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Our research program
AUGUST
Brand definition session

AUGUST AND SEPTEMBER
53 visitor intercepts

OCTOBER
Online dialogic session with cross-disciplinary representation





The tourism icons of Vancouver Island 



We also heard about…



On the surface, Nanaimo is known for…



GATEWAY STOP GENERIC

DESTINATION STAY DISTINCT



You said: 

“Lots to see, but nothing iconic.”

Visitors said:

“it’s not what I expected”

“it’s actually…”



SO WHAT DID WE HEAR FROM PEOPLE WHO 
WERE EXPERIENCING NANAIMO AS TOURISTS?



NATURAL SETTING



“you can’t beat the views here”



“you have to like nature or nature-y sports”



“It’s an outdoor place – for soft outdoor adventures.”

“not as known for the outdoors as the west or north 
but could be”



“I always bring people to Sugar Loaf Mountain –
they’re always blown away.”



“It’s prettier than I thought”



”I didn’t expect Nanaimo to be so close to some 
really rural areas. I thought it was all strip malls.”



‘We’ll remember this.”



“
”

It’s nice, but not wow.



WATER BASED CITY 
(with a few mountains and creeks around)



“I didn’t go whale watching, but the fact that 
you can is pretty cool. Big fish (sic) all around.”



Best memories from the dialogic

Stories about 
everything elseStories about the 

water



“Crab trap at Cabela’s: $18, measurement 
thingy: $2, fishing license: $23, afternoon 
on the pier with my buddy: priceless!”



“Real boats. Ones that people actually use.”



“The seawall is a lovely walk.”





“
”

“The shore is magnificent.”

“Here you can take a deep breath of fresh ocean air.”



WORKING CITY



“You can tell it’s a real harbour”



“It’s a working harbour. Not there just for visitors.”



“Nanaimo is weird. It’s a working town. 
Not pretentious like Victoria.”



“I’m here with my husband and child. Husband is at a meeting, and so 
we’re playing on the beach. It feels like we’re on vacation.”



HISTORY & CHARACTER



“The old streets are great, really unique.”



“Everything is on a slope, and angled. Because it’s 
not on a grid it seems older, and quirkier.”



“Some really interesting stuff here. There’s a rich 
history in Nanaimo. It’s not always the most obvious 

history, but it’s history.”



“This place has such an interesting past, 
with some great characters. It’s a real 
city, with mistakes and successes.”



”It’s city-ish, more urban, mini-city, 
than the rest of the island”



FRIENDLY



“
”

Not one group passed us that didn’t say hi.



“Super friendly people here.”



HUB / LAUNCH POINT



What’s been your best moment?
“Going to Parksville. It was amazing.”



“It’s like a gulf island here, but without an additional  ferry.”



“
”

Nanaimo is just a pit stop, not somewhere to visit. Just a non-
descript part of the island. Not negatively, more of a blank canvas.

Visitors come to the island versus come to Nanaimo.

It’s quite central – it gets you part way up the island.

We’re passing through to Tofino, just stopped to get Nanaimo bars.



NANAIMO BARS



“
”

Nanaimo bars are such a staple Canadian thing. 
Amazing to have a Nanaimo bar in Nanaimo



HOMELESS / POVERTY



“The homeless problem is real. It’s such a shame for everyone.”



“Someone literally just threw a condom full of water 
at me. At least I hope it was water.”



“
”

I don’t want to use the word ‘sketchy’ but…

I saw a woman get hit with a metal bar outside our hotel window

Nanaimo seems to be lacking social supports, 
unpredictable street people



RESIDENTS TALKED ABOUT AN AGING CITY

"City is poorly maintained.”

“Downtown gets worse and worse. Graffiti, weeds, bad sidewalks.”

“There is apprehension about what goes on in the downtown.”



UNDEVELOPED TOURISM PRODUCT



Lack of info centre in Bastion area was 
felt by visitors; and also by the museum 
staff who became the ‘default’ info 
centre without the staff, training or 
resources to do it well.



“
”

You have to drive everywhere. It’s not an easy destination.

Visiting Nanaimo is like putting together a puzzle –
with 3 missing pieces



EVOLUTION



“
”

she: ”it’s a whole lot better”

he: “it used to be just a hole, now it’s a whole lot better”



“This isn’t the Nanaimo of old. I used to drive straight 
past. My impression was bad. It’s actually a great 
place to visit.”



“It feels as if it’s a growing place, 
new stores, with a bright future.”



YOUTHFUL SPIRIT

“We’re carefree”
“We’re spontaneous”
“We’re adventurous”



3 words describing Nanaimo today



“There’s an excellent huge assortment of 
diverse food options”



“Nanaimo seems like it’s on the brink of changing to 
something great.”



“
”

Change is great, but it’s a fine line.

We’ve been coming since we were kids – don’t want it to 
commercialize too much.



LAYERS



“So many things to do in Nanaimo, you just have 
to go do them. I guess many of them aren’t on a 
plate, like they are in Parksville.”



“There are more things to do than there is time”



“
”

There is stuff to do here. People are usually shocked with how 
much, but they’ve already planned to leave.



“
”

Our first impression: “Are we in the wrong place?” We drive up from 
Duke Point through town. But this is much nicer than we thought.



REWARD



“Surprise bag - no one really knows 
what you’ll find in Nanaimo.”



“So great to hear about the first nations history 
of the place, really makes the visit fuller.”



“I don’t normally go into museums because they’re 
boring, but I learned so much, it was awesome.”



“I’ve no idea what tree this is, but everyone asks 
about it. It’s pretty neat to have it right here.”



“No, we didn’t get any advice from anyone.
We’ve found everywhere ourselves. Using Google maps.”



SO, WHAT DOES THIS MEAN FOR OUR BRAND?



A brand checklist
to make sure all decisions are ‘on brand’

messaging visuals
events

website

prioritization of energiespartnerships



TODAY

A great brand is firmly 
rooted in the very best of 

who you are today.



TOMORROW

And it plots a trajectory to 
where you want to be.

TODAY
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How will we meet the needs of our audiences? 

How do we want to be described?

What personality infuses everything we do?

What do we uniquely offer, and why do we do it?



NONDESCRIPT

INTERESTING

DISTINCT

ONE OF A KIND



WORKING SPIRIT

EVOLUTION LAYERS

CONTEXT OF VANCOUVER ISLAND

4 FUNDAMENTAL RESEARCH FINDINGS THAT WILL INFLUENCE THE BRAND



WORKING SPIRIT

EVOLUTION LAYERS

CONTEXT OF VANCOUVER ISLAND

AND OF THESE FOUR, ONE JUMPS OUT



Nanaimo is on the arc of change for the better



Nanaimo is changing because:

Influx of tourists and new residents on the island
Relative affordability of Nanaimo

Nanaimo is relatively youthful
New opportunities for working

New cool



Change is a part of Nanaimo life in a way that it isn’t on the rest of the island

TIMELESS

CLASSIC / TRADITIONAL

UNTOUCHED

SLOWING DOWN



Parksville is timeless because it hasn’t changed
Nanaimo has history, is a port city, and it evolves every year



Geographically and metaphorically, we’re right in the middle of things, 
evolving with the ebbs and flows of life, all the while retaining the 

abundant natural charms of Vancouver Island



Yes, Nanaimo has layers. And this is a big benefit, but 
more than that, it’s the evolution and change in these 

layers over time that makes them interesting.



‘Change’ implies excitement & energy, it creates a sense of urgency to 
visit now, and it allows forgiveness for gaps in our product.



The kind of person that will love Nanaimo is a person who is open to new experiences, who is more 
‘Cultural Explorer’ than the rest of Vancouver Island.

People who will find things before they are popular.

Who will want a varied vacation, connecting with nature, the past and the future.
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How will we meet the needs of our audiences? 

How do we want to be described?

What personality infuses everything we do?

What do we uniquely offer, and why do we do it?



ATTRIBUTES

Real 
Emerging

Adventurous
Layered

NEEDS

Authenticity
Intrigue

Exploration
Variety



ATTRIBUTES

Real 
Emerging

Adventurous
Layered

hardworking, gritty, true Vancouver island  
changing, growing, evolving
playful, welcoming, spirited
multi-faceted, undiscovered



What do we offer as a destination?

There’s more to Nanaimo than meets the eye. And this is increasingly the case. 
This is a statement that applies for visitors and residents alike. We want to

continually surprise people with our offer, and to reward people for taking the 
time to find out about us, and to unearth our evolving and abundant offering.



Our promise

To surprise and reward



And why do we continually strive to surprise and reward?

Because Nanaimo has had a bad rap. Always seen as the problem child of 
the island, or worse, simply a non-descript transport hub. We are proud of 

our city, and are ready to share it with visitors, who will come to know us for 
our unique blend of island character, our working roots, our connection to 

nature, and our playful spirit.



Our purpose

To write our new story, while holding onto our identity



And how do we act?

The people of Nanaimo have been a part of the change on Vancouver 
Island for years. Some years have been better than others, but the people 
always have a story to tell and a smile on their lips. The entrepreneurial 

spirit of the people, and the openness to seeing and seizing opportunities 
mean that life is never dull, and full of possibility. 



Our personality

Open to change



Promise
To surprise and reward

Purpose
To write our new story, holding onto our identity

Personality
Open to change

Attributes
Real

Emerging 
Adventurous 

Layered



#NEWNAIMO



THANK
YOU!


