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Since 2011, Destinations International has honored an annual “30 Under 30” class, recognizing industry 
high performers and future leaders from a diverse set of backgrounds and perspectives. Annual classes 
represent the destination industry’s best young talent, and provide honorees with the opportunity to 
expand their reach and impact within the travel and tourism industry. 

Unfortunately, research shows that many of these highly talented individuals, who are poised to make 
an even greater impact on the destinations they promote and the industry as a whole, are leaving the 
destinations community for opportunities that more closely align with their needs, goals, and values. 

Talent retention is a major issue for destinations today that will impact organizations for years to come. 
With the fight for talent as fierce as it is, it’s vital that today’s destination leadership understands what’s 
needed to retain the next wave of industry leaders. 

We aim to provide current leaders around the destination marketing industry with actionable insights, 
backed by data, detailing why “30 Under 30” honorees have left destination organizations and what 
organizations must do to keep their emerging talent. 

These insights should guide strategic initiatives, as a greater focus on culture and engagement in the 
workplace becomes a foundational part of the executive strategy conversation.   

Thank you for taking the time to review our report and we hope these insights fuel action items for you, 
your leadership team, and your destination. 

Welcome! 
This report contains a summary of proprietary 
data collected and analyzed by the teams at 
Fired Up! Culture and SearchWide Global.

Chris Ihrig
CEO
Fired Up! Culture

Mike Gamble
President & CEO
Searchwide Global
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Data Sources 
and Respondent 
Demographics

All data for the purpose of this report was 
independently collected in a joint effort between 
Fired Up! Culture and SearchWide Global in 
May 2023. Data sources and respondent 
demographics are provided below. 

3  |  firedupculture.com

Surveyed Population

Respondent Population

A total of 342 “30 Under 30” honorees were asked to complete an online survey 
focused on retention and engagement in the destinations industry. 

A total of 119 responses were collected and 
analyzed as a part of this report. 

342

119
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Ethnicity

Black or African-American - 10%

Caucasian - 69%

Latino or Hispanic - 10%

Asian - 8%

Native American or  
American Indian - 2%

Pacific Islander - 1%

Gender

Women - 69% Men - 31%

Respondent Age
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Key Findings - Uncovering Why 
High Potential Talent Leaves
We surveyed “30 Under 30” honorees who both 
still work for destinations and have left the 
destinations industry. Here’s what we discovered.
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52% of “30 Under 30” honorees no longer work for destinations.

“30 Under 30” honorees who decided to leave the destination they worked 
for are stepping into impactful roles outside of the industry:

FINDING 1

FINDING 2

Vice President

Senior Director

Consultant

Senior Partner

Supervisor

Manager
Director

Owner

UNDER 30

Advisor
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The leading reason why “30 Under 30” honorees left?

FINDING 3
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The next three contributors to disengagement and turnover  
of “30 Under 30” honorees? 

FINDING 4

Uncompetitive 
compensation

Ineffective 
leadership

Lack of flexibility for 
remote/hybrid work

Lack of Growth, Development, and Career Path Opportunities
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85% of “30 Under 30” honorees would consider returning to work for a destination.

FINDING 5

What “30 Under 30s” Are Saying When Asked if They Would Consider Returning:

I am passionate about the work being  
done and I still feel I have a lot to offer to 
continue to innovate and push the industry 
forward. There’s a lot of work to be done and 
I’d love to be a part of it. Additionally, our  
industry lacks women in executive leadership 
and I’d love to be part of that movement.

I really loved it and I miss the  
relationships with my local  
community. I feel a lot less engaged 
and feel I’m making less of an  
impact with my current work.

It’s a wonderful industry and one 
I’m still very passionate about.

I miss the industry.
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Key Findings - Engaging and 
Retaining High Potential Talent
We surveyed “30 Under 30” honorees who still work for 
destinations and those who have left the destinations industry. 
Now, we shift our attention to “30 Under 30” honorees still 
working for destinations for clues to why they stay and what 
organizations need to do to retain top emerging talent.
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71% list “passion for travel and their destination” as the 
primary reason they continue to work in the industry.

The most important engagement factors for “30 Under 30” 
honorees still working for destinations are:

FINDING 1

FINDING 2
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Work-life 
balance

Meaningful 
work

Fair financial 
compensation

Schedule 
flexibility 
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FINDING 3

33% of “30 Under 30” honorees list “lack of growth, development, 
and career path opportunities” as the primary reason why they would 

leave the destination industry. 
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Ineffective leadership Poor compensation

Lack of work-life balance

Inability to work remotely

FINDING 4

Other notable reasons why “30 Under 30” honorees would 
consider leaving the industry include:
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What They’re Saying…

Many destination leaders do not invest in forward planning, 
continuing education or advancement. We only deal with 
the present and our corporate counterparts continue to 
take our best talent not just for compensation but because 
they show them a path forward.

One of the most important factors  
in retaining talent in the destination  
industry is providing a clear career 
growth plan. It is essential to  
provide a roadmap for our career  
advancement and identify the skills and 
experiences we need to gain in order to 
progress within the organization.

Just ensure that emerging 
leaders have a defined path to 
something greater and challenge 
them to meet those goals and 
expectations.

Growth trajectory is important, and 
not something often discussed. If 
leaders don’t make a plan to retain 
their best and brightest, another  
industry will happily take them.

The thing that could drive  
me, and nearly did, from the  
destination world is a disconnect 
from leadership and lack of  
opportunities for growth.

There has to be a path to promotion if 
you want to retain employees.

There are just not enough opportunities in the industry to move up.
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Key Takeaways for 
Destination Leaders
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Young talent is leaving the industry in droves 
and are moving into key roles elsewhere.

The lack of growth, development, and career path 
opportunities for “30 Under 30” honorees is a major 
pain point that leads to disengagement, considering 
turnover, and leaving an organization. 

52% of surveyed respondents left the destinations space since 
receiving their “30 Under 30” recognition. It’s likely that the actual 
percentage of turnover in this group is higher than reported, as 
honorees no longer involved in the industry are less likely to 
respond to our survey than those still active in the industry. 

Exiting “30 Under 30” honorees are moving on to take key 
leadership and executive roles elsewhere. Vice President, Senior 
Director, and Manager are common job titles that ex-industry “30 
Under 30” honorees hold today. 

Destinations are losing highly talented individuals who are not only 
poised, but actually fulfilling, key leadership roles in organizations 
outside of the destinations space. 

Both existing and exited “30 Under 30” honorees showed strong frustration for the lack 
of advancement opportunities within their organizations. This was the leading reason 
why “30 Under 30” honorees departed the industry, and is a major point of contention for 
honorees still in their organization.
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This is a young, talented, passionate group that wants to 
engage and work in the destinations industry.

Opportunity for advancement, work-life 
balance, and meaningful work can activate 
this group of highly capable individuals.

85% of surveyed “30 Under 30” honorees who left the industry would consider returning. 

71% of honorees still working for a destination listed “passion for travel and your destination” 
as the number one reason they still work for their organization.

This is a highly talented group of individuals who are ready to activate and drive meaningful 
change in their organizations. They are future leaders and executives. They are passionate 
about travel, tourism, and their destination. But their passion and talent is not consistently 
being met with what’s required to engage and retain highly capable individuals.  

Both current and past honorees voiced “opportunity for 
advancement” as the primary pain point that either led to their 
exit or would lead to their exit. How destinations build career 
paths and create opportunity is paramount for engaging and 
retaining emerging talent.

Finding opportunity to create flexibility, balance workloads, 
and connect the day-to-day work to an organization’s inspiring 
mission further builds the case for emerging talent to stay in a 
destination marketing organization for the long-haul. 
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Thank you for taking the time to review our Destination Leaders of the Future: Engaging and 
Retaining Emerging Talent report. We hope our research and takeaways provide you with 

the insight needed to build an outstanding organization — one where the brightest talent can 
engage and drive positive change for years to come. 

Chris Ihrig
CEO
Fired Up! Culture

Mike Gamble
President & CEO
Searchwide Global
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