
 

The destination digital transformation 
From legacy lock-in to composable intelligence 

How a Tourism Development Authority moved from Simpleview to an API-first stack, built 
partner-level attribution, and made its destination data readable by AI search systems. 

 

The problem 
A North Carolina Tourism Development Authority had outgrown the digital system behind its 
destination website. 
 
For years, the TDA ran on Simpleview, the vertically integrated platform used by many 
destination marketing organizations. It handled 1,100 partner listings, 2,500 annual events, and 
the public website visitors used to plan trips in a competitive coastal market. 
 
The system had done its job for a long time. The team knew how to use it. The content was 
strong. The destination had real brand equity. 
 
But the day-to-day friction was no longer small. 
 
Partner updates could take up to three hours to move from the CRM to the live website. That 
delay mattered when a hotel changed seasonal hours, an event was canceled because of 
weather, or pricing changed for a holiday weekend. 
 
The content taxonomy was rigid. A basic change to how the destination organized listings or trip 
content could require a vendor ticket and weeks of waiting. 
 
Search was also falling short. Visitors used the website search as a main planning tool, but the 
native search experience struggled to return useful results across 1,000+ listings and thousands 
of events. 



 
Then the board asked the question that mattered most: 
 
Is our digital investment driving accommodation bookings for our partners? 
 
The team could not answer with a defensible number. GA4 could show outbound click events in 
aggregate. It could not tie each click-out to a specific partner record, source page, campaign, 
and UTM path in a way the board or partner businesses could use. 
 
The bigger issue was starting to show up outside the website. ChatGPT, Google AI Overviews, 
Perplexity, and other AI search tools were beginning to shape travel planning. These systems 
work best when they can read structured data: clear entities, schema markup, API-accessible 
content, and relationships between places, events, lodging, dining, and trip ideas. 
 
The destination had years of useful content. Much of it lived inside a closed platform that 
exposed pages to crawlers, not clean destination entities to retrieval systems. 
 
The constraints were practical. The team was lean, with three to five people managing digital 
operations alongside other responsibilities. There was no in-house developer. A full-time digital 
executive hire would take too long. The Simpleview contract was expiring, with only a six-month 
extension available. 
 
A standard vendor migration would not solve the core issue. The TDA needed to own its data, 
its code, and its integration paths. 
 
SimplicityCMO entered as the embedded digital leadership partner. 
 

What had to change 
The work centered on four connected problems. 

1. Break the vendor lock-in cycle 
Simpleview was more than a contract. It shaped what the TDA could and could not do. 
 
Content taxonomy changes required vendor involvement. Integration requests depended on the 
platform's development path. Data exports came out as CSV files that lost important 
relationships between listings, categories, contacts, events, venues, recurrence rules, and 
media assets. 
 



The goal was not to trade one closed system for another. The TDA needed a stack where each 
part could be replaced, upgraded, or connected through open APIs. More important, the 
destination needed to own every data record, code repository, and integration contract. 

2. Remove the three-hour data delay 
The CRM-to-website delay created real risk. 
 
If a lodging partner changed availability for a holiday weekend, the live listing needed to reflect 
that immediately. If an outdoor event was canceled, visitors needed to see the update before 
they made plans. 
 
The TDA needed one source of truth for partner and event data, with automatic sync into the 
website and search index. Updates needed to move in seconds, not hours. 

3. Build partner-level attribution 
Accommodation click-outs were the TDA's top KPI. They showed whether visitor interest on the 
destination website turned into traffic to partner booking pages. 
 
The existing setup could not track that at the partner level with enough detail. The new system 
needed to capture every outbound partner click, preserve the UTM path, fire structured GA4 
events, and log the click against the partner's CRM record. 
 
That is the difference between "we had more outbound clicks this month" and "this partner 
received 247 booking-page referrals from these pages and campaigns." 

4. Make the content readable by AI systems 
The AI readiness problem was easy to underestimate because the website still looked healthy 
to human visitors. 
 
But AI search systems do not read a destination site the way a traveler does. They need 
structured data and clear relationships. A lodging listing should be declared as a lodging 
business. An event should have dates, venue, organizer, ticket URL, and location data. An 
attraction should have hours, admission details, accessibility information, and coordinates. 
 
SimplicityCMO had seen the same pattern across 33+ tourism destination digital assessments: 
strong content, weak machine readability. 
 
The fix was not adding a chatbot. The fix was rebuilding the content model so each partner, 
event, attraction, itinerary, and guide could be understood as a structured entity. 
 



The SimplicityCMO approach 
SimplicityCMO worked beside the TDA executive team as fractional digital leadership: part 
technical architect, part vendor lead, part delivery owner. 
 
The engagement ran across seven months. The strategy work was front-loaded because the 
hard decisions had to be made before design and development began. 

Phase 1: Discovery, architecture, and extraction planning 
The first month focused on the existing system and the migration path. 
 
SimplicityCMO reviewed the TDA's digital stack across five areas: 
 

-​ Platform and architecture health 
-​ Visitor experience and content 
-​ Search and AI readiness 
-​ Attribution and analytics 
-​ Partner data operations 

 
The audit confirmed what the team already felt in daily operations. Simpleview scored poorly on 
platform flexibility because of vendor lock-in and API limits. Search and AI readiness were weak 
because structured data was missing. Attribution was not built to show partner ROI. 
 
The recommendation was a composable stack based on MACH principles: microservices, 
API-first, cloud-native, and headless. 

The selected stack 

Layer Selection Why it fit 

Frontend Next.js and React Static generation, fast load 
times, reusable components, 
and strong accessibility 
support 

CMS Headless WordPress with 
WPGraphQL 

Familiar editing for a lean 
team, API-based content 
delivery, and flexible page 
building 

Hosting WP Engine Atlas Managed headless hosting 
for frontend and backend 
under one contract 



Layer Selection Why it fit 

CRM and data layer HubSpot Pro Custom objects for DMO data 
models, open REST API, and 
full export rights 

Search Algolia Faceted search, typo 
tolerance, geo filtering, and 
semantic NeuralSearch 

Attribution Next.js API middleware, GA4, 
and HubSpot 

Partner-level click-out 
tracking with UTM 
preservation 

Reporting Looker Studio, GA4, and 
HubSpot 

Board-ready reporting tied to 
partner and content 
performance 

Data extraction plan 
SimplicityCMO mapped the Simpleview data model before anything moved. 
 
The extraction plan covered: 
 

-​ 1,100 partner listings with categories and media 
-​ 800 CRM contacts 
-​ 1,000 accounts 
-​ 400 future events 
-​ 2,500+ annual events with recurrence rules and venue relationships 

 
The standard CSV export path was not enough. Custom extraction scripts were needed to 
preserve the relationships that mattered after migration. 
 
SimplicityCMO also worked with Propellic, the TDA's SEO partner, on GEO and SEO 
requirements. Redirect maps were built into the new site before launch so legacy URLs would 
not bleed search equity or strand visitors on 404 pages. 
 



Phase 2: Design and content modeling 

Component-based publishing 
The Next.js frontend used a reusable component library. The goal was simple: let non-technical 
staff build useful pages without asking a developer for every campaign, landing page, or 
seasonal update. 
 
The component system included: 
 

-​ Hero sections with dynamic imagery 
-​ Partner listing grids with faceted filters 
-​ Event calendars with date-range selection 
-​ Itinerary builders using linked listings and events 
-​ Campaign calls to action with UTM parameter injection 
-​ Media galleries with required alt text 
-​ Editorial storytelling modules 

 
This shifted the team away from ticket-based publishing and toward controlled self-service. 

Semantic content types 
SimplicityCMO built content types around DMO entities, not generic web pages. 
 

Content type Key fields Schema.org output 

Lodging listing Property name, address, 
coordinates, category, star 
rating, price range, amenities, 
pet policy, accessibility 
features, booking URL 

LodgingBusiness, Hotel 

Dining listing Cuisine type, meal periods, 
price range, reservation rules, 
outdoor seating, dietary 
options 

Restaurant 

Attraction listing Attraction type, admission 
price, hours, accessibility, 
family suitability, seasonality, 
visit duration 

TouristAttraction 

Event Name, start and end 
datetime, recurrence rule, 

Event 



Content type Key fields Schema.org output 

venue, coordinates, category, 
ticket URL, price, organizer 

Itinerary Duration, traveler type, area, 
featured listings, linked 
events 

TouristDestination 

 
The result was content that worked for people and machines. Editors could manage useful fields 
in WordPress and HubSpot. The Next.js frontend generated JSON-LD at render time. 

Accessibility built into the system 
WCAG 2.1 AA was treated as a build requirement, not an after-launch audit item. 
 
Color contrast, keyboard navigation, screen-reader behavior, and focus states were designed 
into the component library before the site entered QA. 
 

Phase 3: Build and integration 

Headless WordPress and Next.js 
WP Engine Atlas was configured with development, staging, and production environments. 
 
The Next.js frontend pulled content from headless WordPress through WPGraphQL. Static 
generation handled fast page delivery. Incremental Static Regeneration updated individual 
pages when content changed, without forcing a full-site rebuild. 

HubSpot as the destination data layer 
HubSpot Pro was configured with DMO-specific custom objects: 
 

-​ Company records for partner businesses, including membership tier, listing status, total 
accommodation click-outs, and renewal dates 

-​ Listing objects for public partner listings and structured listing fields 
-​ Event objects for partner-submitted and staff-created events 
-​ Attribution event objects for each accommodation click-out, including timestamp, partner 

ID, source page path, and UTM context 

Real-time sync 
The integration layer moved data between systems automatically: 
 



-​ HubSpot to Next.js: partner listings and events for page generation 
-​ HubSpot to Algolia: webhook-triggered index updates when listings or events changed 
-​ Next.js to HubSpot: attribution events logged through the API 
-​ Next.js to GA4: custom events with partner-level dimensions 

The attribution engine 
The accommodation click-out engine was built as Next.js API middleware. 
 
When a visitor clicked a partner booking link, the middleware: 
 

1.​ Intercepted the click in real time. 
2.​ Added the UTM chain to the destination URL. 
3.​ Fired a GA4 custom event with partner ID, category, page path, and session context. 
4.​ Logged the click-out as an attribution event in HubSpot. 
5.​ Associated the event with the partner's company record and updated the total click-out 

count. 
 
The visitor still landed on the partner booking page almost instantly. The TDA captured the data 
in GA4, HubSpot, and the middleware log at the same time. 
 

Phase 4: Migration, launch, and handoff 

Data migration and SEO preservation 
The migration pulled nested Simpleview data into the new HubSpot and WordPress models. 
 
That included partner records, associated listings, event recurrence logic, venue relationships, 
media assets, categories, and legacy URLs. 
 
The 301 redirect plan, developed with Propellic, routed every important legacy URL to its new 
destination. That protected organic search value and reduced visitor dead ends after launch. 

Schema.org implementation 
Structured data was added across the core content types: 
 

-​ Organization and TouristDestination schema on the homepage 
-​ Event schema on every event listing 
-​ LodgingBusiness schema on every accommodation listing 
-​ TouristAttraction schema on attraction listings 
-​ FAQPage schema on visitor guide content 
-​ Restaurant schema on dining listings 

 



The robots.txt file also allowed key AI crawlers, including GPTBot, ClaudeBot, PerplexityBot, 
and GoogleBot, to index the structured content. 

QA and soft launch 
An outside accessibility audit checked the site against WCAG 2.1 AA across page templates, 
interactive components, and content types. The team fixed the issues before launch. 
 
The TDA editorial team then ran user acceptance testing across the workflows they would use 
every week: building pages from components, publishing events, updating partner listings, and 
managing media. 
 
The new website launched with the full stack running: Next.js, headless WordPress, HubSpot, 
Algolia, GA4, Looker Studio, and the attribution engine. 

Training and hypercare 
After launch, Simpleview was decommissioned. The data had been extracted, validated, and 
moved. The old contract ended. 
 
SimplicityCMO trained the TDA team on: 
 

-​ Headless WordPress publishing 
-​ HubSpot partner data management 
-​ Algolia search configuration 
-​ GA4 event taxonomy 
-​ Looker Studio dashboards 
-​ Day-to-day governance for the new stack 

 
The executive dashboard gave the board a cleaner view of digital performance: 
 

-​ Total accommodation click-outs by month and quarter 
-​ Click-outs by partner and category 
-​ Top content sources by referral volume 
-​ Visitor acquisition channels 
-​ Geographic visitor origin 
-​ Partner trends and category benchmarks 

 
SimplicityCMO then tapered into a 10-15 hour monthly advisory retainer for governance, 
optimization, and support while the TDA team handled daily operations. 
 



What changed 

Architecture and data 

Metric Before After 

Platform model Vertically integrated 
Simpleview stack 

Composable, API-first stack 

Data ownership Proprietary vendor schema 
with limited exports 

Client-owned data with raw 
export rights 

Content update speed Up to 3 hours from CRM to 
website 

Seconds through webhook 
sync 

Page performance Server-rendered pages with 
variable latency 

Static generation with 
50-200ms load times 

Search Native keyword search Algolia faceted search and 
NeuralSearch 

Operations 

Metric Before After 

Attribution Aggregate outbound click 
events 

Partner-level click-out 
tracking with UTM context 

Partner ROI reporting Manual estimates and 
spreadsheets 

Automated partner 
dashboard through Looker 
Studio and HubSpot 

Editorial work Vendor tickets for many 
changes 

Self-service publishing in 
headless WordPress 

Data sync Multiple systems and manual 
reconciliation 

HubSpot as the source of 
truth with API sync 

Accessibility Unknown compliance WCAG 2.1 AA validated 



Future readiness 

Capability Before After 

AI search visibility Little to no structured data Schema.org coverage and AI 
crawler access 

AI concierge readiness Closed CMS and limited API 
access 

WPGraphQL, HubSpot REST 
API, and structured entity 
relationships 

Forecasting Retrospective monthly 
reporting 

GA4 intent data and captured 
behavioral signals 

Multilingual path English-only infrastructure WPML-ready WordPress and 
hreflang support 

Partner self-service Manual partner management Authentication and HubSpot 
foundation for a partner 
extranet 

 

Cost and competitive impact 

Three-year cost view 

Cost category Simpleview path, three-year 
estimate 

Composable path, year 1 
build plus years 2-3 
operations 

Platform licensing $120K-$360K $60K-$120K in component 
SaaS costs 

Vendor-dependent 
development 

$75K-$180K $15K-$30K in ad hoc 
implementation work 

Future data extraction $20K-$60K when the contract 
ends 

$0 because the data had 
already been moved 

Year 1 build $0 $96K for strategic leadership 
plus $86K for subcontractors 
and infrastructure 



Cost category Simpleview path, three-year 
estimate 

Composable path, year 1 
build plus years 2-3 
operations 

Three-year range $215K-$600K $155K-$330K 

 
Year 1 infrastructure licensing for WP Engine Atlas, HubSpot Pro, and Algolia was estimated at 
roughly $14K annually. The TDA paid vendors directly so it retained ownership and account 
control. 

Competitive position 
The TDA gained four practical advantages. 
 
First, the destination now has structured data that many competing coastal destinations still 
lack. That gives AI search systems cleaner information to crawl, parse, and cite. 
 
Second, attribution reporting changed the partner conversation. The TDA can move from "we 
market the destination" to "here is the referral traffic we sent to your business." 
 
Third, the team can manage more content without adding the same amount of headcount. 
Components, automated sync, and the partner extranet foundation reduce manual work. 
 
Fourth, board reporting is stronger. The dashboard connects website activity to partner-level 
outcomes instead of stopping at pageviews and broad engagement metrics. 
 

The SimplicityCMO Difference: Why the embedded 
model worked 
The project did not fit neatly into a standard agency build, a platform renewal, or a full-time 
hiring plan. 
 

Option Where it fell short SimplicityCMO role 

Traditional digital agency Could build a website, but 
usually would not own the full 
architecture, data model, 
attribution plan, and AI 
readiness work 

Embedded digital leadership 
with technical architecture 
and delivery ownership 



Option Where it fell short SimplicityCMO role 

Platform vendor Would keep the TDA inside a 
proprietary product model 

Platform-agnostic 
architecture that the 
destination owned 

Full-time digital executive hire Recruitment could take 6-12 
months before the work even 
started 

Senior digital leadership 
available during the contract 
deadline 

Piecemeal vendors Separate CMS, CRM, search, 
and analytics vendors would 
create coordination risk 

One owner for strategy, 
vendor orchestration, 
integration, QA, launch, and 
handoff 

 
The main benefit was accountability. The TDA did not need to manage four technical vendors 
while also learning how to leave Simpleview. SimplicityCMO owned the plan, the sequencing, 
the technical decisions, and the handoff. 

The capability gain 

Architecture the TDA controls 
Every major part of the stack is replaceable. The destination owns the data, the code, the 
accounts, and the API contracts. Its digital roadmap is no longer tied to one vendor's product 
plan. 

Attribution the board can use 
The attribution engine turns accommodation click-outs into a partner-level performance metric. 
That gives the board clearer evidence for budget decisions and gives partners a better view of 
the value they receive. 

AI-readable destination data 
Schema.org markup, structured content types, and API access make the destination easier for 
AI search and trip-planning systems to understand. 

More output from a small team 
The TDA can publish pages, update partner data, manage events, and review performance with 
fewer manual steps. That matters for a small staff running a large destination website. 
 



What this means for destination organizations 
Four lessons came out of the engagement. 

Composable systems create options 
Destinations that own their data and use open APIs can change direction faster. A closed 
platform makes every new need a negotiation. A composable stack makes more of those 
changes operational decisions. 

Attribution is becoming board currency 
Partner-level ROI is no longer a nice-to-have metric. Boards want to know whether digital 
investment produces economic activity for local businesses. Destinations that can answer that 
question will have stronger funding conversations. 

AI readiness is discovery insurance 
AI-generated travel recommendations are already changing how people plan trips. Destinations 
without structured data are not standing still. They are becoming harder for these systems to 
read. 

Small teams need smarter systems 
Most TDAs will not solve digital complexity by adding a large internal team. They need better 
workflows, cleaner data, and fewer manual dependencies. 
 

When to engage SimplicityCMO 
Tourism Development Authorities tend to get the most value from this model when they are 
facing one or more of these moments: 

-​ A platform renewal or expiration that raises lock-in concerns 
-​ Board pressure for economic impact reporting the current stack cannot produce 
-​ AI readiness gaps as travel planning moves into conversational search 
-​ A lean team that needs senior digital leadership before a full-time hire is realistic 
-​ A composable architecture decision that requires platform-agnostic guidance 
-​ An attribution build that needs middleware, CRM integration, and executive reporting 
-​ A post-migration gap where the site is live but structured data, semantic content, and 

attribution are still incomplete 
 
SimplicityCMO does not replace permanent digital leadership. It helps make that leadership 
possible by building the operating model, documenting the system, training the team, and 
handing over a stack the organization can run. 
 



About SimplicityCMO 
SimplicityCMO provides fractional Chief Marketing Officer and embedded digital leadership 
services to growth-stage organizations, including Tourism Development Authorities and 
Destination Marketing Organizations. 
 
The firm combines senior marketing leadership, platform-agnostic technical architecture, and 
DMO-specific operating experience. 

Core services include: 
-​ Digital system audits and composable architecture design 
-​ Legacy platform migration, including Simpleview exits 
-​ Attribution engine design and implementation 
-​ AI-ready content architecture and Schema.org structured data 
-​ HubSpot configuration for tourism CRM data models 
-​ Algolia implementation for destination search 
-​ Partner extranet and self-service portal planning 
-​ Looker Studio dashboards using GA4 and HubSpot data 
-​ Team training and knowledge transfer 

SimplicityCMO's differentiators include: 
-​ Embedded leadership beside executive teams 
-​ Platform-agnostic planning with no proprietary software lock-in 
-​ DMO-specific experience from 33+ tourism destination assessments 
-​ AI readiness work built around structured data and semantic content models 
-​ Attribution engineering tied to CRM records and board reporting 
-​ Headless CMS, API-first data, and enterprise search designed for lean teams 

 
 

For strategic consultation regarding your destination's digital ecosystem transformation, 
contact: 

 
Simplified Marketing Leadership for Growing Organizations  

 
Calendar: https://calendar.app.google/9y8NjazQSujdmL8t6  

Website: www.simplicitycmo.com 
LinkedIn: https://www.linkedin.com/company/simplicitycmo  

Email: gavin@simplicitycmo.com or hunter@simplicitycmo.com 

https://calendar.app.google/9y8NjazQSujdmL8t6
http://www.simplicitycmo.com
https://www.linkedin.com/company/simplicitycmo
mailto:gavin@simplicitycmo.com
mailto:hunter@simplicitycmo.com
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