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Since the opening of our first mountain resort in Leysin in 

Switzerland in 1956, Club Med has been the pioneer of the 

all-inclusive ski concept. With more than 20 resorts across 

the French, Swiss, and Italian Alps, as well as in China and 

Japan, Club Med is now the world leader of premium all-

inclusive resort-based mountain vacations. These mountain 

resorts comprise one-third of our global portfolio and 

generate more than $450 million in revenue per year.

A majority of our ski resorts are open in winter and summer, 

offering our valued guests the opportunity to enjoy varied 

sports and activities, from skiing and snowshoeing in the 

winter to mountain biking and hiking in the summer.

In addition to the ski activities, as part of the all-inclusive 

offering, guests who book at Club Med have the choice of 

various in-resort après-ski activities and family experiences. 

They can also immerse themselves into the culture of the 

surrounding locations and discover the many wonders of 

each destination.

The Club Med experience is designed to target an 

international clientele with a special focus on families 

and active couples. More than half of our customers in the 

French Alps are international, traveling from countries such 

as Brazil, Russia, Israel, Canada, and the United States.

Thanks to its pioneering spirit, Club Med has led the 

development of the winter sports market in China since 

2010, with the opening of Club Med Yabuli, followed by 

Club Med Beidahu in 2016, as well as in Hokkaido, Japan, 

with Club Med Sahoro and Club Med Tomamu.

Today, Club Med is reinforcing its presence in Asia. The 

demand for winter sports in China continues to increase, 

and Club Med is equipped to fulfill this demand with its 

EXECUTIVE LETTER

unique offering. This high demand in the market 

is the driving factor behind our recent work to 

collaborate with the world leading Ecole du Ski 

Français (ESF, or the French Ski School) to open a 

premium ski and snowboard school at the Beijing 

Star Mountain Ski Resort. We will extend rapidly the 

footprint of this China Ski Academy as winter sports 

are becoming more popular every day in China, a 

trend highly influenced by the upcoming Olympic 

Games taking place in Beijing in 2022.

As we continue to position ourselves as the global 

leaders in winter sports vacations, Club Med plans 

to open one to two new ski resorts annually, seeking 

only the best locations in the Alps, North America, 

South Korea, and beyond.

Henri Giscard d’Estaing
President of Club Med
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INTRODUCTION: THE NEW WINTER TRAVELER

It’s an interesting time to be a skier: On the one hand, 

today’s traveler has an overwhelming amount of helpful 

information at his or her fingertips about the latest snow 

conditions, accommodation options, destinations, and 

pricing. Resorts have technologically advanced snow-

making systems, new accommodations, and top-flight food 

and activities. Equipment is better than it’s ever been, and 

there are top-notch educational programs in many ski-

centric destinations that make the sport more accessible 

and fun to learn.

At the same time, there are headwinds for the industry: 

Travelers are concerned about the cost of a ski vacation, 

and climate change has made predicting weather — and 

snowfall totals — a troubling proposition. Then there’s the 

logistical headache of planning a complex ski itinerary, 

something one insider recently described as “the schlep 

factor.” While all vacations require a bit of compromise and 

pre-planning, said Dan Sherman, the chief marketing officer 

of Ski.com, the fact that ski trips often include bringing the 

kids, a lot of gear, and drives into snow-blanketed regions 

often leads to an extra degree of difficulty.

Throughout this report, we’ll use 
terms like “skier” and “skiing” to refer 
to both skiing and snowboarding for 
the sake of brevity.
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So while the positives are plentiful, there are also many 

forces tamping down demand for ski vacations. Dedicated 

skiers, of course, still embrace the concept. Millennials and 

older travelers with a millennial mindset — two groups who 

place considerable value on experiences when compared 

to the traditional trappings of luxury — represent an 

underleveraged market with huge potential for the ski 

industry. And globally, there is a huge population of non-

skiers — though the term “not-yet-skiers” might be the better 

verbiage, at least from the industry’s perspective, since 

“skiing and snowboarding are both easier, more intuitive, 

and more comfortable than at any other time in the sport’s 

history,” said Nick Castagnoli, brand and communications 

manager of Group Rossignol North America, a gear maker.

And so the global industry is at a bit of an inflection point, 

with much to entice existing customers, yet a need to draw 

even more newcomers to the slopes.

“We as an industry have made the life of the skier very 

complicated in a lot of places,” said independent analyst 

Laurent Vanat, whose annual briefing on ski trends is a go-

to for the industry. “Now operators have realized that they 

need to make the customer’s life easier.”

Accentuating the Experiences

One major trendline in the industry is that “people want to 

relax and disconnect from their day-to-day life,” said Sylvain 

Rabuel; CEO France, Europe, and Africa; Club Med. “We’ve 

seen an evolution: Around ten years ago, people were going 

to ski only to ski and they approached it in a very sporty way. 

This is absolutely not the case anymore. It’s about skiing 

for pleasure and leisure — they’re looking for moments 

on the mountain with friends and kids and family. They’re 

spending less time on the slopes because people expect to 

do more than skiing — they want to visit the spa, swim, tan 

on a terrace, enjoy great food, discover the village, go to a 

local cheese factory, basically enjoy the mountain lifestyle 

rather than focusing exclusively on the sport of skiing.”

That shift is one reason the all-inclusive model frequently 

seen in Europe — versus the typically a la carte pricing 

model in North America — seems to be gaining popularity. 

Club Med, which is known for its sun-and-sand resorts as 

well as 22 ski-specific resort hotels across China, Europe, 

and Japan, is now bringing its model to Canada, at a new 

property, Club Med Québec Charlevoix. As at all the brand’s  

resorts, every booking will include just about everything: 

lift tickets, lessons, kids clubs for children, food and drinks, 

après-ski activities, and entertainment, Wi-Fi, and even staff 

tips. That’s a stark contrast to the pay-as-you-go model 

common at big resorts elsewhere.

“In the past, all-inclusive resorts were a simple value-for-

money proposition,” said Xavier Mufraggi, CEO of Club Med 

North America and the Caribbean. “If you go back ten years, 

everybody had the same kind of room and food experience. 

I think now the industry has evolved to reach a more affluent 

and luxury clientele, developing a lot of personalization 

along the way.”

Indeed, today’s travelers want “nature, fresh air, and the 

chance to disconnect,” according to a study by h2\, a market 

research and marketing consultancy, commissioned by 

Club Med. These attributes can even be more important 

than things like a variety of lifts or varied terrain. This 

represents both a challenge and an opportunity for the 

broader industry: While ski operators will need to tweak 

their models and update their offers to appeal to these 

evolving consumer tastes, they’ll also be able to draw in 

new consumers with a more well-rounded proposition 

that delivers a considerable value for the money, numerous 

sources said in interviews with SkiftX.

“Today, people don’t go skiing from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m.,” said 

Mufraggi. “They really want to have unique experiences. 

They’re active people. They love the après-ski experience, the 

spa, to do something with their kids at the end of the day, 

to have a real brunch in the morning, or to have a fondue 

at night.”

“All of our international clients,” he continued, “are looking 

for an opportunity to recharge because they’re working 

super hard. To reconnect with their spouse and reconnect 

with their kids. That’s actually our brand mission: Disconnect 

to reconnect.”

Challenges to Confront

While the industry has laid promising ground work for a 

future of growth, there remain concerns for the global ski 

business. Chief among them is a cut-and-dry demographic 

trend: The number of skiers globally has been largely flat in 

https://skift.com/2018/09/21/loyalty-beyond-points-and-miles-creating-rewarding-experiences-for-the-experiential-and-millennial-traveler/
https://skift.com/2018/09/21/loyalty-beyond-points-and-miles-creating-rewarding-experiences-for-the-experiential-and-millennial-traveler/
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recent years, according to Vanat, whose influential annual 

report on the global ski business shows that roughly 400 

million people head for the mountains every year.

“For three or four years in a row, the total figure was decreasing,” 

Vanat said. “Now it’s moving a little bit upward,” about four 

percent compared to the 2017-2018 season, he said.

One region that has seen slower growth is the French Alps, 

the world’s foremost ski destination with a huge share of 

overall ski trips as well as skiable terrain. “There’s not as much 

innovation there,” said Vanat. “And so to stem this decline in 

visitation, there are a lot of things we as an industry could 

do to enhance the experience of skiers and give them much 

more convenience. Of course, remember that the Alpine 

resorts were not planned on a blank sheet of paper” but 

rather built over decades in and around small mountain 

towns, Vanat said. 

That’s potentially a huge asset. These European destinations 

are as much about the lifestyle, the food, the shopping, and 

the small-town feel as they are about the skiing. Operators 

like Club Med are working to make accessing the region 

easier than it has been in the past, using digitalization to 

smooth many aspects of the traveler journey, including 

pre-departure research, booking, and the on-mountain 

experience. The company’s Easy Arrival service prepares 

clients for their upcoming vacation via digital integration 

and allows guests to customize their rental ski gear, which 

is placed in personal lockers ahead of guest arrival, and to 

pre-register their children in kids club programming.

Technology is indeed making ski trips easier to plan and 

to enjoy. Resorts around the world are integrating digital 

solutions, tapping into the devices that travelers are already 

accustomed to using. At 12 of the 18 Vail Resorts properties, 

including Beaver Creek and Keystone, the EpicMix app 

tracks stats like total elevation traversed. At Club Med resorts 

worldwide, a wearable wristband serves as an all-access-

pass connected to a personal profile: It’s a room key, a spa 

pass, and the way to unlock your ski rentals, meaning guests 

don’t need to keep track of wallets or other ephemera. (A 

companion app lets skiers check in and out, arrange child 

care in kids clubs, and coordinate ski lessons.)

These changes are geared toward luring new clients who 

hadn’t previously considered a snow vacation, said Emilie 

Maisonnasse, director of studies and communication at G2A 

Consulting. “When you’re a skier, you come to ski every year. 

This market is really solid,” she said. “The goal is to win some 

non-skiers, people that don’t ski right now. It’s important for 

us to change the inaccurate image of the ski vacation –– that 

it’s expensive and cold.”

In this report, we’ll challenge that perception and particularly 

focus on the opportunities for the ski travel industry. We’ll 

highlight the key trends driving the future of the business. 

We’ll spotlight market data drawn from surveys of active ski 

travelers. And we’ll share insights from industry leaders and 

pro skiers to forecast where the winter sports business is 

heading in the years to come.



The Evolution of Winter Travelers and the Future of Ski Vacations 8SKIFT + CLUB MED

SEARCHING FOR GROWTH: A CONVERSATION 
WITH LAURENT VANAT, INDUSTRY ANALYST

SkiftX: What changes have you been 
tracking in the 2018-2019 mountain 
season? How is your forecast shaping up?

Vanat: There are never drastic changes from one year to 

the other, so I’m not expecting huge changes in the 2019 

report compared to the 2018 report. For the global figures 

on total skier visits, I expect those to be up four percent, as 

they were also in 2018. That’s good news. For three or four 

years in a row before that, the total figure was decreasing. 

So now it’s moving a little bit upward. Mostly it’s because we 

have better snow conditions in the Alps and in the U.S. and 

in other countries. So one driver is the weather and snow 

conditions — and the other explanation is the growth in 

China. The number of ski areas there is growing every year 

as well as the number of skiers. It’s a very dynamic market, 

in part because of the 2022 Olympic Games. I was there 

recently to visit several ski areas, and the number of visitors 

just keeps going up.

Geneva-based Vanat is known for his definitive annual 

reports on the ski and mountain tourism industry. 

The latest is due out in April 2019, and, ahead of its 

publication, he identified the greatest challenges the 

industry faces, the still-untapped opportunities, and his 

hopes for the future of ski tourism.

That sounds like a positive growth story 
for the industry, but you’ve suggested the 
reality is more complex. Walk us through 
the challenges facing the broader ski sector. 

Take China, for example, where something like 80 percent 

of skiers are brand new or beginners. Often they’ll only 

ski once and then stop. So over the past few years, the 

retention rate has been decreasing. They have more 

skiers every year — that’s growing — but overall visitation is 

declining because the pace of repeat visits is not growing 

at the same speed.

And this loss of 80 percent of your visitors after the first time 

is a universal problem. It’s only in the United States — where 

they’re very detailed about analyzing guest data — that 

they’ve made a lot of effort to improve the retention rate. In 

the Alps, we have a smaller proportion of beginners, so the 

problem impacts that region less. But it remains a problem 

and is one reason the total number of skier visits to the Alps 

is stagnant.

In the U.S., where they’re more aware of this problem, they’ve 

started, in several resorts, using something called terrain-

based learning so beginners will have the satisfaction of 

succeeding right away. Others will send guests videos and 

other familiarization before they arrive at the resort so they 

know what to expect. But these efforts are unfortunately 

mostly isolated — it hasn’t been something that’s seen 

broad adoption. The industry still lacks awareness about 

this problem, which is a bit mad!

What else could operators do to encourage 
broader interest in ski vacations? What are 
the challenges the industry needs to solve 
to increase retention rates?

The ski industry is very traditional — there’s not a lot of 

innovation. There are a lot of things we should be doing to 

make the skier’s experience much more convenient. Now, 
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“The Alps are by far the largest 
inbound ski market on the planet, 
capturing 43 percent of worldwide 
attendance,” according to Laurent 
Vanat. “It is also the most intensely 
equipped region of the industry, 
totalling more than 10,000 lifts.”

remember that the alpine resorts were not planned on a 

blank sheet of paper. Because of that, today, a visitor needs 

to park in one place, get his ticket in another, his ski rental 

in another, his lesson in another. As an industry, we’ve made 

the life of the skier very complicated — and we’ve only now 

realized that we need to make life easier. But that’s not yet 

the case today, generally speaking.

In the U.S., you’ve got lodges where everything is 

concentrated but that’s not the case in the Alps — or it’s 

rare. And that’s particularly a problem for the beginner –– 

for people who don’t know the whole process of skiing. But 

a resort like Club Med is a very good example of making it 

easier for the beginner.

Contrast this with the cruise industry, which is growing a 

lot in Europe because it can offer so much convenience to 

travelers. Clients in general are raising their expectations — 

they don’t want to go to five different places to get their 

stuff to go skiing. There’s still a lot of room for improvement. 

But I do think that Club Med really makes the life of the 

skier easy.

Looking closely at the Alps, are operators 
doing enough to win new consumers 
and expand beyond traditional European 
source markets?

Not really. The new generation doesn’t have parents to teach 

them how to ski, and whether you look at Switzerland, 

France, Austria, the U.K., Belgium, or the Netherlands, the 

story is exactly the same. They’re not growing — most are 

stagnating or even declining. The only exception is China, 

where you now have around 17 million skiers, though they 

don’t ski very often; many go only once. With the Winter 

Olympics coming up, we do expect this number to grow. The 

thing is, it’s not really a source market for the Alps. I always 

tell the Alpine operators, Don’t expect that the Chinese will 
replace the baby boomers in the European countries.

I say that because, globally, taking a long-haul flight to go 

skiing is not really typical. In fact, the transatlantic market 

is limited to about 500,000 people a year. It’s a small niche 

market. Of course Club Med does well to get travelers, 

Brazilians particularly, to the Alps, but it’s a niche. Don’t 

forget, there are only about 15 million people that go skiing 

abroad worldwide. That’s only about 12 percent of the total 

ski market.

Meanwhile, the U.K. is a big market but they’re more flexible 

[than other Europeans] because they’re flying. That also 

makes them more volatile because they might go to France 

one year and then, say, Bulgaria the next.

Speaking of the U.K., what do you forecast 
the impact of Brexit to be on ski vacations 
in the Alps?

The most important impact will be on chartered chalets, or 

vacation rentals, which are popular with U.K. skiers. These 

chalets can accommodate 10 to 20 guests, with U.K. staff 

that was working under U.K. contracts. With Brexit, they’ll no 

longer be able to do that; they’ll have to work with French 

contracts. With the same staffing and service levels, with 

French staff, it’ll cost four times as much. So the risk is that 

it’ll be too expensive and the clients will no longer come 

— or maybe the tour operators will stop operating these 

chalets altogether.

People are using low-cost carriers, and when they go on 

EasyJet’s or Ryanair’s website, they’re seeing Geneva and 

Courchevel  in competition with Marrakech and the Balearic 

Islands. So there’s certainly a risk that they’ll find it cheaper 

to go to the beach. The tour operators are expecting a 

decrease of about 10 percent.

10,000
lifts
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What concrete steps should the ski 
industry take to win more business in 
coming years?

First, they have to offer one-stop shopping on the 

web. I still remember when I went skiing in Whistler 

in 2005, and I could book the whole thing including 

the transfers from Vancouver in one go. Today, you 

still can’t find that for an Alpine ski destination. 

It’s incredible but true. And it’s doubly important 

because more and more people are self-organizing 

their trip and they want to be able to do that online.

Number two is improve the convenience in the resort. 

As I mentioned, these trips can be so incredibly 

complicated. The thing is, some people are ready to 

pay for amenities — like access to a summit lounge, 

access to lockers by the lifts where they can leave 

their stuff — but often those kinds of things aren’t even 

offered. We make the life of the client so complicated.

The learning process is another one. We already spoke 

about the retention rate for beginners — sometimes 

they find everything too complicated. So the learning 

process needs to be improved and be switched from 

a 20th-century to 21st-century way of doing things. 

It used to be that clients came to the mountains for 

only one activity, which was skiing. Nowadays, the 

environment has changed. Nobody wants to spend 

three whole days trying to learn to ski, so we need 

some new teaching methods that can get people 

skiing after just a few hours.

Around 84 million people ski the 
Americas every year, mostly in 
North America, accounting for 21 
percent of the global total. 

84 million
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WHO’S SKIING NOW: SOURCE MARKETS FOR 
THE GLOBAL INDUSTRY

Most of Club Med’s ski destinations are in Europe, so it makes sense that more than half of their ski customers 

come from two source markets, France and the U.K. Yet the brand has broad global appeal, with strong 

potential for growth in places like Brazil, Israel, South Africa, and the United States. Here’s a look at the share 

of Club Med hotel nights booked by market for the worldwide snow season, 2017-2018:

Looking at the global ski market, it’s clear that while Europe is one important source market for skiers, 

there are many other regions that “export” winter sports enthusiasts. Among the key potential growth 

markets for the ski industry are the Americas, Asia-Pacific, and Eastern Europe, which together account 

for nearly 60 percent of global skiers, according to Vanat’s 2018 International Report on Snow & Mountain

Tourism, from which this graph is drawn:

* “Alps” denotes skiers from Austria, France, Italy, Lichtenstein, Slovenia, and Switzerland; “Western Europe” encompases 

Andorra, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Iceland, Norway, Portugal, Spain, Sweden, and the United Kingdom. 
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THE STATE OF THE SKI MARKET IN THE ALPS 
AND WHERE THE OPPORTUNITIES ARE

For many travelers, the Alps remain the world’s foremost ski 

destination. Consider the glowing praise the region gets in 

the consumer travel media. “Val d’Isère is renowned for its 

vast and challenging ski area, lively après-ski scene, historic 

alpine charm, and stylish chalets,” wrote the travel site 

Culture Trip. The French localities of Chamonix–Mont Blanc, 

Courchevel, La Plagne, Les Arcs, Megève, Val d’Isère, and 

Val Thorens are all among Europe’s best ski destinations, 

according to Condé Nast Traveler’s 2017 Reader’s Choice 

Awards. And Chamonix “is the sort of town that attracts the 

wilderness-ambitious, a place where you can wake up to 

falling snow, go out and do something very dangerous and 

very challenging, and be back in time for a lunch of raclette, 

otherwise known as melted cheese,” wrote Rosecrans 

Baldwin in Travel + Leisure in 2018.

But there’s a disconnect between the idealized destination 

— the one spotlighted in media reports — and the actual 

logistics of getting there: Many U.S. travelers find ski 

vacations of all stripes difficult to plan and ones to Europe 

even more so, said Sherman, the Ski.com executive.

France in particular is at a crossroads. The country is one of 

the world’s preeminent winter sports destinations, having 

https://theculturetrip.com/europe/france/articles/the-10-best-ski-resorts-in-france/
https://theculturetrip.com/europe/france/articles/the-10-best-ski-resorts-in-france/
https://www.cntraveler.com/galleries/2015-01-06/best-ski-resorts-in-europe-alps-readers-choice-awards-2014
https://www.cntraveler.com/galleries/2015-01-06/best-ski-resorts-in-europe-alps-readers-choice-awards-2014
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entertained recreational skiers for more than a century. 

Millions of people visited the country’s slopes last year, 

most from within France. Yet the place that hosted the 

very first Winter Olympics, at Chamonix in 1924, faces an 

uncertain future: It’s having a hard time luring new skiers 

to its unbelievably gorgeous slopes. “Winter 2016-2017 is the 

fourth season in a row with a decrease in visits to French ski 

resorts,” wrote Vanat, in a recent report.

 

“The British represent one quarter” of all foreign skiers in 

France, he wrote. “That’s followed by the Italians, Belgians, 

Germans, and Russians. The latter became increasingly 

numerous at ski resorts, accounting for 7 to 9 percent of 

overnight stays in hotels, before the Ukrainian crisis.”

“After three years of stagnation or decrease, the total figure 

of skier visits worldwide is now showing a trend upwards 

again,” Vanat wrote. But that slight uptick isn’t cause for 

celebration, he added. “Most markets still show a very 

mature profile, and basic [downside] issue of the industry 

remains the demographic, with the retreat of baby boomers 

and the low renewal of customer base.” In other words, the 

ski industry needs to take bold steps to win new consumers. 

In particular, Vanat wrote, ski resorts need to make it easier 

for first-timers to jump into winter sports. “If the industry 

does not figure out how to turn the tedious learning process 

into a great time, it will fail in capturing the interest of 

the new generation of potential skiers that is desperately 

needed to fill the newly built resorts in Asia and Eastern 

Europe and to renew the baby boomers customer base in 

the traditional markets.” 

Where the Growth Is

One key source market for European ski resorts is North 

America –– particularly visitors from the U.S. While they’ve 

historically been a single-digit percentage of the travelers 

skiing the Alps, there’s great potential in this market, given 

the right pitch. Whether they realize it or not, these skiers 

have been getting a taste of the Alps for decades, even 

when skiing close to home. After World War I, the global 

trend away from Nordic, or cross-country, skiing toward 

adrenaline-pumping Alpine skiing took off globally. 

“As the thrills of Alpine skiing displaced the more gradual 

rewards of Nordic skiing, developers transformed the 

American West into a facsimile of the Alps,” wrote Andrew 

Denning in a 2015 article for The Atlantic. “Resorts like 

Idaho’s Sun Valley — billed as America’s St. Moritz when it 

opened in 1936 — operated a ski school staffed entirely by 

Austrians, seeking to capitalize on the sport’s continental 

allure. Similarly, after fleeing Austria to escape the Nazis 

in 1939, Hannes Schneider moved to North Conway, New 

Hampshire, where he partnered with a local businessman 

and became the public face of Cranmore Mountain Resort.” 

In other words, Americans have been chasing the Alpine 

dream for nearly a century.

“I love skiing in Europe,” said Julia Mancuso, an American 

professional skier who has won four Olympic medals, 

including a gold in giant slalom in 2006. “There’s so much 

Eighty percent of the world’s major 
resorts, meaning those that draw
more than 1 million annual visitors, 
are located in the Alps. All five of
the world’s most visited resorts are 
in Europe. Les Arcs and La Plagne,
which both form part of Paradiski, 
are ranked first and third globally
in visitation, according to a Laurent 
Vanat study.

80%

https://www.theatlantic.com/business/archive/2015/02/how-skiing-went-from-the-alps-to-the-masses/385691/
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All-Inclusive v. A La Carte

Club Med tallied up the costs associated with a week-long ski 

vacation in the French Alps and in Aspen, Colorado, for a couple 

departing New York City.

INCLUDED

$789 per person

$1,578

including taxes 
and resort fees

$3,003

$50

$168

$624 per person

$1,248

$137 per person per day

$1,640

$20 per person per day
$280

$60 per person per day
$840

D.I.Y. SKI VACATION
IN ASPEN

$4,404 per person

$8,808 per couple

INCLUDED

All-inclusive package

$5,942

INCLUDED

INCLUDED

INCLUDED

$2,971 per person

$5,942 per couple

INCLUDED

INCLUDED

CLUB MED LES 
ARCS PANORAMA 
IN THE FRENCH ALPS

Round-trip 
airfare

Round-trip 
transfer
to resort

Accommodations 
for seven nights

Lunch and 
dinner

Tipping 15 percent

Lift tickets for 
six days

Ski lessons and 
guide for six days

Ski vacation price

Alcoholic or
nonalcoholic 
beverages

to explore that it’s hard to know where to 

start. There’s a more romantic vibe for sure. 

European skiing can be glamorous, wild, and 

adventurous.” Now a brand ambassador for 

Club Med, Mancuso said her goal is to turn 

her countrymen on to those unique charms. 

“I love how all of the resorts are so unique and 

different,” she said. “We are heading to Club 

Med Les Arcs Panorama this winter, and those 

mountains are some of my favorites. I’ve also 

spent a lot of time over the hill at Val D’Isère, 

where I’ve had some of my best early season 

snow.”

That message is starting to resonate with 

Americans, said Castagnoli, of Rossignol. “With 

maybe a couple of exceptions, nothing in 

North America can really compare. The Alps 

are a completely unique experience — from the 

size and scope of the mountains and terrain 

— which is so jaw dropping at times it just 

doesn’t make sense — to the influx of different 

cultures. Skiing and the mountain lifestyle is 

fully woven into the culture and infrastructure 

of the Alps on a scale larger than anywhere 

else in the world.”

There’s also the cost-benefit analysis that’s 

changing the way North Americans think of 

the Alps. With ultra-low transatlantic airfares 

and high lift ticket and lodging prices in the 

Western United States and Canada, some savvy 

travelers are realizing it’s just as affordable to 

have a European adventure as it would be to 

go for a vacation closer to home. In fact, skiing 

Europe can actually be more affordable than 

going to the Rockies, according to Club Med. 

Ski vacation price: Club Med price is for two adults in a double-occupancy Club 
Room for a seven-night stay. Round-trip flight, New York to Geneva, based on 
travel January 13 to January 20, 2019. Membership fees of $60 per adult included.

https://skift.com/2017/04/18/the-hidden-costs-of-those-cheap-transatlantic-flights/
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A Closer Look at Feeder Markets

Meanwhile, travelers in other markets retain their affinity for 

the Alps. Visitors from France, Israel, Russia, South Africa, the 

U.K., and elsewhere not only consider the region the world’s 

premier ski destination, but also know the resorts and the 

slopes quite well. “You know, going to ski from Israel, from 

South Africa, the Alps are considered an exotic destination 

because they’re far away,” said Zeev Dahan, CEO of Club 

Med Israel. “For a long time it was really dedicated to a very 

specific population. In the past it was for people only going 

to ski. Now it’s about taking a vacation, maybe with the 

family or with a few couples. It’s about taking vacation first 

and skiing second.”

Ski trips remain a huge wintertime pursuit for Russian 

travelers specifically, and more than 90 percent of those 

individuals who self-identify as skiers prefer a snow trip to 

a beach vacation, according to research from Club Med. 

Around three in 10 plan to take two or even three ski trips in 

a given season; about half of those surveyed prefer staying 

within Russia for their ski trips, citing shorter travel times, a 

lack of visa hurdles, and instructors who speak their native 

language as reasons why.

A Focus on Europe

But the vast majority of those skiing in Europe come from 

nearby, including France and the U.K., two countries that 

make up more than 50 percent of the visitors to Club Med 

properties in the region. “Brexit, however, is impacting a 

series of decisions” for U.K. travelers, according to a Club 

Med report on travelers’ intentions. “Sixty-seven percent said 

it would change their booking behavior in some way, with 

76 percent concerned about currency fluctuations in light 

of Brexit. Sixty percent say that Brexit will likely increase the 

amount they spend while they’re on holiday. It also seems to 

be having an impact on where people are going on holiday, 

with 34 percent saying it would make them rethink their 

holiday destination and more than a quarter saying they are 

more likely to take a skiing or snowboarding holiday outside 

of the E.U. after Brexit.” Still, this context does not seem to 

have impacted the massive growth of Club Med U.K., which 

has seen an 8 percent increase in total individual sales in 

winter 2019 versus winter 2018.

Indeed, U.K. travelers continue to find the Alps highly 

appealing, according to a study of traveler habits by h2\, 

a market research and marketing consultancy. Survey 

respondents recalled a few particularly memorable 

moments from their trips: “Being on the top of a mountain 

with my partner and child, enjoying the breathtaking views 

and the squeals of joy from my child racing down the 

mountain with her dad,” and “It was a great holiday, as it 

was the first time my daughter tried snowboarding, and she 

really enjoyed it. Happy kids is the most positive experience 

of all!” Little surprise then that more than half of the 400 

U.K. travelers polled said the most important part of a ski 

vacation was the chance to spend quality time with family 

and friends — something respondents said was readily 

available in the Alps.

For their part, French and Belgian travelers also see the 

mountains as a quality destination, even if they have some 

concerns about the cost of vacations there. French travelers 

are keen skiers, with about four in five citing the sport as 

a key reason to spend time in the mountains –– roughly 

the same proportion believe that winter vacations can be 

more expensive than other types of trips. Among the top 

reasons they still make the trip, though, are “the snow,” “the 

mountain atmosphere,” and “the pure mountain air.”

Belgian travelers similarly tell h2\ that nature, fresh air, and 

the chance to disconnect are key drivers of their mountain-

travel decisions. They too perceive ski vacations to be more 

expensive than other types of trips but consider the cost 

worth it. Fully three quarters of survey respondents — both 

singles and couples with kids — agreed with this statement: “If I 

could, I would go on more winter vacations in the mountains.”

Looking at an Uncertain Future

Regardless of source market, the European ski industry 

faces the challenge of engaging new-to-ski guests. That’s 

because “the people hesitating or dropping out [of the 

market] are the least experienced skiers,” according to an 

LHM Conseil consumer survey that focused on the British 

ski market. (The same was anecdotally true in other source 

markets, experts told SkiftX.) 

One solve is making lessons and on-mountain guiding part 

of the package from the jump. At Club Med properties 

across Europe, for example, guiding services are included 
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–– a considerable perk, given that the region’s massive ski 

areas can have hundreds of runs and dozens of lifts. It’s 

also important that beginners feel that they’re welcome on 

the slopes, said Dominique Masson, a mountain purchase 

manager at Club Med. “We’ve had a long-term partnership 

with ESF, since the ‘60s, and we’re constantly adjusting the 

ways that we teach lessons to meet guests’ needs,” Masson 

said. “As a ski instructor myself, I’ve had the pleasure of 

teaching first-time guests in their 70s. I always say it’s never 

too late to learn — and to enjoy skiing in a safe, restorative 

mountain environment.”

Other resorts are emphasizing their four-season credentials, 

wagering that once guests come to explore the mountains 

in summer for hiking, biking, and relaxation, they’ll return in 

winter for another look at the same stunning destination — 

this time ready to try the slopes.

“Before it used to be long stays of one week. That’s really 

changed. More and more people go to ski for only one 

weekend or short stay,” said Maisonnasse, the industry 

consultant. “I think that people prefer short stays because, 

as people work more, it’s not so easy to go on vacation for 

one week in winter. Instead, you can have several short stays 

over the course of a winter rather than only one full week.”

Another issue is the accommodations. Many, particularly 

in the French Alps, retain “a level of comfort in many cases 

still based on the standards of the 1970s,” wrote Vanat. (To 

be clear, he didn’t mean it as a compliment.) At the same 

time, many guests are demanding more and more from 

where they’re staying. “One big change in ski destinations 

is regarding customer-to-customer accommodation, like 

Airbnb, which for the last four years is really increasing 

and has changed the iconic model of ski resorts,” said 

Maisonnasse. “This is really important because operators 

are really having to change the way they sell their own 

apartments and accommodations.”

Among the companies that have stepped up their game 

is Club Med. “We have a very new, very nice hotel in Val 

Thorens, for example,” said Dahan. “That village is among 

the top-ranked for all countries and, for sure, it’s number 

one for skiers in Israel, Russia, and South Africa.” And while 

specific destinations and villages are important, the hotel 

side of the equation is ever more important. “Consumers are 

more and more demanding. They don’t want only to stay in 

a very famous ski station like Val Thorens,” Dahan said. “They 

want very nice accommodations, a nice spa, they’re asking 

which brands we carry in the hotel. These are all very new 

questions we haven’t gotten before.”
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WHERE THE INDUSTRY IS HEADED: A 
CONVERSATION WITH SYLVAIN RABUEL; CEO 
FRANCE, EUROPE, AND AFRICA; CLUB MED

In his wide-ranging role, Rabuel oversees existing 

and forthcoming mountain resorts in the French 

Alps and beyond. He shared with SkiftX his thoughts 

on the challenges facing the ski industry, the must-

have amenities that today’s guest demands, and the 

importance of eliminating the boring.

SkiftX: Club Med made a name for itself 
through all-inclusive vacations, but you 
also say the brand has serious luxury 
credentials. How do you reconcile the two?

Rabuel: Your question seems to imply that luxury and 

all-inclusive can’t be combined! But for the last 10 years 

in Europe, Club Med has been a key player in the luxury 

segment, based on our all-inclusive formula, whether you’re 

seaside or on the mountain. The design of our resorts is 

upscale; the locations are upscale; in terms of our mountain 

resorts, they’re ski-in and ski-out, with amazing views, 

big rooms, very refined food, and so on. The features are 

absolutely luxury.

Our premium all-inclusive formula is that we’ve included 

the ski passes and the lessons from local ski schools, of 

course, as well as all the other activities. It’s not just a ski 

resort; it’s a complete holiday resort with everything you 

want to do: multiple dining options, fitness, gym, hiking, 

our childcare program, swimming pools, and so on. All of 

this is included, with full board, of course, plus hospitality 

provided by our team of “G.O.s,” or gentils organisateurs, 

who are members of our extroverted, energetic team that is 

100 percent dedicated to guest happiness.

All this gives you a totally hassle free trip, which is critical 

when it comes to winter holidays because there are often 

many pain points for clients heading to the mountains — 

rent the skis, buy a ski pass, take the kids to the lessons 

— and our all-inclusive formula is fixing all of those pain 

points. When you check in, you find your ski pass, you find 

your personalized ski locker with all your rental gear, your 

ski lessons are already booked, and the instructor picks you 

up in the lodge — so it’s all organized with everything in the 

same one-stop place. 

What’s changed in terms of the on-mountain 
experience travelers are asking for today?

We’ve seen an evolution: Ten years ago, people were going 

to ski only to ski –– and they approached it in a very sporty 

way. This is absolutely not the case anymore. It’s about skiing 

for pleasure and leisure — they’re looking for moments on 

the mountain with friends and kids and family. They’re 

spending less time on the slopes because people expect to 

do more than skiing — they want to visit the spa, swim, tan 

on a terrace, enjoy great food, discover the village, go to a 

local cheese factory, basically enjoy the mountain lifestyle 

rather than focus exclusively on the sport of skiing.

Spring ski vacations are are also becoming more popular 

because the days are longer, and it’s more pleasant to be 

in the sun — not to mention you get a whole “second” day. 

Assuming you ski in the morning, in the afternoon, you can 
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do something else, whether it’s sunning on the terrace, 

visiting the spa, or going to the valley and local villages 

nearby. Instead of just skiing, you can now have two different 

experiences in one. Of course, the resort has to be located 

somewhere at high altitude, where you can ski late in the 

season, and, like ours, offer ski-in, ski-out accommodations.

Lastly, in the French Alps in particular, there’s a growing 

clientele that’s entirely new: from Russia, the Middle East, 

Turkey, Lebanon, Israel, South Africa, and farther away like 

Brazil, Singapore, and China. It’s a growing trend because 

in those countries it’s seen as very exotic to spend a winter 

holiday in the mountains. Our responsibility is to welcome 

them not just as beginner skiers but also as newcomers to 

the mountain world in general. Also, they’re coming from 

very far away, so we need to handle all the boring aspects 

of long-distance travel and the logistics. With us, they don’t 

have to deal with anything, they just book and enjoy. And 

this is a trend that’s just beginning — it’s only going to grow.

What are the biggest challenges that Club 
Med and the broader ski industry face in 
the coming years?

One is securing the last, best sites in the European Alps. 

We have a very ambitious plan, and we’re launching a new 

Club Med mountain resort every year, at least, in the next 

five years and in some years, two. So we’re accelerating our 

development pipeline.

Second, it’s less a concern than it is a priority, but growing 

our international clientele can be challenging. Our goal isn’t 

Europe, where the market is quite stable. The growth is in 

Asia or in America. We have to design the experience for 

these new markets, which will require some adaptation on 

our part. For instance, now we’ve got to teach young skiers 

in Portuguese or Mandarin. But we welcome the need to 

adapt to this growing clientele.

The third challenge is to keep expanding the length of 

the season. To have luxury resorts on the best sites in the 

Alps is a huge investment, so we have to be able to operate 

year-round. With the growth of the mountain tourism in 

winter, we also have the opportunity to grow it as a summer 

destination. We can’t just have a six-month season, lasting 

from November to April. We have to expand.

In terms of enticing the long-haul audience, 
those underleveraged source markets, 
what can you do to convince those guests 
to make the trip to the Alps?

People want to relax and disconnect from their day-to-

day life. We want to free them from the organization of 

the trip, the money matters — meaning, once you’re here 

you don’t have to pay anything extra — and give them a 

gorgeous environment to enjoy where they can rediscover 

the pleasure of skiing, being together with friends, and live 

what should be their real life! Our job at Club Med is to save 

them from the boring things in life. This is why we invented 

the all-inclusive formula 70 years ago.

In addition to skiing, visitors say 
they enjoy simply relaxing in the 
mountains, according to surveys by 
h2\, a market research firm. Here, 
the total share of travelers from each 
market that rate swimming and 
wellness as important factors in a 
mountain vacation:

62%
45%
54%

BELGIUM

FRANCE

U.K.
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MARKET-SPECIFIC TRAVELER MOTIVATIONS: 
INSIGHTS FROM H2\

Belgian 
travelers with children who agreed 
with each statement

French
travelers with children who agreed 
with each statement

U.K.
travelers with children who agreed 
with each statement

74%

77%

63%

86%

I prefer skiing vacations to 
beach vacations.

Winter vacations in the mountains 
are expensive but worth it.

Winter vacations in the mountains 
require a lot of organization.

If I could, I’d go on more winter 
vacations in the mountains.

Globally, many travelers want to take a ski vacation, but at the same time, many believe it’s the sort of 
trip that’s both expensive and difficult to plan. Interestingly, this perception cuts across geographic lines, 
according to h2\. Travelers from Belgium, France, and the U.K. all report that they’d love to spend more 
time on the slopes for both skiing and other activities, a positive overall sign for the industry. 

77%

76%

49%

85%

I prefer skiing vacations to 
beach vacations.

Winter vacations in the mountains 
are expensive but worth it.

Winter vacations in the mountains 
require a lot of organization.

If I could, I’d go on more winter 
vacations in the mountains.

77%

83%

65%

89%

I prefer skiing vacations to 
beach vacations.

Winter vacations in the mountains 
are expensive but worth it.

Winter vacations in the mountains 
require a lot of organization.

If I could, I’d go on more winter 
vacations in the mountains.
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go for skiing

go for skiing

80%

92%

46%

32%

47%

43%

go for the food and wine

go for the food and wine

go for wellness activities

Belgium

The U.K.

France

go for skiing

85% 28% 47%

go for the food and winego for wellness activities

go for wellness activities

Interest in ski vacations remains strong among individuals in Belgium, France, and the U.K. who are passionate 
about the sport. Consider the motivations of the top 20th percentile of earners in each country who take 
winter vacations at least once every two years, according to an h2\ survey.
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These are some of the key considerations cited 
by travelers from three markets as contributing 
to a successful winter vacation, according to h2\. 

Belgium
• Spending good times with family and friends

• Enjoyable evenings*

• The quality of the accommodation

• The quality of the snow

• The snowfall

France
• The snowfall

• The ski area

• Proximity to the slopes

• Spending good time with family and friends

• The quality of the snow

The U.K.
• The quality of the accommodation

• Spending good time with family and friends

• Enjoyable evenings*

• The ski area

• The snowfall

*Not necessarily spent skiing!

Data in this section is drawn from a 

survey conducted by h2\, a market 

research and marketing consultancy. 

Survey was conducted in October 2018 

in Belgium, France, and the U.K., among 

the top 20th percentile of earners that go 

on winter vacations at least once every two 

years. For each source market, N = 400.
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Northeast U.S.

53%

47%

45%

39%

32%

Downhill skiing

Hiking

Ice skating

Sledding

Snowboarding

Outside Europe, Americans and Canadians remain keen on winter vacations and in particular ski trips. Getting 
on the slopes remains the primary motivator for winter travel, but many other activities are high on the list, 
proof that a ski vacation is about much more than just skiing, according to a Nielsen poll of 774 travelers in the 
Northeastern United States, Ontario, and Québec. Here, a look at participation rates in winter activities.

MARKET-SPECIFIC TRAVELER MOTIVATIONS: 
INSIGHTS FROM NIELSEN

25%

25%

19%

2%

2%

Cross-country 
skiing

Snowmobiling

Snowshoeing

Others

None of the above
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Ontario

33%

31%

26%

3%

3%

Snowshoeing

Sledding

Snowmobiling

Others

None of the above

71%

63%

42%

36%

33%

Downhill skiing

Ice skating

Hiking

Cross-country 
skiing

Snowboarding

Québec

22%

22%

21%

3%

1%

62%

52%

52%

45%

37%

Downhill skiing

Hiking

Ice skating

Snowshoeing

Cross-country 
skiing

Sledding

Snowmobiling

Snowboarding

Others

None of the above
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91%Northeast U.S.

$50 $210 
per night

$500

100%

80%

60%

40%

20%

0%

74%

53%
49%

Northeast U.S.

Ontario

Québec

These same travelers are keen on the concept of all-inclusive mountain vacations. While the value 
proposition is clear to a majority of survey respondents, their budgets aren’t perhaps as high as one might 
expect. Affinity for an all-inclusive vacation sharply declines after an inflection point of $210 per person per 
night, according to a Nielsen study, though a considerable chunk of Americans are willing to pay more.

And while price is a consideration, almost all ski travelers find the concept 
of an all-inclusive resort attractive. More than nine in 10 U.S. travelers like the 
idea, and Canadian travelers are also enthused about the concept.

Interest level

86%

93%Ontario

Québec
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WHAT’S MOTIVATING WINTER TRAVELERS NOW: 
A CONVERSATION WITH DAN SHERMAN, CHIEF 
MARKETING OFFICER, SKI.COM

Dan Sherman has a unique perspective on the 

winter sports industry in his role at the Aspen, 

Colorado–based company. First launched as 

S&L Travel in 1971 before going online in 1999, 

Ski.com is today one of the world’s largest 

booking platforms for vacations on the snow. 

That market clout gives Sherman some unique 

perspective into what’s getting travelers on the 

mountain today.

SkiftX: With all the competition for 
travelers’ attention and spending power, 
how can operators keep ski vacations top of 
mind for vacationers?

Dan Sherman: I think it’s a great time to be a skier 

or snowboarder because skiing has never been more 

accessible thanks to the EpicPass, the Ikon Pass, and other 

similar passes. Basically, for around $700, you can get a 

variety of unlimited skiing options for the whole season. To 

put that into perspective, daily lift tickets at some resorts for 

the holidays are as much as $180 these days. So it can be 

more economical to have a season pass. More interestingly, 

you now have skiers who live away from the mountains, 

in these big feeder markets like Texas, Chicago, Florida, or 

even New England. In addition to being a great value, these 

passes help people include skiing in their personal identity 

— it’s a bragging rights thing.

What about challenges? With some resorts 
reporting negative or flat growth, how do 
you engage the skier of tomorrow?

The whole industry is focused on growing the sport. There’s 

a resort in Canada called Panorama that has a lift ticket for 

beginners. Normally a lift ticket is a lift ticket, and it doesn’t 

matter if you’re going to ski the whole mountain or just the 

beginner runs. But their thing — which I believe is a new 

concept in skiing — is that if all you’re going to ski is the 

beginner terrain, it should be less expensive and more 

accessible, just to get you up on the mountain. I think that’s 

a really great model.

Around 216 million people ski the 
Alps and Western Europe every 
year, 54 percent of the global total, 
according to a Laurent Vanat study.

216 million
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Can all-inclusives draw new skiers or better 
engage people who maybe haven’t been to 
the mountain recently?

The Club Med model addresses some intimidation that 

beginners might have. There are a lot of moving parts to 

a ski vacation. First off, people don’t know what they don’t 

know. And those that do, they know they need lessons, they 

need equipment rentals — but they don’t know where the 

meeting spot is for lessons, they don’t know where the ski 

shop is for equipment rentals. There are all these moving 

parts. But if you’re going to Club Med, it’s all right there, and 

you know you’re going to be be taken care of.

What are some of the key differences in 
your mind between skiing the Alps and 
skiing somewhere in North America?

One of the biggest draws for Europe is the culture. The 

mountains are big and beautiful and the food is amazing. I 

think that a lot of people go there just for those things. The 

skiing is actually secondary. Often the reason why people go 

skiing is to get to lunch. No joke! The lunches are amazing. 

You can sit on a patio for three hours eating great food 

under the sun with amazing views and interesting people. 

The lunch itself could be the experience of the trip.

That’s not to say you can’t eat well in North 
America, right?

Well, there are definitely resorts here that are known for 

their food, like Deer Valley for example, or Aspen Highlands, 

which has a place called Cloud Nine. It’s an Austrian 

bistro type thing. You kind of feel like you’re in the Alps 

there. There’s a deck with a big view of a 14,000-foot peak. 

There’s fondue and, come 3 o’clock, the music turns up and 

champagne starts getting sprayed all over the place. They’re 

channeling the European vibe.

What’s next in the world of ski destinations? 
What do operators and hoteliers have to do 
to keep attracting guests?

I always say that 20 years ago, all you needed was a hotel, 

a chairlift, and a bar. Now, ski vacations are much more 

sophisticated, and there are a lot more options. When 

you think about the sophistication, you think about fine 

dining, shopping, and activities –– I guess I actually think 

about boomers and how they travel. But the fact is, now the 

resorts are recognizing millennials, and they’re adding even 

more activities because millennials are looking for a variety 

of things to do, whether that’s mountain coasters, climbing 

walls, DJs, or festivals. These days you can do it all.
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WHAT’S NEW ON THE MOUNTAIN WORLDWIDE: 
THE NEW FACE OF SKI RESORTS

In recent years, a number of hospitality brands both within 

and outside of the ski sector have embraced the resort-

within-a-resort concept: Norwegian’s Haven suites, the 

Delano hotel inside the Mandalay Bay in Las Vegas, and the 

OpenSkies offshoot of British Airways that offers premium 

seating for transatlantic flights are just three examples. For 

its part, Club Med has added a batch of 25 suites (all with 

five-star amenities like a private lounge and bar for suite 

guests, private concierge service, and all-day room service) 

to the larger, four-star Valmorel resort. The through line to all 

these moves is toward a more upscale lodging experience 

for guests who value flexibility as much as thread count and 

other high-touch amenities.

“Everything we do today has to do with our property 

becoming a hub of experiences,” said Mufraggi, of Club Med. 

“Many people now go to our ski properties not only for ski — 

and they all have different expectations, the dad, the mom, 

and the kids. What we propose as a luxury experience is the 

possibility that everyone can do what they would really like 

to do, in the most convenient way. Then afterwards, we also 

create moments where they can be back together.”

Giving everyone something to enjoy is key, says Masson, the 

ski instructor. “For sure our resorts are all inclusive but it’s 

even more important that everything is being managed for 

you in a single place — so there’s no need to suffer queues all 

around town,” he said. “Parents can live their life and the kids 

can ski and enjoy at the same time. But, because everything 

is close at hand, you can also catch up with them whenever 

you want.”

Club Med has ski resorts worldwide — in China, France, Italy, 

Japan, and Switzerland, plus a forthcoming Québec property 

slated to open in 2020 — but the majority of its snow-centric 

properties are in the Alps, where the brand has close to 20 

Club Med Grand Massif Samoëns Morillon, France

https://www.clubmed.us/d/The-Alps/France
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locations. Among the newest are Grand Massif Samoëns 

Morillon, just east of Geneva, which opened in December 

2017, as did the brand’s latest property in Japan, Club Med 

Tomamu Hokkaido. Les Arcs Panorama, a 434-room retreat 

in the middle of the massive Paradiski resort, south of Grand 

Massif, opened in December 2018.

Each of those new locations are putting technology at the 

forefront of operations and guest experience in the form of 

wearables that link guest profiles to physical devices that 

ease friction throughout the stay. The first of these RFID-

equipped wristbands launched in March 2017 at Club Med 

Peisey-Vallandry and enables guests to access ski rentals, 

unlock room doors, check in for spa appointments, and pay 

for items in the on-property boutique.

These tools make Club Med among the leaders in the 

wearables space, along with Princess Cruises and Walt Disney 

World Resorts, two other first movers who are deploying 

the technology at scale. Princess launched its Ocean 

Medallion tool in late 2017. For Disney, the introduction in 

2013 of MagicBands, a similar RFID-powered wearable, 

revolutionized the park-going experience.

The benefits to both consumers and industry are clear: Guests 

don’t need to carry cards, cash, or keep track of room keys. 

They can also link their wearable device to a guest profile, 

outlining preferences and interests. Travel companies also 

see tremendous upside in actionable real-world data from 

guests that can be used to smooth operations, manage 

guest flow, and deliver personalized service. And by sharing 

information across departments and across resorts or cruise 

ships, operators can predict guest behaviors and deliver an 

elevated experience — say, a custom drink order delivered 

poolside — that simply wouldn’t have been possible without 

this technology.

Elsewhere, resorts are building their own apps to better 

meet clients where they’re comfortable — which is to say 

on their mobile devices. Paradiski, one of the world’s largest 

ski areas, has introduced a mobile app, Yuge, that delivers 

up-to-the-second snow and weather conditions, lift line 

updates, and area maps to users’ devices. The EpicMix app, 

from Vail Resorts, tracks users’ average speed and other stats 

— and even includes a “leaderboard” for friendly competition 

between friends. Both are fantastic examples of the power 

that in-the-cloud data analysis and social connectivity can 

have on the real-world, on-mountain experience. While it’s 

still early days for augmented reality, it’s sure to become a 

much more important offer to drive consumer loyalty in the 

future, according to a recent Skift report.

Operators continue to focus on winning new customers, as 

well, since new-to-ski visitors are a critical growth area for 

the winter sports sector. “One myth is that, if you don’t ski, 

a mountain vacation might be boring,” said Masson. “But 

nothing could be further from the truth, particularly at 

our properties, because you’ve got a bunch of possibilities 

including pools, wonderful spaces to relax, snow shoeing, 

and so many other activities beyond skiing.”

 

Motivations for taking mountain 
vacations go well beyond skiing, 
according to an h2\ survey.

60% 

46% 

44%

28%

go for the atmosphere 

and crisp air

go to recharge and step 

away from daily life

go to spend time with 

friends and family

go specifically for 

wellness activities like 

spa and fitness

https://www.clubmed.us/d/The-Alps/France
https://www.cmo.com.au/article/626427/club-med-rolls-digital-bracelets-new-payment-system/
https://www.cmo.com.au/article/626427/club-med-rolls-digital-bracelets-new-payment-system/
http://paradiski.com/yuge/?lang=en
https://skift.com/2018/05/16/augmented-reality-is-silly-right-now-but-wont-be-forever/
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Resorts are also doubling down on making the mountains as 

accessible as possible. Many developments are emphasizing 

the fact that their accommodations are ski-in, ski-out, which 

enables travelers to get on the snow in seconds. That means 

less schlepping and more skiing, said Rabuel, the Club Med 

executive. “Assuming you ski in the morning, then, in the 

afternoon, you can do something else, whether it’s sunning 

on the terrace, visiting the spa, or going to the valley nearby 

and local villages,” he said. “Instead of just skiing, you can 

now have two different experiences in one day — as long as 

the resort is located somewhere at high altitude, where you 

can ski late in the season.”

Meanwhile resorts are upping their gear games, a benefit 

for both newbies and experts. “Rental gear is improving, 

and that’s helping people beat the ‘schlep factor’ and avoid 

bag fees,” said Sherman. New equipment makes it easier 

to learn the sport “whether you’re a first-timer or an all-

mountain expert,” said Castagnoli, of Rossignol. “That makes 

it easier and less fatiguing to take advantage of those big 

powder days, and ski boots are more customizable and 

comfortable than ever before.” Meanwhile, experts are keen 

to try the latest innovations at resorts, like Club Med, that 

make cutting edge equipment available, Castagnoli added. 

“Some boot models even feature integrated Bluetooth 

compatible heaters.”

Two major concerns for resorts globally remain climate 

change and unpredictable weather patterns. “We as a brand 

never go into ski resorts where they don’t have an artificial 

snow system,” Mufraggi said of Club Med. “Especially now 

that they can really create something that has the quality 

of real snow.” Companies are also strategizing ways to keep 

customer satisfaction high even if conditions are less than 

ideal. “We also have weather guarantee insurance,” Mufraggi 

said. “We guarantee that guests are going to ski or they get 

their money back — or, what we often do, particularly early in 

the season, is move them to a property at a higher altitude, 

which will certainly have snow.”

Paradiski, one of the world’s largest 
ski resorts, has 425 km (264 miles)
of skiable terrain, serviced by 139 lifts.

425 km

Club Med Grand Massif Samoëns Morillon, France
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TRENDS IN WINTER VACATIONS: A CONVERSATION 
WITH DAVID MEYER, DIRECTOR OF PROJECT 
MANAGEMENT FOR NORTH AMERICA, CLUB MED

For David Meyer, who started his career as a sailing 

instructor before becoming a Club Med resort 

general manager in the mountains, spending time 

on the slopes is a way of life. His latest challenge, 

after 20 years with Club Med, is opening the first 

all-inclusive resort in Charlevoix, just an hour’s 

drive from Québec City Jean Lesage International 

Airport. SkiftX spoke to Meyer about his thoughts 

on the future of ski vacations.

SkiftX: As someone who got his start 
sailing rather than on snow, you must get 
this question a lot: What do you say to 
people who think Club Med is just a 
warm-weather escape?

Meyer: In Europe, our history goes way back. Our first 

mountain resort opened in 1959, in Switzerland. So there’s a 

long-lasting history. Many resorts have come and gone, but 

today we’re still operating. More than a third of our resorts 

around the world are mountain resorts. It’s a huge part of 

our business.

What draws a consumer to a mountain 
resort? Is it as simple as the thrill of skiing 
or is there a deeper need that guests are 
looking to fulfill?

A lot of people are looking for fresh air. They’re looking to put 

their kids in the most natural possible environment, and the 

cleanest, purest, freshest, most rejuvenating environment. 

There’s nothing like going on a hike on a day where, in town, 

it’s gonna be 30 degrees Celsius (86 degrees Fahrenheit) 

and up in the mountains it’s animals surrounded by brooks, 

by fresh water, fresh clean air — this is a huge, huge request 

for our guests.

So it’s not just about coming to the 
mountains in winter, correct?

Some of our resorts operate during the summer. We’re also 

starting to have some resorts that will operate in all four 

seasons, like the one we’re going to have in Québec. We 

have downhill mountain biking, electric mountain biking, 

huge hiking programs — usually a resort will have about a 

hundred different hikes. My son’s favorite is doing a treasure 

hunt with the avalanche dogs — who are basically out of a 

job during the summer — and learning how to read maps 

in the woods. So we have a lot of success with this. We’re 

averaging somewhere around 85 percent occupancy in our 

mountain resorts, summer and winter.

Americans take 2.4 ski trips per
calendar year, spending an average 
of 3.5 nights on each trip.

3.5 nights
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Getting back to the ski season, what are 
some of the key advantages Club Med 
enjoys compared to other operators?

Club Med takes everything that is expensive and a hassle 

about bringing your family on a ski trip and not only handles 

it but includes it in your package. First of all, your ski pass is 

included. When you get to the resort, your rental skis are 

in the locker, which is tied to your room, so you don’t have 

to lug your equipment to and from your room. Ski lessons 

that go from expert skiers all the way down to beginners; 

it’s the best way to discover the mountain. And finally food 

and child care — we have all the facilities to make both as 

easy as possible.

Tell us a bit more about your kids 
programming. Many resorts offer lessons for 
kids. What, if anything, sets your offer apart?

Hey, you wanna ski with your children? More power to you; 

no problem. But you could also decide to bring the kids, in 

their pajamas, to the Mini Club in the morning then pick 

them back up at 5 o’clock and they will have skied all day 

and be back in their pajamas. Meanwhile you went out to 

ski with your spouse or took a ski lesson, which is huge.

What would you say to those clients who 
aren’t skiers or maybe aren’t confident in 
their skiing abilities? How do you bring 
those guests into your orbit?

We are the largest ski school in the world. We give close to 

half a million hours of ski lessons per year. We do an average 

of about 80,000 skier days per resort per year, which means 

we have about 2 million skier days per year in Club Med.

What’s on your must-visit list for 
this season? Are there any resorts or 
destinations you’re looking to visit?

With the variety Club Med has to offer, I would look at the 

latest snowfall and go where there’s the most snow. If it’s in 

Japan, I’d go to Japan. If it’s in North America, I’d go to North 

America. If it’s in Italy, I’d go to Italy. If it’s in Switzerland, 

I’d go to Switzerland. If it’s in France, I’d go to France. But I 

can say that probably the quality of wine in the destination 

would play a role in my choice, too.

Club Med Beidahu, China
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GLOBAL RISE OF ALL INCLUSIVES AND THE 
FUTURE OF THE SKI VACATION

Across the global hospitality industry, Skift has identified 

a broad shift underway in hotel offerings. “The biggest 

advantage hotels have today is the ability to deliver a true 

sense of community: to be the gathering place for locals 

and guests alike,” as senior hospitality editor Deanna Ting 

wrote in 2018. “More often than not, hotels are delivering 

that sense of community through mixed-use projects, or 

spaces that enhance the way we live our daily lives.”

And while there are huge differences between, say, the 

design of an urban hotel and that of a destination-focused 

ski resort, the demand from today’s consumer is the same: 

entertainment and activities, at all times and for all people.

“A good ski resort is one where you can get a wide variety 

of slopes and activities outside of skiing, such as swimming 

or having a drink at the bar, and have memorable times 

with friends and family,” said Marielle Berger Sabbatel, a 

professional skier who’s represented France at the Olympics. 

“Ski resorts are adding more non-ski activities like these, and 

I think we’ll see that continue in the future.”

Other pro skiers agree. “I have skied all over Europe: France, 

Spain, Switzerland, Austria, Italy, even countries with smaller 

ski areas like Croatia, Slovenia, and Czech Republic,” said 

Mancuso, the American and former Olympian. “I love that 

most mountain huts and lodges are privately owned, so 

you can spend your day skiing from hut to hut, enjoying 

the journey and culinary delights. I also love the in bounds 

system they use in most of Europe. You can access some 

incredible skiing with backcountry gear and a guide.”

Club Med Val Thorens, France

https://skift.com/2018/01/23/travel-megatrends-2018-the-hotel-of-the-future-needs-to-be-everything-to-everyone/
https://skift.com/2018/01/23/travel-megatrends-2018-the-hotel-of-the-future-needs-to-be-everything-to-everyone/
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When it comes to European ski destinations in particular, 

much progress has already been made to deliver on this 

new consumer expectation. Hotels in the heart of the most 

popular ski resorts offer a multitude of accommodation 

styles, thoughtful food and beverage programs, and 

entertainment day and night. And market leaders like Club 

Med have also included lessons and kids clubs as a part of 

their all-inclusive offer. The result is a turn-key vacation that’s 

super simple to plan yet exceedingly rich in experiences.

“It gives you a totally hassle-free holiday which is critical 

when it comes to winter holidays because there are often 

many pain points for clients heading to the mountains — 

rent the skis, buy a ski pass, take the kids to the lessons 

— and our all-inclusive formula is fixing all of these pain 

points,” said Rabuel, the Club Med executive.

The challenge will be reminding visitors of the clear value 

proposition of the all-inclusive model while delivering a 

product tailored for the luxury market. “Whether we’re 

looking at the U.S., Israel, the U.K., Russia, or Brazil, most of 

the families are in the top two percent of the household 

income in the target country,” said Club Med’s Mufraggi. 

“They travel around the world already — they’re international 

people, looking for an experience.”

That’s why, he said, it’s so important to bring in local 

elements when designing a resort, whether it’s in the Alps, 

as many Club Med properties are, or in North America, 

like the forthcoming Charlevoix project. “The nickname 

for this project is 418, after the area code,” Mufraggi said. 

“Our teams have an objective that more than 80 percent 

of the people working on that project — from construction, 

design, marketing, sales, suppliers, food and beverage, 

entertainment, and so on — have to come from the 418. Our 

guests want to have a genuine local experience, so we really 

want people from that region to be able to showcase their 

region in a modern way but also in a genuine way.”

It’s a strong model for the future. And it’s adaptable, as 

well. While the impact that climate change may have on 

business is still uncertain, industry insiders aren’t worried in 

the near-term that skiers will stop visiting the destinations 

that do get snow. “So as long as it snowing somewhere, 

people will be skiing it,” Mancuso said.

Julia Mancuso, Olympic champion skier and Club Med U.S.A. Ambassador, at Club Med Les Arcs Panorama, France
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KEY TAKEAWAYS
Skiing remains popular, and today’s traveler has an 

overwhelming amount of helpful information at his 

or her fingertips about the latest snow conditions, 

accommodation options, destinations, and pricing. Resorts 

have technologically advanced snow-making systems, 

new accommodations, and top-flight food and activities 

to rival those of any travel-industry sector. Equipment 

is better than it’s ever been, and there are high-quality 

educational programs in many ski-centric destinations 

that make the sport accessible and fun to learn.

Yet the industry faces headwinds, including the cost of 

a ski vacation, and climate change has made predicting 

weather — and snowfall totals — a troubling proposition. 

The logistical headache of planning a complex ski-centric 

itinerary remains a factor for many potential skiers.

Some innovative providers are tackling these challenges 

head on. Club Med, for example, pioneered the all-

inclusive model more than 60 years ago and heavily 

emphasizes the benefits of the offer to potential guests. 

“Club Med takes everything that is expensive and a 

hassle about bringing your family on a ski trip and not 

only handles it, but includes it in your package,” said 

David Meyer, Director of Project Management for North 

America, Club Med.

The mindset of many of today’s mountain travelers 

has shifted. Where once the focus was exclusively on 

the sport of skiing, these days visitors are looking for a 

more well-rounded experience, said Sylvain Rabuel; 

CEO France, Europe, and Africa; Club Med: “It’s about 

skiing for pleasure and leisure — they’re looking for 

moments on the mountain with friends and kids and 

family. They’re spending less time on the slopes because 

people expect to do more than skiing, whether that’s 

visiting the spa, going for a swim, enjoying great food, or 

exploring mountain villages.”

Most of the skiers traveling to the Alps for mountain 

vacations are from Europe, according to one significant 

survey. Meanwhile massive markets like Brazil, China, 

Russia, and the United States represent strong feeder 

markets. Getting more long-haul visitors should be a key 

priority for operators; the all-inclusive model developed 

by Club Med is an effctive way to achieve that goal.

Club Med is reinforcing its presence in Asia, where the 

demand for winter sports continues to increase. Across 

the region, Club Med has led the development of the 

winter sports market since 2010, with the opening 

in China of Club Med Yabuli, followed by Club Med 

Beidahu in 2016, as well as in Hokkaido, Japan, with 

Club Med Sahoro and Club Med Tomamu. Expansion in 

North America is underway with the imminent opening 

of Club Med Québec Charlevoix in December 2020.

Club Med Les Arcs Panorama, France
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ABOUT SKIFT

ABOUT CLUB MED

Skift is the largest intelligence platform in travel, 

providing media, insights, and marketing to key sectors 

of the industry. Through daily news, research, podcasts, 

and Skift Forum events, Skift deciphers and defines the 

trends that matter to the marketers, strategists, and 

technologists shaping the industry. 

SkiftX is Skift’s in-house content marketing studio, 

working collaboratively with partners like Adobe, 

Airbnb, Hyatt, Lyft, Mastercard, and many more on 

custom projects to engage the world’s largest audience 

of travel influencers and decision makers. 

Club Med, founded in 1950 by Gérard Blitz, is the 

pioneer of the all-inclusive concept, offering more than 

70 premium resorts in stunning locations around the 

world, including more than 20 ski resorts across the 

Alps, China, and Japan. Each Club Med resort features 

authentic local style and upscale accommodations, 

superior sports programming and activities, enriching 

children’s programs, gourmet dining, and warm and 

friendly service by its world-renowned staff.

As the global leading ski operator, Club Med’s all-

inclusive ski offering provides guests with the additional 

value of ski and snowboard lessons, lift passes, and 

après-ski activities at no extra cost. The company 

is dedicated to opening one new Alpine ski resort 

annually as part of its international growth strategy.

Visit skiftx.com to learn more or email skiftx@skift.com


