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AN AGING 
PLATFORM

CHALLENGES

ExploreMinnesota.com plays a huge role in helping Explore Minnesota  
fulfill its key mission—attracting leisure travelers to visit the state. In 2019,  
after 10 years on the same custom-developed CMS platform, the organization’s 
marquee web property was not as agile as it once was, and wasn’t able  
to keep up with the changes we’ve seen in visitor and industry expectations  
for a modern DMO website experience.

The platform’s rigid page templates made it hard for editors to prioritize 
inspirational content, and the site structure and content strategy were  
designed around delivering directory-style listings, not destination storytelling. 

Responsive design had been retrofitted into the design, and while the site’s 
brochure fulfillment and customer service integrations were commendable,  
the highly customized, monolithic system made it difficult for the organization  
to be agile in its response to a rapidly changing tourism environment. It was time 
for a total overhaul.
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AGILITY &
FLEXIBILITY

OBJECTIVES

While quick and easy access to business-level information remains 
an important part of Minnesota’s UX strategy, we know that the role 
of a statewide DMO reaches far beyond that, into brand-building, 
inspiration and education about the destination. Doing that on a 
website like ExploreMinnesota.com takes flexible, robust content 
management, and a diverse array of building blocks editors can use  
to tell the right story at the right stage of the visitor journey.

We also wanted to enable more flexibility in purchasing, 
management and evolution of Explore Minnesota’s digital 
applications and services. To achieve this, we moved from a highly 
customized, monolithic solution to a network of popular off-the-
shelf solutions integrated using APIs.
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OUR MARKETING OBJECTIVES INCLUDED: 

Engage and support travelers in the inspiration and consideration 
stages of their travel journey – specifically those who have not yet 
made a destination decision. 

Empower Explore Minnesota’s team to make quick and easy changes 
to page layouts, accommodate a variety of media formats, and 
respond to changing situations with agility – with minimal need  
for developer intervention. 

Reflect the diversity, inclusivity and accessibility of Minnesota’s 
brand in the website experience.

Provide robust, relevant and equitable advertising opportunities 
for Minnesota’s industry partners to showcase their businesses and 
destinations to a highly qualified audience.

Ensure that each stage of the website journey contains avenues 
that allow visitors to move laterally (related content) or vertically 
up and down (to broader, more dreaming-centric or more focused, 
booking-intent-driven content) within the travel planning process. 
No dead ends.
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A FOUNDATION ROOTED IN DATA
TACTICS

This project followed completion of an in-depth audit of 
Explore Minnesota’s digital marketing systems, applications, 
content and strategy, which included the creation of a 
prioritized performance framework to help focus and align 
efforts across the organization, an in-depth content and  
SEO audit, a user experience and user interaction audit, 
a systems and technology audit, and partner advertising 
program optimization analysis and strategy.

The outputs of this work, alongside existing user data,  
web analytics and industry research, guided the technical  
and creative approach to the new site.
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STORYTELLING  
AS DNA

TACTICS

ENCOURAGING EXPLORATION
We created snackable content experiences and curated 
467 inspirational travel articles, listicles, and itineraries and 
surfaced them across 124 different topically or geographically 
focused pages. Our goal was to create a powerful sense of 
place and spark emotional connections to spur interest in 
travel to Minnesota, then provide clear avenues to connect 
that inspiration to action.

MODULAR DESIGN
To design each page, editors have access to a menu of 
22 building blocks they can combine in any sequence or 
order they like. Every page is customized to its content, 
with components available for various layouts of video, 
photography, social media embeds, maps, photo collages and 
text. Rigid page templates are nowhere to be found.

ARTICLE

PROFILE

HOMEPAGE

LANDING PAGE

EXAMPLE MOBILE 
USER JOURNEY FROM 
HOMEPAGE ENTRY 
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STORYTELLING  
AS DNA

TACTICS

CONTENT IN CONTEXT
We tagged every piece of content on the site with related 
business IDs, its topic and its location. This allowed us to 
present places mentioned in articles on maps and to make 
programmatic suggestions of more reading about a specific 
topic or place, ensuring content suggestions stay fresh for 
repeat visitors to the site, and streamlining workflows for 
editors.

INSPIRATION & ORIENTATION
Rich visuals, including immersive photos, compelling videos 
and interactive maps, convey the wide range of Minnesota 
travel experiences, orient visitors to destinations within  
the state and clue them into the fact that every  
season offers opportunities for unique trip  
experiences and self-discovery.
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SCROLL-BASED  
ANIMATIONS 
CREATE A FEELING  
OF DISCOVERY 

User arrives  
at article

Article reveals as 
the user scrolls

Article scrolls on 
left, while image 
stays static

SEE ARTICLE  

www.exploreminnesota.com
https://www.exploreminnesota.com/itinerary/boundary-waters-beginners-4-days-paradise


DIVERSITY & 
INCLUSIVITY  

TACTICS

CULTURAL DIVERSITY
Minnesota has a vast amount of cultural diversity, in its urban centers and 
beyond. It has a history of welcoming members of refugee populations, who 
have thrived and become part of the fabric of the state’s culture. The website 
embraces that tradition by providing a warm welcome to non-English-speaking 
travelers in seven languages, orienting them to vacation planning tools in their 
own language. Spanish-speaking visitors are the most numerous non-English 
speaking user group on the site, so an additional 51 pages of human-translated 
Spanish-language content were developed specifically to service this segment 
of visitors. The state’s Native American heritage is honored with rich content 
celebrating the vibrant culture and artistry of its indigenous people. Design 
details (explored on the next page) also reflect this heritage.

INCLUSIVITY & ACCESSIBILITY
The whole site was built with inclusivity in mind, including dedicated pages 
for researching specialty travel styles from family fun to LGBTQ+ Travel to 
providing a wealth of information about accessible travel options around the 
state. WCAG AA conformance standards were followed throughout the project, 
and the team is working to close any remaining accessibility gaps as part of a 
proactive accessibility optimization program.
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DETAILS WITH PURPOSE
TACTICS
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Textures and unique crops 
used in otherwise clean and 
simple executions echo the 
contrast between nature  
and urban pursuits  
within the state.

A custom-created Ojibwe bead pattern used in accents  
and fallback images highlights cultural aspects of the  
state in unique ways.

Deconstructed state border 
shapes create unique 
textures and accents 
throughout the site.

State map thumbnails  
provide users a sense of place.

The state’s 2-color palette 
was expanded for WCAG AA 
conformance and to  
enhance the contrast  
among design elements.

www.exploreminnesota.com
https://www.exploreminnesota.com/things-to-do/outdoor-adventures#!grid~~~Featured~1


WEATHERING  
A PANDEMIC

TACTICS

During the travel downturn, the content strategy shifted dramatically. The team 
needed to respond quickly to changing conditions to keep travelers informed. From 
a performance standpoint, it was also important to maintain awareness of and affinity 
toward the destination and its tourism and hospitality businesses despite disruptions 
to consumer behavior — and to position the site well for a rebound in organic traffic 
when market conditions improved. Our three-pronged approach included:

• Providing essential information and inspiring dreaming while travel was 
effectively shut down.

• Dedicating resources to content development around responsible travel 
topics to guide travelers during the recovery and reopening periods.

• Using personalization to surface relevant content based on the  
geographic market. For example, targeting local audiences with information 
about how they can support their local tourism and hospitality businesses 
during the pandemic.

During the shutdown, the COVID-19 information page launched with key 
information on closures, changes, restrictions and guidance on mask wearing and 
other public safety measures. This page was updated regularly, and the page content 
expanded and evolved over time to highlight virtual experiences, from virtual tours of 
attractions to Minnesota-themed digital jigsaw puzzles to keep people engaged with 
Minnesota from home. 
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TACTICS

PERSONALIZATION: 
DOMESTIC/U.S. 

PERSONALIZATION: 
LOCAL MARKET 

As travel began to reopen, we developed and promoted fresh content reflecting 
social distancing and responsible travel, such as hiking, camping and other outdoor 
experiences. It was also important to support tourism, hospitality and culinary 
businesses that were feeling the revenue hit more than any other sector. We wanted  
to use this downtime in travel to build deeper understanding of what Minnesota has in 
store for both visitors and locals, from artists and makers to unique culinary offerings.  
We offered experiences they could either enjoy safely in person or from home, like 
recipes from up-and-coming culinary personalities on the Culinary Campfire page.

Personalization was used to serve up relevant content based on the visitor’s geolocation. 
Various forms of personalization were deployed around the site, from announcement 
banners to fly-ins and customized embedded content. Here is how embedded homepage 
content was personalized during one point over the past year:

• IN-STATE: Audience served content about how to support local Minnesota 
businesses as part of the State of Gratitude campaign.

• NEIGHBORING STATE: Audience served content about road trips.

• NON-TARGETED STATE: Audience served content highlighting  
iconic outdoor experiences with “imagine the adventures  
that await” messaging.
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DELIVERING THE PRODUCT
EXECUTION

INITIAL DEVELOPMENT COST INITIAL DEVELOPMENT TIMELINE
$501,000 12.5 MONTHS

THIS BUDGET INCLUDED:
• Website content plan
• Website design and build
• Partner extranet build 
• Migration of partner data to the new 

extranet
• Platform selection and setup of all third-

party integrations
• Planning and setup of a totally revamped 

partner advertising program
• Third-party user testing

INCLUDED IN LAUNCH:
• 467 pages of editorial content totally refreshed 

and migrated into the new content architecture
• 124 new topical, geographic or international 

landing pages, written and curated from scratch
• 7 languages serviced (in addition to English)
• 9 integrated third-party web services including 

a user-generated content feed, mapping, 
brochure inventory management and fulfillment, 
personalization and live chat

• 3 new partner advertising products promoting 
Minnesota’s travel and hospitality businesses

www.exploreminnesota.com


CHALLENGES

OBJECTIVES

TACTICS

EXECUTION

RESULTS

SITE PERFORMANCE SHINES
RESULTS

The COVID-19 outbreak began impacting travel within a month of the site’s launch. While site engagement showed significant improvement 
over the old site, because of the pandemic’s impact on travel activity, we were never quite sure until more recently how impactful the new site’s 
deep content efforts would be. Comparing the most recent five-month period against the same five months of 2019 gives the best possible 
window into how the new site is performing against the old site outside of a crisis period.

While overall visits were down 9% due to lingering effects from the pandemic and lower paid traffic investment, organic visits rose 15%. 
Notably, all major engagement metrics were strong, with time on site seeing the most growth with a gain of 26%.

JAN-MAY 2021 (COMPARED TO JAN-MAY 2019):

Note: While the January-May 2021 time frame represents the most recent “normal” data we have, it is important to acknowledge that COVID-19 
restrictions weren’t even fully lifted and travel demand wasn’t solidly back on its feet until June. The first few months of 2021 still reflected significant 
COVID-related impacts.

ORGANIC 
VISITS

 15%
PAGEVIEWS

 8%
TIME  

ON SITE

 26%
BOUNCE  

RATE

 18%
PAGES/

SESSION

18%

CONTINUED 
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TIMELY CONTENT DRIVES  
TRAFFIC & ENGAGEMENT

RESULTS

The content created or updated specifically to address the pandemic provided a major boost to site traffic, driving more than half a million visits.  
Many of these content pieces also generated strong engagement impacts as well, helping to increase total pageviews and average time on site.

NEWLY CREATED OR UPDATED COVID-RELATED CONTENT GENERATED AT LEAST 543,427 TOTAL PAGEVIEWS. 
KEY PAGES INCLUDED:

Explore Minnesota’s team was able to rapidly respond and deploy content experiences to respond to the changes in visitor interests and 
needs in relation to the pandemic, and that’s exactly what we set out to make possible.  

COVID-19 
Information page:

PAGEVIEWS
325K

Minnesota Digital 
Puzzles landing page: 

PAGEVIEWS
22K

Individual  
puzzle pages (6):

PAGEVIEWS
16K

State of Gratitude 
landing page: 

PAGEVIEWS
12K

Road Trips & Scenic 
Byways landing page: 

PAGEVIEWS
141K

Explore Minnesota at a 
Safe Distance article: 

PAGEVIEWS
28K

CONTINUED 
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POSITIVE REVIEWS
RESULTS

The pictures are  
the most eye-

catching part of the  
website. They’re inviting  
and beautiful. The images 
make you feel like  
you’re there.”

The video on  
the home page is 

inspiring. It is beautiful  
and makes me want to go  
do the things featured here.”

Nicely designed, 
intuitive. Easy to  
read and interactive.” 

Described as “well- 
organized” and providing  
a “comprehensive  
experience.”

This really  
expanded my 

thoughts about Minnesota, 
it makes me want to 
visit it. I hadn’t really 
considered Minnesota 
as a travel destination, 
but I will now.”

QUOTES FROM USER TESTING 

EXPLOREMINNESOTA.COM

www.exploreminnesota.com
www.exploreminnesota.com


“ O U R  N E W  W E B S I T E  I S  
A S  B E A U T I F U L  A N D  R I C H 

W I T H  I N S P I R A T I O N  A S 
M I N N E S O T A  I T S E L F . ”

-Explore Minnesota Tourism
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