our World Series,” he said. 

“Not only do they compete in world-class tour-

naments and play on first-class fields but they are 

able to enjoy a great family vacation.”

Galbaugh noted that destinations interested 

in the sports market cannot rest on their laurels 

when it comes to infrastructure. “It’s a highly 

competitive market and if you are not building 

those new facilities or upgrading them, then you 

are falling behind,” he said, citing Birmingham’s 

world-class facilities such as the Birmingham-Jef-

ferson Convention Complex, a multi-venue 

option located within a centralized entertain-

ment district, and the Birmingham CrossPlex, a 

221,000-square-foot multipurpose athletic and 

meeting facility, which houses one of the top 

track and field locations in the nation. 

Additionally, the region just introduced the 

new Hoover Metropolitan Stadium, housing 

six NCAA regulation-size fields appropriate for 

soccer, lacrosse or football; eight baseball/soft-

ball fields; 15 

tennis courts; 

and a two-mile 

walking track 

on the outside.

An indoor 

facility is also 

available that 

provides a full-

size football 

or soccer field, 

nine regula-

tion-size bas-

ketball courts and 12 regulation-size volleyball 

courts or six tennis courts.

“That’s really huge for us in terms of youth 

sports,” Galbaugh said. “We’re really happy to 

have that facility come online.”

Facilities are a key draw for Winston-Salem, 

N.C., according to Bernat, who points to such

facilities as BB&T Field, the 31,500-seat home

of Wake Forest University football, Wake For-

est Tennis Complex and other state-of-the art

facilities offered through the university. Among

other offerings, the region is also home to JDL

Fast Track, an indoor track facility that has

played host to four national championships.

Notably, Winston-Salem just celebrated the

completion of a $20 million renovation to the

106,000-square-foot Benton Convention Cen-

ter, opening new opportunities for sports. ►

The Gulf Shores and Orange Beach (Ala.)Sports Commission 
hosts more than 1,000 teams from mid-June through the end of 
July each year.
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FACILITIES THAT ARE 

ALL ABOUT CONVENIENCE, 

NOT ALL OVER TOWN.

Convenience begins with a ten-minute trip from the airport to the 
convention complex. Exhibition and meeting space, the Legacy 
arena, and two theaters are all on one campus, along with hotels and 
a dining and entertainment district. It’s convenient to navigate and 
all right here in the heart of a spirited city. Right here in Birmingham.

inbirmingham.com  |  #INBirmingham  |  800 - 458 - 8085 

350K SQUARE FEET OF MEETING AND EXHIBITION SPACE •  18K SEAT ARENA •  4K SEATS IN TWO THEATERS 

• ALL ON THE BIRMINGHAM-JEFFERSON CONVENTION COMPLEX CAMPUS.

http://inbirmingham.com
http://birminghamal.org/
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How Can Facilities 
Better Accommodate 

Sports Events?
Industry Professionals 

Weigh In:

“Partnerships are the most import-

ant part of any business. It’s imper-

ative to communicate needs to one 

another to make sure everyone’s 

goals are met. When facilities are 

considering changes, expansions 

and improvements, it is also im-

portant to look at existing events 

and their needs while considering 

potential events. We like to take 

care of the business already in our 

community and then look outwards 

towards other potential events.”

— Beth Gendler, Vice President of Sales, 

Gulf Shores and Orange Beach 

Sports Commission

“If a group has not hosted be-

fore, the facility needs to under-

stand the core essentials to success 

well in advance. We find it helpful to 

assign a research-minded service 

manager to every group. It is their 

job to understand what is vital to the 

success of the event. From things 

as simple as directional signage to 

participant registration to group as-

signed concierge services, it is the 

intensive discovery of needs that 

helps us accommodate and suc-

cessfully achieve our sports events.” 

— Jason Robinson, Director 

of Marketing, Big Cedar Lodge 

and Big Cypress Lodge 

“We could always use more fields 

and we are always working on eas-

ier and more efficient ways to com-

municate with the facilities and with 

our participants when needed.”

— Scott Mobley, Baseball State  

Director, United States 

Specialty Sports Association 

Drawing Big-League Events 

The NCAA recently announced that the city of 

Fort Worth will host the 2019, 2020, 2021 and 

2022 Women’s Gymnastics National Champi-

onship and the 2022 Division I Men’s Basket-

ball Rounds 1 and 2. The announcement was 

made on the same day the city announced the 

new Dickies Arena, a 14,000-seat multipurpose 

venue, underscoring the influence of facilities 

on sports events.

In tandem with venues such as the Dickies 

Arena, Florida-based Lakeland Center recently 

rebranded itself as the RP Funding Center after 

signing a multi-year alliance formed by RP 

Funding, a Robert Palmer Company, the City 

of Lakeland and the Lakeland Magic (NBA 

D-League). RP Funding will receive exterior

and interior building signage, and television,

radio, print and social media promotion, while

the naming-rights agreement will generate

additional revenue toward the operation and

maintenance of the facility. The facility is cur-

rently undergoing a $14 million planned reno-

vation project.

Scott Sloman, assistant director of the RP 

Funding Center, noted that the alliance is a 

win-win for the building, city and organiza-

tional patrons. “We’ve got two very viable and 

established entities working on our behalf,” he 

said, citing the NBA and Robert Palmer Com-

pany. “Our building is now affiliated with an 

entity like the NBA, which raises the level of 

expectation for all of us. It’s going to improve 

our game, which in turn improves the service 

to our clients.”

Upgrades and new facilities are important 

to any infrastructure, although sometimes the 

right venue is off the beaten path, especially 

for non-traditional sports, said Jason Robinson, 

director of marketing for Big Cedar Lodge in 

Ridgedale, Mo., and Big Cypress Lodge in 

Memphis, Tenn. “Between Big Cypress Lodge 

and Big Cedar Lodge, you will see sports 

events well beyond what people traditionally 

think of when picturing sports events groups,” 

he said. “Our properties have hosted national 

bowfishing events, been a part of city-wide 

marathons and even hosted an annual PGA 

Tour Champions event, the Bass Pro Shops 

Legends of Golf at Big Cedar Lodge.”

Robinson noted that Big Cypress Lodge was 

a former NBA arena, home to the Memphis 

Grizzlies. That arena is now situated inside of 

a sprawling facility that is primed for hosting 

events. “We have large-scale parking available, 

an ideal location within the city and many 

resources around us to help pull off great 

events,” Robinson said. n

Birmingham Crossplex in Birmingham, 
Ala. is a 221,000-square-foot multipurpose 
athletic and meeting facility.
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 DOWN HERE, our good times don’t just roll – they take to the streets and strut their 
stuff. No matter the season, the fun is all-access, and your options are unlimited.

From music and museums, to festivals and food, there’s a unique 
experience waiting to be discovered at www.visitbatonrouge.com

https://www.visitbatonrouge.com/
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