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Project Overview 
 

In an effort to determine behavior of visitors to San Luis Obispo County 
as well as their perceptions of San Luis Obispo County, the San Luis 
Obispo County Visitors & Conference Bureau (SLOCVCB) contracted with 
the Strategic Marketing Group (SMG) to conduct the 2012 San Luis 
Obispo County Visitor Survey.  
 
Project Objectives: 
 

• To understand the current awareness, perception and value of 
the San Luis Obispo County brand to determine the potential 
value for alternative branding options/taglines among its target 
geographic markets. 

 
• To establish baseline levels of visitation and general awareness 

to San Luis Obispo County and its competitive set among its 
target geographic markets. 

 
• To determine consumer understanding and potential 

confusion of San Luis Obispo County and its intra-region areas. 
 

• Develop recommendations that work to improve the 
effectiveness of the organization’s marketing programs and 
collaboration among intra-regional areas. 

 
 

Methodology: 
 
SMG launched the survey in November 2012 using a panel survey and 
targeted completed surveys from 800 California respondents, including: 

• 300 respondents from Los Angeles/Orange County 
• 200 from the Central Valley, and  
• 300 from the greater Bay Area 

 
Once the surveys were completed they were tabulated, analyzed and 
this final report developed. 
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Executive Summary 
 

Part 1: Visitor Behavior 
 

• Nearly all respondents (98%) had traveled overnight in the past 
year and most (88%) had traveled overnight within the past six 
months. Additionally, only 2% of respondents indicated that 
they were unlikely to take any overnight trips in the next two 
years. 
 

• Study Insight: The high rate of overnight travel among 
respondents allows responses to be viewed without having to 
account for unwillingness to travel among a subset of the 
sample. 
 

• Overall, about a third of respondents indicated that they had 
visited San Luis Obispo County for an overnight trip within the 
past two years; those who had reported an average of 2.3 visits 
within that time period. 

• Respondents from the Central Valley and rural locations were 
much more likely to have traveled to San Luis Obispo County 
and reported a higher number of trips than their counterparts. 
Likelihood of traveling to San Luis Obispo County also increased 
with income, though higher visitor incomes did not translate to 
more frequent trips. Likewise, respondents without children 
were a little less likely to travel to San Luis Obispo, but those 
who did took more frequent trips there than those with 
children. 
 

• Study Insight: Regional awareness impacts visitation. Central 
Valley respondents had higher awareness of San Luis Obispo 
County, and consequently, were more likely to take a trip and 
had a higher number of trips. Conversely, Los Angeles/Orange 
County non-visitors were much more likely to say they had 
never traveled to San Luis Obispo because they had never 
thought about it. 
 

• Study Insight: Areas stayed varied notably by the respondent’s 
region and age. Marketing efforts should take into account 
preferences among these groups, as well as any gaps in 
awareness of some San Luis Obispo areas and their offerings. 
 

• The area within San Luis Obispo County where visitors stayed on 
their last trip varied significantly by respondent region. Those 
from the San Francisco Bay Area were significantly more likely 
to visit San Luis Obispo than respondents from other areas, 
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while Central Valley respondents were much more likely to visit 
Pismo Beach and Morro Bay. 

• Area stayed also varied notably by age. Visits to Pismo Beach 
decreased with age, while middle-aged respondents were much 
more likely to visit San Luis Obispo than older or younger 
respondents. 

• Overall, spring and summer were the most popular seasons to 
visit San Luis Obispo County, and winter was the least popular. 
When looking at visitors by region, respondents were more 
likely to visit San Luis Obispo during the times of the year when 
their home locations are warmest, with Los Angeles/Orange 
County and Central Valley respondents visiting more often 
during the summer and those from the San Francisco Bay Area 
visiting more often in fall.  

• Younger respondents (40 and under) traveled more often 
during summer, as did respondents with children at home, 
while older respondents (over 60) traveled more often in spring.  

• Visitor respondents indicated the primary reason for their last 
overnight visit to San Luis Obispo County. Most indicated that 
they visited for pleasure or a vacation.  

• Respondents from the Central Valley, those from urban areas 
and younger respondents were most likely to report attending 
for pleasure or a vacation. Interestingly, men were much more 
likely to indicate that they visited for pleasure or vacation than 
women  

• When asked about activities participated in, respondents most 
often selected sightseeing, shopping, fine dining, wine tasting, 
visiting Hearst Castle and hiking. 

• Respondents from Central Valley were much more likely to 
report shopping than those from other areas, and much less 
likely to report wine tasting or visiting Hearst Castle. Los 
Angeles/Orange County respondents were significantly more 
likely to report attending a special event. Respondents under 40 
were the most likely to select shopping (52%) and visiting Hearst 
Castle (26%).  

• Visitors with children at home were much less likely to select 
fine dining and wine tasting. 
 

• Study Insight: Visitors with children were not only less likely to 
participate in wine tasting during their visit to San Luis Obispo 
County, they also placed less value on wine growing/tasting 
and did not like the “Wine Coast County” tagline as much as 
those without children. 
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• Among respondents who had not visited San Luis Obispo County 
in the past two years, the most-frequently cited reason for not 
visiting was that they had never thought about it, followed by 
selecting another destination instead.  

• Respondents from Los Angeles/Orange County were more likely 
to state that they had never thought about visiting San Luis 
Obispo County, as were younger respondents, those with lower 
incomes and those with children at home.  
 

Part 2: Future Travel and Recommendations 
 

• When asked about the areas they were likely to visit in the next 
two years, “beach area” was the most-frequently-selected 
response, followed by a major city/urban area, wine country, a 
ski area/mountain destination or a cruise.  

• San Francisco Bay Area respondents were much more likely to 
indicate that they would visit a major city or urban area, while 
those from the Central Valley were more likely to travel to a 
beach area, and much less likely to plan on visiting a wine 
country destination. 
 

• Study Insight: Central Valley respondents differ from those 
from Los Angeles/Orange County or San Francisco – they value 
destinations with beaches more, and those with wine country 
less. 
 

• Respondents who had visited San Luis Obispo County for an 
overnight stay in the past two years were much more likely to 
say they would visit a beach location and wine country. 

• Older respondents were significantly less likely to select a beach 
destination than younger and middle-aged respondents.  

• Respondents considered whether, when deciding to visit San 
Luis Obispo County, they would give more importance to 
available activities and events throughout the county or a 
specific location in the county. Overall, the sample leaned to  
preferring activities 55% and events, and 45% preferring a 
specific location.  

• Respondents from Los Angeles/Orange County were the most 
strongly in favor of events/activities over a specific location.   

• Non visitors strongly favored events/activities over a specific 
location, while visitors were evenly split. 
 

• Study Insight: Visiting San Luis Obispo increases preference for 
activities/events over a specific location over. 
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• Preference for events/activities decreased with age and income.  
• The survey provided respondents with a list of attributes, and 

asked them to select how influential each is to their decision to 
take a future overnight trip to San Luis Obispo County. 

•  Overall, respondents gave “activities that I like to participate 
in” the highest ratings, followed by “to visit a specific town,” 
“good lodging prices,” “just to get away,” and “visiting Hearst 
Castle.” 
 

• Study Insight: Even though younger visitors were the most 
likely to state that they visited Hearst Castle during their most 
recent trip to San Luis Obispo County, younger respondents in 
the overall sample placed considered visiting it to be a less 
influential attribute than older age groups.  

 
• Respondents indicated the likelihood that they would 

recommend several California beach destinations to a friend, 
family member or colleague on a scale of 1 (not at all likely) to 
10 (very likely).  

• Results were calculated using a net promoter score (NPS) 
between 100 (if all respondents are promoters) to -100 (if all 
respondents are detractors).  

• Overall, Monterey County and Santa Monica County had very 
high net promoter scores, followed by Santa Barbara County 
and San Luis Obispo County. 
 

• Study Insight: San Luis Obispo County’s positive NPS was 
driven by respondents who had visited the County in the past 
two years; visitors averaged an NPS of 48%, compared with -
14% among non-visitors. 
 

• San Luis Obispo County received a positive NPS among all 
demographics, with the exception of San Francisco Bay Area 
respondents, who averaged an NPS of 0%.  

• Rural respondents and those between 40 and 60 years old had 
notably higher NPS scores than their counterparts.  
 

Part 3: Awareness and Perceptions of San Luis Obispo County 
 

• In order to gauge awareness of San Luis Obispo County, the 
survey asked all respondents to identify it on a map. Non-visitor 
respondents were also asked to indicate the areas within San 
Luis Obispo County with which they are familiar.  

• Overall, 88% of respondents correctly identified San Luis Obispo 
County on the map. As expected, this percentage was highest 
among those who had visited San Luis Obispo County in the past 
two years. Those from Los Angeles/Orange County were much 
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less likely to correctly identify San Luis Obispo County than 
respondents from other areas, and rural respondents identified 
San Luis Obispo County more often than their suburban or 
urban counterparts. Correct identification increased with age 
and income.  
 

• Study Insight: Respondents over 60 were more aware of San 
Luis Obispo County’s location, more familiar with areas in San 
Luis Obispo County, and were more likely to feel that it is 
easily accessible than younger respondents. 
 

• Respondents who had not visited San Luis Obispo County within 
the past two years were provided with a list of areas within the 
County and asked to identify those with which they were 
familiar. San Simeon (Hearst Castle) was the most frequently-
selected area followed by Pismo Beach, San Luis Obispo and 
Morro Bay. Familiarity with all areas increased with age and 
generally increased with income. 
 

• Study Insight: Only 17% of non-visitor respondents stated that 
they were not familiar with any of the San Luis Obispo 
locations, yet about twice as many stated that they had never 
thought about taking a trip San Luis Obispo County. 
 

• The survey asked respondents several questions to gauge their 
perceptions of San Luis Obispo County, including asking visitors 
how they described their destination to others and how strongly 
they agree with several statements and attributes describing 
San Luis Obispo County. 

• Respondents overwhelmingly stated that they had told friends 
they were visiting to a specific town. This percentage was even 
higher among those from the Central Valley and suburban and 
rural respondents.  

• The survey provided both visitor and non-visitor respondents 
with a list of positive statements about San Luis Obispo County, 
and asked them to rate their agreement with each.  

• Visitor respondents agreed strongly with most statements. They 
most strongly agreed that San Luis Obispo County is “a place I 
like to visit.” “a place that has scenic wonders,” “accessible via 
Highway 1,” “a place that offers outdoor recreation,” “a place 
that has the activities I like to do,” and “a place that has friendly 
people.” They were much less likely to agree that San Luis 
Obispo County is pet-friendly – instead, most stated that they 
did not know whether it is pet-friendly. Visitor respondents 
across demographics strongly agreed with each of these 
statements; fluctuations within demographics. 
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• Non-visitor respondents agreed with the statements much less 
frequently than visitors; however, when those who did not 
agree with a statement generally selected “I don’t know” rather 
than stating that they actually disagreed with the statement.  

• The survey provided respondents with a list of attributes, and 
asked them to select all that they felt helped set San Luis Obispo 
County apart from other rural destinations.  

• Both visitor and non-visitor respondents selected Hearst Castle 
most often; a notable percentage also selected its Central Coast 
location. Visitor respondents were much more likely to select 
beaches, wine growing/tasting,  

• By region, visitor respondents from the San Francisco Bay Area 
were much more likely to select Hearst Castle, while those from 
the Central Valley were more likely to select beaches and Los 
Angeles/Orange County respondents were most likely to cite 
wine growing/tasting. 

• Older visitors were significantly more likely to select Hearst 
Castle. 

• Visitors with no children at home were more likely to select 
wine growing/tasting.  

• The survey provided respondents who had visited San Luis 
Obispo County within the past two years with a list of 
attributes, and asked them to rate each attribute on how they 
felt San Luis Obispo County compared with other destinations 
they had visited. 

• Overall, 80% of visitors agreed that San Luis Obispo’s scenic 
beauty was better or much better than other destinations. Most 
also agreed that San Luis Obispo County was better or much 
better than other destinations in ambiance/local feel, natural 
wonders, friendly people. availability of recreation, ease of 
access and things to do.  

• Fewer visitors agreed that San Luis Obispo County was better 
than other destinations for pet-friendliness special events or 
price/value 

• Central Valley and rural respondents tended to give the highest 
ratings to all attributes. 

• In general, older respondents were somewhat less likely to 
consider San Luis Obispo County better or much better than 
other destinations in the top-rated attributes, but they were 
more likely to feel that San Luis Obispo was superior in ease of 
access, dining and lodging quality and options, and price/value.  

• Respondents indicated how accessible they felt San Luis Obispo 
County is compared with other destinations that they have 
visited.  

• Most respondents considered it somewhat more or somewhat 
less accessible than other destinations.  
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• Those who had visited San Luis Obispo were significantly more 
likely to consider it much more or somewhat more accessible 
than those who had not, as were older respondents.  
 

Part 4: Branding 
 

• The survey asked respondents to indicate if they recalled seeing 
or hearing advertising for several California beach destinations, 
for specific San Luis Obispo destinations, or for Sunset 
Magazine’s “Savor the Central Coast” event.  

• Over two-thirds of respondents recalled advertising for at least 
one California beach destination, Santa Cruz County, Monterey 
County, and Santa Barbara County as the most-frequently cited. 
San Luis Obispo County ranked last in advertising recall for all 
destinations, with 15%.  

• Advertising recall varied significantly by respondent region. San 
Francisco Bay Area respondents recalled advertising for Santa 
Cruz County and Monterey County much more often, while Los 
Angeles/Orange County respondents were much more likely to 
recall advertising from Santa Barbara County, Newport Beach, 
Santa Monica, and Laguna Beach. Awareness of advertising for 
San Luis Obispo County remained low among respondents from 
all regions; however, those from the Central Valley had slightly 
higher advertising recall.  

• Respondents also indicated if they recalled seeing or hearing 
any advertising for several San Luis Obispo County destinations 
within the past year.  

 
• Study Insight: Advertising awareness was much higher for 

destinations within San Luis Obispo County than for the 
County itself. Overall, 60% recalled advertising for at least one 
destination, although only 15% had previously stated recalling 
advertising for San Luis Obispo County. 
 

• Advertising was most frequently recalled for San Simeon/Hearst 
Castle followed by Pismo Beach.  

• Central Valley, rural respondents and older respondents tended 
to have higher advertising recall, and visitor respondents had 
significantly higher recall.  

• Respondents also indicated their recall of advertising for Sunset 
Magazine’s “Savor the Central Coast” event.  

• Overall, only 16% of respondents recalled advertising for the 
event. This percentage varied little by respondent region or 
demographic. 
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• The survey provided respondents with several taglines 
describing San Luis Obispo County, and asked them to rate each 
one on how well it describes San Luis Obispo County and how 
much it would motivate them to seek information about visiting 
San Luis Obispo County, and to select the single tagline they 
liked best.  

• Overall, respondents felt that “Wine Coast County” best 
described San Luis Obispo County and would most motivate 
them to seek out more information about it. They also gave 
very high ratings to “Your Wine and Waves Destination.”  

• When asked to select the tagline they like best, respondents 
overwhelmingly preferred “Your Wine and Waves Destination” 
to all other taglines. 

• Respondent preferences varied somewhat by region; although 
respondents from all regions selected “Your Wine and Waves 
Destination” as their favorite tagline, those from the San 
Francisco Bay Area were slightly less enthusiastic about it, but 
had a stronger preference for “Discover,” than respondents 
from other areas.  

• Interestingly, tagline preference varied little between visitor and 
non-visitor respondents, at least among the most popular 
taglines. 

• Preference for “Your Wine and Waves Destination” decreased 
slightly with age, but varied little by income. 

• Respondents without children at home strongly preferred 
“Wine Coast County” compared with those with children at 
home. 
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Part 1: Visitor Behavior 
 
A. Overnight Travel 

 
Last Overnight Trip 
• The survey asked respondents the last time they had done any 

traveling that included an overnight stay away from home.  
• The overwhelming majority of respondents (98%) had traveled 

overnight within the past year, including 88% who had traveled 
overnight within the past 6 months. No respondents indicated 
that it had been more than 24 months since they last traveled 
overnight.  

• This percentage varied little by respondent types. Some 
respondents—including those from Los Angeles/Orange County, 
suburban respondents and those between 41 and 60 years 
old—were somewhat less likely to have traveled within the past 
6 months, but accordingly, were more likely to have traveled 
within the past 6 to12 months.  

 
                                       Figure 1 

                                         Last Overnight Visit (in %) 
        (Base = All Respondents) 
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Visited San Luis Obispo County Overnight 
• Respondents indicated if they had traveled to San Luis Obispo 

County for an overnight visit within the past two years.  
• Overall, a little over a third (36%) of respondents indicated that 

they had visited San Luis Obispo County. 
• Overnight travel to San Luis Obispo County was markedly higher 

among visitors from the Central Valley (43%), likely due to 
proximity, as well as among those from rural locations (50%).  

• Likelihood of overnight travel to San Luis Obispo County 
increased notably with income (44% among those with annual 
incomes of $100,000 or more, compared with only 32% among 
those making less than $60,000 a year), and increased slightly 
with age and among those with children.  

 
                                       Figure 2 

                                         Overnight visit in San Luis Obispo County in the past two years (in %) 
        (Base = All Respondents) 
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Number of Overnight Visits to San Luis Obispo County 

• Respondents who had traveled to San Luis Obispo County for an 
overnight visit in the past two years indicated the number of 
times they had visited within that time period.  

• Overall, visitors averaged 2.3 visits. 
• As with likelihood of visiting San Luis Obispo County, the 

number of visits was notably higher among respondents who 
live in the Central Valley (2.95), and increased with age (2.51 
among respondents over 60, compared with 1.92 visits among 
those under 40).  

• Number of visits did not necessarily increase with income. 
Although visitors with the highest annual incomes ($100,000 or 
more) visited most often (2.69 visits on average), those with 
middle incomes ($60,000 to $99,000) visited least often (2 visits 
on average). 

• Although respondents without children were less likely to have 
visited San Luis Obispo County in the past two years, those who 
did visited more often than those with children). 

 
                                       Figure 3 

                                         Number of Overnight Visits to San Luis Obispo County in the past two years 
 (average number) 

      (Base = San Luis Obispo County Overnight Visitors) 
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B. Last Overnight Visit to San Luis Obispo County 
 

• The survey asked respondents who had visited San Luis Obispo 
County several questions about their last visit, including the 
area they stayed, the season they stayed, the primary reason 
for their visit, and the activities they participated in during their 
visit.  

• Results from these questions provide insight into understanding 
current visitor behavior and preferences for recreating in San 
Luis Obispo County.   

 
Area Visited 
• Visitor respondents selected the area that they stayed in 

during their most recent overnight visit to San Luis Obispo 
County from a list of locations.  

• San Luis Obispo was the most frequently-selected area (27%), 
followed by Pismo Beach (23%), Morro Bay (17%), Paso Robles 
(12%) and Wine Coast Count unincorporated areas (9%).  

• Less frequently-select areas included Arroyo Grande (3%), 
Atascadero (2%) and Grover Beach (1%).  

• Area visited varied significantly by respondent region. Those 
from the San Francisco Bay Area were significantly more likely 
to visit San Luis Obispo (37%) than respondents from Los 
Angeles/Orange County (26%) or the Central Valley (16%). 

• Correspondingly, those from the Central Valley were much 
more likely to visit Pismo Beach (34%) and Morro Bay (26%) 
than respondents from the San Francisco Bay Area (19% and 
9%, respectively) or Los Angeles/Orange County (17% each). See 
Figure 4. 
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Table 1 
                    Area Stayed During Last Overnight Visit to San Luis Obispo County (in %) 

 (Base = San Luis Obispo County Overnight Visitors) 
 

 All SF Central Los Angeles
Bay Area Valley Orange County

San Luis Obispo 27% 37% 16% 26%
Pismo Beach 23% 19% 34% 17%
Morro Bay 17% 9% 26% 17%
Paso Robles 12% 13% 8% 13%
Unincorporated 
Area 9%

8% 11% 8%

Arroyo Grande 3% 5% 2% 3%
Atascadero 2% 1% 2% 2%
Grover Beach 1% 0% 2% 1%
Other 14% 14% 8% 18%  

 
• Correspondingly, respondents from urban locations were 

more likely to have visited San Luis Obispo, while those in 
rural locations were more likely to have visited Pismo 
Beach or Morro Bay. 

• Area stayed also varied by other respondent characteristics as 
well, most notably by age. Visits to Pismo Beach decreased with 
age; 33% of respondents aged 40 and younger reported visiting 
it, compared with 24% among those between 41 and 60 and 
only 16% among those over 60. Likewise, middle-aged 
respondents were much more likely to visit San Luis Obispo 
(34%) than older (24%) or younger (20%) respondents.  

• Area stayed varied little by income or family status, with a 
couple of exceptions. Those with the lowest incomes (under 
$60,000) were more likely to stay in Paso Robles (16%, 
compared with 9% among those with middle-incomes and 10% 
among those with the highest incomes), and those without 
children were much more likely to stay in Morro Bay (19%, 
compared with 7% among those with children).  
 

Season Visited 
• The survey asked San Luis Obispo County visitors to indicate the 

season during which they last visited overnight.  
• Overall, spring and summer were the most popular seasons to 

visit, with 33% of respondents selecting each. These were 
followed by fall, with 25% of respondents. Winter was the least 
popular season to visit, accounting for only 9% of visitor 
respondents.  

• Respondents tended to visit San Luis Obispo during the times of 
the year when their home locations are warmest. Los 
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Angeles/Orange County and Central Valley respondents were 
more likely to visit San Luis Obispo County during the summer 
(37% and 34%, respectively), while those from the San Francisco 
Bay Area were more likely to visit in the fall (35%). 

• Suburban respondents traveled most often in spring, while rural 
respondents traveled most often in fall (36% each), and those 
from urban areas traveled most often in summer (35%).  

• Younger respondents (40 and under) traveled more often 
during summer, as did respondents with children at home 
(39%). Older respondents (over 60) traveled more often in 
spring (39%), while middle-age respondents (between 41 and 
60) were about as likely to travel in spring, summer or fall.  

• Season traveled varied little by respondent income.   
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   Figure 4 
          Season Last Visited San Luis Obispo County (in %) 

(Base = San Luis Obispo County Overnight Visitors) 
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Primary Reason for Last Overnight Visit 
• Visitor respondents indicated if their last overnight visit to San 

Luis Obispo County had been for pleasure or a vacation; 
business or a meeting, convention or seminar; to visit a friend 
or relative; to attend a special event; to attend a wedding; or as 
part of an incentive group.  

• Overall, two-thirds of visitor respondents (66%) reported 
visiting San Luis Obispo for pleasure or a vacation, followed by 
16% who visited a friend or relative, 5% who attended for 
business, and only 3% each who attended a wedding or a 
special event. No participants reported attending as part of an 
incentive group.  

• Respondents from the Central Valley were most likely to report 
attending for pleasure or a vacation (71%, compared with 64% 
among those from the San Francisco Bay area and 65% among 
those from Los Angeles/Orange County.  

• Respondents from urban locations were also more likely to visit 
for pleasure or a vacation (71%, compared with 64% among 
suburban and 67% among rural respondents).  

• The youngest respondents (40 and under) were most likely to 
visit for pleasure or vacation 71% compared with 65% among 
other age groups), and likelihood of visiting for 
pleasure/vacation increased slightly with income (69% among 
those with the highest incomes, compared with 64% among 
those with the lowest).  

• Interestingly, men were much more likely to indicate that they 
visited for pleasure or vacation (72%) than women (62%). 
Conversely, women were somewhat more likely than men to 
say they were visiting a friend or relative (19% compared with 
13%). 
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  Figure 5 
          Primary Reason for Last Visit to San Luis Obispo County (in %) 

(Base = San Luis Obispo County Overnight Visitors) 
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Activities Participated in During Last Overnight Visit 
• The survey provided visitor respondents with a list of 19 

activities and asked them to select the activities they had 
participated in during their last overnight visit to San Luis 
Obispo County.  

• The most frequently-selected activities included sightseeing 
(57%), shopping (47%), fine dining (44%), wine tasting (31%), 
visiting Hearst Castle (23%), and hiking (21%).  

• Respondents from all locations followed similar patterns of 
participation for most activities. However, those from the 
Central Valley were much more likely to report shopping (54%) 
than those from either the San Francisco Bay Area (44%) or Los 
Angeles/Orange County (45%), and much less likely to report 
wine tasting (24%) or visiting Hearst Castle (19%). Likewise, 
those from Los Angeles/Orange County were significantly more 
likely to report attending a special event (24%) than those from 
the San Francisco Bay Area (8%). See Figure 8.  

• The youngest respondents were the most likely to select 
shopping (52%), visiting Hearst Castle (26%), hiking (32%) and 
surfing (24%), least likely to report fine dining (39%).  

• Visitors with lower incomes were most likely to sightsee (62% 
among those earning less than $60,000 and 58% among those 
earning $60,000 to $99,000, compared with only 51% among 
those earning $100,000 or more).  

• Respondents with children at home were much less likely to 
select fine dining (32%, compared with 47% among those 
without children) and wine tasting (12%, compared with 36% 
among those without children). They were more likely to report 
surfing (21% compared with 9% among those without children).  
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Table 2 
                    Activities Participated in During Last Overnight Visit to San Luis Obispo County (in %) 

 (Base = San Luis Obispo County Overnight Visitors) 
 

 All SF Central Los Angeles/
Bay Area Valley Orange County

Sightseeing 57% 57% 58% 57%
Shopping 47% 44% 54% 45%
Fine dining 44% 49% 42% 42%
Wine tasting 31% 36% 24% 33%
Hearst Castle 23% 26% 19% 25%
Hiking 21% 20% 24% 21%
Special event 15% 8% 15% 21%
Surfing (Beach Play) 12% 8% 15% 12%
Cal Poly 8% 10% 9% 5%
Golf 5% 4% 7% 5%
Fishing 3% 1% 6% 4%
Off road motorcycle/ATV 3% 3% 5% 3%
Road cycling 3% 4% 6% 1%
Performing Arts Center 2% 3% 2% 2%
Kayaking 2% 2% 6%  - 
Horseback riding 2% 1% 4% 1%
Motorcycle touring (on pavement) 1% 1%  - 3%
Mountain biking 1% 2% 2%  - 
Jet skiing / water skiing 0%  -  - 1%
Other 14% 15% 13% 14%
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C. Reasons for Not Visiting 

• The survey asked those who had not visited San Luis Obispo 
County within the past two years to select the primary reason 
for not visiting.  

• Over one-third (36%) of respondents stated that they had not 
visited San Luis Obispo because they had never thought about 
visiting, followed by 21% of respondents who stated that they 
had selected another destination. Only a small percentage of 
respondents selected any other single reason, with 5% 
implicating the effects of the recession/reducing the number of 
trips taken, 5% stating that San Luis Obispo County did not have 
activities that appealed to them, 3% stating that it is too far, and 
2% citing gas prices.  

• Respondents from Los Angeles/Orange County were more likely 
to state that they had never thought about visiting San Luis 
Obispo County, with 40%, compared with 35% from the Central 
Valley and 32% from the San Francisco Bay Area. 

• Urban respondents followed a similar pattern, with 39% stating 
they had never thought about it, compared with 35% among 
suburban respondents and only 28% among rural respondents. 
Likewise, rural respondents were significantly more likely to 
state that they had gone to a different destination (33%, 
compared with 22% among urban respondents and 18% among 
suburban).  

• Younger respondents, those with lower incomes and those with 
children at home were all more likely to say that they had never 
thought about visiting San Luis Obispo than their counterparts.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



San Luis Obispo County Visitor Survey 

25 | P a g e  
 

  Figure 6 
          Primary Reason for Not Visiting San Luis Obispo County – Top Two Reasons (in %) 

(Base = San Luis Obispo County Non-Visitors) 
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Part 2: Future Travel and Recommendations 
 

A. Likelihood of Future Visits by Destination Type 
• The survey asked respondents questions about their 

consideration of several types of destinations for future travel, 
including the types of destinations they felt they would travel to 
in the next two years, and the attributes that are most 
important in deciding to  go to those types of destinations.  

• The survey asked respondents to indicate the types of 
destinations that they are most likely to visit for overnight trips 
within the next two years. Respondents could select multiple 
destination types.  

• Overall, 60% indicated that they were likely to visit a beach 
area, followed by 47% who felt they would visit a major 
city/urban area, 38% who selected wine country, 26% who 
selected a ski area/mountain destination and 23% who selected 
a cruise. Only 2% of respondents reported that they were not 
likely to take any overnight trips.  

• Respondents from the San Francisco Bay Area were much more 
likely to indicate that they would visit a major city or urban area 
(55%, compared with 44% among those from Los 
Angeles/Orange County and 42% among those from the Central 
Valley). Those from the Central Valley were more likely to travel 
to a beach area (65%, compared with 59% among those from 
Los Angeles/Orange County and 57% among those from the San 
Francisco Bay Area), and much less likely to plan on visiting a 
wine country destination (32%, compared with 39% among 
those from the San Francisco Bay Area and 41% among those 
from Los Angeles/Orange County).  

• Urban and suburban respondents varied little in their 
destination preferences; however, rural respondents were more 
likely to say they would visit a beach area (67%, compared with 
59% among urban and suburban respondents) and significantly 
less likely to visit an urban area or major city (29%, compared 
with 51% among urban and 48% among suburban respondents).  

• Respondents who had visited San Luis Obispo County for an 
overnight stay in the past two years were much more likely to 
say they would visit a beach location (68% compared with 55% 
among non-visitors), wine country (45% compared with 34%) 
and a ski area/mountain destination (31% compared with 23%).  

• Older respondents were significantly less likely to select a beach 
destination (48% compared with 67% among middle-aged 
respondents and 69% among respondents under 40). 
Respondents under 40 were also much more likely to state that 
they would visit a major city/urban destination (58%, compared 
with 44% among other age groups), wine country (48%, 
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compared with 32% among middle-aged respondents and 37% 
among older respondents).  

• Respondents with middle incomes ($60,000-$99,000) were 
more likely to select beach, major city and wine country 
destinations than those with higher and lower incomes, but 
somewhat less likely to select ski/mountain area or a cruise, 
particularly when compared with higher-income respondents.  

 
Figure 7 

                    Destinations Most Likely to Visit in the Next Two Years (in %) 
(Base = All Respondents) 
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• Respondents who had taken an overnight trip to San Luis 
Obispo in the past two years were evenly split between the two 
options, with 50% each, while those who had not strongly 
favored events/activities (58%) over a specific location (42%).  

• Preference for events/activities decreased with age, with 60% 
of respondents aged 40 or younger and 57% between 41 and 60 
selecting it, compared with only 49% among those who were 60 
or older.  

• Women strongly preferred events/activities (57%) to a specific 
location (43%), whereas men were nearly split between the two 
(51% and 49%, respectively).  

• Preference for events/activities decreased with income, with 
58% of those earning $60,000 or less selecting it, compared 
with 53% among those earning between $60,000 and $99,000 
and 52% among those earning $100,000 or more.  

• Those with children at home selected events/activities 
somewhat more often than those without (59% and 54%, 
respectively).  

 
  Figure 8 

         Importance of Events/Activities versus a Specific Destination in Deciding to Visit  
San Luis Obispo County (in %) 

(Base = All Respondents) 
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Attributes that Influence Future Visit to San Luis Obispo County 
• The survey provided respondents with a list of attributes, and 

asked them to select how influential each is to their decision to 
take a future overnight trip to San Luis Obispo County. 
Respondents rated the degree of influence each had on their 
decision on a scale from 1 (no value) to 5 (tremendous value).  

• Overall, respondents considered “activities that I like to 
participate in” to have the most value, giving it an average 
rating of 4.19 out of 5. This was followed by “to visit a specific 
town” (4.01), “good lodging prices” (3.99), “just to get away” 
(3.95), and “visiting Hearst Castle” (3.94).  

• In general, responses varied little by respondent region (see 
Figure 12). “Wine tasting” was more influential (3.59) to 
respondents from Los Angeles/Orange County, while “Visiting 
Cal Poly San Luis Obispo” was less influential (2.42). Those from 
the San Francisco Bay Area considered “touring Highway 1” 
more influential than other respondents, and “visiting a special 
event” and “just to get away” less influential. 

• Urban respondents were much more likely to select “wine 
tasting” (3.59) compared with rural (3.42) and suburban (3.35) 
respondents, and “just to get away” much less influential (3.85, 
compared with 4.0 among suburban respondents and 4.01 
among rural respondents).  

• All respondents valued “activities I like to participate in,” but 
younger respondents gave it even higher ratings (4.34) than 
middle aged (4.25) or older (4.05) respondents. Conversely, 
they placed much less influence on “visiting Hearst Castle” 
(3.63, compared with 4.06 among middle aged respondents and 
4.01 among older respondents) and “touring Highway 1” (3.32, 
compared with 3.9 among other age groups). Middle aged 
respondents were much more likely to select “just to get away” 
and “good lodging prices” (4.12 each) than either younger (3.97 
and 4.04, respectively) or older (3.79 and 3.85, respectively) 
respondents. 

• Women placed more emphasis on “just to get away” (4.09) and 
“good lodging prices” (4.12) than men (3.76 and 3.82, 
respectively).  

• Respondents with the highest incomes placed more emphasis 
on “wine tasting” (3.59, compared with 3.42 among those with 
middle incomes and 3.36 among those with the lowest 
incomes), and “visit Cal Poly San Luis Obispo (2.70, compared 
with 2.47 among those with the lowest incomes and 2.49 
among those with middle incomes).   

• Those with children at home considered “good lodging prices” 
(4.21) and “visit Cal Poly San Luis Obispo” (2.82) and much more 
influential than those without (3.95 and 2.48, respectively).  
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Figure 9 

                    Influence of Attributes on Decision to Visit San Luis Obispo County in the Future (in %) 
 (Base = All Respondents)
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C. Net Promoter Score  
 
• Respondents indicated the likelihood that they would 

recommend several California beach destinations to a friend, 
family member or colleague on a scale of 1 (not at all likely) to 
10 (very likely).  

• Results were calculated using a net promoter score (NPS), which 
indicates whether respondents are promoters or detractors of 
each destination. The NPS is calculated on a scale from 100 (if 
all respondents are promoters) to -100 (if all respondents are 
detractors).  

• Overall, Monterey County and Santa Monica County had very 
high net promoter scores (30% and 22%, respectively), followed 
by Santa Barbara County (12%) and San Luis Obispo County 
(7%). Laguna Beach and Newport Beach each had negative net 
promoter scores (-9% and -16%, respectively).  

 
  Figure 10 

         Net Promoter Score by Destination (in %) 
(Base = All Respondents) 
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respondents averaged an NPS of 17%, compared with just 9% 
and 7% among urban and suburban respondents, respectively. 
Respondents between 40 and 60 averaged an NPS of 15%, 
compared with 6% among younger respondents and 5% among 
older respondents. See Figure 14. 

 
Figure 11 

         Likelihood of Recommending Visiting San Luis Obispo County (average) 
(Base = All Respondents) 
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Part 3: Awareness and Perceptions of 
San Luis Obispo County 
 
A. San Luis Obispo County Area Awareness  

 
• In order to gauge awareness of San Luis Obispo County, the 

survey asked all respondents to identify it on a map. Non-visitor 
respondents were also asked to indicate the areas within San 
Luis Obispo County with which they are familiar.  

 
Ability to Identify San Luis Obispo County Location 
• The survey provided respondents with a map and asked them to 

identify where San Luis Obispo is located by selecting from five 
different areas in California. See Figure 15. 

 
Figure 12 

Map Shown to Respondents to Test Awareness of San Luis Obispo County Location  
 

 
 
• Overall, 88% of respondents correctly identified San Luis Obispo 

County as area “C” on the map.  
• As expected, this percentage was highest among those who had 

visited San Luis Obispo County in the past two years (96%, 
compared with 84% among those who had not).  

• Respondents from Los Angeles/Orange County were much less 
likely to correctly identify San Luis Obispo County (84%) than 



San Luis Obispo County Visitor Survey 

34 | P a g e  
 

those from the Central Valley (90%) or San Francisco Bay Area 
(92%). 

• Rural respondents identified San Luis Obispo County more often 
(94%) than suburban (89%) or urban (87%) respondents. 

• Correct identification increased with age, with nearly all (95%) 
of respondents over 60 correctly identifying San Luis Obispo 
County, compared with 88% among middle-aged respondents 
and only 77% among respondents under 40. 

• Respondents with the highest incomes correctly identified San 
Luis Obispo County more often (94%) than those with middle 
and lower incomes (86% each).  
 

  Figure 13 
         Correctly Identified San Luis Obispo County on a Map (in %) 

(Base = All Respondents) 
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Awareness of San Luis Obispo County Areas 
• Respondents who had not visited San Luis Obispo County within 

the past two years were provided with a list of areas within the 
County and asked to identify those with which they were 
familiar. 

• San Simeon (Hearst Castle) was the most frequently-selected 
area, with 54% of respondents, followed by Pismo Beach (49%), 
San Luis Obispo (47%), Morro Bay (43%), Paso Robles (31%) and 
Wine Coast County unincorporated areas, such as Cambria and 
Cayucos (21%). 

• Overall, 17% of non-visitor respondents stated that they were 
not familiar with any of the San Luis Obispo locations.  

 
• Non-visitor respondents from the San Francisco Bay Area were 

much more likely to be familiar with San Simeon/Hearst Castle 
(58%, compared with 51% and 52% among those from the 
Central Valley and Los Angeles/Orange County, respectively). 

• Urban respondents were less familiar with all locations, with the 
exception of Wine Coast County unincorporated areas.  

• Familiarity with all areas increased with age; most notably, only 
25% of non-visitor respondents under 40 were familiar with San 
Simeon/Hearst Castle, compared with 57% among those over 
60. Likewise, 31% of respondents under 40 stated that they 
were not familiar with any of the locations, compared with 16% 
among those between 40 and 60 and only 10% among those 
over 60. 

• Familiarity with most locations also generally increased with 
income. Overall, 20% of respondents earning $60,000 or less 
and 17% of those earning between $60,000 and $99,000 stated 
that they were not familiar with any of the locations, compared 
with 13% among those earning $100,000 or more.  

• Non-visitor respondents with no children at home also had 
higher familiarity with all locations; only 16% stated that they 
were not familiar with any of the locations, compared with 24% 
among those with children. 
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Figure 14 
         Non-Visitor Awareness of San Luis Obispo County Areas (in %) 

(Base = Non-Visitors) 

 
B. Perceptions of San Luis Obispo County 

 
• The survey asked respondents several questions to gauge their 

perceptions of San Luis Obispo County, including asking visitors 
how they described their destination to others and how strongly 
they agree with several statements and attributes describing 
San Luis Obispo County. 

 
Description of San Luis Obispo County Destination to Others 
• The survey asked respondents who had visited San Luis Obispo 

County in the past two years to indicate where they had told 
friends they were going: a specific town, such as Morro Bay or 
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country; San Luis Obispo County by name; the California Coast; 
Highway 1; or a natural attraction, such as Oceano Dunes. 

• Respondents overwhelmingly stated that they were going to a 
specific town (71%), followed by an attraction (11%) and San 
Luis Obispo County (6%). Few respondents selected other 
options.  

• The percentage of visitor respondents who listed a specific town 
was notably higher among those from the Central Valley (79%), 
particularly when compared with those from Los 
Angeles/Orange County (66%).  

• Likewise, suburban and rural respondents were more likely to 
indicate that they had specified a town (74% and 75%, 
respectively) than urban respondents (65%).  

• Responses varied less significantly by other demographics. 
Middle-age and middle-income respondents were somewhat 
less likely to have stated that they were going to a specific town 
(68% and 67%, respectively, compared with 73% to 74% among 
other groups), as were men (68% compared with 74% among 
women) and those with children at home (67% compared with 
73% among those without children).  
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 Figure 15 
         How Visitors Described Their San Luis Obispo County Destination to Friends – Top 4 (in %) 

(Base = Visitor Respondents) 
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Agreement Ratings: Statements about San Luis Obispo County 
• The survey provided both respondents who had visited San Luis 

Obispo County in the past two years and those who had not 
with a list of positive statements about the County, and asked 
them to rate their agreement with each.  

• Visitor respondents agreed strongly with most statements. They 
most strongly agreed that San Luis Obispo County is “a place I 
like to visit” (98%), “a place that has scenic wonders” (95%), 
“accessible via Highway 1” (92%), “a place that offers outdoor 
recreation” (92%), “a place that has the activities I like to do” 
(92%), and “a place that has friendly people” (90%). 

• Visitor respondents across demographics strongly agreed with 
each of these statements; fluctuations within demographics 
varied only between 90% and 100% agreement for the top two 
statements, and between 85% and 95% for the other top 
statements.  

• Visitors were least likely to agree that San Luis Obispo County is 
a destination that is pet friendly – only 40% of respondents 
agreed with this statement, with most of the remaining 
respondents (58%) indicating that they didn’t know whether it is 
pet-friendly. Younger respondents were much more likely to 
agree with this statement (62%), than middle-age or older 
respondents (37% and 31% each). Those from the Central Coast 
were also more likely to agree that San Luis Obispo is pet-
friendly (46%, compared with 39% among those from Los 
Angeles/Orange County and 37% among those from the San 
Francisco Bay Area).  

• Non-visitor respondents agreed with the statements much less 
frequently than visitors; however, when those who did not 
agree with a statement generally selected “I don’t know” rather 
than stating that they actually disagreed with the statement.  

• Most non-visitor respondents agreed that San Luis Obispo 
County is accessible by Highway 1 (73%); this percentage was 
highest among those from the San Francisco Bay Area (78%) and 
lowest among those from the Central Valley (69%), and 
increased with age (from 57% among the youngest respondents 
to 82% among the oldest).  

• More than half of non-visitors agreed that San Luis Obispo 
County offers outdoor recreation (65%), has scenic wonders 
(61%), is a place they like to visit (53%), and has an interesting 
history (52%).  

• Like visitor respondents, non-visitors were least sure about 
whether San Luis Obispo County is a pet-friendly destination. 
Only 20% agreed that it is, and 79% stated they were unsure.  

 
  



San Luis Obispo County Visitor Survey 

40 | P a g e  
 

Table 3 
         San Luis Obispo County Statement Agreement Ratings (in %) 

(Base = All Respondents) 
 

Non-Visitor Previous Visitor
Is pet friendly 20% 40%
Has lots of cutural activities & events 32% 62%
Is differenet from other parts of the California coast 45% 78%
Has interesting history 52% 80%
Has a wide variety of lodging 41% 81%
 Is where a specific town I like to visit islocated 27% 85%
Has different communitites that are interesting 41% 86%
Has friendly people 49% 90%
Ha the activities I like to do 43% 92%
Offers out door recreation 65% 92%
Is accessible via Highway 1 73% 92%
 Has scenic wonders 61% 95%
I like to visit 53% 98%  

 
 

 
 

Attributes that Set San Luis Obispo Apart 
• The survey provided both visitor and non-visitor respondents 

with a list of attributes, and asked them to select all that they 
felt helped set San Luis Obispo County apart from other rural 
destinations.  

• Both visitor and non-visitor respondents selected Hearst Castle 
(70% and 66%, respectively) most often as the attribute that 
sets San Luis Obispo County apart from other rural destinations. 
A notable percentage also selected its Central Coast location 
(54% among visitors and 44% among non-visitors). 

• Visitor respondents were much more likely to select beaches 
(68%, compared with 39% among non-visitors), wine 
growing/tasting (56% compared with 40% among non-visitors).  

• Visitor respondents were slightly less likely to select rural 
experience (18%) than non-visitors (20%). Few respondents in 
either group listed culture (16% and 10%, respectively) or 
special events (15% and 8%). 
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Figure 16 
                  Attributes that Set San Luis Obispo County Apart from Other Destinations (in %) 

(Base = All Respondents) 
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respectively). See Figure 21.  
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• Older visitors were significantly more likely to select Hearst 
Castle (81% among those over 60, compared with 64% among 
those between 40 and 60 and 61% among those under 40), 
Central Coast location (63%, compared with 48% and 47%, 
respectively) and history & heritage (39%, compared with 33% 
and 26%, respectively). Younger respondents were much more 
likely to select beaches (77% among those under 40, compared 
with 67% among those between 40 and 60, and 65% among 
those over 60).  

• Likelihood of selecting Hearst Castle, wine growing/tasting, 
Central Coast location, and different communities all increased 
notably with income among visitor respondents.  

• Visitors with no children at home were more likely to select 
wine growing/tasting (59%), Central Coast location (56%) and 
friendly people (44%) as distinctive attributes than those with 
children at home (42%, 44% and 33%, respectively).  
 

  Figure 17 
         Attributes that Set San Luis Obispo County Apart from Other Destinations (in %) 

(Base = Visitor Respondents) 
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Attribute Comparison 
• The survey provided respondents who had visited San Luis 

Obispo County within the past two years with a list of 
attributes, and asked them to rate each attribute on how they 
felt San Luis Obispo County compared with other destinations 
they had visited. Respondents rated each attribute on a 7-point 
scale ranging from much worse to much better.   

• Overall, 80% of visitors agreed that San Luis Obispo’s scenic 
beauty was better or much better than other destinations. Most 
also agreed that San Luis Obispo County was better or much 
better than other destinations in ambiance/local feel (69%), 
natural wonders (61%), friendly people (59%), availability of 
recreation (57%), ease of access (55%) and things to do (54%).  

• Fewer visitors agreed that San Luis Obispo County was better 
than other destinations for pet-friendliness (30%), special 
events (33%) or price/value (38%).  

 
  Figure 18 

San Luis Obispo Comparison Ratings – Top 2 Box: Better/Much Better (in %) 
(Base = Visitor Respondents) 
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• Across all attributes, rural respondents were much more likely 
than suburban and particularly urban respondents to rate San 
Luis Obispo County as better or much better than other 
destinations.  

• In general, older respondents were somewhat less likely to 
consider San Luis Obispo County better or much better than 
other destinations in the top attributes, particularly natural 
wonders (55%, compared with 62% among respondents under 
40 and 68% among those between 40 and 60). However, they 
were more likely to feel that San Luis Obispo was superior in 
ease of access, dining and lodging quality and options, and 
price/value.  

   
Figure 19 

San Luis Obispo Comparison Ratings – Top 2 Box: Better/Much Better (in %) 
 (Base = Visitor Respondents) 
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Accessibility of San Luis Obispo County 
• The survey asked all respondents to indicate how accessible 

they felt San Luis Obispo County is compared with other 
destinations that they have visited.  

• Overall, only a small number of respondents felt that San Luis 
Obispo County was much more accessible (11%) or much less 
accessible (5%) compared with other destinations. Instead, the 
largest percentage of respondents either considered it 
somewhat more accessible (44%) or somewhat less accessible 
(26%). An additional 14% were unsure how San Luis Obispo 
County’s accessibility compared with other destinations.  

• A slightly higher percentage of respondents from the Central 
Valley felt that San Luis Obispo County was much more 
accessible than other destinations (14%, compared with 12% 
among those from Los Angeles/Orange County and 10% among 
those from the San Francisco Bay Area). However, they were 
also much less likely to consider it somewhat more accessible 
(34%, compared with 50% of those from Los Angeles/Orange 
County and 43% among those from the San Francisco Bay Area).  

• As expected, respondents who had visited San Luis Obispo were 
significantly more likely to consider it much more accessible 
(19%) or somewhat more accessible (58%) than those who had 
not (7% and 36%, respectively).  

• Respondents who were 40 years old or younger were less likely 
to consider San Luis Obispo County somewhat or much more 
accessible (48% combined, compared with 58% among other 
age groups).  
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  Figure 20 
Considered San Luis Obispo Somewhat or Much More Accessible than Other Destinations (in %) 

(Base = All Respondents) 
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Part 4: Branding 
 

A. Advertising Recall 
• The survey asked respondents to indicate if they recalled seeing 

or hearing advertising for several California beach destinations, 
for specific San Luis Obispo destinations, or for Sunset 
Magazine’s “Savor the Central Coast” event.  

 
California Beach Destinations Advertising Recall 
• Respondents indicated if they recalled seeing or hearing any 

advertising for several California beach destinations in the past 
year.  

• Overall, 68% of respondents recalled advertising for at least one 
of the destinations, with 36% who recalled advertising from 
Santa Cruz County, 35% who recalled advertising from 
Monterey County, and 28% who recalled advertising from Santa 
Barbara County. San Luis Obispo County ranked last in 
advertising recall for all destinations, with 15%.  

 
Figure 21 

Advertising Recall for California Beach Destinations (in %) 
(Base = All Respondents) 
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• Advertising recall varied significantly by respondent region. 
Among respondents from the San Francisco Bay Area, 57% 
recalled advertising for Santa Cruz County, compared with 45% 
of respondents from the Central Valley and only 10% of 
respondents from Los Angeles/Orange County, and 47% 
recalled advertising for Monterey County, compared with 43% 
and 18%, respectively. Conversely, those from Los 
Angeles/Orange County were much more likely to recall 
advertising from Santa Barbara County (41%), Newport Beach 
(38%), Santa Monica (33%), and Laguna Beach (32%) than those 
from the San Francisco Bay Area (with 19%, 9%, 9%, and 7%, 
respectively) or from the Central Valley (with 20%, 9%, 10% and 
9%, respectively). Awareness of advertising for San Luis Obispo 
County remained low among respondents from all regions; 
however, those from the Central Valley had slightly higher 
advertising for San Luis Obispo County (20%) than those from 
the San Francisco Bay Area (12%) or Los Angeles/Orange County 
(15%).  

• Rural respondents were more likely to recall advertising from 
San Luis Obispo (24%) than suburban (17%) and urban 
respondents (11%). 

• Respondents who had visited San Luis Obispo County in the past 
two years were significantly more likely to recall advertising 
from it (30%) than non-visitors (7%). Interestingly, San Luis 
Obispo County visitors were also notably more likely to recall 
advertising from Santa Cruz County, Monterey County and 
Santa Barbara County than non-visitors; only 23% stated that 
they did not recall advertising from any destination, compared 
with 37% among non-visitors.  

• Advertising awareness increased with age for San Luis Obispo 
County, as well as for Santa Cruz County, Monterey County and 
Santa Barbara County, but decreased somewhat for Newport 
Beach, Santa Monica, and Laguna Beach.  

• Advertising awareness varied little by income, with the 
exception of Santa Monica; 23% of respondents with middle 
incomes and 19% of respondents with lower incomes recalled 
advertising, compared with only 13% among those with the 
highest incomes.  
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Figure 22 
Advertising Recall – Beach Destinations – by Respondent Region (in %) 

 (Base = All Respondents) 

 
 

San Luis Obispo County Destinations Advertising Recall 
• Respondents indicated if they recalled seeing or hearing any 

advertising for several San Luis Obispo County destinations 
within the past year.  

• Overall, 60% of respondents indicated that they had seen or 
heard advertising for at least one San Luis Obispo County 
destination. This is a significant difference from the percentage 
of respondents who recalled advertising for San Luis Obispo 
County (15%, see “California Beach Destination Advertising 
Recall,” above).  

• Advertising was most frequently recalled for San Simeon/Hearst 
Castle (40%), followed by Pismo Beach (30%), San Luis Obispo 
(26%), Morro Bay (25%), and Paso Robles (19%). Fewer 
respondents recalled advertising from unincorporated areas like 
Cambria and Cayucos (10%), Atascadero (4%), Arroyo Grande 
(3%) or Grover Beach (3%).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

36% 35%

28%

20% 19% 17% 15%

32%

57%

47%

19%

9% 9% 7%
12%

30%

45% 43%

20%

9% 10% 9%

20%

31%

10%

18%

41%
38%

33% 32%

15%

34%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Santa Cruz
County

Monterey
County

Santa
Barbara
County

Newport
Beach

Santa
Monica

Laguna
Beach

San Luis
Obispo
County

None of the
above

Total SF Bay Area Central Valley LA/Orange County



San Luis Obispo County Visitor Survey 

50 | P a g e  
 

Figure 23 
Advertising Recall for San Luis Obispo County Destinations (in %) 

(Base = All Respondents) 
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• Advertising awareness increased with age, particularly for San 

Simeon/Hearst Castle (52% among the oldest respondents, 
compared with 39% among middle-aged respondents and only 
24% among the youngest respondents), and Morro Bay (31%, 
23% and 15%, respectively). Only 31% of respondents over 60 
stated that they had not seen or heard advertising for any San 
Luis Obispo County destinations, compared with 43% among 
those between 40 and 60 and 51% among those younger than 
40.  
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Figure 24 
Advertising Recall – San Luis Obispo County Destinations – by Respondent Region (in %) 

 (Base = All Respondents) 
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“Savor the Central Coast Event” Advertising Recall 
 
• The survey asked respondents if they recalled seeing or hearing 

any advertising for Sunset Magazine’s “Savor the Central Coast” 
event.  

• Overall, only 16% of respondents recalled advertising for the 
event. This percentage varied little by respondent region or 
demographic. The most significant differences existed among 
rural respondents, those who had visited San Luis Obispo within 
the past two years, and middle-aged respondents, which all had 
somewhat higher recall than other respondents (21%, 21% and 
20%, respectively). 

 
Figure 25 

Advertising Recall for Sunset Magazine’s “Savor the Central Coast” Event (in %) 
(Base = All Respondents) 
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B. Taglines 
• The survey provided respondents with several taglines 

describing San Luis Obispo County, and asked them to rate each 
one on how well it describes San Luis Obispo County and how 
much it would motivate them to seek information about visiting 
San Luis Obispo County, and to select the single tagline they 
liked best. Respondents used a five point scale from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) for the first two questions.  

• Overall, respondents felt that “Wine Coast County” best 
described San Luis Obispo County (giving it an average rating of 
3.6 out of 5) and would most motivate them to seek out more 
information about it (3.5 out of 5). They also gave very high 
ratings to “Your Wine and Waves Destination” (3.5 each), 
“Discover” (3.4 and 3.3, respectively) and to “Authentic 
California” (3.3 and 3.2, respectively).  

•  Despite the close ratings among these taglines, respondents 
clearly preferred “Your Wine and Waves Destination” to all 
other taglines, with 32% of respondents selecting it as their 
favorite, followed by 19% who selected “Wine Coast County,” 
17% who selected “Authentic California” and 16% who selected 
“Discover.” 

 
Figure 26 

Tagline that Best Describes/Would Motivate to Find out More about San Luis Obispo County (average) 
Tagline Liked Best (in %) 
(Base = All Respondents) 
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• Respondent preferences varied somewhat by region; although 
respondents from all regions selected “Your Wine and Waves 
Destination” as their favorite tagline, those from the San 
Francisco Bay Area were slightly less enthusiastic about it (29%) 
than those from Los Angeles/Orange County (32%) and those 
from the Central Valley (35%). Conversely, they had a stronger 
preference for “Discover,” with 22% compared with 16% among 
Los Angeles/Orange County respondents and 11% among those 
from the Central Valley. 

• Interestingly, tagline preference varied little between 
respondents who had visited San Luis Obispo County in the past 
two years and non-visitors, at least among the most popular 
taglines. Among the less-popular taglines, non-visitors slightly 
preferred “Discover” (18% compared with 13% among visitors) 
and visitors slightly preferred “Time to Play” (11%, compared 
with 6% among non-visitors).  

• By age, preference for “Your Wine and Waves Destination” 
decreased slightly with age (from 35% among those under 40 to 
30% among those over 60) while preference for “Discover” 
increased (from 11% among those under 40 to 19% among 
those over 60).  

• Tagline preference varied little by income. 
• Respondents without children at home strongly preferred 

“Wine Coast County” (21%) compared with those with children 
at home (12%).  
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Part 5: Respondent Profile 
 

• The respondent sample represented a mix of genders, 
household incomes, ethnicities, and regions, as well as of those 
with and without children at home. 

• The respondent sample included a somewhat higher percentage 
of women (59%) then men (42%).  

• The sample was distributed across incomes, with an average 
income of $87,710 per year.  

• Most respondents were white (82%), followed by Asian 
American (6%), Hispanic/Latino (5%), African American (2%) and 
Native American (1%).  

• Only about 18% of respondents reported having children at 
home, compared with 41% who were empty nesters and 42% 
who had no children. About half (54%) were married, followed 
by 40% who were single and 6% who were widowed. 
 

Figure 27 
Respondent Demographics (in %) 

(Base = All Respondents) 
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Appendix: Survey Questionnaire 

I. Where do you live? 
 
• Northern California 
• Central California 
• Southern California 
• Outside of California (terminate) 

 
II. What is your zip code? 
 
III. What is your age? 
• <18 (terminate) 
• 18-24 
• 25-30 
• 31-40 
• 41-50 
• 51-60 
• 60+ 

IV. When was the last time you did any traveling that included an overnight stay away from home? 
 
• Within the past 6 months 
• 6 - 12 months ago 
• 13 - 24 months ago  (terminate if more than 12 months) 
• 25 - 36 months ago 
• More than 36 months ago 

 
========================================================================================== 
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Greetings, 
We would like to ask you to participate in a short survey to better understand your perspective on a number of 
issues related to traveling In California’s Central Coast region. Your information will be kept confidential and used 
for statistical purposes only to help us improve our offerings. 
Thank you for your participation!   
 
All Respondents 
 

1. In which of the following areas is San Luis Obispo County located? Please answer this question without 
looking it up – we will give you the answer on the following page. 

 

 
• A 
• B 
• C 
• D 
• E 
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Correct answer map: 

 
 

2. Have you visited San Luis Obispo County for an overnight trip within the past 2 years? 
_____Yes (Go To Question 3) 
_____No (Go to Question 12) 
 
Previous Visitor 
 
3. If yes how many times have you visited San Luis Obispo County for an overnight trip in the last 2 years? 
 
______ Number of trip(s) 
 
 
4. Thinking about your last overnight trip to San Luis Obispo County where did you tell your friends you were 
going?  
_____I just mentioned San Luis Obispo County 
_____A specific town (for example: Morro Bay, Paso Robles, Pismo Beach, San Luis Obispo, and Grover Beach) 
_____ A natural attraction (for example: Oceano Dunes) 
_____ An attraction (for example: Hearst Castle, wine country) 
_____California Coast 
_____Highway 1 
_____The Central Coast 
_____Other 
_____Did not mention to friends that I was going anywhere 
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5. Thinking about your last overnight trip to San Luis Obispo County, where did you stay? 
_____ Pismo Beach 
_____San Luis Obispo 
_____Paso Robles 
_____Morro Bay 
_____ Wine Coast County -Unincorporated area (Cambria, Cayucos) 
_____ Grover Beach 
_____Atascadero 
_____Arroyo Grande 
_____Other 
 
6. During which season did you take your last overnight trip to San Luis Obispo County? 
______ Winter (Dec 21 - Mar 19) 
______ Spring (Mar 20 - Jun 20) 
______ Summer (Jun 20 - Sep 21) 
______ Fall (Sep 22 - Dec 20) 
 
7. Thinking about your last overnight trip, what was your primary reason for visiting San Luis Obispo County?  
 
_____ Pleasure/vacation 
_____ Visit friend/relative 
_____ Incentive group 
_____ Business meeting/convention/seminar 
_____ Special event 
_____ Wedding 
_____ Other, please specify_______ 
 
8. Thinking about your last overnight trip to San Luis Obispo County, which of the following activities did you 
participate in? Please select all that apply. 
 
_____Surfing (Beach Play)  
_____ Fishing 
_____ Fine dining 
_____Cal Poly 
_____Performing Arts Center 
_____Hearst Castle 
_____ Golf 
_____ Hiking  
_____ Horseback riding 
_____ Jet skiing / water skiing  
_____Kayaking  
_____Motorcycle touring (on pavement) 
_____Off road motorcycle/ATV 
_____ Mountain biking 
_____ Road cycling 
_____ Sightseeing 
_____ Shopping 
_____Wine tasting 
_____ Special event 
_____ Other  
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9.  Thinking about your perceptions of San Luis Obispo County, please indicate whether you agree or disagree 
with the following statements. 
 
San Luis Obispo County is: 
 Agree Disagree Don’t Know 
… a place that has a wide variety of lodging    
… a place that offers outdoor recreation    
… a place that has an interesting history    
… a place that has lots of cultural activities and events    
… accessible via highway1    
… a place I like to visit    
… a place that has the activities I like to do    
… a place that has friendly people     
… a place that has scenic wonders    
… a place that is different from other parts of the 
California Coast 

   

… where the specific town I like to visit is located     
…a destination/region that is pet friendly    
…is a destination with different communities that are 
interesting 

   

 
10. From what you know about San Luis Obispo County, which of the following attributes set it apart from other 
rural destinations?  
 
Please select all that apply. 
____Outdoor recreational activities 
____History & heritage 
____Culture 
____Rural experience 
____ Beaches   
____ Wine growing or tasting 
____Different communities 
____Central Coast location 
____Hearst Castle 
____Oceano Dunes 
____Special events 
____Friendly people   
____Other (please specify)_____________ 
____ None of the above 
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11. Thinking about other destinations you have visited, how would you rate San Luis Obispo County on each of 
the following with 1= much better and 7 =much worse?  
 
 Much Better Much Worse 
Lodging quality   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Lodging variety   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Price/value   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Scenic beauty   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Friendly people   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Natural wonders   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Ease of access   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Availability of recreation  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Dining quality   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Dining options   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Special events   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Things to do   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Ambiance /local feel  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
Pet Friendly   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 
 
[Visitors skip to Q.16] 
 
Non-Visitor 
 
12. What is the primary reason you have not visited San Luis Obispo County? 
 
_____ Lack of lodging choices that I like 
_____ Destination does not have activities that appeal to me 
_____ It is too far 
_____Lodging rates 
_____ Impact of the recession; we reduced our trips 
_____ Friends/family who we travel with can’t make it 
_____ Going to a different destination 
_____ Gas prices 
_____ Just never thought about it 
_____ No nightlife 
_____Is not pet friendly 
_____Lacks good beaches 
_____ Other, please specify _____ 
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13. Thinking about your perceptions of San Luis Obispo County, please indicate whether you agree or disagree 
with the following statements. 
 
San Luis Obispo County is: 
 
 Agree Disagree Don’t Know 
… a place that has a wide variety of lodging    
… a place that offers outdoor recreation    
… a place that has an interesting history    
… a place that has lots of cultural activities and events    
… accessible via highway1    
… a place I like to visit    
… a place that has the activities I like to do    
… a place that has friendly people     
… a place that has scenic wonders    
… a place that is different from other parts of the 
California Coast 

   

… where the specific town I like to visit is located     
…a destination/region that is pet friendly    
…is a destination with different communities that are 
interesting 

   

 
14. From what you know about San Luis Obispo County, which of the following attributes set it apart from other 
coastal destinations?  
Please select all that apply. 
____Outdoor recreational activities 
____History & heritage 
____Culture 
____Rural experience 
____ Beaches   
____ Wine growing or tasting 
____Different communities 
____Central Coast location 
____Hearst Castle 
____Oceano Dunes 
____Special events 
____Friendly people   
____ None of the above 
____Other  
 
15. Which of the following San Luis Obispo County destinations are you most familiar with?    
Please select all that apply. 
_____ Pismo Beach 
_____San Luis Obispo 
_____Paso Robles 
_____Morro Bay 
_____ Wine Coast County-Unincorporated area (Cambria, Cayucos) 
_____ Grover Beach 
_____Atascadero 
_____Arroyo Grande 
_____San Simeon (Hearst Castle) 
_____I'm not at all familiar with any of these 
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All Respondents 
 
16. Thinking about the overnight vacations you will take in the next 24 months, what areas are you most likely 
to visit?  
 
Select most likely to visit? 
_____ Beach area 
_____Wine country  
_____Ski area/mountain destination 
_____Major city/urban area 
_____Cruise 
_____ Will not visit any 
_____Other, please specify_____ 
 
17. Do you recall seeing or hearing any advertising from any of the following beach destinations? 
Please select all that apply. 
_____Santa Barbara County  
_____Monterey County   
_____Santa Cruz County  
_____Santa Monica   
_____Newport Beach   
_____Laguna Beach   
_____San Luis Obispo County  
_____None of the above 
 
18. Do you recall seeing any advertisements for or hearing about Sunset Magazine’s “Savor the Central Coast” 
event? 
_____ Yes 
_____No 
 
19. For which of the following do you recall seeing or hearing advertising for any of the following San Luis 
Obispo destinations? 
 
_____ Pismo Beach 
_____San Luis Obispo 
_____Paso Robles 
_____Morro Bay 
_____ Unincorporated area (Cambria, Cayucos) 
_____ Grover Beach 
_____Atascadero 
_____Arroyo Grande 
_____San Simeon (Hearst Castle) 
_____None of the above 
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20.  When you are considering visiting a California Coastal destination, which of the following is more important 
in your decision to visit?  

• The assets/attractions offered by a single, specific destination within a region 
o Example: You decide to visit a specific city or place for activities that are available 

specifically in that city or place 
• A variety of the assets/attractions/places that a region/county can offer 

o Example: You decide to visit San Luis Obispo County in order to access the activities 
offered by a variety of cities/places in the county 
[Phrasing changed to make it similar in structure to previous example] 

21. From your perspective how accessible is San Luis Obispo County compared to other destinations you visit?  
_____Much more accessible compared with other destinations 
_____Somewhat more accessible to get to compared with other destinations 
_____Somewhat less accessible to get to compared with other destinations 
_____Much less accessible to get to compared with other destinations 
 _____Don’t know 
 
22. On a scale of 1 to 10 with 10 =Very likely and 1=Not at all likely, how likely are you to recommend to a friend, 
family member or colleague to visit each of the following destinations for an overnight trip? 
 
  Not at All Very Not 
  Likely Likely Familiar 
Santa Barbara County 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 0 
Monterey County 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 0 
Santa Cruz County 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 0  
Santa Monica 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 0 
Newport Beach 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 0  
Laguna Beach 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 0 
San Luis Obispo County 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 0 
 
23. In thinking about a trip to San Luis Obispo what would be most important in your decision to visit San Luis 
Obispo County? 
 
_____A specific location within the county  
_____The available activities/events throughout the county 
 
 
24. San Luis Obispo County has been described as being located on the Central Coast, and having a variety of 
recreation, activities, local history, shopping and culture.  Given this description, which of the following brand 
taglines do you think best describes San Luis Obispo County? 

 
 1 – 

Strongly 
Dislike 

2 – Dislike 3- Neutral 4- Like 5 - 
Strongly 

Like 
Wine Coast Country      
Sincerely California      
Authentic California      
Your wine and waves destination      
Discover       
Time to play       
Pure play      
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25. Which of the following brand taglines would motivate you to find out more information about visiting San 
Luis Obispo County?  
 

 1 – 
Strongly 
Disagree 

2 –
Disagree  

3- Neutral 4- Agree 5 - 
Strongly 

Agree 
Wine Coast Country      
Sincerely California      
Authentic California      
Your wine and waves destination      
Discover       
Time to play       
Pure play      

 
 
26. Which of the following tag lines do you like best? 

Wine Coast County 
Sincerely California 
Authentic California 
Your wine and waves destination 
Discover  
Time to play  
Pure play 

27. Please rate how influential each of the following would be in your decision to take a future overnight visit to 
San Luis Obispo County.  

 
 1-  

No Value 
2 –  

Little Value 
3 –  

Unsure/ 
Neutral 

4 –  
Some Value 

5 – 
Tremendous 

Value 
Activities you like to 
participate in 

     

Visiting Hearst Castle      
Visit Oceano Dunes      
Visit Cal Poly San Luis Obispo      
Touring Highway 1      
Attending a special event      
Just to get away      
Good lodging prices      
Wine Tasting      
To visit a specific town (i.e. 
Pismo Beach, San Luis 
Obispo, Paso Robles etc.) 
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28. When seeking a beach/coastal travel experience, what destination attributes are most important in making 
your decision?  (Please rank the following in order of importance, with 1 being most important.) 
___ Proximity to wineries 
___ Oceanfront hotels and restaurants 
___ Affordability 
___ Sandy, walkable beach 
___ Pier 
___ Drivable beach 
___ Dog-friendly hotels and restaurants  
___ Ocean adventure activities (i.e. kayaking, surfing, etc.) 
___ Other, please list: ____________________________ 
 
29. Select the top five (5) factors driving your interest to travel to the City of San Luis Obispo on your next visit 
to the Central Coast.  

• Centralized Location  
• Affordability  
• Thursday Night Farmers Market 
• Theater and Performances  
• Dining and Restaurants  
• SLO Wine Country  
• Historical Sites 
• Outdoor Activities/ Open Space  
• Nightlife  
• Shopping  
• Quaint Downtown 
• Art Galleries  
• Cal Poly  
• Special Events and Activities   

 
30. When you think of Paso Robles, what are the top three leisure activities that come to mind?  
____Wine tasting 
____Dining/cuisine 
____Food and wine events 
____CA mid-state fair 
____ Family events and activities 
____ Agri-tourism adventures 
____ Downtown shopping  
____ Downtown City Park,  
____ Hearst Castle 
____ Music and cultural events 
____Olive oil tasting 
__ I am not familiar with Paso Robles 
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31. When considering a visit to Morro Bay, please rank the following “prime reasons to visit” from 1 – 10. 
(1 is most likely, 10 is least likely)  
 
___ Fresh Seafood  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
___ Affordability  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
___ Outdoor Activities  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
(Hiking, fishing, golf, kayaking) 
___ Rest, relaxation 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
___Nature, scenery 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
___ Romantic getaway 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
___ Attend local events  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
(Harbor Festival, Oyster Festival, etc.) 
___ Central location  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
___ Shopping  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
___ Historic working  
Fishing Village   1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
___ Wine Tasting  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
___Would not consider 
 
32. What do you think of when you hear of Wine Coast Country, the San Luis Obispo County unincorporated 
region? (Check all that apply) 

 
___Ten Destinations 
___The Discovery Route  
___Vacation Package Deals 
___Diverse Lodging Options 
___Small Beach Towns 
___Wine Touring and Tasting 
___Rural Getaways 
___Historic Attractions 
___Other (Please list any that come to mind)  
___Not aware of wine coast country 
 
33. What is your gender?  
• Male  
• Female 

35. What is your annual household income?  
• <$29,000 
• $30,000–39,999 
• $40,000–49,999 
• $50,000–59,999 
• $60,000–69,999 
• $70,000–99,999 
• $100,000–149,999 
• $150,000–200,000 
• $200,000+ 

 
36. Do you have children? 
• Yes, children at home 
• Yes, empty nester 
• No children 



San Luis Obispo County Visitor Survey 

69 | P a g e  
 

37. Are you: 
• Single 
• Married  
• Widowed 

38. What is your ethnicity?  
• African American 
• Asian American 
• Caucasian/White 
• Hispanic/Latino 
• Native American 
• Other 
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The Strategic Marketing Group is a Tourism, 
Recreation and Hospitality consulting firm. 
For more information: 

www.smgonline.net 


