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1. Executive Summary 

Vail Resorts Inc. is a premier global mountain resort operator, known for its expansive portfolio of ski 

resorts, innovative season pass products, and luxury hospitality services. Over the past two decades, the 

company has transformed the ski industry through its consolidation strategy and customer-centric 

approach, notably through the success of the Epic Pass. This report presents a comprehensive analysis of 

Vail Resorts' internal strengths, external opportunities, and strategic positioning, integrating insights from 

earlier semester-long research. 

 

The external environment reveals opportunities in global expansion and experiential tourism but 

underscores significant threats related to climate change and economic volatility. Internally, Vail boasts 

strong brand equity, strategic resort acquisitions, and technological innovation, yet faces challenges such 

as seasonal labor management and reliance on weather-dependent revenue streams. 

 

Through analysis of its business model and corporate strategy, this report identifies key areas for strategic 

refinement and growth. The final section provides actionable recommendations to support long-term 

profitability and competitive advantage, including targeted investment in climate resilience, international 

market entry, and diversified seasonal offerings. The report concludes by highlighting steps that both 

company leadership and investors can take to secure sustainable value in a changing industry landscape. 

 

Purpose of Paper 

This report serves as the culmination of a semester-long strategic research project focused on Vail Resorts 

Inc., a leader in the global mountain resort and luxury tourism industry. The purpose of this report is to 

integrate previously conducted analyses—external, internal, and strategic—and develop forward-looking 

recommendations that address the company’s long-term growth, operational challenges, and investor 

interests. 

 

Vail Resorts has been a subject of personal interest due to its unique position at the intersection of 

recreation, sustainability, and global brand strategy. The company represents a dynamic case study in 

balancing experiential customer value with environmental and economic pressures, particularly in the 

face of climate change and evolving travel behavior. 

 

The structure of this report is as follows: It begins with an overview of the company and its operating 

environment, followed by internal resource and capability analysis. It then examines the business model 

and evaluates the firm’s strategic choices using established analytical frameworks. The report concludes 



 

with a synthesis of insights and a series of recommendations aimed at securing the firm’s continued 

success in an increasingly competitive and unpredictable global market. 

 

 

 

2. A Background Into Vail  

Vail Resorts Inc. is a global mountain resort operations company headquartered in Broomfield, Colorado. 

Founded in 1997, the company owns and manages “premier” ski destinations across North America, 

Australia, and Europe. Vail Resorts operates 41 mountain resorts, including iconic locations such as Vail, 

Beaver Creek, Breckenridge, and Whistler Blackcomb. Vail Resorts also invests heavily in hospitality, 

real estate, and technology, enhancing the overall guest experience.  

Vail Resorts Inc. was founded in 1997 as a publicly traded company, but their website states they trace 

their roots back to the opening of Vail Mountain in 1962 by Pete Seibert and Earl Eaton, a veteran of the 

10th Mountain Division and an Army Engineer. Over the decades, Vail Resorts has expanded through 

various acquisitions, solidifying its position as a leader in the ski resort industry. Some key milestones 

over the years have been Vail’s acquisition of Keystone and Breckenridge in 1997, the company's 

expansion into foreign countries (Canada, Australia, Switzerland), and the introduction of the Epic Pass in 

2008. 

Our team looked to target Vail Resorts Inc. as a personal choice, both partners in the group looked to 

highlight a company that was involved in recreational sports. With a group passion for skiing, our team 

identified Vail as a great fit and chose to look into the companies records and holdings to see if a 

“seasonal” tourism market would still be profitable in quarters where travelling customers would not be 

visiting the resorts.  Finally, our team thought looking into a company that is seen to be “deteriorating,” 

would offer a fun challenge. 

Business-Level: Vail Resorts uses a differentiation strategy at the business level. The company focuses on 

providing premium experiences across its mountain resorts, lodging, and real estate segments. This 

approach is implemented through a mix of: 1) Offering luxury: investing in state-of-the-art facilities, 

luxurious accommodations, and diverse recreational activities to attract affluent customers and 2) Brand 

name prestige: positioning their resorts as exclusive and premium. 

Corporate-Level Strategy: At the corporate level, Vail Resorts pursues a diversification strategy with 

elements of vertical integration through 1) expanding into hotels and real estate development to increase 

customer experience and 2) managing operation across their value chain to enhance their control over 

quality and output (whether it's on the slopes or in lodging). 

Objective: Vail strives to provide a premium, luxurious mountain experience to affluent customers 

Scope: Vail has segments in mountain resorts, hotels, and real estate development across continents 

Advantage: The Vail brand name, their premium properties, and comprehensive experiences add value 

Positioning: Vail is positioned as a leader in the mountain resort industry with a strategy of vertical 

integration and differentiation to create lasting experiences for customers. 



 

 

3. Business Model Canvas 

Vail Resorts operates under a vertically integrated, customer-centric business model that is designed to 

deliver consistent, high-margin revenue through bundled services, exclusive resort experiences, and long-

term customer engagement. This section uses the Business Model Canvas framework to describe how 

Vail creates, delivers, and captures value. 

 

Summary 

The Epic Pass lies at the heart of Vail’s business model, transforming the company from a weather-

dependent, transaction-based business to a predictable revenue subscription model. By bundling access to 

dozens of resorts globally, Vail drives customer loyalty and encourages multi-resort travel. The use of 

data from the Epic ecosystem also enhances personalization and marketing efficiency. 

The company’s vertical integration—owning the resorts, accommodations, and retail—allows it to control 

the entire guest experience while capturing value at multiple points. In addition, strategic acquisitions 

(e.g., Whistler Blackcomb, Andermatt-Sedrun) expand its portfolio and international presence. 

However, Vail’s model is also cost-intensive and exposed to risks related to climate variability and 

seasonality. Continued investment in off-season offerings, workforce stability, and digital innovation will 

be essential to strengthen this model further. 

 



 

 

4. Value Chain Analysis (VCA) 

 

A Value Chain Analysis, or VCA, is a “strategic process that can increase profit margins and provide a 

competitive advantage for companies of all sizes”. Through intensified investigations into a company's 

strategically linked chains, businesses can identify improvements to individual areas as well as 

competitive advantages that a company holds in the marketplace. The goal of a value chain analysis is to 

decrease cost, with an emphasis on production, procurement, and logistical inefficiencies that can be 

enhanced to increase a businesses revenue stream.   

 

 

Value Chain Activity Key Value Drivers Competitive Advantage 

Primary Activities   

Inbound Logistics - Snowmaking and grooming 

technology 

- Equipment procurement 

- Inventory management for food, 

gear, and supplies 

- Reliable resort quality across 

varying climates 

- Operational standardization 

Operations - Lift operations and ski patrol 

- Terrain parks and grooming 

- Centralized resort operations 

- Economies of scale 

- Consistent guest experience and 

safety 

 

Outbound Logistics - Digital Epic Pass and online 

ticketing 

- Seamless check-in/check-out 

- Frictionless guest flow 

- Efficient delivery of guest access 

 

Marketing & Sales - Epic Pass loyalty program 

- Personalized marketing via 

analytics 

- Strong brand equity 

- High customer retention 

- Switching costs and network 

effect 

 

Service - Ski schools and gear rentals 

- Concierge services and mobile 

apps 

- Loyalty programs 

- Premium guest experience 

- Year-round engagement and 

satisfaction 

 

Support Activities   

Firm Infrastructure - Centralized planning and strategy 

- Financial reporting and investor 

relations 

- Strategic alignment 

- Operational and financial stability 

 

Human Resource Management - Training programs for seasonal 

and full-time staff 

- Efficient staffing systems 

- High-quality service delivery 

- Strong culture and retention 

 

Technology Development - EpicMix app and tracking systems 

- CRM and AI-driven 

- Enhanced digital guest experience 

- Operational efficiency and 



 

personalization 

- Resort operations tech 

insights 

 

Procurement - Bulk equipment and supply 

purchases 

- Vendor negotiations and 

partnerships 

- Cost savings through scale 

- Reliable and consistent supply 

chain 

 

 

Summary 

 

The table above highlights a high-level Value Chain Analysis of Vail Resorts Inc., identifying how the 

company creates value and sustains competitive advantage across its operations. In the “primary 

activities” category, Vail Resorts leverages efficient snowmaking, centralized operations, and digital 

ticketing systems to deliver consistency to guest experiences across its portfolio. Through Vail's “Epic 

Pass” and data-driven marketing strategies, strong customer loyalty and recurring revenue is realized as a 

competitive advantage. Looking at the supporting activities, the company invests heavily in technology, 

staff development, and strategic procurement to focus on consistent improvement of service quality and 

reduction in costs. This integrated value chain enables Vail Resorts to differentiate itself in the ski and 

hospitality industry while maintaining operational effectiveness and long-term profitability. 

 

Vail Resorts Inc. leverages a highly integrated value chain to create a scalable guest experience. Creating 

a Value Chain Analysis with a primary focus on operational efficiency and profitability in Vails company 

portfolio, it is evident to see Vails competitive advantage targeted towards their customer experience. 

Through Vails primary activities, the company ensures quality across its resorts with advanced 

snowmaking technology, centralized operations, and a seamless digital ecosystem anchored by the Epic 

Pass. These key identifiers enhance customer loyalty and reduce operational costs. Supporting this, Vail 

Resorts’ infrastructure, HR strategy, technology development, and procurement practices enable cost 

control, innovation, and service excellence. The company’s ability to align each element of its value 

chain, from operations to customer engagement, gives it a distinct competitive advantage in the ski resort 

and leisure industry.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5. VRIO Analysis 

 



 

A VRIO analysis is a strategic tool used by companies to evaluate the competitive advantage offered by 

resources or capabilities they possess. VRIO stands for Valuable, Rare, costly to Imitate, and the ability of 

the firm to be Organized to capture the value. A VRIO takes each resource and evaluates them on each of 

the four elements to determine if they offer sustained competitive advantage, a temporary competitive 

advantage, a competitive parity, or a competitive disadvantage. Conducting this analysis allows managers 

to focus on the most valuable parts of the business when making strategic decisions.  

 

 



 

Resource / 

Capability 

VRIO Competitive 

Advantage? 

Key Metrics 

Epic Pass V - Yes, forces customer loyalty, locks 

in profits 

R - Yes, very unique model 

I - Yes, it can be copied but Vail’s 

extensive network of resorts is what 

makes it attractive 

O - Yes, very well marketed and their 

main revenue stream 

Sustained 

Competitive 

Advantage 1) # of Epic Pass 

owners 

2) Annual Gross Profit 

 

Real Estate 

Holdings 

V - Yes, makes the entire vacation a 

“Vail experience” 

R - Yes, exclusive real estate is hard to 

come by 

I - Yes, huge investment and 

development costs 

O - Yes, part of their business model 

and strategy 

Sustained 

Competitive 

Advantage 

1) Total Property 

Value 

2) ROI 

App V - Yes, allows customers to access all 

relevant Vail info 

R - Maybe, lots of apps but few as 

advanced 

I - No, easy to copy 

O - Yes, Vail uses this app to capture 

value and improve customer experience 

Temporary 

Competitive 

Advantage 

1) App Usage Rates 

Brand V - Yes, extremely recognizable and 

prestigious 

R - Yes, only one Vail 

I - Yes, illegal to imitate the brand in 

any way 

O - Yes, Vail frequently uses its brand 

image to capture customers 

Sustained 

Competitive 

Advantage 

1) Survey about brand 

recognition and 

opinions 

Resort 

Infrastructure 

(Lifts, on-

mountain 

restaurants / 

facilities) 

V - Yes, one of the main draws of a Vail 

Resort 

R - Yes, better amenities and 

infrastructure than any competitor 

I - Yes, extensive investment required to 

get to Vail’s level 

O - Yes, they capture value through this 

resource frequently 

Sustained 

Competitive 

Advantage 

1) Wait times for lifts 

2) Approval ratings of 

dining 

3) Revenue from 

dining 

Lift / 

Snowmaking 

Technology 

V - Yes, draws customers and allows 

Vail to have a longer season 

R - Yes, many resorts lack good 

technology 

I - Yes, very expensive to imitate 

O - Yes, Vail uses a lengthed season and 

better lifts to sell Epic Passes 

Sustained 

Competitive 

Advantage 

1) Customer 

Satisfaction 

Partnerships V - Yes, makes supplies cheaper and Temporary 1) Revenue associated 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Summary 

 

The chart above goes into detail on 11 resources or capabilities of Vail Resort Inc. in relation to their 

Value, Rarity, Imitability, and Vail’s ability to capture their value. This chart includes the major parts of 

Vail’s business model and their most important assets. This is, in essence, a classic VRIO analysis. After 

each resource or capability is graded on the four VRIO categories, this chart shows what type of 

(with other 

companies / 

suppliers) 

attracts new customers 

R - Yes, Vail uses its name and brand to 

get these partnerships 

I - No, many competitors can and do 

have similar partnerships 

O - Yes, Vail utilizes these connections 

to cut costs and improve brand 

Competitive 

Advantage 

with partnerships 

2) cost reductions 

associated with 

suppliers 

Adaptability to 

seasons 

V - Yes, allows Vail to continue visitors 

year-round 

R - Yes, most resorts close for summer 

I - Yes, it would take a large investment 

to create bike tracks or other summer 

activities 

O - Yes, part of Vail’s main strategy is 

remaining semi profitable during the 

summer 

Sustained 

Competitive 

Advantage 

1) Seasonal Profit 

Changes 

2) Resort Occupancy 

during different 

seasons 

Experienced 

Workforce  

V - Yes, good workers enhance the 

guest experience 

R - Maybe, Vail is recognized for 

having great staff but so are other 

resorts 

I - Maybe, resorts can always try to 

poach Vail employees or hire others 

O - Yes, Vail invests heavily in training 

and development 

Temporary 

Competitive 

Advantage 

1) Retention rate 

2) Employee 

satisfaction 

 

Ski Rental Shops V - Yes, an integral part of resorts that 

has to be offered 

R - No, every ski resort has rentals 

available 

I - No, many places have the same 

chains of rental shops 

O - Yes, Vail is organized to connect 

visitors with rental equipment 

Competitive 

Parity 

1) Customer 

Satisfaction 

2) Revenue from 

Rentals 

Low 

Employee 

Satisfaction 

V - No, employee satisfaction improves 

performance and therefore betters the 

customer experience 

R - No, many resorts have higher 

satisfaction than Vail 

I - No, many companies could and do 

implement better satisfaction programs 

than Vail 

O - No, Vail consistently fails to have 

high employee satisfaction  

Competitive 

Disadvantage 

1) Turnover Rate 

2) Surveys  

 



 

competitive advantage (or disadvantage) is offered by the specific resources as well as how Vail might 

evaluate their utility using a performance metric. This is useful in manager’s decisions on how to 

strategically extract value from their most advantageous and valuable resources in a manner that gives 

value to their shareholders. 

 

In conclusion, Vail Resorts Inc. possesses multiple resources or capabilities that offer it a sustained 

competitive advantage in its market, such as their Epic Pass Program, real estate holdings around the 

resorts, recognizable brand, resort infrastructure, advanced technology, and year-round offerings. They 

also possess some temporary advantages over their competitors, such as their mobile app or their 

partnerships with suppliers. All of these combined give Vail a great position in their market, where they 

are able to consistently offer better customer experiences and capture value. There are some downsides, 

such as their employee satisfaction, but if Vail continues to stay ahead of the curve by investing in 

technology, infrastructure, and real estate they will be very hard to bring down.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

6. External Analysis  
  

6a. Steep Analysis 
A STEEP analysis evaluates the external general environment a firm operates in. it includes social, 

technical, economic, ecological, and political trends that will affect business. It is used to develop 

strategies to deal with past or future trends that will influence competitiveness. It also gives managers a 

big picture perspective of the environment that their companies operate in. In this case we will be 

evaluating the ski resort market, specifically in the US, for macrotrends and factors. 

 
Social: 

- Trend towards health: (increased desire for physical activity)  

- Younger people trending towards material gifts or experiences: (more desire to have vacation 

experiences in younger generations)  

- Trend towards skiing/snowboarding: (increased interest in winter sports)  

Technical: 

- New ways to enjoy the mountain: (ski chairs, different boards)  

- New snowmaking machines: (allowing more coverage of the mountain, blowing in warmer 

temperatures) 

- New lift technology: (seat warmers, 10 person lifts, automated)  

- AI (use in lifts for issue diagnosis, use in weather prediction)  

Economic: 

- The US economy is trending down: (effects number of people going to resorts)  

https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/still-feeling-good-the-us-wellness-market-continues-to-boom
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/328552500_When_Consumers_Prefer_to_Give_Material_Gifts_Instead_of_Experiences_The_Role_of_Social_Distance
https://www.statista.com/statistics/988082/winter-sports-participants-us/#:~:text=In%202023%2C%209.8%20percent%20of,when%20eight%20percent%20took%20part
https://snowbrains.com/the-next-big-thing-in-ski-construction-innovation/
https://www.bigskyresort.com/2025/in-progress-projects/madison-8
https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/how-ai-revolutionizing-ski-resorts-enhancing-slopes-mike-lannen-22sge/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2025/03/09/trump-recession-economy-inflation/


 

- Inflation increasing: (prices rising for vacations / flights) 

- Seasonal swings in tourism: (slow fall / summer season)   

Ecological: 

- Climate change: (decreasing snowfalls, decreasing snow quality)  

- Pressure for sustainability: (increased regulations and influence on clean use of resort property)  

- Pressure for preservation of environment: (strict limitations on size of resort and tree clearing)   

Political: 

- Laws on preservation or land use: (many resorts surrounded by protected land)  

- Changes in tariffs: (could lower household expendable income) 

- International political relationships: (customers coming from all parts of the world / immigration 

bans)   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

TREND EXAMPLE IMPACT ACTION 

Trend towards health Increased interest in 

healthy, active lifestyle 

POSITIVE, increased 

desire to have an 

active vacation 

Focus marketing on 

skiing as an active 

vacation 

Trend towards 

material gifts 

Younger generations 

trending towards material 

gifts 

NEGATIVE, younger 

generations put less 

value in experiences 

Market the experience 

of a ski trip as 

valuable 

Increase in winter 

sports participation 

Increased national 

interest in 

skiing/snowboarding 

POSITIVE, larger 

market 

Capture this growing 

market through 

differentiation 

New ski technology Innovations in skis, 

boards 

POSITIVE, exciting, 

inclusive innovations 

bring customers 

Encourage use of new 

products and allow 

skiers to rent them 

New snowmaking 

machines 

New blowers able to 

produce at higher temps 

POSITIVE, 

prolonged ski seasons 

and conditions 

Install the newest tech 

New lift technology Larger, faster, higher tech 

lifts 

POSITIVE, less lines 

and more capacity 

Install the newest tech 

https://www.sportsbusinessjournal.com/Articles/2024/01/08/winter-sports-ski-industry/#:~:text=Buoyed%20by%20the%20exodus%20outside,the%20National%20Ski%20Areas%20Association
https://www.skimag.com/ski-resort-life/history-of-bad-ski-seasons/
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/consumers-care-about-sustainability-and-back-it-up-with-their-wallets
https://www.mckinsey.com/industries/consumer-packaged-goods/our-insights/consumers-care-about-sustainability-and-back-it-up-with-their-wallets
https://www.nationalforests.org/our-forests/light-and-seed-magazine/the-future-of-ski-resorts-on-public-lands
https://www.wsj.com/video/trump-calls-immigration-crackdown-the-great-liberation-of-america/161CF29F-9709-4C96-A181-5516CD2E4A3A?mod=Searchresults_pos4&page=1


 

AI Used in lifts and weather 

prediction 

POSITIVE, increase 

efficiency and 

accuracy in risk 

reduction 

Install the newest tech 

US economy trending 

down 

Stock market down, 

inflation up 

NEGATIVE, less 

expendable income 

for vacations 

Work on pricing for 

Epic Pass to make it 

feasible 

Inflation increasing Stagflation becoming an 

issue due to tariffs 

NEGATIVE, less 

expendable income 

and pricier flights 

Work with travel 

agencies to offer deals 

Seasonal swings in 

tourism 

Shorter ski seasons NEGATIVE, shorter 

ski seasons 

Install new snow 

makers to prolong it 

Climate change Less and worse snow NEGATIVE, shorter 

ski season and worst 

conditions 

Install new snow 

makers to prolong it 

Sustainability push Increased care for 

sustainability from 

consumers 

POSITIVE, Vail is 

positioned to capture 

the market with 

plenty of 

sustainability 

programs 

Capture the market 

using marketing 

focused on our 

established 

sustainability 

programs 

Environmental 

Preservation trend 

Increased laws and care 

for environmental 

protection 

BOTH, stricter laws 

but vail traditionally 

isn’t trying to expand 

their existing 

boundaries 

Focus on purchasing 

new resorts not 

expanding existing 

properties 

Laws on preservation New laws on land use and 

preservation 

NEGATIVE, push for 

public land protection 

and decrease in tree 

clearing 

Work with lawyers 

and lobbyists 

Changes in tariffs Increased tariffs and 

prices 

NEGATIVE, less 

expendable income 

Work on offering 

deals and pricing the 

Epic Pass 

International political 

relationships 

Stress and conflict 

between other countries 

NEGATIVE, less 

international travelers 

Work on marketing in 

foreign markets 

  

Summary 



 

 

According to our STEEP analysis, Vail is positioned well and inhabits a friendly external environment. 

There are a few negative forces brought about by factors and trends such as tariffs, international relations, 

and climate change, all of which put price pressure and demand restraints on Vail. However, large market 

trends such as an increased interest in health, a higher interest in skiing, and positive technological 

improvements all improve Vail’s external environment and provide a unique opportunity to capture value 

in a growing customer market. 

  

 

 

6b. Five Forces Analysis 
 

A Five forces analysis is a framework for analyzing the competitive forces that shape an industry’s 

profitability and interchangeable factors for making a decision as a company or consumer. The five forces 

include, threat of New Entrants, Bargaining Power of Suppliers, Bargaining Power of Buyers, Threat of 

Substitutes, Industry Rivalry. 

 

1. Threat of New Entrants: LOW 

 

- Moderate Barriers to Entry: High capital investment required for ski resort development 

- Brand Loyalty & Economies of Scale: Vail Resorts has a strong brand, a large customer base, and 

operational efficiencies that new entrants may struggle to match. 

- Regulatory and Environmental Hurdles: Strict regulations on land use, environmental 

sustainability, and permits limit new competitors. 

The threat of new entrants into the ski resort industry is low, mainly due to the high barriers to entry. 

Opening and operating a resort requires significant upfront investment in land, infrastructure, equipment, 

and environmental compliance. On top of that, land suitable for ski resorts is extremely limited and often 

protected by strict government regulations. Existing players like Vail Resorts have a major advantage 

because of their brand recognition and established customer loyalty through offerings like the Epic Pass. 

These kinds of bundled, loyalty-driven models are difficult for new firms to replicate. Economies of scale 

and strategic acquisitions also make it tough for smaller or new players to compete at the same level. 

Overall, the industry is very difficult to enter, which makes this force weak in terms of reducing Vail’s 

profit potential. 

  
2. Bargaining Power of Suppliers: MODERATE 

 

- Moderate Dependence on Local Vendors: Resorts rely on local suppliers for food, lodging, ski 

equipment, and transportation. 

- Labor Costs: Seasonal workforce dependency gives employees some bargaining power, 

especially for ski instructors and hospitality staff. 

- Infrastructure & Equipment Suppliers: Limited suppliers for specialized ski lift equipment and 

snow-making technology increase supplier leverage. 

Suppliers to Vail include lift manufacturers, construction contractors, and most importantly, seasonal 

labor. The labor market is especially challenging for resorts, which rely heavily on temporary employees 

who often need housing and work visas (like the H-2B program). In mountain towns where housing is 

scarce and expensive, these issues are magnified. While Vail does have the advantage of scale and long-



 

term relationships with vendors and contractors, it still faces cost pressures due to rising wages, housing 

shortages, and visa caps. Because of this, supplier power is moderate—it doesn’t dominate the industry, 

but it does influence Vail’s operating costs and hiring strategies. 

  

 

 
3. Bargaining Power of Buyers: HIGH 

 

- Moderate to High Consumer Choice: Customers have multiple options 

- Price Sensitivity: Skiing is a luxury experience, and customers may shift to lower-cost 

destinations if prices rise. The Epic Pass 

- Loyalty Programs: Epic Pass strengthens customer retention and reduces buyer power. 

Buyers in this industry have a lot of choices. If they don’t like the experience or price at one resort, they 

can easily go to a competitor—or even choose a totally different vacation type, like going to the beach or 

visiting a theme park. Especially in the case of high-income travelers, who make up a large portion of 

Vail’s customer base, expectations are high. These customers demand excellent service and seamless 

digital experiences, and their decisions are influenced by online reviews, social media, and price 

comparisons. Vail needs to continually deliver value through its Epic Pass and guest services in order to 

keep people coming back. Given how much influence buyers have, this force is strong and does reduce 

potential industry profits. 

 
4. Threat of Substitutes: HIGH 

 

- High Alternative Winter Activities: Customers can choose other winter sports or winter vacations 

- Indoor & Virtual Alternatives: Rising interest in indoor ski facilities and virtual reality 

experiences may pose a long-term threat. 

  
There are plenty of substitutes for skiing and snowboarding, especially when you consider that most 

people only take one or two major vacations a year. Alternatives include beach vacations, cruises, 

national parks, and even indoor entertainment options. Plus, substitutes become more appealing when 

snow conditions are bad or if skiing becomes too expensive. Even within mountain resorts, summer 

tourism is starting to become its own form of substitution. Since leisure travelers can easily switch to 

something else based on weather, price, or interest, the threat of substitutes is high, and this puts pressure 

on companies like Vail to stay relevant year-round. 

 

 
5. Industry Rivalry: HIGH 

 

- High Competition with Other Ski Resorts: Major competitors like Alterra Mountain Company, 

independent ski resorts, and international destinations create strong rivalry. 

- Pricing & Promotions: Frequent price wars, season pass discounts, and promotional deals 

increase competition. 

- Consolidation Trends: Industry consolidation helps reduce rivalry in some markets but heightens 

head-to-head competition in key regions 



 

Competition in the ski industry is intense, and that’s unlikely to change. Vail has done a lot to consolidate 

the market in North America, but it still competes with large players like Alterra (which runs the Ikon 

Pass), regional resorts, and international destinations. Because of high fixed costs (like snowmaking and 

maintenance), resorts are highly motivated to attract as many guests as possible each season. This often 

leads to pricing battles, aggressive marketing, and a constant race to improve customer experience. 

Additionally, the number of active skiers hasn’t grown significantly, so companies are mostly fighting 

over the same pool of customers. As a result, rivalry is high, and this limits the ability of any one 

company to fully dominate the space without facing resistance. 

Overall Five Forces Conclusion 

Taking all five forces into account, the ski resort industry offers only moderate profit potential. High 

barriers to entry work in favor of established firms like Vail Resorts, but they are counterbalanced by 

intense competition, powerful customers, and the availability of many substitutes. In other words, while 

the industry is not easy to break into, it’s also not easy to thrive in unless a company already has 

significant advantages. For Vail, their scale, brand loyalty, and innovative pass model give them a solid 

position—but the industry itself remains challenging and somewhat volatile. Overall, the industry is 

moderately attractive for strong incumbents, but far less appealing for smaller or new entrants. 

From the chart above, we have created a radar chart visualizing the Five Forces Analysis of Vail Resorts 

Inc. Each axis outside the circular ring stands for a competitive force, with higher values or closer lines to 

the outside of the circle indicating a stronger influence on the industry. Taken as an example for a simpler 

explanation, Vail Ski Resorts have an Industry Rivalry level of 5, with an extremely high-risk evaluation 

of rivalries between resorts. 

  

In conclusion, Vail Resorts Inc. operates in a highly competitive industry with strong rivalry from other 

ski resort companies. This leads to aggressive pricing and consolidation efforts, with the threat of 

substitutes being high. As customers have alternative winter activities and vacation options, price 

sensitivity is an extremely important part of Vail's Business market. New entrants face significant 

barriers, such as high capital costs and regulatory constraints. Suppliers do maintain moderate power in 

this industry, particularly for labor and specialized ski equipment. 

 

 

 

 

  

  

7. Strategic Group Analysis 
 

A strategic group analysis looks to compare an industry’s competing business models against each other 

on two variables, delineated by the x and y axis. One variable sits on each axis, and from our in-class 

example, neither of which can be price nor quality. A strategic group analysis also allows an individual to 

see which companies are closest to each other when it comes to the competitive dependent variables with 

group markings of circles. 

  



 

  

 

 

 
Summary 

 
Above, we have a strategic group analysis chart of ski resort operators, based upon an x variable 

of ”Number of Resorts Operated” by a Singular Company, and a y variable of “Annual Visitors”. We 

gathered this data online (sources linked below) and compiled it into this chart to make the data more 

clear. From the above list, we see companies in the United States, including Alterra Mountain Co, 

POWDR, Boyne Resorts, Mountain Capital Partners, Aspen Skiing Co, The Summit at Snoqualmie, 

Mountain Capital Partners, Jay Peak, Red Mountain, and Big Sky Resort. With an abundance of ski 

resorts in the greater United States, the highlighted above strategic groupings planned to show the success 

https://www.alterramtn.co/
https://www.alterramtn.co/
https://www.powdr.com/
https://www.powdr.com/
https://www.powdr.com/
https://www.boyneresorts.com/
https://www.boyneresorts.com/
https://www.mcp.ski/
https://www.mcp.ski/
https://www.aspensnowmass.com/
https://www.aspensnowmass.com/
https://www.summitatsnoqualmie.com/
https://www.summitatsnoqualmie.com/
https://www.mcp.ski/
https://www.mcp.ski/
https://www.mcp.ski/
https://jaypeakresort.com/
https://jaypeakresort.com/
https://www.redresort.com/
https://www.redresort.com/
https://www.bigskyresort.com/
https://www.bigskyresort.com/


 

of Vail's resorts over the duration of their reign at the top of the United States resorts for outdoor 

exploration. It is important to understand that these numbers are based upon Vail's success in opening 

multiple resorts across the world, sitting alone at the top with 41 different resorts under their product 

portfolio. With more options for their customers to choose from and a high recognition of brand loyalty, it 

is clear why Vail holds a large market share on customers who walk through their doors. 

 

  
  

Vail Resorts is the clear industry leader in terms of both the number of resorts operated at 41  and annual 

visitors at 12 million on an annual basis. This position places Vail Resorts in a strategic group of its own, 

ahead of competitors like Alterra Mountain Company, whom owns 17 resorts with an annual 6.5 million 

visitors, and POWDR company with 11 resorts and around 4 million visitors. With some significant 

upsides, Vail’s key factors for success are listed below. While Vail Resorts holds a dominant position, 

future threats could come from consolidation within competitors or shifting consumer preferences toward 

other solo ski resorts. However, its current standing suggests that Vail Resorts will remain the industry 

leader in the United States for the foreseeable future. 

  

 

 

8. Success Factors and Strategic Recommendations for Vail Resorts 

Vail Resorts has firmly established itself as a leader in the ski and resort industry, driven by its extensive 

resort network and customer-focused offerings. The company operates more resorts and attracts nearly 

twice the number of visitors as its closest competitor, Alterra. Vail’s competitive advantage also lies in its 

expansive resort network and the success of its Epic Pass, which fosters customer loyalty. Additionally, 

the company enjoys limited direct competition due to the scale of its operations, with most rivals falling 

into smaller, niche markets. 

Despite its current dominance, Vail Resorts faces challenges such as climate volatility, labor shortages, 

and evolving digital expectations. To maintain and strengthen its market position, several strategic 

recommendations are essential. 

First, Vail should diversify its revenue streams by investing in year-round activities. While winter 

operations drive significant revenue, reliance on seasonal business poses risks due to climate change. 

Expanding summer offerings, such as mountain biking, wellness retreats, and hiking festivals, would 

better utilize resort capacity during the off-season. Partnering with wellness brands and increasing 

marketing for four-season resort packages would also help boost year-round engagement. 

Second, Vail must address persistent labor shortages and high turnover. The company should invest in 

workforce housing, improve employee training, and offer incentives for returning workers. Exploring 

automation options in certain areas, such as self-checkout systems, would also help reduce labor 

challenges. Additionally, lobbying for improvements in the H-2B visa process and creating partnerships 

with educational institutions for a long-term labor pipeline would further support workforce stability. 



 

The third recommendation is to modernize Vail’s digital experience. While tools like the My Epic App 

have made strides, the user experience still lags behind industry leaders. Redesigning the app to be more 

intuitive, with real-time updates and personalized recommendations, would enhance customer 

satisfaction. Leveraging artificial intelligence for personalized offers and using data for better pricing and 

crowd management would further optimize the guest experience. 

Vail Resorts should also cautiously explore international expansion. Expanding into markets like Eastern 

Europe and parts of Asia could diversify its revenue sources, but the company should test demand in these 

regions through the Epic Pass affiliate model before fully committing. Maintaining high service standards 

through standardized onboarding and training systems for new resorts will be crucial to ensuring 

consistency. 

Finally, reinforcing environmental leadership is increasingly important. Vail’s Commitment to Zero by 

2030 is commendable but underpublicized. Publishing annual progress reports on sustainability efforts 

and expanding guest-facing educational initiatives on carbon offsets would strengthen Vail’s position as 

an environmentally responsible brand. Collaborating with local governments to protect snowpack regions 

and investing in sustainable infrastructure would help ensure the long-term viability of Vail’s operations. 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

Vail Resorts has positioned itself as a clear leader in the global mountain resort industry through a mix of 

strategic acquisitions, vertical integration, and customer-focused innovation. From the introduction of the 

Epic Pass to its wide-ranging resort portfolio, the company has reshaped the ski industry and created a 

strong, loyal customer base. This report has explored how Vail’s internal strengths—such as brand equity, 

technological investments, and diversified assets—align with its external opportunities, including the 

rising popularity of experience-based travel and international market growth. At the same time, we’ve 

seen how Vail’s current position is challenged by broader economic shifts, climate change, and 

operational complexities like labor shortages. 

One of the biggest takeaways from this analysis is that while Vail has achieved a great deal of success by 

focusing on winter resort experiences, its future depends on how well it can evolve beyond that seasonal 

model. Climate unpredictability and reduced snow seasons are becoming more common, and Vail needs 

to actively invest in expanding its summer and off-season offerings to reduce its dependence on winter 

tourism. Activities like mountain biking, hiking festivals, and wellness retreats not only make sense 

financially, but also align with changing consumer values that emphasize outdoor experiences and holistic 

health. 

Another key issue is labor. Vail’s business heavily relies on seasonal and international workers, which 

creates major challenges for delivering consistent guest experiences. Improving employee housing, 



 

wages, and retention programs isn’t just about operational efficiency—it’s essential to upholding the 

company’s brand promise of delivering an “Experience of a Lifetime.” In the long run, a more stable and 

satisfied workforce can enhance service quality and reduce turnover, ultimately supporting Vail’s broader 

strategic goals. Additionally, the digital guest experience is an area where Vail has made progress but still 

has room to grow. The My Epic App and RFID passes are useful tools, but they lag behind best-in-class 

digital experiences offered by other travel and hospitality companies. A redesigned, more personalized 

app that leverages real-time data and AI could enhance guest engagement and loyalty, especially among 

younger, tech-savvy travelers who expect seamless digital integration in every part of their trip. Vail’s 

international growth strategy also holds promise, particularly as it looks to diversify geographically and 

reduce climate risk. However, these moves need to be thoughtful and well-executed. Expanding through 

affiliate partnerships before pursuing full acquisitions could allow the company to test market demand 

and minimize risk, especially in less familiar regions like Asia or Eastern Europe. It’s also important that 

Vail maintains the high-quality service and operational standards it’s known for, regardless of where a 

new resort is located. Finally, Vail has made important commitments to environmental sustainability 

through its “Commitment to Zero” initiative, but it should do more to publicize these efforts and turn 

them into a competitive advantage. Climate leadership is increasingly important to travelers, investors, 

and regulators. By making its progress more visible and involving guests in its sustainability journey, Vail 

can reinforce its values while also protecting the natural environments its business depends on. 

In summary, Vail Resorts has a lot working in its favor—but sustaining long-term success will require 

proactive adjustments in several areas. Strengthening its labor strategy, building year-round revenue 

streams, improving the digital experience, cautiously expanding internationally, and doubling down on 

environmental leadership are all essential steps. If Vail can act on these fronts while staying true to its 

core values and customer focus, it will not only maintain its leadership in the ski industry, but also thrive 

in the broader world of global experiential tourism. 
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