


Young, local and avid, loyal skiers across the United States 
weigh in on how they have been impacted by Covid-19, how it 
has affected their ski plans, and what the pandemic might 
mean for the 20/21 ski season and beyond.

Like many tourism-based industries, the ski industry is facing unprecedented challenges in the wake of 

Covid-19. Forced slope closures in the height of the ski season come at a time when the industry was already 

struggling to cope with challenges related to climate change, aging skier demographics, and difficulty securing 

a younger, more diverse cohort of loyal skiers. Even as the crisis is contained over the coming months (or 

years), COVID-19 will have a long-lasting impact on the economy, on travel, and on skier sentiment and 

behavior, all of which change the ski industry.  While the industry will almost certainly recover from this crisis, it 

may emerge fundamentally altered. 

In the short term, the industry should be prepared for less travel. Experts predict that while travel will slowly 

pick up over the next year, international travel will take the longest to return to normal levels. With limited 

international travel and wariness about airline travel generally, experts predict that people will be looking to 

vacation and indulge in leisure activities closer to home, which could potentially lead to an uptick in local and 

regional skiing.

More importantly, the industry will need to figure out how to plan around the high levels of uncertainty that are 

likely to plague skiers next season. As the industry has consolidated and corporatized over the years, borrowing 

pricing strategies from the airline and hotel industries, which offer significant discounts for planning in 

advance, the uncertainty spawned by the pandemic is certain to rattle skiers who may have otherwise bought 

season passes or planned ski vacations early.

Overall, our survey found that while skiers are uncertain about the 20/21 ski season, avid skiers view the sport 

as an important reprieve from the restraints of the pandemic and are eager to make up for this season’s lost 

time, next year. Navigating this crisis will require a careful response from the industry; one that includes 

thoughtful and sensitive messaging, creative strategizing in terms of how to reassure skiers, and a willingness 

to think outside the box when it comes to incentivizing skiers who have been economically impacted by the 

crisis. 

PG 1

























A Post-Pandemic Imperative for the Ski Industry: Balancing 
Low-Density with Accessibility

If our research is any indication, even amidst the Covid-19 crisis, skiers’ appetite for the sport isn’t going 

anywhere. In fact, skiing may even occupy an important place in the American psyche as a social and leisure 

activity that offers an escape from the confines of home while connecting with others at safe distances 

outdoors, where the virus is less likely to spread. At the same time, lingering travel restrictions, uncertainty in 

the future, fear of the virus, and Great Depression-level economic impacts are sure to change skier behavior, 

potentially keeping people closer to home, less willing to make long-term plans, and on tighter budgets, 

especially when it comes to leisure. Furthermore, before this pandemic struck, skiers — especially avid skiers 

— were already disillusioned by the corporatization of the industry and resorts that cater more to affluent 

tourists than to locals, with price increases keeping a fair amount of people from either entering the sport or 

skiing as much as they’d like. Covid-19 will exacerbate many of the issues already facing the industry, and 

force a reckoning when it comes to attracting affluent skiers and tourists, while also growing the sport and 

embracing locals and avid skiers who make up much of its base. Much of it will come down to how the 

industry balances the need and desire for low-density with the kind of accessibility that leaves the sport 

relatively open.

The truth is that low-density was already a trend in the ski industry. Over the last several decades, revenue 

growth has relied increasingly upon a substantial uptick in ticket prices paid by a declining number of 

customers, further cementing skiing as an elite activity. Even as the sales of unlimited passes have soared in 

recent years making the sport more accessible to those willing to plan in advance, the number of skier days in 

the U.S. has remained virtually unchanged since 2006. Given the extreme price hikes, the industry has been 

criticized for its failure to grow the sport and attract new skiers. As an industry, skiing is still heavily 

dependent on Baby Boomers, with Millennials and Gen Z failing to fully fill in their ranks. In the aftermath of 

coronavirus, these trends are likely to continue and become even more extreme, as social distancing 

demands even lower density and as income inequality widens, with younger generations hit harder by the 

economic toll the virus takes on society. Catering only to older, wealthier skiers is a gamble that may not pay 

out in the end.

Ultimately, the industry will be faced with two less-than-desirable extremes: in an effort to control density 

and continue growing from a revenue perspective, prices will increase even more dramatically and forcefully 

exclude large swaths of skiers who are unable or unwilling to pay luxury prices.  Alternatively, barriers to entry 

will lower and ticket prices will drop significantly to attract more beginner and casual skiers and increase 

engagement with locals, thus crowding mountains and alienating wealthy skiers. Both approaches will 

inevitably upset important cohorts of the customer-base so understanding a resort’s specific consumers will 

be key. 

Still, the question remains: between these two extremes, is there a middle ground, or even a mixed model that 

allows for both?
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Here are 7 strategies the industry might explore in coming seasons:

Embrace the monumental shift toward more remote work. Skiers with financial barriers but 
who might leap for the opportunity to enjoy the outdoors and ski could justify their trip if they 
can continue working full time while on vacation. While repurposing the resort’s bars and 
cafeterias to low-density coworker spaces may not be tenable, local restaurants and 
businesses on the mountain who are struggling to utilize their spaces, especially during the 
week, may be open to such arrangements. Creating partnerships and driving some revenue to 
their businesses while offering an alternate remote work environment could pay large 
dividends for attracting weekday visitors.

Set tight attendance caps and institute dynamic pricing on the weekends to recoup 
additional revenue from the more affluent skiers. This will render the weekends cost 
prohibitive for many, but will keep them highly profitable yet manageable.  Make sure you 
have a great PR team in place, though, as this will surely upset your locals and your loyals.

Limit lodge usage and move food/beverage services outside. This could mean setting up 
food trucks/tents and heat lamps. It also may require establishing makeshift lodges in trailers 
to provide more space to warm up.

Share density data publicly to let visitors determine if the resort meets the needs of their 
social distancing approach. Without consistent guidelines at the federal or even state levels, 
social distancing norms vary largely by geographic region, age group, and political beliefs.  
Making guests feel comfortable is key, but providing enough information to self-select into 
the right environment will make a large impact in customer satisfaction.  

Be overly transparent about your refund policy in relation to COVID-19 and/or provide 
services that offer additional protection to your customers.

Revive previously failed summer programming on the mountain. It doesn’t have to be only 
mountain biking-oriented. Camping or experiencing nature could be a major draw for those 
on the coasts needing a low-density release and could also help retain meaningful 
relationships with locals.

Embrace the local culture of the mountain and region to create more unique and 
authentic experiences that attract outside tourists, while also making locals feel more valued 
and engaged in the mountain culture. Consider more partnerships with local businesses and 
artists as vendors for resort amenities to provide more color to the resort culture while also 
helping to keep these local businesses afloat during the hard times to come.
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