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ABOUT

The first step in managing tourism at a park is developing a holistic understanding of what tourism is and how it 
works. Taking the time to learn about the "tourism ecosystem" will help parks start thinking about opportunities 
and how they can manage tourism. There are internal support systems and many external organizations that 
exist to help develop knowledge and understanding of tourism, so be sure to use them to your advantage.

FEATURING

• The value of tourism and benefits for park units
• Top 10 things to know about tourism
• NPS statues, regulations, and policies impacting tourism

ABOUT

This section provides guidance on how to develop a park tourism strategy. The development of a 
strategy is a chance to articulate a tourism vision, and the plan to achieve it. It will take effort, flexibility, 
and collaboration to create a tourism strategy, but it’s absolutely crucial for guiding next steps.

FEATURING

• Strategy essentials
• A three-phase process for tourism strategy development
• Getting it right from the start

ABOUT

The strategy development process leads to new tourism opportunities that need to be implemented over 
time. However, without buy-in and support from possible tourism partners and community stakeholders, 
achieving the freshly developed strategic objectives will be difficult. Communicating that a park has a 
cohesive tourism strategy and demonstrating that it’s taking the reins to lead in a specific direction will infuse  
the  energy  required  from  the  park’s  partners  to  support  implementation  and  achieve  its  ambitions.

FEATURING

• How to lead a tourism strategy
• Engaging communities
• Finding technical assistance and funding opportunities

Case Study: Engaging Local Communities through Leadership in Australia
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ABOUT

Research is an important first step in developing tourism and creating a successful strategy for parks. It’s 
vital that parks use a wide variety of sources to understand the tourists visiting the destination and their 
behaviors and needs. Since the tourism industry can change rapidly, with new trends emerging regularly, 
research should be viewed as an ongoing process that helps you plan and make informed decisions.

FEATURING

• What is market research
• How to conduct and where to look for market research and statistics
• Identifying visitor needs and behaviors from market research

ABOUT

Many destinations jump right into communicating (marketing) their products and experiences before 
ensuring the products and experiences they are offering is what tourists and potential tourists want. Taking 
the time to have the right products and experiences in place before you begin attracting tourists is essential. 

FEATURING

• Identifying competitive advantages
• Developing itineraries
• Creating partnerships

Case Study: Capitalizing on the Growing Cycling Economy in the UK

ABOUT

With an understanding of a park’s historic visitation trends and the products and experiences 
available, parks are ready to communicate with tourists. Collecting feedback is an essential part 
of marketing and communications too. Doing so can help you understand what works and what 
doesn’t so parks are able to make forward-looking decisions and improve the tourist’s experience.

FEATURING

• Learning about the travel trade
• The traveler path-to-visit
• Park promotions

Case Study: Proactively Managing Rising Visitation at Banff National Park

CONCLUSION 85

CHECKLIST 86

APPENDIX 90
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Introduction
The National Park Service (NPS) welcomes many visitors. 
For most units in the National Park System, some park 
visitors come from local communities, while others can be 
categorized as tourists, coming from outside the local area 
to visit the park. Despite many NPS visitors being tourists, 
the concept of the "tourist" is not consistently understood. 
Historically, the NPS has not differentiated between visitor 
groups whose needs, motivations, interests, behaviors, 
and journeys can be quite different.

This toolkit is a first-of-its-kind effort to provide NPS staff 
with guidance to shape and manage “tourism” through 
practical tourism strategies, to leverage partnerships, 
and to improve park planning and decision-making. The 
toolkit discusses best practices to build resilience and take 
action in unprecedented times, whether brought about by 
COVID-19 or other shocks and factors.

Visitation to the National Park System has increased 
considerably over the last decade, but the growth has 
been uneven. Some NPS units in Regions 6, 7, and 8 have 
experienced stagnant  and even declining visitation. This 
trend is the result of a range of factors. External factors 
such as competition for leisure time and disruptions 
like COVID-19, natural disasters, and travel restrictions 
can heavily impact tourism. For example, many sites 
experienced a surge in visitation following the COVID-19 
lockdown phase in 2020 as people spent more time 
outdoors. This unexpected surge meant park management 
had to adapt existing strategies to address challenges, the 
needs of new visitors, and to protect the resources.

This toolkit is distinct from, and complementary to, the 
resources developed for visitor use management (VUM). 

VUM is an adaptable set of tools and strategies that connects 
visitors to valued park landscapes. VUM seeks to enhance 
access and ensure the long-term viability of park resources 
that make quality visitor experiences possible.

This toolkit is aimed at superintendents and management 
personnel at NPS park units and partners interested in 
engaging with tourism networks and tourists. The park unit 
goal may be to increase or influence tourist visitation. It may 
be to strengthen park relationships with the local tourism 
partners. Its aim is help parks collaboratively maximize the 
benefits while minimizing the negative impacts of tourism. 
It may be used to simply gain a better understanding of the 
characteristics of tourism in a community to inform future 
planning and decision-making.

This toolkit is designed to help park staff answer questions like:

• What are the benefits of increasing tourist visitation?

• How can I improve the tourist experience at my park?

• How can I position my park as an attractive place to visit?

• Who are the tourists visiting my area?

• How do I get started with developing a tourism strategy 
for my park?

• How do I better understand and collaborate with tourism 
networks in my community?

• How can a tourism strategy help my park manage 
increasing visitation?

Regardless of the goals, applying the tools and methods in 
this toolkit is a useful first step to thinking about tourism in 
a new and beneficial way.
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Record visitation growth to a subset of NPS 
units is having a significant impact on 
resource protection, staffing, operations, park 
management, and the quality of the visitor 
experience. While the NPS is working with 
partners and directing resources towards 
visitor use and congestion management, 
complementary efforts to mindfully raise the 
visibility of and increase visitation to under-
visited and lesser-known sites are part of a 
systemic response in the region.

COVID-19 has impacted the tourism sector 
and changed the tourist experience, including 
within the NPS. As a part of strategic planning 
efforts, the NPS is investing in new visitor 
experiences, innovative partnerships, and 
public engagement efforts to influence visitor 
choices and destination management.

A working group within Regions 6, 7, and 
8, in collaboration with the NPS Tourism 
Program, developed a proposal for a set of 
“Tourism and Visitor Experience” tools, 
including the development of this tourism 
toolkit. To be effective, such an effort must 
be informed by research; be adaptable; 
integrate local and regional economic, 
transportation, and conservation plans and 
initiatives; leverage partnerships; and apply 
creativity and innovation.

With proactive and collaborative 
management, tourism can deliver 
positive benefits to national parks and 
surrounding communities in the short 
and long term. Strategically considering 
a park’s tourism experience and its 
tourism network can help parks address 
agency goals, including attracting a more 
diverse range of (and in some parks, larger 
numbers) visitors. In the long run, those 
same tourists can become volunteers, 
supporters, donors, and advocates. 
Proactive tourism management helps 
enhance the visitor experience, build 
strategic partnerships, and shape and 
align resource stewardship values. For 
many parks, being an active and engaged 
member of the local tourism community 
can help accomplish park goals.

This toolkit is designed to provide 
superintendents and management 
personnel at NPS park units and partners 
in Regions 6, 7, and 8 with an easy-to-
use tourism assessment framework 
and practical tourism strategies. It 
presents tourism best practices to build 
resilience and shape the direction 
of tourism within park units and 
surrounding gateway communities.

BACKGROUND WHY A TOOLKIT?
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WHY USE THIS TOOLKIT?
We encourage you to read through the whole toolkit, 
but you may choose to jump ahead to sections based on 
specific needs and interests. There are multiple ways and 
paths to get started.

The toolkit was designed through extensive research and 
discussions with Regions 6, 7, and 8 stakeholders, park 
units, and the working group. The toolkit is useful for parks 
who are striving to address different tourism and visitation 
needs through a sustainable tourism strategy. Through 
initial research efforts we identified three important areas 
and common tourism objectives that a park unit may have, 
which would benefit from the tourism strategies found 
within this toolkit:

1. INCREASE AWARENESS

Example: Park A is interested in increasing public 
awareness about the park throughout the state by 
developing or improving its digital strategy and working 
with tourism offices to highlight park experiences.

This may be a park objective if staff are asking questions like:

• How do we build greater awareness of the park?

• How do we generate awareness among a more diverse 
group of people?

• How do we develop or improve our digital strategy to build 
awareness?

• How can we connect with local and state tourism offices 
and partners to build more awareness?

• How can we tell the story about the park, its resources, 
values and experiences more effectively?

2. INCREASE/MANAGE TOURIST VISITATION

Example: Park B is located near a main interstate but 
struggles with declining visitation levels. This park may 
be interested in improving local wayfinding signage or 
promotions to inform and attract drive-by tourists (aka the 
touring market).

This may be a park objective if staff are asking questions like:

• Why is visitation declining or stagnating?

• How can we build strategic partnerships with state and 
local tourism offices and partners?

• How do we build a tourism brand to make the park 
stand out?

• How can we attract and grow new tourist markets?

• How can we work with communities to attract repeat 
visitation?

3. IMPROVE THE VISITOR EXPERIENCE

Example: Park C is interested in improving the visitor 
experience by creating more engaging experiences like a 
dark-sky viewing program or by bringing more Indigenous 
perspective into park interpretation, which especially 
appeals to cultural heritage tourists.

This may be a park objective if staff are asking questions like:

• How do we enhance existing programs in the park to meet 
the needs of tourists?

• How do we identify new experience and programming 
opportunities?

• How can we coordinate and align stakeholder activities 
with the park’s mission?

Some park units may have different objectives, but there 
will likely be a variation of one (or a combination) of the 
above that will apply most. In all circumstances, a park’s 
purpose, significance, fundamental resources, and values, 
and enabling legislation should be considered when 
developing a tourism strategy, and objectives.

Petrified Forest National Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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While several examples and case studies 
are peppered throughout the toolkit to 
clarify specific concepts, we have also 
created a hypothetical scenario for a 
fictional park called Sunrise Canyon 
National Monument to demonstrate 
the tourism development journey. The 
scenario evolves with the toolkit, and the 
steps of its evolution are presented at the 
beginning of each section (starting with 
Developing a Tourism Strategy section). 
Make sure to read the results of Sunrise 
Canyon National Monument’s pursuit and 
implementation of a tourism development 
strategy at the end of the toolkit.

But first, a little introduction to Sunrise 
Canyon National Monument…

BACKGROUND

Sunrise Canyon National Monument is a 
unit of the NPS located in the American 
Southwest. About 5,000 acres in size, the 
park is 45 miles from the closest city (the 
fifth largest city in the state) and where 
the closest interstate is located. The park 
was established to protect its namesake 

canyon, and there are 10 miles of hiking 
trails around and into the canyon. Within 
the canyon is a cluster of archaeological 
sites protecting the remains of ancient 
Indigenous dwellings and gathering 
sites. Outside of the canyon, the park’s 
boundaries extend north to an adjacent 
national forest with a trail system and 
south to a state park with additional trails 
and county land. Both the national forest 
and state park allow horseback riding on 
their trails, but the park does not.

Visitation to the park has been stagnant 
for the last five years. The park welcomes 
school groups from the nearby city, and 
remaining visitors seem to be a mix 
of national park completists and road-
tripping tourists. Park staff think there 
are more tourists traveling in the area who 
might be interested in what the park has to 
offer but aren't sure how to reach them or 
convince them to visit.

Park staff decide to take action to 
attract more tourist visitors to the park. 
However, they don’t know where to 
begin. They recently received the NPS 
Tourism Toolkit and decide to try some 
of the tools and techniques presented to 
achieve their objective of getting more 
tourists into the park!

A HYPOTHETICAL SCENARIO: 
HOW SUNRISE CANYON 
NATIONAL MONUMENT USED 
THIS TOOLKIT
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HAVE QUESTIONS/COMMENTS?

We’d love to hear from you. 

Please get in touch with Alexandra Hernandez at 

Alexandra_Hernandez@nps.gov, sending any 

inquiries, suggestions, or success stories. 

Tumacácori National Historical Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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Getting Started
 
KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Although tourism can cover many topics, there 
is a generally defined “tourism ecosystem” that 
represents the tourism industry and its key players.

• Tourism shares some similarities with NPS visitor 
experience and visitor use management principles, 
but many concepts are unique.

• Several supply and demand factors influence and 
drive tourism at a destination.

FEATURING

• The value of tourism and benefits for 
park units

• Top 10 things to know about tourism

• NPS statutes, regulations, and policies 
impacting tourism

The first step in managing tourism at a park is 
developing a holistic understanding of what tourism 
is and how it works. Taking the time to learn about 
the "tourism ecosystem" will help parks start thinking 
about opportunities and how they can manage 
tourism. There are internal support systems and 
many external organizations that exist to help develop 
knowledge and understanding of tourism, so be sure 
to use them to your advantage.
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Tourism concepts and strategies can assist 
a park in addressing visitation challenges 
and shape an action plan to address:

• Maintaining visitation at a manageable 
level or attracting additional visitation

• Connecting with or diversifying visitor 
types and partners

• Understanding visitors or visitor markets

• Enhancing or improving the visitor 
experience

• Creating a shared vision with tourists 
and partners

WHAT IS THE VALUE OF 
TOURISM, AND HOW DOES IT 
BENEFIT NATIONAL PARK UNITS?

Big Bend National Park. Credit: NPS Photo

• Clarifying the public’s perception or 
understanding of a park and ways it can 
be explored

• Developing sustainable recruitment of 
volunteers, youth corps, staff, etc.

• Improving relevancy and stewardship to 
meet a park’s mission

• Aid with financial sustainability 
through increased park revenue 
generated by increased tourism (e.g., 
entrance fees and/or use fees)

Implementing tourism concepts and 
approaches can benefit national park units 
from a social, environmental, and economic 
perspective, as outlined in Table 1.
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TABLE 1: SUMMARY OF BENEFITS

SOCIAL ENVIRONMENTAL ECONOMIC

• Maintain relevancy with diverse 
tourist demographics, ability levels, 
and backgrounds

• Enhance partnerships through a 
collaborative tourism strategy and 
targeting of niche markets

• Improve educational or interpretive 
programming that meets mutual 
interests of parks and partners

• Boost workforce or volunteer 
recruitment

• Strengthen community engagement

• Bolster the NPS presence in 
the tourism industry and share 
stewardship values

• Create more opportunities for the 
public to visit “hidden gems” in the 
park system

• Notify public of visitation patterns 
for congested parks to improve 
visitor satisfaction (e.g., parking lot 
filling times, reservations, peak/off-
peak visitation times etc.), through 
communication tools/strategic 
messaging

• Educate tourists on responsible 
recreation values to minimize impact 
to natural, cultural, and geologic 
resources

• Channel tourist behavior and 
activities to reduce impact on 
sensitive resources

• Improve tourist appreciation and 
stewardship for park resources

• Enhance understanding and 
appreciation of the benefits of 
designations such as National 
Heritage Areas, Wilderness, National 
Trails, Wild & Scenic Rivers, etc.

• Open community/partner dialogue to 
expand stewardship messaging and 
proactively anticipate, and adapt to, 
changing tourism trends

• Enhance NPS’s capacity to promote  
a stewardship ethic among the  
general public

• Increase fee revenue

• Enhance philanthropic interest 
resulting in an increase in cash and 
in-kind donations

• Increase volunteerism to support park 
operations

• Improve economic impact on local 
economy, which cultivates community 
advocacy

• Provides an opportunity for increased 
sales for cooperating associations, 
concessioners, and commercial use 
operators

• Promote small business, decrease 
seasonality, and enhance year-round 
economic benefits

• Increase aid from the cooperating 
associations

• Increase public support for upgrading 
park infrastructure

Golden Spike National Historical Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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WHAT IS THE TOURISM ECOSYSTEM?

The tourism ecosystem consists of a diverse range of 
organizations and individuals serving and delivering 
tourism. People tend to assume the tourism industry 
consists solely of the businesses that tourists encounter 
when planning a trip or traveling to and within a destination 
(think: booking agents, airlines, hotels, tour operators, etc.). 
However, the industry is much more complex. The tourism 

ecosystem consists of the many stakeholders who work 
together across various sectors and sub-sectors to directly 
and indirectly serve tourists behind the scenes.

The tourism ecosystem is ever-evolving and includes local 
communities and businesses, even if tourism is not their 
primary goal. Figure 1 outlines who the key players in the 
tourism ecosystem are.

FIGURE 1: KEY PLAYERS IN THE TOURISM ECOSYSTEM

LOCAL COMMUNITIES

PARTNERS PUBLIC SECTOR TOURISM SUPPLIERS INDIRECT SUPPLIERS

TOURISTS INVESTORS/DONORS

Residents, businesses, nonprofits, and all 
other stakeholders impacted directly or 

indirectly by tourism

Organizations that support 
tourism and visitor experiences 

directly (such as educational 
institutions, cooperating 

associations, etc.) or indirectly 
(utilities, infrastructure, etc.)

Includes agencies and 
departments responsible for 

transportation networks, 
environmental management, 

economic development, workforce 
investment, health services, etc.

Providers of primary tourism 
products and experiences (e.g., 

hotels, campgrounds, restaurants, 
airlines, car rental companies, 

online booking agents, tour 
operators, outfitters, guides, etc.)

Suppliers to tourism 
operations (e.g., musicians, 
artisans, entertainers) and 

other indirect suppliers (e.g., 
security, logistics, 

construction)

People travelling to a destination outside of their 
usual or local environment for a specific purpose 

(leisure, business, or other personal purpose)

Stakeholders who provide funding to 
support tourism development around 

parks and their communities

Source: Adapted from The World Bank
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WHAT ARE THE TOP 10 THINGS TO 
KNOW ABOUT TOURISM?

1. TOURISM CAN BE DEFINED: 

It is important to understand how the tourism industry 
defines individuals who visit or travel to parks. Terms 
typically used in the tourism sector may vary in 
comparison to those used in the NPS context. The United 
Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) is the 
reference entity for this toolkit and defines visitor, 
tourist, and visit.

Here’s a summary of these terms and definitions contrasted 
with their use in the NPS:

Sources: UNWTO (https://www.unwto.org/glossary-tourism-terms), 
NPS (https://www.nps.gov/subjects/socialscience/upload/nps-stats-definitions_accessible1.pdf)

TABLE 2: VISITOR AND TOURIST DEFINITIONS

TERM UNWTO DEFINITION NPS DEFINITION

Visitor

A visitor is a traveler taking a trip to a main destination 
outside their usual environment, for less than a year, 
for any main purpose (business, leisure, or other 
personal purpose) other than to be employed by a 
resident entity in the country or place visited.

An individual who may generate one or more visits. 
An overnight stay is considered to be one night 
within a park by a visitor.

Tourist

A visitor (domestic, inbound, or outbound) is 
classified as a tourist (or overnight visitor), if their trip 
includes an overnight stay, or as a same-day visitor 
(or excursionist).

While there is no official NPS definition of tourist, 
a park visitor is a tourist if they are a “non-local” 
visitor.

Visit

A trip is made up of visits to different places. The term 
“tourism visit” refers to a stay in a place visited during 
a tourism trip.

The entry of any person, except NPS and service 
personnel, onto lands or waters administered by the 
NPS.

There are three categories of visits to parks:
(1) visits that are not reported as visitor use;
(2) non-recreation visits that are reported as visitor 
use; and
(3) recreation visits that are reported as visitor use.

Curecanti National Recreation Area. Credit: NPS Photo
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2. THE IMPORTANCE OF COMPELLING 
PRODUCTS AND EXPERIENCES: 

Similar to understanding the differences between “visitors” 
and “tourists”, it is important to understand the tourism 
definition for “visitor experience” and “products and 
experiences”.

The visitor experience is the way tourists feel as they interact 
with a destination (pre, during, and post-visit) and the 
memories they take away.

The term products and experiences can refer to anything that 
is offered to a tourist to fulfill their needs and enables them 
to engage in a specific tourism activity when travelling to–
and in–a destination.

Products and experiences can be comprised of both 
tangible and intangible components. They can be the 
“things to do”, a service, or something that sets the mood. 
A park can be considered one of the many products and 
experiences within a destination.

The terms product, service, and experience are frequently 
used interchangeably in the tourism sector. In this toolkit 
we will use “products and experiences”. Examples of Broad 
examples of products and experiences to give you a sense of 
the scope include:

• Visitor center or park museum

• Festivals and events

• Dark sky programs

• Lodging

• Guided walks and hiking trails

• Boating and fishing

• Horseback riding tours

• A canoeing package

• Cycling routes

• A motorcoach tour

• Information or interpretive kiosks and wayfinding aids 
(maps, signage, etc.)

• Educational products offered or sold by partners (i.e., like 
cooperating associations who sell products to enhance 
the visitor experience, understanding, and appreciation 
of a park)

Let’s also define variations of these terms within the NPS 
context for comparison:

The Interagency VUM Council Glossary of Key Terms 
definitions:1

• Visitor Experience is the perceptions, feelings, and reactions 
that a visitor has before, during, and after a visit to an area.

• Characteristics of Visitor Use refer to the amount, type, 
timing, and distribution of visitor activities and behaviors.

The NPS Planning for Interpretation and Visitor Experience 
Guide definitions:2

• Themes are often described as the key stories or concepts 
that visitors should understand after visiting a park.

• Facilities are visitor centers, contact or information 
stations, environmental education centers or camps, 
trails, wayside kiosks, and scenic overlooks.

• Services are rest rooms, emergency services, and information.

• Resources involve ecosystems, habitats, and cultural, social, 
and recreation resources that exist within a park.

• Programs are in-person or virtual interpretive offerings 
typically built around park themes such as educational 
talks, tours, guided walks, etc.

3. NETWORKS IMPROVE OPPORTUNITIES: 

Strategically engaging with tourism networks in the 
tourism ecosystem and applying tourism management 
concepts can have significant benefits for parks and 
resource stewardship. While unmanaged tourism can have 
negative impacts on parks, choosing not to engage with 
tourism networks leaves potential benefits unrealized.

Credit: NPS Photo

1 NPS. “Interagency Visitor Use Management Council Glossary of Key Terms”
2 NPS. “Planning for Interpretation and Visitor Experience”
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4. ADAPTING TO CHANGE IS IMPORTANT: 

Tourism has proven itself as a growing and resilient global 
industry. However, it is important to plan for unexpected 
events, environmental changes, and emergencies (e.g., 
economic shocks, downturns, fires, floods and health 
crises) that may disrupt tourism patterns.

5. PARKS ARE PART OF THE TOURISM ECOSYSTEM: 

Tourists typically visit a destination because of the unique 
collection of tourism activities, collection of natural and 
cultural resources, and products and experiences available 
there. For example, they may be motivated by outdoor 
recreation tourism, cultural heritage tourism, or adventure 
tourism. Understanding how parks fit into an area's tourism 
offerings and brand can inform collaborative tourism 
planning with a community.

6. TRAVEL CONTINUALLY EVOLVES: 

Consumer and travel trends continuously influence the needs 
and expectations of tourists. Parks will need to get comfortable 
and familiar with tourism trends to stay connected with 
changing demographics and preferences. This enables 
parks to stay relevant, seize opportunities, and evolve. More 
information on how to conduct this type of research is covered 
in the Driving Success with Research section of this toolkit.

7. TARGET MARKETS MATTER: 

Tourism is highly competitive, and the drive to attract 
tourists is intense. In the marketing space, parks compete 
with each other and many recreation activity providers, 
cruises, eco-lodges, theme parks, and other attractions. 
Defining target markets can help tailor products and 
experiences in ways that will resonate. It also allows 
parks to align offerings based on traveler preferences 
and presents opportunities to raise awareness about 
responsible visitation. For example, tourists may initially 
plan to visit one destination because of its rich history and 
then book a trip because of a nearby park’s preservation 
efforts and guided tours. So, don’t try to appeal to 
everyone at all times. The more specific parks are, the 
more effective products and experiences will be for that 
particular market.

8. STAFF CAPABILITIES ARE CRITICAL: 

Great staff, including those of our partners, are essential 
for delivering a positive and lasting visitor experience. 
When employees engage with tourists, they bring a 
park’s mission, vision, and stories to life. Training and 
empowering staff and partners to explore best practices 
can help develop a workforce that is able to manage 
interactions with tourists and exceed expectations, from 
the visitor experience perspective.

9. TOURISM IS YEAR-ROUND: 

Seasonality impacts most tourism operations. Weather, events, 
the school calendar, and the number of available vacation 
days can influence when people choose to travel. Successful 
planning should account for seasonality factors to ensure long-
term sustainability across peak and off-peak periods.

10. PARTNERS ARE CRITICAL TO SUCCESS: 

There are numerous support systems in place to help 
create vibrant destinations across the nation. Embrace the 
industry and partners. Take advantage of the programs 
and partnerships offered by state tourism organizations, 
destination marketing/management organizations 
(DMOs), tourism industry associations, national heritage 
areas, federal agencies, and county and local community 
chamber of commerce. Include partners, like cooperating 
associations, in planning, training, etc.

Grant-Kohrs Ranch National Historic Site. Credit: NPS Photo
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There are several factors that help to influence and drive tourism 
in a destination. Some factors lend to creating a compelling visitor 
experience (supply), and others shape and influence tourist interests, 
preferences, and motivations to visit a destination (demand).

To harness the benefits of tourism, destinations need to choose a 
strategic combination of actions that align with drivers of tourism 
and their objectives. Since parks can be one of the key attractions 
of a destination, it’s most efficient to approach internal tourism 
planning and decision-making with a wider lens. Keep in mind that 
tourism is most successful when stakeholders work together.

WHAT ARE DRIVERS OF TOURISM?

 Drivers of supply — Create a compelling visitor experience

	Drivers of demand — Shape and influence tourist 

interests, preferences, and motivation
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TABLE 3: DRIVERS OF TOURISM CATEGORIES

DEMAND SUPPLY

MARKETS CHANNELS MARKETING & PR
PRODUCTS & 
EXPERIENCES

ENABLING 
ENVIRONMENT

INFRASTRUCTURE

What is it?

The demand for 
a destination 
and its overall 
appeal.

The network of 
organizations 
that make 
it easy for 
tourists to find 
products and 
experiences. 

The marketing 
strategies and 
tactics employed 
to connect with and 
influence tourists. 

The products and 
experiences that 
form a destination 
tourism offering.

The support 
that government 
and destination 
leaders commit 
to tourism 
through policy 
and planning.

The transportation, 
infrastructure, 
and associated 
services to support 
a seamless visitor 
experience.

Why is it 
important?

Uncovers what 
motivates 
tourists and 
the patterns 
and flows of 
visitation.

Helps to reach 
the desired 
tourism 
markets and 
communities 
of interest.

Communicates 
the value and 
distinctiveness of 
each site through 
storytelling, 
imagery and 
complimentary 
activities across a 
destination.

Brings together 
available evidence 
about a destination 
and what makes it 
unique. Identifies the 
existing products 
and experiences and 
which should or can 
be developed. 

Helps to define 
the parameters 
of tourism growth 
and sustainable 
development. 

Impacts when and 
how people travel 
to a site and its 
accessibility. 

Typical 
factors 

• Geographic 
markets

• Communities 
of interest

• Receptive 
tour 
operators

• Online travel 
agencies 
(OTAs)

• Travel trade
• Travel 

agents

• Market research
• Branding
• Communications
• Media relations
• Partnerships

• Lodging, 
accommodations, 
campsites

• Demand-
generators

• Packages and 
Itineraries

• New products/
events

• Events
• Niche markets 

experiences
• Post-COVID-19 

standards
• Operator 

readiness
• Feasibility
• NPS Policies & 

Guidance

• Destination 
leadership

• Government 
and 
community 
prioritization of 
tourism

• Funding
• Labor
• Resident 

sentiment

• Roads
• Air–domestic and 

international
• Intra-destination 

transport
• Water-based 

infrastructure and 
transport
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Just as the NPS uses a dictionary’s worth 

of specialized terms, the tourism sector 

has its own lingo that can be very helpful to 

understand. We have tried to provide definitions 

throughout, but if there is an unfamiliar term, 

refer to the Glossary at the end of this toolkit 

or feel free to reach out to the NPS Tourism 

Program for additional clarification.

For example, as noted earlier, “products and 

experiences” is commonly used in the tourism sector 

to refer to the range of services and experiences 

a community or destination offers tourists. While 

NPS professionals typically do not think of a park as 

a product, the toolkit uses the word because of its 

ubiquity in the tourism industry. NPS personnel may 

be more familiar with related terms such as activities, 

programs, and experiences.

A NOTE ABOUT TERMINOLOGY

 � Identify benefits that tourism brings to your 

park and community

 � Get to know the tourism ecosystem in your 

destination and community

 � Read recent publications on the following 

websites to learn more about tourism at the 

national and international level (See Driving 

Success with Research section for more)

• UNWTO 

• World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC) 

• U.S. Travel Association

 � Analyze the Drivers of Tourism Categories and 

apply them to your destination and park:

• Which drivers do you understand already?

• Which drivers do you need to learn more 

about?

 � Familiarize yourself with NPS tourism-related 

resources and policy as well as relevant state 

and local tourism organization plans and 

strategies

STEPS FOR SUCCESS

Casa Grande Ruins National Monument. Credit: NPS Photo

WHAT NPS STATUTES, REGULATIONS AND POLICIES 
IMPACTING TOURISM DO WE NEED TO KNOW?

Within the NPS, statutes, regulations, management 
policies, and Director's Orders frame the operating 
environment for responsibly managing visitor activities 
within a park unit. Bringing a tourism project through to 
implementation requires a thorough understanding of 
what these requirements allow for and what they prohibit. 
Provided in the Appendix are the relevant references 
that should be considered and are related to, or inform, 
tourism strategy development.
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Developing a 
Tourism Strategy

 
KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Key elements underpinning a park’s tourism 
strategy include guiding principles, challenges and 
opportunities, the vision, and vision objectives.

• A tourism strategy can support conservation, 
stewardship, and the accomplishment of the 
NPS mission. It can also support NPS efforts to 
tell underrepresented stories, especially those of 
Indigenous communities. 

• With a defined process, you will be able identify and 
prioritize opportunities to achieve park objectives 
and the initiatives or actions to support them.

FEATURING

• Strategy essentials

• A three-phase process for tourism 
strategy development 

• Getting it right from the start

This section provides guidance on how to develop a 
park tourism strategy. The development of a strategy 
is a chance to articulate a tourism vision and the 
plan to achieve it. It will take effort, flexibility, and 
collaboration to create a tourism strategy, but it's 
absolutely crucial for guiding next steps.
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One of the first things the toolkit suggests 
is to develop a tourism strategy, so park 
staff decide to start there. The park’s 
superintendent gathers some key members 
of their leadership team and walks 
through the strategy development process, 
assigning specific roles.

First on the agenda is understanding the 
park’s economic and social environment – 
they embark on an exercise to understand 
the park’s current context, highlighting 
key challenges and opportunities. Through 
the situational analysis and stakeholder 
engagement, they uncover things like:

• The nearby city's tourism office is 
drafting its strategic plan for the next five 
years. Based on significant population 
growth in three markets within a 5-hour 
drive, the city wants to shift its tourism 
brand. Today it’s seen as a road trip stop-
over, where travelers might spend a half-
day on their way to other destinations. 
The city would like to position itself as 
a multi-day destination for millennial 
families from these growing markets. The 
strategy is in its early stages, and the city 
is open to discussing ideas for featuring 
unique activities in the area to highlight 
and incorporate into its brand, marketing, 
and destination positioning.

• A small recreation outfitter in town that 
offers guided hiking, climbing, and 
other experiences is considering options 
to expand her business to include 
horseback riding and more camping.

•  Monthly park visitation reveals a 
predictable pattern with visible peaks 
most likely to occur in the summer 
months.

•  Last year the compound annual growth 
in park visitation was -1%, and the year 
before there was no change.

•  There is a desire to more extensively 
use technology to tell the story and 
significance of the park. 

• And more…

While the initial analysis takes a few days 
to compile, other team members use the 
time to align with stakeholders and leaders 
in their community such as the park’s 
cooperating association, the tourism office 
of the nearby city, state tourism office, 
applicable Federal agencies, the NPS 
regional office, and a university professor 
in the state specializing in parks, tourism, 
and hospitality management to be part of 
the tourism strategy development process.

With a better understanding of the current 
situation and partners now aligned, they 
hold a series of workshops to refine the 
challenges and opportunities identified, 
along with the guiding principles that will 
direct them through strategy development 
and implementation. They’ve come up 
with guiding principles that focus the 
tourism strategy on the park’s purpose, 
significance, fundamental resources and 
values, and a commitment to attracting a 
more diverse group of visitors.

They also begin to draw up an emerging 
vision for what they want tourism to 
look like in three years and the specific 
objectives needed to accomplish the 
vision. One of the objectives includes 

SUNRISE CANYON NATIONAL 
MONUMENT: DEVELOPING A 
TOURISM STRATEGY
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improving visitation by 5% for the next 
year. Additionally, they start to note 
some concrete opportunities that can 
help achieve that objective; things like 
revamping digital tools and working more 
closely with local partners to develop 
special itineraries for specific target 
markets. They’re on a roll!

But how do they prioritize which initiatives 
to take on first? Luckily this section also 
provides a framework for identifying some 
of the stronger potential opportunities 
(after additional research is conducted 
– see Driving Success with Research 
section). The outcome for Sunrise Canyon 
National Monument is a list of prioritized 
opportunities. Here are a few:

• High Priority – The park would like to 
be included in the city’s new tourism 
strategy and commits to regularly 
participating in the strategy development 
process. Park staff work with the tourism 
organization and its contractors to 
create new b-roll film, high-resolution 
photographs, and other content that can 
be incorporated into marketing materials. 
The city is also refreshing its social media 
strategy, and park staff will engage with 
the city’s social media accounts in order 
to amplify each other. In consideration 
of the visitor market segments the city 
is targeting (millennial families), park 
staff brainstorm some new interpretive 
programs and events that will appeal to 
that segment.

•  Medium priority – Working with the 
tourism authority, park staff develop a 
new piece of collateral material about 
the site’s Indigenous history and visitor 
experience, including the context of 
other sites in the area that can be visited. 
The piece is formatted digitally and as a 
brochure for easy sharing. This piece is 

translated and shared with partners who 
can promote it through the international 
travel trade, including tour packagers and 
agencies in Europe. The NPS Tourism 
Program, the state tourism office, and the 
American Indian Alaska Native Tourism 
Association agree to distribute the piece. 
Park staff also let the state tourism office 
know that they’d be welcome to include 
the park in any familiarization trips with 
international travel trade and media.

• Not feasible – Park staff rule out 
developing a campground in the park 
because the gateway community has 
recently expanded camping options to fit 
the demand. 

With the high-level strategy now on 
paper, the team decides to detail some 
specific actions to execute the identified 
opportunities. They also commit to 
communicating the strategy to key 
stakeholders for support. This section 
covers the tourism strategy development 
process. Demonstrating leadership and 
communicating the strategy is key and is 
covered in the following sections.

Pecos National Historical Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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A tourism strategy helps to identify opportunities for a park to achieve its vision 
for tourism and where to prioritize limited human, technological, and financial 
resources. But equally important, a strategy helps to say “no” to ideas that 
might be good but are not consistent with a park’s purpose and objectives. 

Example: Big Bend National Park's location and habitat supports 
hundreds of bird species, and as a result the park and surrounding area 
is a premier location for birding - a major tourism attraction. Identifying 
birding locations within and outside the park in collaboration with 
concessioners, local guides, product suppliers, Texas Audubon, and 
municipal organizations would be part of a multi-stakeholder engagement 
strategy that supports tourism development.

Aztec Ruins National Monument. Credit: NPS Photo

What are the 
components of a 
tourism strategy? ↓

WHAT IS A TOURISM 
STRATEGY?
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FIGURE 2: COMPONENTS 
OF A TOURISM STRATEGY 

VISION

GUIDING PRINCIPLES CHALLENGES & OPPORTUNITIES

GOALS OBJECTIVES

SUPPORTING ACTIONS SUPPORTING ACTIONS SUPPORTING ACTIONS SUPPORTING ACTIONS

The values that guide 
tourism stakeholders in the 
development of a park unit’s 
products and experiences. 
Guiding principles may reflect 
the kind of tourism a park unit 
may be seeking, the kinds of 
prospective tourists, the desired 
impacts on the community, or 
environment, or other criteria.

Considers barriers identified 
during the data collection stage 
and stakeholder engagement as 
well as opportunities to address 
those barriers and to develop 
tourism for a park unit.

Paints an inspiring picture of what tourism will look like, and achieve 
over the next three-to-five-year period, reflecting the tourism 

guiding principles of a destination, industry demand, prospective 
tourists, operators, and the communities that tourism serves.

Identify a broadly stated description of a desired result. They focus 
actions toward clearly defined purposes, align with the tourism vision, 
and reflect strategic issues and priorities over a long-term period.

Objectives are the specific, measurable subdivisions of a goal or the 
accomplishments that park unit wishes to achieve. In some instances, this 
could be growing visitation in the off-peak season, revenue, or a more even 
dispersion of tourists. In other instances, particularly at the beginning of the 
process, it could mean developing a handful of new experiences to support 
a niche market, strengthening relationships with local tourism networks, or 
better incorporating tourism research, trends, and forecasts into planning. 

OPPORTUNITIES OPPORTUNITIES OPPORTUNITIES OPPORTUNITIES

Based on preliminarily identified opportunities, and prioritized in order of ease of implementation, and impact on the 
potential to support the objectives identified for tourism.

Identify three to five supporting actions to achieve the opportunity. Actions include a short description, and become the 
“to do” list for multiple stakeholders.

Many destinations use a framework to develop their tourism strategy. The framework typically includes guiding 

principles, challenges and opportunities, a vision, goals and objectives, and specific opportunities and actions 

to support their implementation. See Figure 2 for more details on the components of a tourism strategy. Various 

aspects of these components are covered throughout this section.
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ORGANIZING A STRATEGY TEAM & CREATING A 
SUCCESSFUL TOURISM STRATEGY
One of the first steps in developing a tourism strategy will be to define 
roles and identify team members that represent different areas of the park 
that can help strategize and bring forward creative ideas. The strategy 
development team should include: 

•  A strategic planning lead to champion the strategy: (i.e., Superintendent, 
Deputy Superintendent, Interpretation Program Manager) 

•  Leadership team members: (i.e., Superintendent, Deputy Superintendent, 
Division Leads for Interpretation, Resources or Administration)

•  Other applicable park or regional team members may include individuals 
from the following backgrounds: Interpretation, Commercial Services, 
Visitor Use Management, Public Affairs or Communications, Planning, 
Rivers, Trails, & Conservation Assistance (RTCA), or Partnerships.

Some parks will create a strategy with in-house skills. For parks 

lacking time or the right skillset, there can be many benefits to using 

a consultant and/or facilitator. Here are some factors to consider:

Experience: A consultant will bring experience and knowledge to 

confidently lead through the process. 

Speed: A consultant may be able to get the process moving quickly.

Objectivity: A consultant can bring a fresh perspective and be an 

objective third-party. 

Focus: A consultant will be solely focussed on completing the project 

and keeping it on track.

Cost: It may be more cost-effective to hire a consultant for a  

short period of time rather than bringing on a new employee or 

planning lead. 

Please contact the NPS Tourism Program to discuss further.
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WHAT IS THE PROCESS TO DEVELOP A TOURISM STRATEGY?
At a high-level, a park can develop a tourism strategy by 
following a three-phased approach. The first phase, “gather,” 
involves collecting all relevant and available information 
that provides the context for a deeper assessment of 
opportunities and priorities, which is completed in the second 
phase, “assess”. Finally, once all information is collected, 
assessed, and prioritized, strategic recommendations will 
begin to emerge. From that, action plans are formulated and 
responsibilities are assigned. This happens in the third phase 
of the strategy development process.

Because all park units are different, you may decide to 
speed up or slow down each phase and the steps involved. 

The full strategy development process can take a few 
months, but you should move at a pace that works for 
your team. If a tourism strategy is a completely new 
concept for you, it’s most important to just get started. 
Regardless of how sophisticated your strategy may be, it’s 
an accomplishment to get your plan down on paper. This 
toolkit includes a strategy worksheet template. 

Keep in mind that strategies are living documents that will 
likely need to be updated regularly (every three-to-five-years) 
to reflect new developments and challenges, such as the 
economy, park unit staffing, resource stewardship values, 
and the needs of communities, partners, and residents.

Grant-Kohrs Ranch National Historic Site. Credit: NPS Photo
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FIGURE 3: THREE-PHASE PROCESS

GATHER

3.  Start Visioning Goals & Objectives

4. Analyze & Prioritize Opportunities

5.  Develop Strategy & Action Plan

6. Communicate Strategy

PHASE 1: GATHERING THE INFORMATION

The steps in this phase involve understanding a 
park's current situation, especially challenges and 
opportunities, via a variety of means from data collection 
to stakeholder engagement.

 
STEP 1: COLLECT DATA

The goal here is to learn as much as possible about tourism 
in the community and the destination, both in and outside 
of the park, including trends, to have the context required to 
inform strategy development. A review of NPS data sources 
(e.g., NPS Visitor Use Statistics, Visitor Studies, Park Social 
Science Special Research) as well as discussions with park 
partners (e.g., cooperating associations, commercial service 
providers, recreation.gov, other federal land management 
agencies who might collect information) can assist in 
obtaining pertinent non-traditional data. Additionally, 
state and local economic development or tourism offices 
(sometimes known as CVBs and DMOs: convention & 
visitors bureaus and destination management/marketing 
organizations) will have access to data such as visitor 
markets, average length of stay, expenditure data by type 
of visitor, and visitor profiles (See: How to conduct market 
research). Information Collected information should help 
answer questions like:

•  How many tourists visit the community, region or 
destination on a yearly basis?

•  What is the seasonal visitation pattern?

•  What staff, facilities, programs, and resources are needed 
to support existing and anticipated visitation patterns? 

•  What do visitors know about the park?

•  How do tourists learn about the park, its values,  
and experiences?

•  How long do tourists stay for (i.e., number of days)?

•  Where do tourists come from?

• What are their motivations for visiting?

• How do tourists spend their money? 

•  How many people want to visit? Is demand increasing 
or declining?

To the extent possible, try and organize the information 
collected into a single document to make it easier for team 
members and other relevant stakeholders to review. 

STEP 2: ENGAGE STAKEHOLDERS

To complement the data collected in the previous step 
and to increase buy-in, it is important to gather key 
stakeholders to collect input and spark creativity. The 
purpose of this early engagement is to get oriented on local 
stakeholder or partner activities/initiatives, gauge tourism 
challenges and opportunities in the area, and identify 
potential opportunities to explore. An essential question 
for discussion can be as easy as “What can partners do 
to support the park’s tourism goals through their own 
products, programs, and services?" Remember, this isn't a 
one-size-fits-all approach. Tailor the process based on the 
resources available. The scale can be wide-ranging or as 
modest as necessary. Dialogue with key stakeholders and 
partners is essential in developing park tourism goals. 

Table 4 outlines potential stakeholders you may want to 
involve. The following list includes examples of ways to 
engage them.

1. Collect Data 

2. Engage Stakeholders

ASSESS RECOMMEND
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STAKEHOLDER ENGAGEMENT METHODS

Workshops. Bring together the strategy development team and tourism stakeholders to build 

awareness of the unique challenges and opportunities being faced within the park and broader 

destination. It is essential to include different types of stakeholders to get full and complete input 

into the process. 

Surveys. There are many tools to garner the views of key stakeholders. One option is to use 

a survey to gther information, viewpoints, and opinions on a variety of topics related to the 

development of tourism products and experiences. Surveys can be a useful way to gather 

quantitiative data and are particularly useful when viewpoints from many stakeholders are 

necessary (i.e. residents, businesses, tourists, etc.).

Interviews. Interviews are another tool to gain perspective from key stakeholders. These are often 

qualitative in nature and give an opportunity to elaborate on answers (as surveys don’t always 

gather the “why” of their response). They give us an opportunity to dig deeper into insights. 

Observation. Don’t forget the simple task of observing and recording. Take the time to watch how 

tourists interact with the park and try to identify the areas that are most influential on the visitor 

experience. Start keeping records of things like most frequently asked questions, services and 

experiences most frequently used, and common visitation behaviors or patterns, among others.

Before proceeding, note that some methods like surveys are regulated by the Paperwork 

Reduction Act and must be reviewed and approved by DOI prior to implementing.  

For more information about this process, please visit the NPS Information Collection Website 

or contact the NPS Information Collection Clearance Officer.
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TABLE 4: TYPES OF STAKEHOLDERS 

WHO INFORMATION OR PERSPECTIVE

Concessioners/Permitees/
Leasees

Entities with a formal legal agreement to provide commercial services in a park unit. They may 
provide visitor experiences and services integral to the park experience.

Cooperating Associations

A private, non-profit organization that supports educational, scientific, and interpretive activities within 
the National Park System under a formal agreement. They may provide a park unit with opportunities to 
expand visitor services and experiences, retail offerings, and marketing and promotion." 

Donations and Philanthropic 
Partners

Private, corporate, or non-profit entities that are in a formal relationship with NPS to achieve a NPS 
goal. They can provide resources for expansion of services (e.g., Friends Groups, Friends Alliance, 
etc.).

Economic Development 
Managers and Community 
Groups

Insight into the role that tourism development can play in the sustainable economic viability of their 
communities. Community groups such as Chambers of Commerce and Business Improvement 
Districts/Areas can serve as connections to members and other partners.

Local Government 
Representatives 

Local government may hold the keys to policy changes that may be required. They may also be the 
interface for regulatory authorities, special licenses, support for building infrastructure outside of a 
park, etc. 

Regional and State  
Tourism Leaders

Community and county DMOs often belong to, or work closely with, state tourism organizations, 
which also develop strategic priorities and may have additional funding that can support initiatives. 
See the Appendix for the full list of key DMOs/regional and state tourism organizations. 

Community Associations – Non-
Profits/Special Interest Groups 

External Community Associations (e.g., Girl and Boy Scouts, Museums, etc.,) and special interest 
groups (e.g., astronomy, paddling, quilting, biking, etc.,) can be supportive in developing tourism 
opportunities. It is important to keep them apprised of all tourism opportunities and seek their 
support and engagement.

National Heritage Areas (NHA)

Designated by Congress, these are related areas to the NPS. NHA local coordinating entities range 
from non-profits, local, or state governments, commissions, etc. These strategic partners work 
with communities for large landscape heritage tourism, conservation, economic development and 
historic preservation work.

Affiliated/Associated Tribal 
Nations or Tribal Tourism 
Associations

Every park has affiliated or associated tribal nations and governments. For updated tribal contact 
information, please use the region’s Tribal Governments Contact App. Tribal tourism associations, 
such as the American Indian Alaska Native Tourism Association, offer a voice for Indigenous Nations 
engaged in cultural tourism. 

Other Public Land Management 
Agencies

Includes other federal agency partners (e.g., U.S. Forest Service, Bureau of Land Management, 
Bureau of Reclamation, Bureau of Indian Affairs, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service) and state specific 
parks or agencies. 

Educational Institutions

Includes primary, secondary education school groups to colleges and universities. NPS has a wide 
range of partnerships with educational entities that help drive tourism to parks through youth 
programming. They also support tourism related research and park stewardship through the 
Cooperative Ecosystem Studies Units (CESU) network.

Residents Those who call a community or region home.
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PHASE 2: ASSESSING THE POSSIBILITIES

By now you should have a pretty good idea of your current 
tourism landscape, trends, and potential needs and 
opportunities. In phase two, the strategy development team 
will begin to formulate a vision and identify and prioritize 
opportunities to support that vision. 

 
STEP 3: START VISIONING GOALS & OBJECTIVES

The next step is to build a core group of staff and 
stakeholders that are willing to participate in the 
visioning process to develop the strategy. During this 
step, you will work together to align on your guiding 
principles, challenges and opportunities for tourism 
development, a possible vision for tourism at your park, 
and goals and objectives. 

What are guiding principles for tourism?

Guiding principles are the set of values that are important 
for parks to consider when making decisions related 
to tourism. Decisions that do not align with the park’s 
tourism guiding principles are ignored or saved for later 
consideration. The following is an example of guiding 
principles for a tourism plan developed by a park. 

•  Takes a “community-first” approach, reflecting the value, 
and diversity of the region, and recognizing the social, and 
environmental  impacts  of  tourism  on  our  communities 

•  Safeguards culture, environment, people, places, and 
institutions

• Fosters collaboration throughout the tourism ecosystem

• Develops off-peak season through incremental growth

How can a park identify tourism challenges 
and opportunities?

Challenges. Every park unit has challenges that impede their 
ability to achieve tourism goals and objectives. Challenges 
often cited include access to trained labor to maintain 
programs and plan new ones, Wi-Fi availability to leverage 
web platforms, lack of transportation options to access 
parks, outreach tools to connect with visitors and tourists, 
budgets,  and  infrastructure  support. 

Challenges can cover a range of categories–from the 
products and experiences offered and their quality–to 
identifying and addressing the needs of target audiences. 
The broader environment-like prioritization of tourism 
by local government and funding availability may also be 

factors. Some challenges can be addressed easily while 
others may take several years to overcome, and for some, 
more attention and partner coordination is required. 

Opportunities. Like challenges, every park unit also holds 
untapped potential. These can be geographic resources 
like lakes, beaches, and mountains or products, and 
experiences like hiking trails, bike trails, kayaking routes, 
guided tours, storytelling, cultural traditions, and cultural 
assets like exhibits, and historic buildings. They can also 
be based on access to a large urban market or to market 
segments like seniors; LGBTQ+ travelers; Indigenous 
communities; family travelers; or Latino, Asian-American, 
and African-American travel segments. 

Finally, opportunities emerge when financial resources 
and a policy environment supporting and prioritizing 
tourism are in place. Special designations (World Heritage 
Sites, biospheres, dark sky areas) or infrastructure like 
high-quality, accessible trails, wayfinding signage, or 
access points are just a few examples. The most substantial 
opportunities will often be those unique to a specific park 
unit, and everyone will have options that can provide them 
with different competitive advantages. 

Chamizal National Memorial. Credit: NPS Photo
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What is a tourism vision?

A tourism vision for a park unit is one that paints an 
inspiring picture of what tourism will look like and  
achieve over the next three-to-five-year period. Below are 
a few examples of tourism visions that have helped guide 
tourism development for those organizations. 

Utah’s tourism has the following vision:

“ A state united in welcoming the world to experience 
soul-awakening adventure.”

Loch Lomond & The Trossachs National Park in Scotland 
has the following vision:

“ To deliver a high quality, authentic experience for 
visitors with many opportunities to appreciate and 
enjoy the natural and cultural heritage within an 
internationally renowned landscape that compares to 
the best on offer around the world.”

What are tourism goals and objectives to  
achieve the vision?

Goals are broadly stated descriptions of a desired result. 
They focus actions toward clearly defined purposes, align 
with the tourism vision and reflect strategic issues and 
priorities over a long-term period. Typically, they are kept 
to a minimum and are followed by objectives that are more 
definite and measurable. The following are sample goals 
that a park may consider:

• Enhance respect for natural and cultural resources

•  Support the uniqueness and integrity of tribal culture  
and community

• Ensure tourism and communities enrich one another

Objectives are three to five key outputs that the strategy 
will accomplish to turn the vision, and goals into reality. 
Strategic objectives are usually short statements that 
are SMART (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant, 
and Timebound), and every initiative (see Step 7) works 
to achieve a specific, identified strategic objective. If an 
initiative does not support a strategic objective, it should 
not be in the strategy. The following are sample strategic 
objectives that a park unit may wish to adopt:

•  Increase visitation by 5% in 2 years, based on the  
preceding year

•  Diversify visitors to ensure a more equitable  
representation of target markets (See: How to identify 
potential target markets)

• Increase online awareness of the park by 5%  by updating 
or implementing a social media and  digital strategy 

•  Develop strategic partnerships with key players like the 
regional tourism management authority and the local  
chambers  of  commerce  development

Fossil Butte National Monument. Credit: NPS Photo
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While you may end up with a long list of opportunities that you prioritize down to 

two or three for further exploration, it doesn’t mean that the other less important 

priorities are forgotten. They are rather placed on hold for further review when 

additional resources are made available or if certain conditions change that allow 

for those opportunities to come to the fore.
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A park unit may consider many opportunities to develop 
tourism. Some opportunities will be based on the quality 
and quantity of natural, cultural, or developed resources 
or a capability where the park unit may hold a competitive 
advantage. These could range from bike trails, driving tours, 
dark skies, or a particular cultural asset like heritage trails or 
historic roads, earthen architecture, or a historic lodge.

The interests of particular target markets can reveal 
opportunities (see Talking (and Listening) to Tourists section).  
Travellers look for things to do and places to go based 
on their needs and interests. Parks that tie their 
offering to specific interests, directly and through 
specialized channels (tour operators, travel agents, 
travel influencers), can provide tourists with inspiration 
and compelling reasons to visit. Examples include eco-
tourism seekers, culturally curious travelers, railroad 
aficionados, mountain bikers, women-led hiking groups, 
and live music enthusiasts.

Generally, opportunities can be grouped in the following 
categories:

Products & Experiences: Specific physical or non-physical 
attributes that support a tourism experience (e.g., trails, 
vistas, events, itineraries, etc.).

Infrastructure: Physical structures that support a tourism 
experience (e.g., transportation networks, meeting rooms, 
visitor centers, etc.).

Enabling Environment: Elements such as designations, 
special licenses, unique policies (e.g., land use, resources).

Target Markets: Groups with different needs, interests, 
traits, geographic locations, and attitudes (See: How to 
identify potential target markets).

Channels: People, organizations, and activities to reach 
target markets (e.g., tour operators, packagers, travel 
agents, travel media, social media, influencers, meeting 
planners  and  event  planners). 

Marketing & PR: A brand position and communications to 
reach target markets. 

Example 1: Golden Spike National Historical Park tells 
an amazing story about the history of railroads, which is 
especially interesting to railroad aficionados. The history 
of the park also includes the story of how U.S. railroads 
were built by a variety of laborers from several ethnic and 
cultural backgrounds (i.e., Chinese, Irish, freed slaves, 
Mormons). Identifying how to leverage both the communities 
of interest (i.e., railroad buffs) as well as new tourists that 
may be interested in their cultural history are two possible 
opportunities to both deepen and expand a tourist market.

Example 2: Capital Reef National Park is home to amazing 
geological resources but also to a historical working farm 
and fruit orchard. Identifying how the orchards align with 
regional focuses on Agricultural and/or Culinary Tourism 
could be an opportunity. This opportunity would provide an 
expanded way to enhance awareness of the park’s agrarian 
history and expand the historical relevance of the park.



TOOL: HOW TO PRIORITIZE OPPORTUNITIES

FIGURE 4: OPPORTUNITY PRIORITIZATION 
MATRIX TEMPLATE
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FIGURE 5: OPPORTUNITY PRIORITIZATION  
MATRIX EXAMPLE
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Here is a general exercise you can follow to help prioritize 
identified opportunities: 

Step 1: Developing opportunities for consideration

• Answer the following question, “We may have a 
competitive opportunity to develop or enhance tourism 
by……

Example: Focusing on wellness getaways 

Proof point: Individuals seeking opportunities for 
inspirational nature-based getaways. Though more 
research is required to determine the unique demands 
and characteristics  of  this  audience,  preliminary  
evidence suggests they are seeking challenging hikes 
and hot springs and are interested in remote locations, 
paddling, local food, hidden gems, and enjoying shared 
experiences with others.

Step 2:  Choosing one or two opportunities - opportunities 
prioritization matrix

How do I choose the right opportunities? We have 
developed a matrix to evaluate and prioritize the 
opportunities that are most likely to succeed. 
Opportunities that are both easy to implement and offer 
a high likelihood of success will be prioritized first. 
This matrix is based on determining two areas—ease of 
implementation and impact. 

The matrix quadrants include the following:

I. Opportunities that are near market-ready 
II. Opportunities that are quick wins for next 1-2 years 
III. Medium-term opportunities for next 2-4 years 
IV. Opportunities for later consideration/re-evaluation

How to read this table:

•  Prioritization of opportunities are based on qualitative 
impact on objectives and ease of implementation

•  All identified opportunities require additional assessment 
and research

•  Identified opportunities are not static to one quadrant - 
they are dynamic with the hope that most opportunities 
will shift to quadrant I 

Example:  Park A’s objective was to increase visitation by 
enticing new, more active visitors. After a brainstorming 
workshop with park staff and some stakeholders, they identified 
several opportunities that they could undertake to achieve 
their objective, such as focusing  on  wellness,  improving  
trail  itineraries  and  signage, becoming a cycling hub, and 
developing a partnership with a local DMO to develop itineraries 
for individuals with active lifestyles. They then mapped these 
opportunities on an opportunity prioritization matrix (Figure 5: 
Opportunity Prioritization Matrix Example) based on how likely 
they were to impact their objectives and how easy they would be 
to implement. This allowed them to clearly understand which 
opportunities can be immediately worked on, or are market-
ready, and which may require additional resources and time.



PHASE 3: PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

The goal of the last phase is to finalize the strategy, and create 
an action plan that clearly outlines the activities required to 
move forward. The action plan will also outline timelines, 
responsibilities, and measures of success. 

 
STEP 5: DRAFT THE STRATEGY & ACTION PLAN

After opportunities are prioritized based on ease of 
implementation, and impact on objectives, they can be 
drafted into a strategy that summarizes the overall approach. 
These can include detailed descriptions, but simple 
bullets can sometimes work just as well. In addition to the 
opportunities, you can now work towards finalizing your 
strategy with a detailed action plan that clarifies what should 
get done, by whom, and when (along with ways to measure 
success along the way).

Developing An Action Plan
All opportunities will require some implementation support. 
If the opportunity is a product or experience, then supporting 
actions might be improved infrastructure and an outreach 
campaign to support the development of the experience. 
Actions help the opportunity come to life and become part 
of the “to do” list, or the action plan, for the park, multiple 
stakeholders or partners.

The categories used in Step 4: Analyze and Prioritize 
Options, can also be applied to organize the actions needed 
to turn an opportunity into reality. Below is an example of 
actions to support Wellness Getaways.

TABLE 5: EXAMPLE ACTIONS FOCUSED 
ON WELLNESS GETAWAYS

Some of the concepts outlined in the examples above  
are described in further detail in upcoming sections of  
this toolkit.

CATEGORY EXAMPLE 

Enabling 
Environment

Communicate prioritization 
of wellness getaways to key 
stakeholders and community

Products and 
Experiences

Work with the local DMO to create a 
wellness itinerary that includes park 
experiences related to wellness getaways

Infrastructure
Explore opportunities to combine 
transportation  and activities

Markets

Conduct market research to 
further identify and define target 
markets that wellness getaways 
would appeal to the most

Channels

Collaborate with hotels and tour 
operators to promote wellness 
getaway products and experiences 

Marketing & PR

Support collaboration to take 
advantage of private sector led 
promotional opportunities

Align the social media strategy with 
the opportunity requirements

STEP 6: COMMUNICATE THE STRATEGY

At this point, a review with key stakeholder park leadership 
will need to take place to approve the strategy, and action 
plan, and ensure there are no challenges that could arise, 
and that it will add value, and create the positive intended 
impacts. Lastly, present the final strategy to your tourism 
network, and stakeholders to let them know how it will 
impact them in a positive way, demonstrate leadership, and 
alignment and inspire action.

Wupatki National Monument. Credit: NPS Photo
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STRATEGY TEMPLATE

The following template can be used to help you draft your tourism strategy.

FRAMEWORK CONTENTS

Guiding Principles

List the values that guide 
tourism stakeholders in the 
development of a park unit’s 
products and experiences. 

Challenges & 
Opportunities

Considers barriers identified 
during the data collection stage 
and stakeholder engagement as 
well as opportunities to address 
those barriers and to develop 
tourism for a park unit.

Vision

Paints an inspiring picture of 
what tourism will look like and 
achieve over the next three to 
five year period.

Goals

Identify a broadly stated 
description of a desired result. 
Align them with your tourism 
vision and long-term strategic 
issues and priorities.

Objectives
Objectives are the specific, 
measurable subdivisions  
of a goal. 

Opportunities 

Based on preliminarily identified 
opportunities and prioritized in 
order of ease of implementation 
and impact on the potential to 
support the objectives identified 
for tourism.

Supporting Actions

Details three to five supporting 
actions to achieve the 
opportunity. Actions include a 
short description and become 
the “to do” list for multiple 
stakeholders.

Continue to next page to detail actions further.
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ACTION 1

Description

Rationale

Sub-Actions

Timeframe

Responsible

Outcomes

ACTION 2

Description

Rationale

Sub-Actions

Timeframe

Responsible

Outcomes

ACTION 3

Description

Rationale

Sub-Actions

Timeframe

Responsible

Outcomes

Supporting actions can be further detailed to provide more clarity on what they are and why they're important, 
as well as other descriptors like specific sub-actions needed to be taken, when they should be completed, 
who should lead the effort, and what the expected outcomes are. 



 �  Establish roles and identify team members for your strategy  

development team 

 � Gather and review collected information with your team and consider 

the questions found within 'Step 1: Collect Data

 � Use Table 4: Types of Stakeholders to make your customized list of 

partners to engage in the strategy development process

 � Choose your stakeholder engagement approach and get in touch with 

the NPS Information Collection Clearance Officer, if applicable

 � Start Creating a Park Strategy: 

•  Write your guiding principles for tourism

• List your challenges and opportunities

• Develop a tourism vision to paint an inspiring picture for your park

• Create goals that are broadly stated descriptions of your desired 

result

•  Identify three to five key outputs that the strategy will accomplish to 

turn the vision and goals into reality

 � Analyze and Prioritize Options:

• Create a comprehensive list of opportunities to develop tourism in 

alignment with the vision, goals, and strategic objectives

• Use the Tool: How to Prioritize Opportunities and the Opportunity 

Prioritization Matrix to select the most viable opportunities

 �  Draft the Strategy and Action Plan: 

• Outline actions or initiatives 

• Assign responsibilities

• Identify partners to support implementation

 � Communicate the Strategy:

• Seek necessary approvals to finalize the strategy

• Present the final strategy to your tourism network and stakeholders

STEPS FOR SUCCESS
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LEADING TOURISM 
INITIATIVES



Leading Tourism 
Initiatives

 
KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Leadership capabilities can be leveraged to gain 
buy-in and support implementation of tourism 
initiatives in the parks and throughout neighboring 
communities.

• Communicate your focus and clearly identify 
objectives you are working towards: increasing 
awareness, increasing/managing visitation, and/or 
improving the visitor experience.

• To support your tourism opportunities and initiatives 
you will need to know how to access and stay on top of 
potential technical assistance and funding.

FEATURING

• How to lead a tourism strategy

• Engaging communities

• Finding technical assistance and 
funding opportunities

The strategy development process leads to new tourism 
opportunities that need to be implemented over time. However, 
without buy-in and support from possible tourism partners and 
community stakeholders, achieving the freshly developed strategic 
objectives will be difficult. Communicating that a park has a 
cohesive tourism strategy and demonstrating that it’s taking the 
reins to lead in a specific direction will infuse  the  energy  required  
from  the  park’s  partners  to  support  implementation  and  
achieve  its  ambitions.
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Confident with their newly developed tourism strategy, the leadership 
team at Sunrise Canyon National Monument go back to key stakeholders 
previously identified to communicate the outcome of the strategic 
development process and garner the support and funding needed to realize 
it. Playing an active tourism leadership role for the park is a way that Sunrise 
Canyon National Monument anticipates developing trust and partnership 
with key stakeholders it needs to implement their strategy.

This section covers how to lead a tourism strategy, engage your 
community, and find technical assistance and funding opportunities.

SUNRISE CANYON NATIONAL 
MONUMENT: LEADING 
TOURISM INITIATIVES

El Malpais National Monument. Credit: NPS Photo
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WHY IS LEADERSHIP IMPORTANT?
To position parks effectively, park leadership needs to advocate for tourism 
across various stakeholder groups. Discussions with regional planning 
organizations, state, and local governments, federal agencies, tourism 
industry associations, local communities, and private sector business 
leaders can help parks overcome challenge and barriers and open new 
opportunities.

An essential first step for any park is to actively participate in economic 
development, recreation, or tourism meetings, and conferences. Doing so 
helps raise park visibility while advocating for the park, sharing ideas with 
tourism partners, and building a support network.

IDEAS TO DEMONSTRATE LEADERSHIP
• Get a seat at the table to actively participate in local professional tourism 

forums and meetings.

• Attend meetings and events in the community (planning boards, chambers of 

commerce, etc.,) to raise visibility and provide a voice for the park.

• Engage key partners and communicate the tourism strategy.

• Provide transparent and engaging status updates on progress.

• Bring professional expertise to the table and call on regional office support.

• Communicate products and experiences and visitor services to state and local 

tourism organizations.

• Ensure the nps.gov park page is updated with unique products and experiences 

and accurate trip planning information.

• Expand the park’s digital presence through multiple platforms 

(e.g., NPS app, social media etc.).

• Review state and local tourism organization, community 

partners, and local business’ websites to ensure 

information is accurate, up to date and represents 

the visitor experience at the park.

Great Sand Dunes National Park and Preserve. Credit: NPS Photo
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For many years, park staff at Valley Forge National Historical Park have 

invested resources into a partnership with the Valley Forge & Montgomery 

County Tourism Office. The gateway community, King of Prussia, 

Pennsylvania, is just 20 miles outside of downtown Philadelphia and thus 

faces considerable competition in attracting tourists. The tourism office 

places the Valley Forge story, a unique historic asset that can’t be replicated 

anywhere else, at the center of their tourism brand and supports the strategy 

with sophisticated market segmentation and a portfolio of complementary 

tourist and visitor experiences. Park staff collaborate with the Tourism Office 

on special events and communications plans, and the organizations share 

visitor center space in the park. The partnership relationship has proven so 

successful that the Tourism Office sponsors an annual fundraising race for 

the park! The event has generated hundreds of thousands of dollars that 

support park programs, research, and operations.

NPS TOURISM 
CASE STUDY:

WHY IS COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 
IMPORTANT?
As you manage tourism in the park, you will need to consider 
potential impacts on the larger environment and surrounding 
communities. As tourism increases, it may increase in the 
surrounding area as well. It is important to consider potential 
impacts to the local community and stay actively engaged in 
local discussions with local officials, partners, and community 
organizations. There will undoubtedly be some residents, local 
officials, and community groups that are highly supportive 
of tourism and others that are vocal critics. Continual 
community engagement enables parks to communicate new 
strategies, gauge and sustain support, and align values and 
goals with community partners and residents.

Yellowstone National Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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• Take the time to attend meetings and 
events in the community (planning 
boards, chambers of commerce, 
etc.) with the intent of listening and 
learning.

• Continuously monitor the opinions and 
viewpoints of residents, local officials, 
and community groups as a check 
against your activities.

• Offer community members the chance 
to visit the park to build a group of 
tourism champions and ambassadors 
for the park.

IDEAS TO ENGAGE WITH THE 
COMMUNITY

• Connect with affiliated tribal nations 
and build meaningful relationships with 
them by:
 x maintaining regular communication;
 x hosting tribal leaders;
 x participating in appropriate tribal 

meetings;
 x sending invitations to participate in, or 

offer events or programming; and,
 · offering ceremonial or culturally 

sensitive visitation opportunities for 
tribal leaders and partners.

• Host residents, tribal leaders, local 
officials, and community groups to discuss 
park intentions to develop tourism.

• Participate in and/or host webinars or 
learning sessions to build community 
tourism knowledge and related skillsets.

Arches National Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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THE IMPORTANCE OF RELEVANCY, DIVERSITY, INCLUSION FOR TOURISM

The NPS is committed to continuously improving 
relevancy, diversity and inclusion throughout the work 
of the agency. One of the goals of relevancy is to ensure 
that all Americans are able to establish a personal 
connection to NPS parks and programs and find 
meaning and value in the mission of the NPS. Consider 
how relevancy, diversity, and inclusion (RDI) can be 
included in a park’s tourism strategy.

• The tourism and recreation sectors have taken 
significant steps in recent years to diversify their 
messaging, marketing, and product development 
strategies – because there is a business case for it. 
For example, a 2015 study estimated that American 
adults with disabilities or reduced mobility spend 
over $13 billion annually on travel. Another study 
in 2019 estimated that Black Americans spend $109 
billion annually on leisure travel, roughly 13.1% of the 
U.S. leisure travel market. As you talk with partners, 
community organizations, and tourism networks, 
ask about their strategies regarding RDI and search 
for ways to incorporate it into collaboration. Tourism 
organizations are increasingly developing strategies 
to reach these market segments. Are there ways to 
meaningfully include the park as well?

• Heritage tourism can benefit a park’s visitor 
experience and relevancy by telling underrepresented 
and diverse stories. Investing in RDI programming 
enables parks to make meaningful connections 
with tourists and local communities by ensuring 
that programs are inclusive of the diverse stories, 
histories, and heritage found throughout the United 
States. Early engagement with tribal partners and 
other diverse partners is essential to developing 
authentic heritage-related programming. Consider 
having tribal partners and others as advisors when 
creating new tourism or storytelling content. Parks 
can also connect with the NPS Heritage Initiatives’ 
effort to tell all Americans’ stories, create a Heritage 
Travel Itinerary to be featured on nps.gov, or 
collaborate with partners like National Heritage Areas 
on heritage tourism initiatives.

Partnership Example: Staff at the Lewis & Clark National 
Historic Trail are working on a project with the American 
Indian Alaska Native Tourism Association to enhance 
and improve access to native stories and tourism 
experiences along the trail. The project includes aspects 
of interpretation but aims to go beyond that by connecting 
travelers with Native-owned businesses, good and 
services, and tourism experiences. Over the last decade, 
there has been strong growth and interest among some 
tourist segments, especially international travelers to the 
U.S., in tribal stories, culture, history, and experiences. 
This collaboration is built on a foundation of partnerships, 
RDI values,  and compelling market research.

• Proper inclusion of diverse tourists, partners, and 
communities requires a commitment  to  building 
authentic relationships with diverse populations of all 
backgrounds and abilities. Actively engaging with diverse 
populations  through  community  events,  programming, 
and outreach can help parks better understand their 
recreational or cultural values, and of course, their 
perceptions or experiences of visiting parks. There are 
a number of travel, tourism, and recreation affinity 
groups dedicated to improving access, reducing barriers, 
and  strengthening  relevancy  for  diverse  populations. 
Connect with groups engaged in these issues and look for 
initiatives, programs, research, and other resources that 
could inform or advance RDI in a tourism strategy. 

Below is a list of some groups dedicated to making the 
outdoors more inclusive and  welcoming:

• Outdoor Afro
• Pride Outside
• Outdoor Asian
• Outdoor Women’s Alliance
• Diversify Outdoors
• Latino Outdoors
• Outdoors for All
• National Blacks in Travel & Tourism Collaborative
• Travel Ability 
• International LGBTQ+ Travel Association
• American Indian Alaska Native Tourism Association
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WHAT TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE, RESOURCES, 
AND FUNDING OPPORTUNITIES ARE AVAILABLE 
TO SUPPORT PARK UNITS AND THE BROADER 
COMMUNITY TOURISM OBJECTIVES?

When considering a tourism strategy, it is essential to 
think broadly in terms of resources to support it. All 
stakeholders can play key roles in cost-sharing or applying 
for funds or grants. In some cases, the NPS could support 
a grant application, and in other cases, where appropriate, 
it can be the lead. Routine NPS funding sources like 
appropriations may play a role. An array of internal and 
external programs from Scenic Byways to Rails-to-Trails 
can also be utilized to meet tourism objectives. NPS subject-
matter experts from a variety of disciplines might be able 
to assist, from interpretation to social science. Rather than 
search for "tourism support," break down the strategy into 
components and search broadly for relevant support.

TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE AND 
SUPPORTING PROGRAMS

NPS Rivers, Trails, Conservation Assistance Program (RTCA) 

This program is the community assistance arm of the 
NPS, which supports community-led natural resource 
conservation and outdoor recreation projects across the 
nation. RTCA provides technical assistance to parks and 
partners on a range of projects, some of which include 
working with parks and partners on potential tourism 
research, local collaboration efforts, and developing 
recreational opportunities. Project applicants may be state 
and local agencies, tribes, non-profits, or citizen groups. 
National park units and other federal agencies may apply in 
partnership with other local organizations. 

RTCA identified the Utah State University Extension 

Services Gateway and Natural  Amenity  Region  

(GNAR) Initiative as a network of professionals that 

parks could become involved with.

GNAR represents a network for small cities and 

towns outside of significant natural amenities such 

as national parks, public lands, ski areas, and scenic 

rivers throughout the western United States. Reach 

out to the RTCA Program to explore other creative 

community tourism opportunities.

Cooperative Ecosystem Studies Units (CESU)  

CESU network is a national consortium of federal agencies, 
tribes, academic institutions, state/local governments, 
nongovernmental conservation organizations, and other 
partners working together to support informed public trust 
resource stewardship. CESU partners can be utilized for 
tourism-related research, technical assistance, internships, 
and capacity building that supports science and resource 
management priorities.

NPS Social Sciences Branch 

The Social Science Branch (SSB) provides technical assistance 
support to park units related to a variety of social science 
inquiry needs ranging from socioeconomic monitoring/visitor 
characteristics and visitor spending effects to park visitation/
visitor use data via the NPS System-wide Public Use Reporting 
System (SPURS). The SSB can help park managers develop 
funding proposals, identify principal investigators, develop 
contracts, manage projects, review study instruments and 
methodologies, and review technical reports. Park managers 
are encouraged to contact the SSB to inquire about these 
services and support to further their understanding about all 
aspects related to social science

Pecos National Historical Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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Philanthropic Partnerships

Philanthropic partners help parks broker partnerships with 
donors and other members of society that are like-minded 
and share the park’s mission. They advocate for park needs 
with wider audiences and can carry tourism opportunities to 
them while also seeking this audience’s input. Philanthropic 
partners can also find the best ways to leverage tourism into 
philanthropic donations, in-kind support, and/or volunteer 
opportunities. Philanthropic partnerships are supported by 
regional coordinators and specific programs in WASO.

Cooperating Associations 

Unique partnership opportunities with cooperative 
associations support the educational, interpretation, 
scientific, and historical activities of the parks. Some 
associations offer marketing and promotion of parks 
through virtual and in-person outreach and educational 
opportunities. Since many cooperating associations operate 
park stores and actively monitor consumer trends and 
behaviors, they are experts in retail and can be utilized to 
gauge products and experiences that appeal most to tourists. 
In addition, cooperating associations provide funding and 
operational support for parks and can serve as a strategic 
partner when seeking funding through other partnerships.

Interagency Visitor Use Management Council

This council, comprised of representatives from six federal 
land and water management agencies including the NPS, 
provides unified guidance on best practices for visitor use 

management to develop long-term strategies for providing 
access, connecting visitors to key visitor experiences, 
protection of resources, and managing visitor use. 
Their website provides helpful online resources such as 
guidebooks, webinars, conference opportunities, etc.

Intermountain Region (IMR) Visitor Use Management 
Community of Practice  

This is a regional work group that focuses primarily on 
supporting parks in their visitor use  management efforts. This 
work group offers technical assistance and virtual resources 
like a community of best practice e-newsletter, trainings, and 
webinars (including social science tools). Archived resources 
are available on the internal DOI SharePoint.

National Heritage Areas Program 

NHAs are places where historic, cultural, and natural 
resources combine to form cohesive, nationally important 
landscapes. Through public-private partnerships, NHA 
coordinating entities support historic preservation, natural 
resource conservation, recreation, heritage tourism, and 
educational projects. Many heritage areas create local 
tourism plans, develop broad tourism-related products and 
experiences (such as online travel blogs, itineraries, guided 
walking tours, and scenic byway driving/audio tours), and 
have direct partnerships with state and local tourism or 
recreation offices. Heritage areas offer unique tourism 
partnership opportunities for park units located within or 
near heritage area boundaries.

Credit: Fred Phillips and Yuma Crossing National Heritage Area

NPS TOURISM 
TOOLKIT

48

LEADING 
TOURISM 
INITIATIVES

GETTING 
STARTED

TALKING  
(AND LISTENING) 
TO TOURISTS

CREATING 
PRODUCTS AND 
EXPERIENCES

DRIVING 
SUCCESS WITH 
RESEARCH 

DEVELOPING 
A TOURISM 
STRATEGY

https://visitorusemanagement.nps.gov
https://doimspp.sharepoint.com/sites/nps-imr-visitor-use-management-workgroup/SitePages/VUM%20Community%20of%20Practice.aspx


NPS FUNDING

Operation of the NPS 

Annual appropriations can be targeted to support a 
tourism strategy. This appropriation contributes to several 
important mission areas of the DOI and the NPS, including: 
conserving natural and cultural resources, to effectively 
manage resources for the enjoyment of all; expanding 
outdoor recreation, to support the link between recreation 
experiences, natural landscapes, and visitor satisfaction; 
and maintaining and operating NPS assets.

Centennial Challenge 

The Centennial Challenge program provides dedicated 
federal funding to match non- federal donations targeted 
at signature NPS projects and programs that enhance 
visitor services, reduce deferred maintenance, and improve 
natural and cultural resource protection in parks across the 
system. All Centennial Challenge funds require a minimum 
50/50 matching, derived from non-federal sources in the 
form of cash, assets, or a pledge of donation guaranteed by 
an irrevocable letter of credit. Projects are administered 
under existing NPS partnership authorities.

Southwest Border Resource Protection Program 

Provides financial assistance to parks and partners for a 
wide variety of projects that require cooperation with Mexico. 
Particularly for parks that partner regularly with Mexico, 
this program can support tourism projects that highlight the 
resources and stories that are shared between both countries.

THIRD-PARTY RESOURCES AND PROGRAMS

State and Local Tourism Organizations 

Collaboration with state and/or local tourism offices can 
play an important role in a tourism strategy. NPS has few 
formal partnerships with municipal tourism organizations, 
so be sure to coordinate with regional tourism, recreation, 
and partnership coordinators.

State and local tourism offices support destination 
development through a variety of grants, technical 
assistance (including visitation data), and other support. 
Talk to local, state, and regional organizations to learn more 
and how to take advantage.

State and local tourism offices are experts at engaging with 
the travel trade and travel media. Work with them to take 
advantage of these programs (e.g., to get messages like 
stewardship and recreation values out to the public).

State Recreation Offices 

Some states have established an office, task force, or policy 
position for outdoor recreation. Several of these states offer 
outdoor recreation grants that could relate to recreation 
communities of interest that the park is seeking to attract. 
Examples of Outdoor Recreation Offices having unique 
grant programs include those provided by both Utah 
and New Mexico. Research to see if the state has one and 
whether there are any programs that could be leveraged.

National Scenic Byways 

This program has received new funding for state and 
local grants, and NPS may be eligible for byway projects 
that connect to, or go through, parks. Contact NPS 
Transportation for details.

Rails-to-Trails Conservancy 

Funds collaborative grants that NPS partners or community 
organizations may be eligible for.

Credit: NPS Photo
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Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) Recreation Economy 
for Rural Communities 

EPA has launched a community assistance program that 
community organizations may be eligible for.

USDA Office of Rural Development 

This agency offers funding support to rural communities 
for a range of economic development opportunities. Parks 
may consider partnering with community organizations 
who are seeking funding or support through these 
programs. Learn more about rural development programs 
and funding.

Federal Highway Administration Federal Lands Access 
Program 

This program was established to improve transportation 
facilities that provide access to, are adjacent to, or are 
located within Federal lands. The program supplements 
state and local resources for public roads, transit systems, 
and other transportation facilities, with an emphasis on 
high-use recreation sites and economic generators. For 
more information, visit the FLAP program website or 
contact the Regional Transportation Program Manager. 

CONSULTATION

NPS Tourism Program 

Contact the NPS Tourism Program for assistance with 
strategy development, research, data analysis, and 
collaboration.

NPS Business Management Group 

BMG offers the Business Plan Internship Program, which 
assigns annual graduate school interns to assist parks with 
business, management, and operations-related projects.

NPS Internships

Consider whether an NPS internship program could be 
applicable to a component of a park’s tourism strategy. 
Learn more about NPS internship programs.

Academia 

Many universities offer degrees in parks, recreation, and 
tourism management. Consider working with professors 
to sponsor student academic research that could benefit 
a tourism strategy. Make sure to coordinate with NPS 
Workforce to follow any applicable rules.

Casa Grande Ruins National Monument. Credit: NPS Photo

NPS TOURISM 
TOOLKIT

50

LEADING 
TOURISM 
INITIATIVES

GETTING 
STARTED

TALKING  
(AND LISTENING) 
TO TOURISTS

CREATING 
PRODUCTS AND 
EXPERIENCES

DRIVING 
SUCCESS WITH 
RESEARCH 

DEVELOPING 
A TOURISM 
STRATEGY

https://www.rd.usda.gov/page/all-programs
https://www.rd.usda.gov/page/all-programs
https://highways.dot.gov/federal-lands/programs-access
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/youthprograms/jobs-and-internships.htm


BIG IDEAS FOR ULURU-KATA 
TJUTA NATIONAL PARK

Overview

Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park, home to one 

of Australia’s most iconic natural attractions, 

draws more than 270,000 visitors every 

year. Many of these visitors attempt to make 

the dangerous climb to the top of Uluru and 

take photos along the way. This has created 

conflict with the area’s traditional landowners, 

the Anangu community, who believe Uluru is 

a sacred site with deep cultural significance 

going back thousands of years.

Approach

Over the last five years Uluru’s Board 

of Management, made up of traditional 

landowners and Parks Australia, have worked 

tirelessly to develop ‘big ideas’ for tourism 

activities within the National Park that 

focus on a renewed visitor experience and 

opportunities for the Anangu community. To 

open conversation, an expression of interest 

process was launched.

Results

• Managed visitation

• Expanded and deepened stakeholder 

management

• New cultural visitor experiences

Uluru’s Board of Management in consultation 

with the wider Anangu community has since 

banned climbing Uluru. Brand messaging 

around the park has also shifted towards 

the site’s sacred stories and deep cultural 

significance to help tourists understand how 

they can experience it respectfully. At the 

heart of the brand are two major artworks 

created by 14 Anangu artists. Parks Australia 

has also been given the ability to impose fines 

on anyone caught climbing Uluru.

CASE STUDY: ENGAGING LOCAL COMMUNITIES 
THROUGH LEADERSHIP IN AUSTRALIA3

 � Complete a leadership and team skills assessment to identify gaps and 

areas where you may need to bring professional expertise to the table

 � Establish a community engagement strategy that considers the needs 

of stakeholders

• Find the events schedule for community groups (planning boards, 

chambers of commerce, etc.), and select appropriate meetings that 

you can start attending

• Find your community ambassadors by connecting with local groups 

that are passionate about tourism. Send an email or call them

 � If you have a park tourism strategy, or are developing one, communicate 

it with key external stakeholders and partners

 � Find the best technical assistance or funding support that fits your 

park tourism needs by reviewing the full list of potential assistance and 

funding options and contacting the programs directly. See the Contact 

List for NPS programs in the Appendix

STEPS FOR SUCCESS

3 Australian Leisure Management. "Lonely 
Planet ranks Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park 
high on their list of places to visit"; Nation-
al Geographic. "Why Australia is banning 
climbers from this iconic natural landmark"
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DRIVING SUCCESS 
WITH RESEARCH



Driving Success 
with Research

 
KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Market research can help understand important 
details about tourists and their behavior and needs.

• Market research will provide the context and 
background to inform all tourism-related decisions.

• There are many market research tools and 
techniques available to implement and access, 
affordably and easily.

FEATURING

• What is market research

• How to conduct and where to look for 
market research and statistics

• Identifying visitor needs and 
behaviors from market research

Research is an important first step in developing 
tourism and creating a successful strategy for 
your park. It’s vital that you use a wide variety of 
sources to understand the tourists visiting your 
destination and their behaviors and needs. Since 
the tourism industry can change rapidly, with new 
trends emerging regularly, research should be 
viewed as an ongoing process that helps you plan 
and make informed decisions.
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Early in the strategy development 
process, the leadership team realizes 
that additional research is required to 
determine the feasibility of some of the 
potential opportunities identified and 
prioritized. To do so, they conduct research 
to learn more about the opportunities 
they identified. The research confirms 
hypotheses built on findings like:

• Over the last decade there has been 
a significant increase in interest in 
Indigenous people, culture, and their 
history in North America, especially 
among international visitors to the U.S. 

SUNRISE CANYON NATIONAL 
MONUMENT: DRIVING 
SUCCESS WITH RESEARCH

Credit: NPS Photo

from Europe.

• As car ownership in urban areas 
decreases, several group tour companies 
working in the markets within a 5-hour 
drive are creating new weekend road 
trip “group excursion” packages, 
targeting young urban Millennials and 
Gen Z-ers. The state tourism office is 
promoting various destinations in the 
state to these companies, both directly 
and by networking at travel sector trade 
shows and events.

• A well-known national park in the state 
has managed to attract tens of thousands 
of followers on Facebook, and while the 
Monument’s staff maintain a Facebook 
account for the site, the number of 
followers is modest.

Additionally, research also enables them 
to learn more about their target markets, 
including information about tourist needs 
and behaviors. This helps parks better 
communicate with target markets at the 
appropriate time – this is covered in the 
Talking (and Listening) to Tourists section.
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WHAT IS THE MARKET RESEARCH 
PROCESS?
Market research involves the collection and evaluation 
of data on consumer preference. The purpose of market 
research is to achieve an understanding of the market and 
to know everything possible about existing and potential 
tourist segments. It involves determining what parks need 
to know and using research techniques and methodologies 
to capture qualitative or quantitative data to gain an 
understanding of potential and actual tourism markets.

Qualitative Research

Qualitative research provides an understanding of the “how 
and why” of the marketplace. For example, questioning 
consumers on their travel habits and preferences can help 
uncover new products and experiences that can be offered 
or enhancements to existing ones.

Quantitative Research

Quantitative research is numbers driven, typically 
allows for answering the “what”, and can allow parks to 
measure and profile markets demographically or based 
on behaviors. Surveys that are statistically valid are one 
way to collect quantitative research. Other quantitative 
data can be collected from large-scale primary data sets 
(e.g., U.S. Census data, traffic counts, mobile data, etc.). 
Additionally, data sources like the U.S. Census can be 
utilized to gather information about local demographics. 
Census data can assist parks in understanding their 
local communities and determining if there are 
underrepresented visitor markets.

Credit: NPS Photo
1 Determine the planning, marketing, and product 

and experience decisions that you need to make

2 Determine what information will be needed to 

make the decisions

3 Prioritize research needs and communicate 

potential research needs to partners or 

educational institutions that might have  

available resources

4 Determine availability of resources, funding,  

and time

5 Determine and implement research activities

6 Process data gathered through research activities

7 Apply data and conclusions from research  

to strategy, marketing, and product and 

experience plans

8 Review research process, adjust, and implement in 

next cycle

STEPS IN THE MARKET RESEARCH PROCESS ARE:

FIGURE 6: STEPS IN THE MARKET 
RESEARCH PROCESS
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TIPS 

• The NPS Transportation Office researches state-wide 

travel patterns using aggregate mobile data to track 

movements around each state and between the parks. 

This high-quality information may be able to address 

a specific issue that your park is facing or help you 

collaborate with other parks. If your park is interested in 

learning more about regional travel patterns, contact the 

region’s Transportation Office for more information.

• Monitoring digital analytics or metrics can help assess 

and track tourist perceptions of parks via website, 

social media platforms, mobile apps, and other digital 

channels. This technology measures, analyzes, and 

reports on online visits to a park's website or social media 

page and translates it into detailed analytics to gauge 

web performance, customer satisfaction, usability, etc. 

These insights can be used to improve park messaging, 

determine optimal digital channels to engage with 

tourists, and assess the impact of your digital strategy 

and actions. Please visit the NPS Digital Community 

SharePoint to access Analytics Reports for your park.

• Parks that are currently or have recently conducted 

a prospectus development process for commercial 

services may have a relevant market analysis available to 

review. Reach out to your park's concessions specialist or 

WASO Commercial Services Planning to find out more.

• Review the “VUM Information/Data Checklist” linked 

within the Appendix for a complete list of internal sources 

to find data on visitation/visitor use within an NPS unit, 

visitor characteristics, gateway community socioeconomic 

conditions, recreation activity, and tourism trends.

Credit: NPS Photo

HOW TO CONDUCT MARKET RESEARCH
There are two main types of information sources 
available: primary research, which involves 
collecting data directly; and secondary research, 
which involves using data already collected.

Park staff gather a range of primary research. Some 
information is available in records already being 
collected, such as visitor counts, visitor inquiries, 
web-analytics, or comparison of program activity 
over several tourism seasons. One valuable source 
for park visitor use statistics and information is 

Secondary research is applicable information that has 
already been gathered and published. Tourism publications 
on various topics, such as the growth in travel by seniors, are 
valuable sources of secondary research and usually available 
online. Looking for existing research materials is often easier 
and more cost-effective than conducting primary research. 
While this information will not be about the park specifically, 
you can search for material from destinations or attractions 
with similar characteristics or for general industry 
information that applicable to the park's context.

Tuning into forums, conferences, meetings, webinars, 
and other information-sharing events held by tourism 
organizations, associations, and academia can help parks 
learn about trends and where to find current research.

available via the NPS Integrated Resource 
Management Applications (IRMA).

Primary research also involves direct contact with people, 
which can be achieved through a survey or by simply speaking 
to tourists as they visit the park. Primary information 
is usually the most useful type of research as it relates 
specifically to the park or region, but it can be time consuming 
to compile. NPS SSB and CESU’s are excellent options for 
visitor surveys and research. Visitor surveys do fall under an 
approval process under the Paperwork Reduction Act.
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https://doimspp.sharepoint.com/sites/nps-web-community/SitePages/Analytics-Reports.aspx
https://doimspp.sharepoint.com/sites/nps-web-community/SitePages/Analytics-Reports.aspx
https://irma.nps.gov/Portal/
https://irma.nps.gov/Portal/


Credit: NPS Photo

5 STEPS FOR KEEPING UP WITH TOURISM TRENDS

1. Subscribe to the travel trade newsletters 

published by your state tourism office 

and, if applicable, the tourism offices of 

gateway and regional communities.

• Example – Visit Arizona

2. Subscribe to updates from the 

NPS Tourism Program, which 

regularly publishes a collection of 

news, case studies, forecasts, data, 

and other useful information.

• Contact Donald_Leadbetter@

nps.gov to subscribe.

3. Attend the board meetings and 

public meetings of your local/

regional/state tourism organization. 

Consider attending your state 

governor’s tourism conference.

• Example – Colorado Governor’s 

Tourism Conference

4. Regularly browse the major travel trade 

websites: Skift, Travel Weekly, Travel 

Pulse.

• Tip: Skift offers a daily newsletter 

and a daily podcast.

5. Identify universities in your state with 

recreation, tourism, and hospitality 

programs, and/or research centers, 

and check out their research, 

initiatives, and presentations.

• Example – National Extension 

Tourism Network

• Example – Utah State 

University, Institute of Outdoor 

Recreation and Tourism

Reading and evaluating secondary research will help to:

• Analyze the market in terms of trends, growth, issues, etc.

• Determine the market potential for a product or 
experience

• Create strategic plans

• Develop visitor and tourist profiles

• Create effective promotional material

• Evaluate the effectiveness of advertising and promotions

• Make decisions on market and product diversification
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https://www.visitarizona.com/newsroom/newsletter/
mailto:Donald_Leadbetter%40nps.gov?subject=
mailto:Donald_Leadbetter%40nps.gov?subject=
http://www.coloradotourismconference.com/
http://www.coloradotourismconference.com/
https://skift.com/
https://www.travelweekly.com/
https://www.travelpulse.com/news/impacting-travel/us-uk-travel-restrictions-wont-be-lifted-anytime-soon-officials-say.html
https://www.travelpulse.com/news/impacting-travel/us-uk-travel-restrictions-wont-be-lifted-anytime-soon-officials-say.html
https://extensiontourism.net/
https://extensiontourism.net/
https://www.usu.edu/gnar/
https://www.usu.edu/gnar/
https://www.usu.edu/gnar/


There are many types of tourism research and potential sources, including:

MARKET RESEARCH QUESTIONS FOR VALUABLE INSIGHTS

PRODUCT/SERVICE RESEARCH

PURPOSE ASK OR THINK ABOUT… SOURCES

Assists in the 
development and 
positioning of products 
and experiences 
for tourists

What factors are important to tourists when 
selecting a product or service in my area 
(e.g., price, quality, delivery time, etc.)?

State and Local Tourism/Destination 
Organizations, Businesses, and Networks
Google reviews
Google search trends
Social media
Trip Advisor
Tourism Industry Media
Industry associations for tourism 
or other visitor services

What is the seasonality of my product or service?

How well are my products and experiences 
meeting tourists’ needs?

Are there any new products and 
services launching in my area? 

MARKET RESEARCH

PURPOSE ASK OR THINK ABOUT… SOURCES

Organizes information 
about markets and 
people to determine 
how to communicate 
with and reach tourists 

Where do tourist come from? 
(city/community/state/country)

State and Local Tourism/Destination 
Organizations, Businesses, and Networks

US:
Integrated Resource Management 
Applications (IRMA)
VUM Information/Data Checklist
U.S. Travel Association
National Tour Association 
National Travel and Tourism Office 
U.S. Census Bureau QuickFacts 

State:
Texas
Oklahoma
New Mexico 
Colorado
Utah
Wyoming
Arizona
Montana

International:
UNWTO 
World Travel & Tourism Council 
Pacific Asia Travel Association 
Adventure Travel Trade Association
Travel and Tourism Research Association 

Other:
Skift 
PhocusWright 
Longwoods International 
Destination Analysts 
Headwaters Economics 
Oxford Economics 

What are their motivations for visiting?

How do they spend their money? 

What are the current travel and tourism trends?

Who is my target market?

Where do they stay when visiting?

What do they know about my park?

How do they learn about my park, 
its values, and experiences?

How many people want to visit parks? Is 
demand increasing or declining?
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https://irma.nps.gov/Portal/
https://irma.nps.gov/Portal/
https://irma.nps.gov/Portal/
https://www.ustravel.org/
https://ntaonline.com/
https://travel.trade.gov/
https://www.census.gov/quickfacts
https://gov.texas.gov/travel-texas/page/travel-research
https://www.travelok.com/tourism-industry
https://www.newmexico.org/industry/resources/research/
https://www.industry.colorado.com/research
https://travel.utah.gov/research-planning/utah-tourism-industry-metrics
https://industry.travelwyoming.com/industry/research
https://tourism.az.gov/research-resources/
https://itrr.umt.edu/
https://www.unwto.org/
https://wttc.org/
https://www.pata.org/
 https://www.adventuretravel.biz/
https://ttra.com/
https://skift.com/
https://www.phocuswright.com/
https://longwoods-intl.com/
https://www.destinationanalysts.com/
https://headwaterseconomics.org/
https://www.oxfordeconomics.com/


PEER (OR COMPETITIVE) RESEARCH

ASK OR THINK ABOUT… SOURCES

Looks at the 
strategies and 
actions of peers 
or competitors 
for best-practice 
identification and 
learning 

How are other parks or partners communicating 
with tourists in the market?

State and Local Tourism/Destination 
Organizations, Businesses, and Networks
Google reviews
Google search trends
Social media
Trip Advisor
Strategies/planning documents
Industry associations – see below
American Indian Alaska Native Tourism Association
American Alliance of Museums
National Trust for Historic Preservation
National Federation of Tourist Guides Associations
Tourism Cares
National Association for Interpretation

How are other parks, public land agencies, or local 
partners adapting their products for tourists?

Are other parks or partners successful in 
tourism? Why or why not?

How are other parks or partners operations and 
outreach/marketing plans structured?

Credit: NPS Photo
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https://www.aianta.org/
https://www.aam-us.org/
https://savingplaces.org/
https://www.nftga.com/other.html
https://www.tourismcares.org
https://www.interpnet.com/


WORKSHEET: ASSESS RESEARCH NEEDS

 � Complete the WORKSHEET: Assess Research Needs based on your objectives

 � Regularly browse the websites listed in the Types of Tourism Research and Potential 

Sources table to stay up to date. Also See: 5 Steps for Keeping Up with Tourism Trends

 � Subscribe to industry newsletters to get updates on the latest tourism trends and 

research

 � Review your state tourism office website for recent research reports and publications

 � Reach out to NPS SSB and other internal or external partners to identify available 

research and materials that can help you understand your tourists

 � Review the VUM Information/Data Checklist for valuable sources of information to 

access visitation data, information, and research for your park, or the surrounding area

STEPS FOR SUCCESS

This worksheet provides some prompting questions 
to assess your research needs. You may want to 
brainstorm more detailed answers on additional 
sheets of paper for more space.

1. What planning, marketing, and/or product and 
experience idea(s) do you have right now? What are 
your objectives/issues? (e.g., creating a strategic plan, 
developing a marketing plan, managing visitation, 
tracking performance)

2. What information can you find right now to support 
the objectives/issues? What questions need asking?

3. What information should be prioritized/is needed most?

4. What do you hope to learn from the research?

5. Does the data already exist? What experts can I consult 
with for advice (NPS, CESU, or other external)?

DRIVING 
SUCCESS WITH 
RESEARCH 

NPS TOURISM 
TOOLKIT

60

LEADING 
TOURISM 
INITIATIVES

GETTING 
STARTED

TALKING  
(AND LISTENING) 
TO TOURISTS

CREATING 
PRODUCTS AND 
EXPERIENCES

DEVELOPING 
A TOURISM 
STRATEGY



CREATING PRODUCTS 
AND EXPERIENCES



Creating Products 
and Experiences

 
KEY TAKEAWAYS

• An inventory of products and experiences/tourism 
assets can provide you with deep insights about what 
makes your park and destination special for tourists.

• Market research can be used to enhance and/or 
develop new products and experiences that drive 
visitation or enhance the visitor experience in 
alignment with your park’s vision and objectives.

• Partnerships with stakeholders and local businesses 
will help create stronger products and experiences or 
even itineraries that make it easier for tourists to plan 
a visit to your park.

FEATURING

• Identifying competitive advantages

• Developing itineraries

• Creating partnerships

Many destinations jump right into communicating 
(marketing) their products and experiences 
before ensuring the products and experiences 
they are offering is what tourists and potential 
tourists want. Taking the time to have the right 
products and experiences in place before you 
begin attracting tourists is essential. 
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Some of the opportunities identified 
by park stakeholders include the 
development or enhancement of products 
and experiences in and around the 
park. The toolkit has enabled park staff 
to understand, based on the research 
conducted, how these products and 
experiences need to be developed.

Examples of some products and 
experiences that Sunrise Canyon National 
Monument is looking to develop the 
following products and experiences:

SUNRISE CANYON NATIONAL 
MONUMENT: CREATING 
PRODUCTS & EXPERIENCES

Chickasaw National Recreation Area. Credit: NPS Photo

• A special itinerary tailored for the 
“group excursion” packages the 
state office is promoting to several 
group tour companies. Two of the 
companies express interest, and park 
staff work with the companies to 
process the necessary commercial use 
authorizations.

• Potentially connecting the park's trail 
system with adjacent public lands and 
evaluating if horse-back riding could be 
an approved use of those trails.

This section covers approaches to develop 
or enhance your products and experiences 
and how to work with partners to make 
them come to life.
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WHAT ARE TOURISM PRODUCTS AND 
EXPERIENCES?
Products and experiences are the lifeblood of a tourism destination. 
Within a park, they are the things to do and see and what makes 
it appealing to tourists and encourages them to visit or stay 
longer. They don’t necessarily need to be outstandingly unique 
tourism experiences like incredible wildlife viewing and dramatic 
landscapes. Products and experiences playing a supporting 
role can be guided walks, hands-on learning courses, or on-site 
interpretation of flora. It’s also important to consider the services 
and facilities offered in combination with products and experiences.

HOW TO CONDUCT A TOURISM DEMAND-
GENERATOR INVENTORY
Some products and experiences are capable of generating demand/
motivating travel to a destination or park. These are called “demand 
generators.” By creating an inventory of products or experiences, 
parks can define where there are gaps, where a potential demand 
exists, or where the park holds a competitive advantage.

Rocky Mountain National Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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Casa Grande Ruins National Monument. Credit: NPS Photo

TOOL: UNDERSTANDING WHAT THE 
PARK HAS TO OFFER
Before creating an inventory of products and experiences in 
your park or area, you will want to specify the extent of your 
search. For example, you can choose to inventory products and 
experiences in just your park or include everything within a 
mile of your park's boundary. Some people use an inventory 
spreadsheet but there are other methods available too, such 
as geographic information system (GIS) mapping. It is up to 
you to decide how extensive you want this exercise to be.

Also, look at nearby products, experiences, and assets in 
your community, and surrounding communities that could 
provide opportunities for collaboration. Take a look at:

• Accommodations
• Local stores and producers
• Restaurants
• Transportation providers
• Trails and routes
• Tour operators

For help with this task, connect with the relevant DMOs, to see if 
they already have an inventory that can link with your findings.

HOW TO DEVELOP NEW OR ENHANCE 
PARK UNIT PRODUCTS AND EXPERIENCE 
TO ACHIEVE TOURISM OBJECTIVES

The resulting inventory will likely reveal gaps in the park’s 
offering, but it doesn’t always mean it needs to create new 
products and experiences or something big right away. 
Demand generators can also be enhanced products and 
experiences that the park already has a competitive advantage 
in but needs to think about the offering more strategically. 
Keep a close eye on areas that can meet a recognized need of a 
particular target market. Before deciding to focus on a specific 
target market, parks will need to know a lot more about them 
to refine products and experiences and be sure to meet their 
needs (See: How to Identify Potential Target Markets).

Example spreadsheet headings could include:

Type of product, 
experience, facility etc. 

Description
Key 

Features 
Operating Hours/

Seasons
Demand Generator? 

Why or why not?
Notes

For simplicity, if using a spreadsheet, you can add different 
tabs to list the product and experience/tourism assets, 
from the tourist lens, under the following categories:

• Natural sites of interest
• Cultural/historic sites of 

interest
• Geologic sites of interest
• Trails and routes
• Visitor information/

interpretation
• Facilities

• Transportation 
information

• Events
• Activities and workshops/

courses
• Retail
• Food and drink
• Lodging/accommodations
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WORKSHEET: IDENTIFYING NEW OR ENHANCED PRODUCTS AND 
EXPERIENCES

Think about a new product or experience you'd like to introduce to your park. Answer the following questions:

1. What is the demand for this product and 
experience from existing or new markets?

2. What evidence is there that other destinations 
or parks have had success in similar areas?

3. How influential is this type of product or 
experience when choosing my destination?

4. What local community support is there? What 
aspects of the community does it reflect? 

5. Is the product and experience seasonal? 
Can it be offered year-round? How?

6. What resources does the park have to put it into 
action? Is it a short or long-term initiative? Why?
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HOW CAN PARK PRODUCTS AND EXPERIENCES 
MEET THE NEEDS OF SPECIFIC TARGET MARKETS?

Park units should consider how park facilities and services 
could provide a unique competitive advantage to attract 
certain communities. Sometimes these communities are 
referred to as “communities of interest” or niche tourism 
markets. They represent groups of individuals defined 
by passions enjoyed with like-minded people. These 
interest groups can include stargazers, history enthusiasts, 
photographers, birders, backpackers, cyclists, etc.

Parks will need to combine their inventory with research to 
make this process useful (See: Driving Success with Research).

HOW DOES COLLABORATION AND PARTNERSHIPS 
SUPPORT TOURISM OBJECTIVES?

In many park units, there will be potential products and 
experiences that already exist, but the gaps and resources 
needed to ensure the appropriate delivery for tourists are 
not available internally. As we’ve noted before, tourism 
thrives on collaboration and partnerships!

Aligning with stakeholders and partners can help to achieve 
mutual goals and objectives and create value for all parties 
involved. Together, parks may find opportunities to deliver 
events, apply for funding, package experiences with local 
businesses, or create a plan to transform existing products and 
experiences over a two to three-year period. Think through 
every potential partner –including diverse groups and outdoor 
affinity groups– to improve support, leverage resources, 
maintain relevancy, and broaden access to the outdoors.

TIP – Brian O’Neill’s 21 

Partnership Success 

Factors is a must read 

NPS resource for anyone 

interested in building strong 

partnerships. It is based on 

Brian O’Neill’s two decades 

of work at Golden Gate 

National Recreation Area and 

a synthesis of best practices 

from many sources.

Link: BrianONeillBooklet-

Edited-9-27-13-2.pdf (nps.gov)

Example: The American Indian and Alaska Native 
Tourism Association is working with the Lewis and 
Clark National Historic Trail to develop cultural 
heritage content and itineraries for the Trail’s new 
travel website. The project brings together businesses, 
non-profits (e.g., Lewis and Clark Trail Heritage 
Foundation, state parks, friends groups, and DMOs), 
attractions, landmarks and other points of interest on 
and around the trail to promote sustainable tourism, 
and provides trip planning itineraries. The site shares 
the history of Native Americans, highlights local tribal 
services and amenities and the tribal involvement in 
stewardship for this historic trail.

For over twenty-five years, Brian O’Neill as Super-

intendent of Golden Gate National Parks and his 

staff set the template for the National Park Service 

in regards to partnerships and civic engagement.   

Brian was a mentor and role model to many su-

perintendents and leaders not only in the National 

Park Service, but the Forest Service, Bureau of Land 

Wupatki National Monument. Credit: NPS Photo
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https://www.tourismtattler.com/articles/niche-tourism/31-niche-tourism-groups/
https://www.tourismtattler.com/articles/niche-tourism/31-niche-tourism-groups/
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/partnerships/upload/BrianONeillBooklet-Edited-9-27-13-2.pdf
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/partnerships/upload/BrianONeillBooklet-Edited-9-27-13-2.pdf
https://lewisandclark.travel/
https://lewisandclark.travel/
https://lewisandclark.travel/


WHAT ARE TRAVEL ITINERARIES AND 
HOW CAN WE DEVELOP THEM?
A travel itinerary is a detailed plan with routes and points of 
interest for tourists. It typically identifies activities, attractions, 
travel times, hotels, and other important details. Travel 
itineraries are essential for stimulating interest in a region 
and park. They help encourage travellers to explore non-
traditional routes, have unique experiences, and engage with 
various operators and attractions within communities. The 
level of detail for itineraries can range from a simple article for 
a park website or an article on the NPS National Park Getaway 
website to a fully-developed multi-day or single-day activity 
itinerary hosted on a travel blog or state tourism website.

Itinerary development can involve communicating and 
presenting draft itineraries to state or local tourism 
leaders or collaborating directly with a tourism partner 
to develop one. Or, state or local tourism leaders may 
have draft itineraries to share, recommended operators 
to collaborate with and steps to get a park ready for 
tourists. Multi-park associations are an excellent option 
to seek advice from when developing itineraries, plus 
sales from these products may support parks.

Before attempting to build an Itinerary, first steps should be to:

1. Complete the tourism demand-generator inventory 
(See TOOL: Understanding What the Park has to Offer)

2. Identify new or enhanced product and 
experience ideas (See WORKSHEET: Identifying 
New or Enhanced Products and Experiences)

Below are examples of ten itineraries that involve 
National Parks developed by tourism partners:

1. Deep in the Heart of Texas – A long 
weekend in Big Bend National Park

2. Phoenix to Monument Valley: Exploring 
Utah’s Historic Sites

3. International Dark Sky Itinerary for National Park
4. Crater Lake National Park Area – Adventure Itinerary
5. Touring Tribal Lands in Arizona
6. West Texas Wonders
7. History Comes Alive in Colorado’s Great West
8. Idaho Weekend for Outdoor Enthusiasts
9. South Dakota Road Trip: Badlands and Black Hills
10. Glacier Country Trip
11. Red Rocks and Dark Skies: Stargazing 

the National Parks (Utah)

The NPS Park Getaway article featuring Golden Spike 
National Historic Park is another great example.

HERE ARE SOME EASY STEPS TO 
DRAFTING AN ITINERARY:

Here are some easy steps to draft up an itinerary:

1. Research other itineraries that exist in the market for 
inspiration and ideas of what is out there already.

2. Decide on an audience, the itinerary length and 
the key trip motivator/core experiences.

 x Where are travelers coming from?
 x Who are they traveling with?
 x When do they prefer to travel?
 x What do travelers want to experience?

3. List the major locations/sites and highlights to 
include with realistic times to experience them.

 x How much time do they have?
 x What do parks want travelers to talk 

about when they leave?

4. Draft commentary and include research on 
why the locations/sites are compelling.

 x Make it authentic. How would someone describe 
an experience to friends and family?

 x Is special equipment and gear required?

5. List any partners to collaborate with and activities 
provided by others to determine if they can be included.

Recreation.gov has a Trip Builder and you can see if a 
park shows up on the routes from main tourism feeder 
markets. If the park doesn't show up, the park can work with 
Recreation.gov to include it. The site also includes "Trip 
Ideas" that can feature specific parks in these itineraries.

TIP – Once your itinerary is developed it has to be 

communicated. To do this effectively, think back to the intended 

audience and the best ways to reach them. Collaborate with 

cooperating associations and other local partners to develop 

materials, guides, books, blog posts, and so on. Answer 

questions like: How does this itinerary provide value for the 

audience? What’s the best channel and format to use? You 

may decide that posting consistently on collective social 

media sites is the best and easiest way to get the message 

out. In this case, develop a set of #hashtags to track what’s 

working in the itinerary and where to make improvements.
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https://www.nps.gov/planyourvisit/getaways.htm
https://www.nps.gov/planyourvisit/getaways.htm
https://www.nationalparks.org/connect/blog/deep-heart-texas-long-weekend-big-bend-national-park
https://www.nationalparks.org/connect/blog/deep-heart-texas-long-weekend-big-bend-national-park
https://www.visitutah.com/plan-your-trip/recommended-itineraries/phoenix-to-monument-valley-exploring-utahs-history
https://www.visitutah.com/plan-your-trip/recommended-itineraries/phoenix-to-monument-valley-exploring-utahs-history
https://www.visitutah.com/plan-your-trip/recommended-itineraries/red-rock-dark-skies-stargazing-the-national-parks
https://discoverklamath.com/2021/04/crater-lake-afterparty-an-adventure-for-every-personality/
https://www.visitarizona.com/like-a-local/touring-tribal-lands-in-arizona/
https://www.traveltexas.com/articles/post/west-texas-wonders/
https://www.colorado.com/colo-road-trips/history-comes-alive-colorado%E2%80%99s-great-west
https://visitidaho.org/travel-tips/5-idaho-weekend-road-trips-for-outdoor-enthusiasts/
https://www.travelsouthdakota.com/trip-ideas/road-journal/road-trip-south-dakotas-badlands-and-black-hills
https://www.visitmt.com/places-to-go/trip-ideas/outside/glacier-country.html
https://www.visitutah.com/plan-your-trip/recommended-itineraries/red-rock-dark-skies-stargazing-the-national-parks
https://www.visitutah.com/plan-your-trip/recommended-itineraries/red-rock-dark-skies-stargazing-the-national-parks
https://www.nps.gov/articles/getaway-gosp.htm
https://www.nps.gov/articles/getaway-gosp.htm
https://www.recreation.gov/trips/new


CASE STUDY: CAPITALIZING ON THE GROWING CYCLING 
ECONOMY IN THE UK4

Overview

The Yorkshire Cycling Hub, located in the 

heart of the moorland in England’s North 

York Moors National Park, is an innovative 

enterprise driven by a young local couple 

from a farming background. It represents a 

form of sustainable tourism development that 

builds on the unique qualities of the National 

Park and one of the area’s most popular 

recreational activities.

Approach

Recognizing the North York Moors National 

Park’s strength as a cycling destination, 

planning permission was granted to adaptively 

reuse an existing agricultural building at an 

onsite farmhouse and build a cycle center 

with bed and breakfast accommodation, six 

camping pods, a café, bike shop, and multi-

use training facility.

In addition, the innovative agreement for 

use of the agricultural buildings established 

the ability for there to be a set number of 

organized cycling events in the park. This 

agreement included clear language regarding 

how the Yorkshire Cycling Hub would be 

responsible for event management as well as 

stewardship of the public trail network.

Results

• Increased visitation

• Diversified communities of interest

• Land Stewardship

Today, the Hub has become a well-known and 

highly successful venue for road cycling and 

mountain bike enthusiasts. The development 

has not only capitalized on the growing 

cycling economy but is also providing a 

social meeting space for the remote farming 

communities nearby. Since development, 

two new all-weather cycling tracks have also 

been added to provide year-round facilities 

that are family-friendly and suitable for 

competitive events.

 � Use the TOOL: Understanding What the Park Has to Offer to define park 

product and experience gaps and potential demand areas

 � Complete the WORKSHEET: Identifying New or Enhanced Products and 

Experiences to identify opportunities

 � Make sure to read Brian O’Neill’s 21 Partnership Success Factors 

resource to learn how to build strong partnerships

 � Review the list of tourism stakeholders you made in the Developing a 

Tourism Strategy section and identify and prioritize potential partners to 

support your product and experience development

 � Connect with your state or local tourism leaders to learn about their 

itinerary development activities and approach

 � Reach out to potential partners and discuss ideas that would support a 

mutually beneficial itinerary

 � Get featured on Recreation.gov’s Trip Builder and Trip Ideas pages

STEPS FOR SUCCESS

4 National Parks England. “Planning in 
England’s National Parks”; Telegraph 
UK.“Everything you need to know about 
cycling the North York Moors”; The Northern 
Echo.“Two new cycling tracks at Sutton Bank”
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TALKING (AND LISTENING) 
TO TOURISTS



Talking (and Listening) 
to Tourists

 
KEY TAKEAWAYS

• Travelers move through a distinct set of phases and 
steps in their decision-making journey (path-to-visit) 
– from first discovering a destination to the memories 
they take away.

• With the right marketing tools and approaches you 
can connect with tourists based on their geographic 
market, activity focus, etc., throughout the path-to-
visit.

• The travel trade is a network of tourism organizations 
and businesses that work together to showcase and 
promote travel experiences across the U.S.

FEATURING

• Learning about the travel trade

• The traveler path-to-visit

• Park promotions

With an understanding of a park’s historic visitation 
trends and the products and experiences available, 
parks are ready to communicate with tourists. 
Collecting feedback is an essential part of marketing 
and communications too. Doing so can help you 
understand what works and what doesn’t so parks 
are able to make forward-looking decisions and 
improve the tourist’s experience.
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With new and enhanced products and 
experiences either completed or under 
development and with a clear understanding 
of potential target markets collected via 
research conducted, park staff are now ready 
to promote some of their tourism products to 
a larger tourism market.

The park staff determined that one 
approach to improve outreach is via 
digital and social media. They commit to 
revamping their digital and social media 
strategy. They now realize that they are 
part of a larger tourism ecosystem and as 

SUNRISE CANYON NATIONAL 
MONUMENT: TALKING (AND 
LISTENING) TO TOURISTS

Grand Canyon National Park. Credit: NPS Photo

such, realize that through collaboration, 
they can minimize staff time but maximize 
their reach. They identify that they could 
collaborate with their state and regional 
tourism industry colleagues as well as 
staff at other public lands in the state (NPS, 
BLM, Forest Service, state parks, etc.). This 
group collectively decides to coordinate 
themed content, special events, and 
commemorations– with each site exposing 
their followers to the social content of the 
other sites.

This section covers approaches for 
conducting digital and social media 
marketing and other techniques to build 
awareness and attract visitors to the park.
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HOW TO IDENTIFY POTENTIAL TARGET MARKETS
To identify which markets are suitable for a park, first 
think about the products and experiences that your park 
is offering (or planning to offer) and who would be most 
interested and easily capable of experiencing them (See: 
Creating Products and Experiences). A variety of criteria can 
be used to help select target markets, such as: size of the 
market, growth potential, competition, available marketing 
tactics, and alignment with the park’s tourism objectives 
(See: Developing a Tourism Strategy). Parks and tourism 
businesses alike have to be selective in marketing often due 
to cost, time, national policy, and other factors.

A suggested approach to identifying target markets is to list:

1. Markets Already Visiting a Park

Think about which markets already are visiting the park 
or destination and also have keen interest in its products 
and experiences and their benefits. These markets are 
typically within the geographic area or nearby. Taking a 
broad perspective, evaluate how state and local tourism 
organizations categorize its markets. Most state tourism 
offices identify different market segments, since they too 
are trying to refine their focus and marketing efforts. The 
ideal park scenario is to figure out how to align what the 
park is offering with the market segments that state and 
local tourism offices are actively working to attract. In 
addition to state and local tourism offices, market segment 
information can be derived from other third-party sources 
like statistics from the National Travel and Tourism Office, 
U.S. Census data, and research studies and forecasts from 
travel and tourism associations.

2. New Markets

As a next step, list the markets the park can expand to 
in the future that may not be familiar with the park or 
destination but are interested in visiting and likely to do so 
in the future. Take into consideration the size of the market, 
if it is growing or declining, if competitors (or peers) “own” 
the space already, and what the cost would be to reach those 
markets effectively (i.e., which tactics).

When expanding to new markets, such as out-of-state 
tourists or even those within, parks need to consider 
differing travel expectations and educational elements 
required to challenge existing perceptions (e.g., park is 
too far, hard to get to, etc.). It is always a best practice to 
determine if a state tourism office has identified 'new or 
emerging' markets that a park can attract as well. 

There are four basic categories to define target markets:

• Demographic (age, gender, income, education)

• Psychographic (motivations, values, interests)

• Behavioral (purchasing, spending, and brand choice)

• Geographic (city, region, state, country, urban/rural)

Tourism organizations are increasingly using a broad mix 
of target market categories (e.g., psychographic combined 
with behavioral and geographic). This approach recognizes 
that tourists can have very similar characteristics in some 
regards, such age, gender, and city, but vastly different 
motivations, values, and interests.

Why does this matter? Tourism marketers can choose 
to share the same message with the whole target market 
or speak directly to their target audiences, taking into 
consideration their unique characteristics and needs and 
what’s relevant and meaningful to them.

Example: Lake Superior National Marine Conservation 
Area in Ontario, Canada uses a three- stage approach to 
determining their target markets. First, they determine 
which products and experiences align with the strength 
of their destination/region and the target markets that 
are most attracted to those defining features. Then, they 
assess tourism investments and marketing initiatives 
at the regional and provincial level to determine if they 
can capitalize on those resources and maximize efforts 
collaboratively. Thirdly, they review segmentation 
categories created at the national level to improve their 
understanding of those markets and align further.
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WORKSHEET: IDENTIFYING CURRENT AND POTENTIAL TARGET MARKETS

The following worksheet will help to identify current and potential target markets for a park. Examples are 
provided but you can add more detail to build profiles for each market.

• What are current and potential visitor 
demographics? (e.g.,  age, gender, income)

• Where do your current and potential 
visitors live? (e.g., city, region, state)

• Who do current and potential visitors travel 
with? (e.g., family, couple, solo, group)

• How do current and potential visitors 
travel to the park? (e.g., car, bus tour)

• What are the interests of current and potential 
visitors? (e.g., adventure, culture, geologic, wildlife)

• Do identified current and potential visitors 
align with the state and local tourism office? 
If not, how do they differ and what additional 
resources may be required to attract them?
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WHAT IS THE TRAVELER PATH-TO-VISIT?

Once parks get a handle on target markets, it’s then important 
to understand the path they take to ultimately visit the 
park. This is called the path-to-visit. It is the why, how, and 
when in the tourist decision-making journey. Before digital 
transformation the travel decision-making journey was a 
more linear process. Now, tourists have an endless amount 
of choice. They shift between digital devices to visit websites, 
read blogs, email, and more, which creates multiple moments 
and spaces for tourism suppliers to interact and share ideas.

The traveler path-to-visit model found in Figure 7 outlines 
the travel decision-making process. The model highlights 
nine distinct steps that travelers move through under four 
stages (consideration, evaluation, purchase, advocacy). These 
steps cover the process from first discovering a destination to 
planning and scheduling a trip.

By using the traveler path-to-visit model, park units can 
begin uncovering insights and opportunities to reach and 
influence tourist behavior at varying points in their decision-
making journey, not just when they arrive at a park.

UNAW
ARE

ON DREAM LIST

AWARE

ON CONSIDERATION LIST

CREATING A VACATION MOVIE

Have never thought of taking a 
trip to this destination

Dreaming about visiting/
returning someday

Not interested in visiting/returning 
in the foreseeable future

Seriously considering visiting/
returning in the next two years

Have started to gather some travel 
information for a trip to this destinationDETAILED ITINERARY PLANNING

FINALIZING TRAVEL ARRANGEMENTS 

BOOKING A TRIP

ADVOCACY

Planning the itinerary for a 
trip to this destination

Currently making transportation and 
accommodation arrangements

Have already booked my transportation 
and accommodations

Happens during and after actual visit
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FIGURE 7: TRAVELER PATH-TO-VISIT

Source: Destination Canada, 2011
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WHAT IS THE TRAVEL TRADE AND HOW 
CAN PARKS WORK WITH IT?

The travel trade is a network of tourism organizations 
and businesses that work together to showcase and 
promote travel experiences. They help travelers and other 
travel buyers find out about all there is do so and see in 
a destination. Building partnerships through the travel 
trade can be a smart marketing idea because it can amplify 
park messages and get it in touch with tourists that may be 
challenging to reach on its own.

Tradeshows and Marketplaces

These are travel industry events designed to match product 
and experience providers with travel trade operators 
(i.e., business to business events) and in some cases end 
consumers (i.e., business to consumer events).

They typically involve a number of core activities including 
(but not limited to):

• Information, education and training seminars

• Pre-set, formal business appointments

• Tradeshows to showcase supplier products and experiences

• Formal and informal networking opportunities

Each of these events have defined audiences (e.g., leisure 
travel vs. business travel), area of focus (e.g., adventure 
travel, cruise travel, etc.,) and objectives (e.g., building new 
business, renewing partnerships, etc.).

The NPS, as well as other federal land management 
agencies, are represented at the annual U.S. Travel 
Association’s (IPW) Trade Show. This trade show is a national 
showcase of America, where U.S. travel exhibitors connect 
with travel buyers and media from more than 70 countries to 
promote their product, negotiate future business, and build 
relationships. The state tourism office may participate in other 
events and by establishing working relationships with this 
stakeholder, parks may be able to support them in developing 
itineraries to share with their vendor contacts See: What are 
itineraries and how can we develop them?. Parks can also connect 
with the NPS Tourism Program to learn more on this topic. 
The following table outlines some of the biggest and most 
relevant international tradeshows and marketplaces.

TABLE 6: TRADESHOWS AND MARKETPLACES

MARKETPLACE OBJECTIVES LOCATION WEBSITE

IPW

U.S. Travel Associations inbound travel 
show. Connects North American tour 
professionals with international suppliers 
and DMOs

Varies https://www.ipw.com

National Tour Association 
Travel Exchange (NTA)

North American tour professionals meet 
international suppliers and DMOs

Various U.S. Cities https://ntaonline.com

Adventure Travel Trade 
Association (ATTA)

Connects global tour operator buyers 
and suppliers

Various U.S. Cities https://www.adventuretravel.biz/

Go West Summit

Introduces tour operators to specialty 
suppliers offering tourism-related products 
or services in the American West.

Various U.S. Cities https://www.gowestsummit.com/
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HOW TO LEVERAGE TOUR OPERATORS

A tour operator is an organization that pulls together different 
tourism products and experiences to sell to tourists. Parks 
can leverage tour operators to tap into new target markets and 
audiences. Before working with tour operators, it’s helpful to 
identify and craft some key messages that they would need to 
know about the park and ways people can experience it.

A potential next step is to engage tour operators via the state 
tourism office. In each tourism office, there is typically an 
individual who focuses on understanding the needs of tour 
operators (e.g., group size, interests, time available for visits, 
etc.). Working together can help identify if a park product or 
experience aligns with a specific tour operator. Additionally, 
these discussions will provide insights about tour operators’ 
needs so parks can determine if its site truly is a fit (think: is 
there enough parking or staff available to meeting tourists).

By opening lines of communication, parks can raise 
awareness about its policies, stewardship, and acceptable 
tourist behavior and activities. With time, the park will be able 
to standardize processes, collect feedback on what’s working, 
and generate ideas for future improvements.

WHAT IS TOURISM BRANDING, 
AND HOW IS IT USEFUL?

A brand is the way a destination positions itself in a 
marketplace. It is not just the name, logo, or tagline. It is 
the “story” of the destination experience and the thoughts, 
feelings, and perceptions that visitors associate with it. A 
strong brand can shape the visitor experience and the way a 
tourist describes a destination to their friends and family. It 
can communicate a destination’s values and influence visitor 
behavior and choices.

Principles for successful branding include:

1. Branding is a perception that exists 
in the mind of the consumer.

2. Branding pulls together multiple experiences 
under one unifying vision.

3. Branding should set a destination apart from its peers.

4. Brands are built through a consistent delivery of 
products, experiences, and their presentation.

5. Successful branding follows a structured 
approach to understand, measure, and track 
people’s feelings about the brand.

The NPS has a distinctive and well-known brand developed over 
one hundred years of stewardship, and delivering high-quality 
visitor experiences. The NPS brand includes visual elements 
like the Arrowhead and the NPS Graphic Identity; experiential 
elements, like visitor interactions with rangers; social and digital 
media; and more. Individual park units can have their own 
unique brand as well. Many people may not be aware that the 
Statue of Liberty is part of the NPS, but showing them a picture of 
Lady Liberty will often prompt a strong impression.

The NPS brand or a site-specific brand is communicated and 
shaped directly by the agency, but it is also communicated through 
intermediaries in the tourism sector. For example, the Arizona 
Office of Tourism has relied considerably, but not exclusively, 
on the Grand Canyon to shape the tourism brand of the state. In 
contrast, some park units may not be extensively incorporated into 
the tourism brand of an adjacent or nearby community.

Any park unit developing a tourism strategy should consider how 
its brand (or perceived brand) is shaped and communicated, 
both directly and through tourism networks. If a park is investing 
resources into developing new visitor experiences or attracting 
different tourist segments, there could be opportunities to 
work with tourism partners to express the unit’s tourism brand 
more strongly. It could be as simple as working with a regional 
tourism office to solicit more media exposure, along with 
refreshed signage. It could be revamping the park’s social media 
strategy and improving social media engagement with followers 
and community organizations to establish a stronger digital 
presence. It could even be incorporating park features into the 
graphic identity of a destination.

Brand management touches on multiple NPS disciplines, 
including public affairs, partnerships, and interpretation. If 
you’d like to develop the branding components of a tourism 
strategy, reach out to regional and WASO programs for 
assistance. The WASO Tourism Program is a good place to start.

Example: Virginia’s Roanoke Valley was a destination that 
struggled to connect its diverse assets in the minds of visitors. 
The region’s name was disconnected from the Blue Ridge 
Mountains and Parkway, which is its greatest asset, and 
marketing efforts were fragmented and not collaborative. 
The destination engaged in a process to change its name to 
‘Virginia’s Blue Ridge’ to better reflect the Blue Ridge Mountains 
and Parkway and combining mountains and outdoors with 
Virginia’s metro offering. They chose a simple logo that 
incorporates mountains and complementary tourism materials 
showcase the essence of the destination, which is now the 
diverse metro-mountain experience.
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CASE STUDY: PROACTIVELY MANAGING RISING VISITATION 
AT BANFF NATIONAL PARK5

Overview

Banff National Park, one of Canada’s most 

visited and iconic national parks, offers 

majestic scenery and outdoor adventures in 

the Canadian Rockies. In 2016, the Canadian 

government announced that entrance fees to 

all national parks would be waived in 2017 to 

celebrate the country’s 150th anniversary. The 

Park anticipated record high visitation for the 

summer and negative impacts on the visitor 

experience from crowding and congestion.

Approach

Three organizations with a major role in 

managing tourism and visitation–Parks 

Canada, the Town of Banff (municipality) 

and Banff and Lake Louise Tourism (DMO)–

formed a proactive partnership to address 

volume concerns. A communications and 

marketing plan was developed to educate 

visitors and residents on how to best enjoy the 

National Park in 2017. The core message was 

to take public transit.

The plan included public transit ridership 

indicators (increases over previous year in 

shuttle service and public transit ridership) 

and messages were communicated 

through six separate resources: Visitor 

Communication Toolkit for Frontline Staff, 

Recreational Vehicle Guide, Transit Guide, 

social media, a new travel tips website, and 

printed signage in the Town of Banff’s streets 

and local businesses.

Results

• Managed visitation

• Expanded stakeholder engagement

• Enhanced and expanded communication 

strategy

The partnership proved a successful way to 

solve visitation challenges and shape and 

influence visitor behavior collaboratively. 

The park revealed a four percent increase in 

visitors in summer 2017 (compared to the 

previous year) and transit ridership increased 

significantly over the same period (+276% 

on Lake Louise shuttle service). The effort 

also captured the attention of media outlets 

including the Canadian Broadcasting Company 

(CBC), Global Calgary, Canadian Television 

(CTV) Calgary, Radio Canada, and others.

HOW CAN PARKS LEVERAGE 
COMMUNICATIONS TO PROMOTE 
THEIR TOURISM OBJECTIVES?

Promoting the park and attracting visitors 
isn’t always easy. The tips below are a few 
low-cost ways to achieve these objectives. 
The best marketing plans have a mix of 

digital and physical (offline) tactics, as well 
as media relations. With marketing plans 
and outreach initiatives in place, parks can 
consistently promote tourism in alignment 
with its available resources. There are 
many different tools and tactics to consider. 
Below are a few ideas:

5 Next Tourism Generation. “Marketing Canada’s first national park with a data-driven approach” 
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Managing the park’s website

• Review the park website, specifically the "Plan Your Visit" 
and "Learn About the Park" sections to make sure content 
is attractive to target markets and information is easy to 
find or navigate to.

• Write clear and concise descriptions for the target 
audience taking into consideration style and content

• Emphasize the benefits and emotional appeal of the 
park’s products and experiences

• Showcase a variety of products and experiences across  
the seasons

• Highlight what’s really unique to the park

• Maintain accurate traveler and trip planning information

• Review and update park information included in the NPS 
structured data system. This includes basic park info, 
camp grounds, visitor centers, activities, and topics, etc. 
The term “structured data” refers to tagging different 
kinds of data in a specific way that is understandable to 
algorithms and machines. This lets data be semantically 
understood not just by website visitors and the NPS mobile 
app, but also by non-NPS services like search engines, 
which increasingly try to provide visitors answers without 
linking them to a website.

• Ensure that the park is meeting the minimum baseline 
requirements for the NPS mobile app. Like a website on 
NPS.gov, the amount of effort put into the app directly 
influences the experience tourists get from it.

• On average each year, seventy percent of NPS.gov’s traffic 
arrived via search engine. Which park pages show up as 
top results on a Google search? Follow guidelines and best 
practices for Search Engine Optimization (SEO).  
SEO is the art of making content as findable as possible in 
search engines.

• Create shared content with relevant metadata tags to 
promote and feature content on other park and program 
sites across NPS.gov. This content includes articles, trip 
ideas, things to do, places, people, education assets, 
events, new releases, and media.

Leveraging social media

• Get creative and develop park hashtags (e.g., Texas’ 
#TexasToDo, Virginia’s Blue Ridge #Trailsetter), or use 
existing ones to share with the public

• Share and reshare posts, images and useful information 
from others – when visitors show their park experiences, 
select those that meet the park’s standards and engage 
with them

• "Give tourists ideas about what to do in a park by sharing 
engaging and quality images of places to visit, things to 
see, or programs to participate in

• Be consistent by creating an editorial calendar with 
monthly themes to guide posts

• Follow state and local tourism organization and advocate 
for tailored content on their channels – identify how parks 
can help provide content to support their social media 
channels too (e.g., sharing one piece of content per month 
= 12 pieces)

Contributing to apps and planning tools

• Get familiar with the NPS mobile app, which offers 
tourists an easy-to-use way to access information about 
all park units. Ensure park information is accurate and 
up-to-date with the app’s interactive maps, tour offerings, 
amenities, etc.

• Provide an all-in-one resource so that partners can 
improve their knowledge about the park (i.e., heritage, 
stewardship, images to use etc.)

• Highlight specific features of the park that appeal to 
target markets and audiences

• Encourage communities and businesses to offer free Wi-
Fi hotspots to help with navigation

Examples:
 x NPS Mobile app
 x Recreation.gov
 x RVShare

DIGITAL

Idea–Consider developing a digital strategy for your 

park to leverage or enhance your digital presence 

and online reach.
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NPS Tourism Case Study: The COVID-19 pandemic generated 

significant demand among domestic travelers for outdoor destinations, 

experiences, and activities. Public affairs staff for Southern Florida 

parks (Everglades, Biscayne, Big Cypress, and Dry Tortugas) advised 

the Miami Convention & Visitors Bureau as the CVB devised a tourism 

marketing campaign focused on outdoor recreation. Staff reviewed 

blog articles, social media posts, and other content for accuracy and 

made suggestions about including responsible recreation and leave no 

trace content. This collaboration means the parks have some influence 

on the travel messages and suggestions presented to tourists. The 

collaborative relationship didn’t form out of the blue. Several years 

ago, park staff represented the NPS at a travel trade event called IPW, 

and after seeing the scope and reach of the travel trade, they’ve been 

investing time and resources into strengthening relationships with the 

Miami CVB and other local tourism organizations. This has translated 

into greater awareness of the parks among visitors to South Florida, 

particularly international travelers.

Partnerships with other organizations

• Remember some NPS partners have more freedom to share and 
promote tourism, including with purchased advertising (aka "ad 
buys")

• Contact media or partner representatives to express an interest in 
contributing stories to available platforms, channels, and outlets

• Review existing websites of state and local tourism organizations to 
ensure information is accurate and up to date

• Collaborate on state and local marketing efforts to reduce costs and 
increase engagement

• Participate in partner newsletters by crafting content to encourage 
visitation at the park

• Consider highlighting philanthropic partners and cooperating 
associations on the park page. Be sure to follow the latest digital 
content and ethics guidance when doing so. Including information 
about philanthropic partners and park stores allows tourists to plan 
their visit, learn more about visitor services, get involved, or show their 
appreciation by making a donation.

• Collaborate with partners to coordinate and align tourism and 
educational messaging, share/like/post on each other’s social media 
platforms, and keep content fresh and active to direct more online 
traffic to the park pages and attract tourism. Be sure to follow the NPS 
Social Media Policy and ethical practices when posting. For example, 
never share, retweet, or report content that would imply (or appear 
to imply) that the federal government is promoting or endorsing a 
company or encouraging the public to buy something.

PHYSICAL

Visitor Centers

• - Develop tourism products and experiences 
training materials so that staff can provide 
appropriate recommendations for tourists.

• - Audit your visitor center(s) experience using 
third parties, staff, or volunteers.

• - Collaborate with your operating partners 
when developing plans to enhance the visitor 
experience.

Signage and Wayfinding

• Keep messaging clear and simple but 
highlight the brand and tourism focus

• Clearly articulate the products and 
experiences the park wish to share with 
tourists

• Replace old or unclear signage within the 
park or work with the state Department 
of Transportation to improve directional 
signage along major highways and roads

El Malpais National Monument. Credit: NPS Photo

TALKING  
(AND LISTENING) 
TO TOURISTS

CREATING 
PRODUCTS AND 
EXPERIENCES

NPS TOURISM 
TOOLKIT

80

DRIVING 
SUCCESS WITH 
RESEARCH 

LEADING 
TOURISM 
INITIATIVES

GETTING 
STARTED

DEVELOPING 
A TOURISM 
STRATEGY

https://www.nps.gov/state/fl/index.htm


WHY IS TRAVEL MEDIA RELATIONS IMPORTANT 
AND HOW CAN IT BE LEVERAGED TO ACHIEVE 
PARK UNIT TOURISM OBJECTIVES?

As in most industries, relationships with media are very 
important. Whether parks distribute a media release to 
local, or regional media when it launches a new experience, 
access point or itinerary, keeping the media informed is an 
important part of fostering strong media relations. A park’s 
Public Information Officer or the Regional Office of Public 
Affairs can assist parks with determining the best way to 
network with media and industry professionals. In addition, 
they may have guidance and recommendations on how to 
work with state and local tourism organizations to facilitate 
tourism promotion among various media outlets.

To better understand the world of travel sector media, and 
be prepared for future discussions, the following outlines 
how the travel media industry works.

Consumer versus Travel Trade Media

All tourism media falls into two main categories: trade 
and consumer. Travel trade media focuses on the tourism 

industry and professions within (e.g., tour operators, 
hotels, travel agents, attractions). Consumer media 
targets the general public.

The key questions that consumer and travel trade editors, 
reporters and influencers need to answer are:

• What is the story?
• Where is the experience located?
• When should travelers visit?
• Why is this experience compelling or relevant now?
• What is the park trying to accomplish?
• What are the details (how to get there, dates, prices, 

lodging, etc.)?

The more the park is featured in the media, the more 
aware potential tourists become of the park and 
experiences. Remember, your activity must directly 
support the park’s purpose, the objectives set, be planned 
and well thought out. It is always a best practice to 
ensure media communication and potential outreach is 
coordinated with a park Public Information Officer and/
or the Regional Office of Public Affairs.

Tumacácori National Historical Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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 � Talk to state tourism office and tourism network to find out about target 

markets for the destination

 � Complete the WORKSHEET: Identifying Current and Potential Target Markets

 � Get into the mindset of a traveler and map out the traveler path-to-visit for 

your park

 � Review the websites of trade shows and marketplaces to get to know the 

travel trade and the players involved

 � Reach out to the state tourism office’s travel trade team to gain insight into 

their trade strategy

 � Look up state and local tourism partner websites and social media to find 

out how your park’s products and experiences can be integrated into 

their stories

 � Review your park website, specifically the Plan Your Visit (Things to Do) 

and Learn About the Park (History&Culture/People/Places/Stories and 

Kids&Youth) sections, to identify revisions and promote your cooperating 

associations and philanthropic partners by making sure content and 

hyperlinks are accurate

 � Develop a social media editorial calendar with monthly themes to guide 

posts and make sure to align with your larger tourism objectives

STEPS FOR SUCCESS

Work with state and local tourism offices to 

understand the markets and audiences they are 

seeking to reach, and how the park’s products 

and experiences can add to their efforts.

They should be able to provide examples of publications, 

magazines, outdoor influencers and community 

bloggers that tie to the park’s products and experiences.

Yellowstone National Park. Credit: NPS Photo

NPS Tourism Case Study: Public affairs staff at  

Fort Sumter National Historical Park maintain good 

relations with the media team at the Charleston 

Convention & Visitors Bureau (CVB). When the CVB 

is planning familiarization tours for travel media 

professionals, they usually reach out to park staff to 

include the park in the schedule. This ensures that the 

park is getting coverage and maintaining its position as 

an important part of the city’s brand and destinations.
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SUNRISE CANYON 
NATIONAL MONUMENT: 
THREE YEARS LATER



Sunrise Canyon National 
Monument: Three Years Later

While weekdays can still be slow, Sunset Canyon 
National Monument is a busy place on weekends. New 
hotels were constructed in the gateway city, and the 
park is seeing increased visitation from more families 
spending a long weekend in the area. Park staff 
consistently attend meetings and networking events 
of the city’s tourism office, so there’s an awareness 
of the park among the managers and staff of hotels, 
restaurants, and other attractions in the area, who 
regularly mention the park to tourists looking for 
advice. After hosting journalists for a tour, the city’s 
tourism office included the park in several media 
pieces over the last few years. One company succeeded 
at offering weekend excursions from nearby cities (in 
a five-hour radius) and are doing well targeting car-
less Gen Z-ers and include Sunrise Canyon National 
Monument in several of their itineraries. The park 
welcomes one of their groups about twice a month. 
The park has seen an uptick in visitors from Italy, 
with at least five or six families or couples stopping 
by in a given month. The groups are typically on a 
road trip in the Southwest and learn about the park 
from their travel agent. They appreciate that so much 
of the park’s content is translated into Italian. The 
park's social media account is thriving and it has 
attracted thousands of new followers. Several park 
staff are trained at social media management and 
share duties, ensuring that the park posts several 
times a day, frequently hold live streams and engage 
with dozens of parks, public lands and sites in the state 
to share and amplify content. Following an analysis 
of law and regulations, park management concluded 
it is permissible to create a new trail that links to 
the adjacent national forest and state park so that 
horseback riding can be allowed. Working with their 

non-profit partner (whose retail sales have increased 
over the last three years) and the National Park 
Foundation, the park successfully acquired the funds 
to develop the trail. The recreation excursion company 
in town is interested, as is an additional business that 
opened two years ago.

CONCLUSION

Although there was a lot of uncertainty in the beginning 
about the level of work and complexity that would be 
involved in a tourism strategy, the effort paid off. Most of 
the work easily melded into daily operations, and while 
the initial strategy development required extra effort, 
the strategy is being maintained as an item in routine 
leadership and staff meetings and work planning. The 
state tourism office launched new initiatives that benefit 
the park, including a Leave No Trace partnership 
and a destination stewardship fund that the gateway 
community tapped into last year and spent partly on 
trail maintenance. The state also invested in improved 
interstate signs that highlight the park. Retail sales are 
up and park managers are contemplating addressing 
other opportunities like a top-to-bottom revamp of 
the visitor center’s exhibits to better serve the current 
and forecasted mix of visitors. An uptick in visitor 
donations means the park can sponsor new university-
led archaeological research to improve knowledge about 
the Indigenous settlements in the area. The park has 
built a reputation as a fun and innovative place to work 
and is attracting high performing staff. Park managers 
are looked to as innovative leaders within the region. 
The tourism strategy has been a resounding success 
and park staff are being consulted as subject-matter 
experts by other parks interested in following their lead.
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This toolkit provides NPS staff with guidance to shape 
and manage “tourism” through sustainable and practical 
tourism strategies. We recognize that tourism is a new 
concept for many in the NPS and we are enthusiastic 
about the potential for it to help meet park goals. Already, 
park leadership has shown great engagement and interest 
in this topic. We hope that the information provided 
in this toolkit sparks new ideas and energizes you to 
take proactive steps towards tourism management! 
Remember, there are plenty of NPS resources available 
to help you develop a sustainable tourism strategy and 
navigate a changing tourism landscape.

CONCLUSION

Chaco Culture National Historical Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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Final Steps for Success 
REVIEW THE COMPREHENSIVE ACTION CHECKLIST FROM THIS TOOLKIT.

GETTING STARTED

 � Identify benefits that tourism brings to your park and community

 � Get to know the tourism ecosystem in your destination and community 

 � Read recent publications on the following websites to learn more about tourism at the national and 
international level (See Driving Success with Research section for more)

 x UNWTO

 x World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC) 

 x U.S. Travel Association 

 � Analyze the Drivers of Tourism Categories and apply them to your destination and park:

 x Which drivers do you understand already?

 x Which drivers do you need to learn more about?

 � Familiarize yourself with NPS tourism-related resources and policy as well as relevant state and local  
tourism organization plans and strategies
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DEVELOPING A TOURISM STRATEGY

 � Establish roles and identify team members for your strategy development team 

 � Review information collected in Step 1: Collect Data

 � Use Table 4: Types of Stakeholders to make your customized list of partners to engage in the strategy 
development process

 � Choose your stakeholder engagement approach and get in touch with the NPS Information Collection 
Clearance Officer, if applicable

 � Start creating your park’s strategy: 

 x Write your guiding principles for tourism

 x List your challenges and opportunities

 x Develop a tourism vision to paint an inspiring picture for your park

 x Create goals that are broadly stated descriptions of your desired result

 x Identify three to five key outputs that the strategy will accomplish to turn the vision and goals into reality

 � Analyze and Prioritize Options:

 x Create a comprehensive list of opportunities to develop tourism in alignment with the vision, goals, and 

strategic objectives

 x Use the Tool: How to Prioritize Opportunities and the Opportunity Prioritization Matrix to select the most 

viable opportunities

 � Draft the Strategy and Action Plan: 

 x Outline actions or initiatives 

 x Assign responsibilities

 x Identify partners to support implementation

 � Communicate the Strategy:

 x Seek necessary approvals to finalize the strategy

 x Present the final strategy to your tourism network and stakeholders
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LEADING TOURISM INITIATIVES

 � Complete a leadership and team skills assessment to identify gaps and areas where you may need to bring 
professional expertise to the table 

 � Establish a community engagement strategy that considers the needs of stakeholders

 x Find the events schedule for community groups (planning boards, chambers of commerce, etc.), and select 

appropriate meetings that you can start attending

 x Find your community ambassadors by connecting with local groups that are passionate about tourism.  

Send an email or call them

 � If you have a park tourism strategy, or are developing one, communicate it with key external stakeholders  
and partners

 � Find the best technical assistance or funding support that fits your park tourism needs by reviewing the full 
list of potential assistance and funding options and contacting the programs directly. See the Contact List 
for NPS programs in the Appendix

DRIVING SUCCESS WITH RESEARCH 

 � Complete the WORKSHEET: Assess Research Needs based on your objectives

 � egularly browse the websites listed in the Types of Tourism Research and Potential Sources table to stay up 
to date. Also See: 5 Steps for Keeping Up with Tourism Trends

 � Subscribe to industry newsletters to get updates on the latest tourism trends and research 

 � Review your state tourism office website for recent research reports and publications

 � Reach out to NPS SSB and other internal or external partners to identify available research and materials 
that can help you understand your tourists

 � Review the VUM Information/Data Checklist for valuable sources of information to access visitation data, 
information, and research for your park, or the surrounding area
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CREATING PRODUCTS AND EXPERIENCES

 � Use the TOOL: Understanding What the Park Has to Offer to define park product and experience gaps and 
potential demand areas

 � Complete the WORKSHEET: Identifying New or Enhanced Products and Experiences to  
identify opportunities 

 � Make sure to read Brian O’Neill’s 21 Partnership Success Factors resource to learn how to build  
strong partnerships

 � Review the list of tourism stakeholders you made in the Developing a Tourism Strategy section and identify 
and prioritize potential partners to support your product and experience development

 � Connect with your state or local tourism leaders to learn about their itinerary development activities  
and approach

 � Reach out to potential partners and discuss ideas that would support a mutually beneficial itinerary 

 � Get featured on Recreation.gov’s Trip Builder and Trip Ideas pages

TALKING (AND LISTENING) TO TOURISTS

 � Talk to state tourism office and tourism network to find out about target markets for the destination

 � Complete the WORKSHEET: Identifying Current and Potential Target Markets

 � Get into the mindset of a traveler and map out the traveler path-to-visit for your park 

 � Review the websites of trade shows and marketplaces to get to know the travel trade and the players involved

 � Reach out to the state tourism office’s travel trade team to gain insight into their trade strategy 

 � Look up state and local tourism partner websites and social media to find out how your park’s products and 
experiences can be integrated into their stories 

 � Review your park website, specifically the Plan Your Visit (Things to Do) and Learn About the Park 
(History&Culture/People/Places/Stories and Kids&Youth) sections, to identify revisions and promote your 
cooperating associations and philanthropic partners by making sure content and hyperlinks are accurate

 � Develop a social media editorial calendar with monthly themes to guide posts and make sure to align with 
your larger tourism objectives
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Appendix
NATIONAL PARK SERVICE OFFICE/PROGRAM CONTACTS

Below is list of contacts for NPS offices and programs mentioned in this toolkit.

WASHINGTON, D.C. AREA SUPPORT OFFICE–WASO

BUSINESS MANAGEMENT GROUP

Contact: Jason Gibson, Chief

Email: Jason_Gibson@nps.gov

Phone: 202-354-1913

COMMERCIAL SERVICES PROGRAM

Contact: Kurt Rausch, Commercial Services Program Chief

Email: Kurt_Rausch@nps.gov

Phone: 202-513-7202

COOPERATIVE ECOSYSTEM STUDIES UNITS NETWORK

Contact: Dr. Thomas Fish, National Coordinator

Email: Tom_Fish@nps.gov

Phone: 202-354-1825

INFORMATION COLLECTIONS REVIEW

Contact: Phadrea Ponds, Information Collection Clearance Officer

Email: Phadrea_Ponds@nps.gov

Phone: 202-230-2967
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OFFICE OF RELEVANCY, DIVERSITY, AND INCLUSION

Contact: Sangita Chari, Program Manager

Email: Sangita_Chari@nps.gov

Phone: 202-354-2203

SOCIAL SCIENCE BRANCH

Contact: Bret Meldrum, Chief

Email: Bret_Meldrum@nps.gov

Phone: 970-267-7295

TOURISM PROGRAM

Contact: Donald Leadbetter, Tourism Program Manager

Email: Donald_Leadbetter@nps.gov

Phone: 202-354-6472

INTERIOR REGIONS 6, 7, & 8 – 
(LEGACY INTERMOUNTAIN REGION, IMR)

BUSINESS MANAGEMENT GROUP & BUSINESS PLAN INTERNSHIPS

Contact: Robin Martin, Associate Regional Director for Business & Technology

Email: Robin_Martin@nps.gov

Phone: 303-969-2544

COMMERCIAL SERVICES PROGRAM

Contact: Jennifer Parker, Chief of Commercial Services

Email: Jennifer_Parker@nps.gov

Phone: 303-969-2661

NATIONAL HERITAGE AREAS PROGRAM

Contact: Alexandra Hernandez, Regional Program Manager

Email: Alexandra_hernandez@nps.gov

Phone: 303-969-2846
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OFFICE OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS

Contact: Marco De Leon, Program Manager

Email: Marco_DeLeon@nps.gov

Phone: 303-242-1682

OFFICE OF PUBLIC AFFAIRS (DIGITAL COMMUNICATIONS SUPPORT)

Contact: Megan Rybacki, Digital Communications Specialist

Email: Megan_Rybacki@nps.gov

Phone: 720-428-0480

PARTNERSHIPS & SOUTHWEST BORDER RESOURCE PROTECTION PROGRAM

Contact: Krista Muddle, Regional Partnership Coordinator

Email: Krista_Muddle@nps.gov

Phone: 303-895-7586

RIVERS, TRAILS, AND CONSERVATION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM

Contact: Ericka Pilcher, Program Manager

Email: Ericka_Pilcher@nps.gov

Phone: 303-969-2855

TRANSPORTATION PROGRAM

Contact: Sena Wiley, Regional Transportation Program Manager

Email: Sena_Wiley@nps.gov

Phone: 303-969-2615

VISITOR USE MANAGEMENT WORKGROUP

Contact: Zach Miller, Visitor Use Analyst

Email: Zach_Miller@nps.gov
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State Tourism Office Contacts
Here is the list of State Tourism Office’s that you can reach out to:

Arizona

Colorado

Montana

New Mexico

Oklahoma

Texas

Utah

Wyoming

Amistad National Recreation Area. Credit: NPS Photo

NPS TOURISM 
TOOLKIT

93

TALKING  
(AND LISTENING) 
TO TOURISTS

CREATING 
PRODUCTS AND 
EXPERIENCES

DRIVING 
SUCCESS WITH 
RESEARCH 

LEADING 
TOURISM 
INITIATIVES

DEVELOPING 
A TOURISM 
STRATEGY

GETTING 
STARTED

file:https://tourism.az.gov/staff-directory/
file:https://www.industry.colorado.com/colorado-tourism-office-team
file:https://marketmt.com/Programs/Industry-Services-and-Outreach/
file:https://www.newmexico.org/industry/about-us/who-we-are/department-contacts/
file:https://www.travelok.com/tourism-industry
file:https://gov.texas.gov/travel-texas/page/contacts%0D
file:https://travel.utah.gov/contact/contact-us
file:https://industry.travelwyoming.com/industry/about/staff


Other Resources
 
 
NPS STATUTES, REGULATIONS, AND POLICIES THAT INFORM TOURISM

REFERENCES RELEVANCE LINKS

NPS Organic Act of 1916 This Act established the NPS as an agency 
of the Department of the Interior (DOI) and 
clarified the agency’s mission.

Organic Act of 1916 

NPS Park Unit Enabling Legislation A natural, historical, or recreational area 
becomes a national park unit by Congressional 
Act or by Presidential Proclamation under the 
1906 Antiquities Act. The enabling legislation 
establishes the purpose/mission, boundaries 
and operating conditions that may apply to 
a specific unit and for which the NPS must 
manage the park unit.

Park Foundation Document Foundation documents provide basic guidance 
for planning and management decisions of 
park units. Key components of this document 
include the park’s purpose, significance, 
fundamental resources and values, interpretive 
themes, and other special mandates, etc. 

National Park Service–
Foundation Documents for 
National Park Units (nps.gov)

NPS Management Policies:

Overview Management Policies

• 1.4 “Park Management”

• 1.7 “Civic Engagement”

• 1.10 “Partnerships”

• 1.11 “Relationship with American Indian Tribes”

• 6.3, 4.2 “Wilderness Resource Management”, 
“Studies and Collections”

• 7.0 “Interpretation and Education”

• 8.0 “Use of the Parks”

• 8.2.7 “Tourism”

• 8.6 “Special Park Uses”

• 9.2 “Transportation Systems and Alternative 
Transportation”

• 9.3 “Visitor Facilities”

• 10 “Commercial Visitor Services”

(Overview) NPS Management Policies provides 
the framework and direction for management 
practices of the NPS and provide for a 
foundation of stewardship. 

(Overview of NPS 
Management Policies)-NPS 
Management Policies 2006 
Edition)
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https://www.nps.gov/grba/learn/management/organic-act-of-1916.htm
https://parkplanning.nps.gov/foundationDocuments.cfm
https://parkplanning.nps.gov/foundationDocuments.cfm
https://parkplanning.nps.gov/foundationDocuments.cfm
https://www.nps.gov/policy/mp/policies.html
https://www.nps.gov/policy/mp/policies.html


REFERENCES RELEVANCE LINKS

NPS Director’s Orders:

• Overview Director’s Orders

• 2 “Park Planning”

• 6 “Interpretation & Education”

• 7 “Volunteers in Parks”

• 17 “NPS Tourism”

• 20 “Agreements”

• 21 “Donations and Philanthropic Partnerships”

• 31A “Travel Procedures” (see also International 
Travel Policies & Procedures here)

• 32 “Cooperating Associations”

• 41 “Wilderness Stewardship”

• 42 “Accessibility for Park Visitors”

• 48A-B “Concession Management,” 
“Commercial Use Authorizations”

• 52A-C “Communicating the NPS Mission,” 
“Graphic Design Standards,” “Park Signs”

• 53 “Special Park Uses”

• 70 “Internet and Intranet Publishing”

• 75 A&B “Civic Engagement and Public 
Involvement,” “Media Relations”

• 78 “Social Science”

(Overview) NPS Director’s Orders prescribe 
operating policies, specific instructions, 
requirements, or standards applicable to 
specific NPS functions, programs, and 
activities. Note that Director’s Order #17 “NPS 
Tourism” is undergoing revision as of 2021.

(Overview of DOs)-Director’s 
Orders and Related 
Documents/NPS Office of 
Policy)
Director’s Order #17: National 
Park Service Tourism 

Applicable Policy Memos and Departmental 
Memos:

• 11-02 Social Media

• 12-01 National Heritage Areas

• Departmental Manual Part 374, Chapter 6 (374 
DM 6)-Donations Policy (includes accepting 
travel donations from partners)

• Departmental Manual Part 470: Public 
Communications

While DOI Policy does not allow for paid 
advertising (with some exceptions), related 
tactics like social media, public relations/
communications, and partnerships can be used.

(Overview of Policy Memos)-
NPS Policy Memoranda
• 374 DM 6
• 470 DM
Other tourism-related policy 
memos found here: Policy and 
Directives (sharepoint.com)

Other Resources
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https://doimspp.sharepoint.com/sites/nps-international/SitePages/International-Travel-Policies.aspx
https://npspolicy.nps.gov/DOrders.cfm
https://npspolicy.nps.gov/DOrders.cfm
https://npspolicy.nps.gov/DOrders.cfm
https://npspolicy.nps.gov/DOrders.cfm
https://www.nps.gov/policy/DOrders/DOrder17.html
https://www.nps.gov/policy/DOrders/DOrder17.html
https://npspolicy.nps.gov/PolMemos/policymemoranda.htm
https://www.nps.gov/training/tel/Guides/r_doi_dm374_dm6_donations.pdf
https://www.doi.gov/sites/doi.gov/files/elips/documents/Chapter%201_%20%20GENERAL%20POLICY%20AND%20PROCEDURES.doc


VISITOR USE MANAGEMENT INFORMATION CHECKLIST

Where to Start: Understanding your Visitor Use 
Management Situation

Refer to the Range of decision making options job aide.

The purpose of the VUM Information/Data Checklist is 
to provide a reference of relevant, useful, and available 
information that can be used during all phases of visitor 
use management–from daily operations to monitoring after 
a formal planning effort has been completed.

The checklist is intended to help NPS managers, and staff 
understand the sources of data, information, and research 
that can lead to a better understanding of the nature, 
scope, and complexity of their VUM-related situation. The 
information referenced in this checklist can also be used 
to help build a common understanding of the current VUM 
conditions, issues, and opportunities among NPS partners, 
stakeholders, and the general public.

The checklist is not just for the dedicated specialist, but 
instead for the full range of NPS staff, and leadership 
engaged in VUM. Planners, managers, and resource 
specialists as well as those who interact with visitors 
everyday (e.g., law enforcement, front line staff, 
interpretation, facilities) should find value in the VUM 
checklist as an intuitive, easy to understand reference on 
available information.

A variety of existing information sources are identified. 
These include: sources collected systematically by 
NPS; data collected as part of a site-specific study; and 
information on regional trends and conditions collected by 
partner organizations.

The checklist compliments other more in-depth “how-to” 
resources like the Indicators, Thresholds and Monitoring 
Guidebook being prepared by the Interagency Visitor Use 
Management Council.

The checklist should also be useful for NPS leaders as 
a “check-in” before, during, or after the VUM-related 
process to help answer the question: do we have sufficient 
information and data to take the next step in visitor use 
management planning or decision-making?

Paragraph describing other data that exist and reference 
RSAT report, relationship between use and resource 
impacts papers in VC Guidebook:

• Resource impact data (cultural resources, wildlife, air 
quality, etc.)

• Facilities/Asset management data

• Maintenance operations data

Pecos National Historical Park. Credit: NPS Photo
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https://doimspp.sharepoint.com/:u:/r/sites/nps-vum/SitePages/Decision-Making-Job-Aid.aspx?csf=1&web=1&e=lrhUMy


AVAILABLE INFORMATION CHECKLIST

INFORMATION NEED WHAT IT’S HELPFUL FOR WHO MIGHT HAVE IT EXAMPLE DATA SOURCE
HOW YOU WOULD GET IT 
IF YOU DON’T HAVE IT

WITHIN UNIT

SOCIAL 

Visitation at NPS Unit

Amount

Type: Vehicular, 
pedestrian, bike; 
permitted, recreation 
activities, commercial 
vs. non-commercial

Timing: temporal 
distribution throughout 
the day, week, 
month and year

Spatial distribution

Understand current 
conditions (i.e., 
improve understanding 
amounts of use, types 
of use, visitor behaviors, 
characteristics of 
visitor use) and issues

Establish baseline 
& monitor trends 
over time

Inform the development 
of desired conditions

Inform possible 
management strategies 
and estimating 
their effects

Identify new and 
emerging uses.

NPS Social Science; 
volunteer groups, 
neighboring landowners 
or land managers; 
field staff; local, or 
state transportation 
departments, 
concessioners, or 
CUA holders

IRMA portal

Permit/use data

Concessioner or CUA 
use or financial reports

Monitoring data

(including field staff 
observations)

Site history (i.e., 
number of users 
to a NPS site)

Social media platforms 
(e.g., Twitter, Strava)

Additional trail or 
road counters

Cameras (e.g., 
game cameras)

Self-registration 
check points

Patrol Reports

Consider additional 
voluntary/required 
reporting from CUA/
SUP/concession 
contract holders

Visitor Characteristics

Group size

visitor origin/
home location

demographics

personal use history

Inform the development 
of desired conditions

Inform possible 
management strategies

Historic Park 
Studies Unit

https://sesrc.wsu.
edu/national-park-
service-projects/

Visitor surveys

Social media platforms 
(e.g., Twitter, Strava)

Permit/use data

CUA regular reporting

Survey (for unit if 
doesn’t exist on 
nearby lands or for 
similar contexts)

Visitor Experience 
Characterization 
and Quality

Understand current 
motivations, 
expectations and 
desired experiences

Historic Park 
Studies Unit

https://sesrc.wsu.
edu/national-park-
service-projects/

Survey (for unit if 
doesn’t exist on 
nearby lands or for 
similar contexts)
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https://irma.nps.gov/Stats/
https://sesrc.wsu.edu/national-park-service-projects/
https://sesrc.wsu.edu/national-park-service-projects/
https://sesrc.wsu.edu/national-park-service-projects/
https://sesrc.wsu.edu/national-park-service-projects/
https://sesrc.wsu.edu/national-park-service-projects/
https://sesrc.wsu.edu/national-park-service-projects/


AVAILABLE INFORMATION CHECKLIST

INFORMATION NEED WHAT IT’S HELPFUL FOR WHO MIGHT HAVE IT EXAMPLE DATA SOURCE
HOW YOU WOULD GET IT 
IF YOU DON’T HAVE IT

MANAGERIAL

Visitor Safety

Impact Risk

Identifying leading 
causes of visitor 
deaths so the park 
can prioritize which 
hazards to address

Identifying type of 
visitor (e.g., sex, age, 
state and country 
of residence) with 
the highest risk of 
experiencing a fatal 
injury so prevention 
efforts can be targeted

Law Enforcement, 
Security, and 
Emergency Services 
(LESES)

Public Risk 
Management 
Program (PRMP)

Emergency Services 
Branch (WASO)

CAD systems (track 
types, nature, and 
locations of calls for 
service (CFS) that LE 
respond to–specific 
to each park)

IMARS–LE citations, 
warnings, visitor assists

CID–Court Information 
Database

Visitor Injury Data 
System (VIDS)

emsCharts

Annual Park 
SAR Reports

Validated complaints

Fatality Analysis 
Reporting System 
(FARS) for motor 
vehicle crashes

Evaluations of effects of 
increased visitation on 
visitor safety, resources, 
and park staff. 
Strategies for response 
to increased visitation. 
Example: Business 
Plan Internship 
(BPI) program 
produces these.

Staffing & Budget 
Levels

Impact risk

compare historic 
visitation levels to 
historic staffing and 
budget levels over time

Park Administrative 
Officer

ONPS funding

FLREA revenue

number of FTEs and 
seasonal employees

Transportation

Traffic counts, parking 
lot usage, parking 
turnover rates

Wait times–entrance 
station, shuttle stops

Understand current 
visitor use patterns

Understand 
intensity of use

IRMA portal

NPS navigator / 
FOTSC database

State and county 
DOT websites

Deploy traffic counters

License plate study

Monitor wait times by 
placing an object at a 
meaningful point and 
documenting when 
line is past that point

Facilities
Impact risk

legal requirements
Park Facility Manager

Water usage

Energy usage

In development 
in conjunction 
with IMR VUM 
Workgroup & IMAC
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https://www-fars.nhtsa.dot.gov/Main/index.aspx
https://www-fars.nhtsa.dot.gov/Main/index.aspx
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8dv8z-mMPGsYUhhWVpJQTFIRzRPNUlJa1RaUHktNE1SNGNB/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8dv8z-mMPGsYUhhWVpJQTFIRzRPNUlJa1RaUHktNE1SNGNB/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8dv8z-mMPGsYUhhWVpJQTFIRzRPNUlJa1RaUHktNE1SNGNB/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8dv8z-mMPGsYUhhWVpJQTFIRzRPNUlJa1RaUHktNE1SNGNB/view
https://irma.nps.gov/Stats/


AVAILABLE INFORMATION CHECKLIST

INFORMATION NEED WHAT IT’S HELPFUL FOR WHO MIGHT HAVE IT EXAMPLE DATA SOURCE
HOW YOU WOULD GET IT 
IF YOU DON’T HAVE IT

RESOURCES

Interpretation, 
Education and 
Volunteers

Natural and Cultural 
Resources

How funding 
and staff time is 
allocated to provide 
interpretation and 
education programs–
includes number of 
visitor contacts

Documents and 
datasets related to 
natural and cultural 
resources in parks

International data 
collection effort on 
‘when and where’ 
species occur–
necessarily requires 
a visitor to record 
the species and is 
therefore a record of 
visitors + species

WASO/IEV or IEV 
staff at park

WASO/NRSS or NR 
and CR staff at park

I-Naturalist.org 

http://inside.
nps.gov/sir/

Data Store https://irma.
nps.gov/DataStore/

https://www.
inaturalist.org/ 

All parks report to SIR 
annually per DO-6

Research results 
and reports are 
park-by-park. No 
national databases 
exist for visitors + 
resources (natural 
or cultural). Narrow, 
search by filtering 
for ‘visitors’, ‘visitor 
use’, or ‘visitation’

Visit website or 
consult with resource 
specialists in NRSS. 
Use data with 
caution–not a random 
sample of visitors
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http://inside.nps.gov/sir/
http://inside.nps.gov/sir/
https://irma.nps.gov/DataStore/
https://irma.nps.gov/DataStore/
https://www.inaturalist.org/
https://www.inaturalist.org/
https://irma.nps.gov/DataStore/


AVAILABLE INFORMATION CHECKLIST

INFORMATION NEED WHAT IT’S HELPFUL FOR WHO MIGHT HAVE IT EXAMPLE DATA SOURCE
HOW YOU WOULD GET IT 
IF YOU DON’T HAVE IT

REGIONALLY AND PARTNER-GENERATED AVAILABLE INFORMATION 

Gateway Community 
Socioeconomic 
Conditions

Understanding 
economic and 
social context

Predicting the effects of 
management decisions 
beyond park boundaries

Inform the sliding 
scale analysis during 
pre-planning

Local municipalities 
and counties; 
local chambers of 
commerce; State offices 
of tourism; regional 
planning organizations

NPS visitor 
spending effects

Headwaters Economic 
Profile System

Visitation at 
Surrounding 
Recreation 
Opportunities

Provide a regional view 
of the importance of 
NPS visitor experiences

Informing possible 
management strategies 
(e.g. coordinated 
dispersal) 

Other federal land 
management agencies, 
state or county parks

National Visitor Use 
Monitoring for visitation 
on the National Forest 
System (NVUM)

Recreation 
Management 
Information 
System (BLM)

State Park visitation, 
e.g., Utah

U.S. Army Corps 
of Engineers 
Visitation Estimation 
and Reporting 
System (VERS)

Recreation Activity 
Participation 
and Trends

Describe current 
conditions (e.g., visitor 
experiences currently 
desired by local 
residents and visitors)

Inform management 
strategies to increase 
relevancy, diversity, 
and inclusion

Inform the development 
of desired conditions

Anticipate trends

State Parks 
Departments; 
National Participation 
Reports produced 
by other agencies or 
industry groups

State Comprehensive 
Outdoor Recreation 
Plans;

Outdoor Industry 
Association Topline 
Participation Report;

TreeSearch–USFS 
Research Database

Regional Tourism 
Trends

Improve awareness of 
NPS unit relationship 
to regional travel 
patterns; understand 
visitor characteristics

State Offices of 
Tourism; Local or 
regional chambers 
of commerce and 
tourism promoters

Examples:

Arizona Tourism Data

California Tourism Data
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https://www.nps.gov/subjects/socialscience/vse.htm
https://www.nps.gov/subjects/socialscience/vse.htm
https://headwaterseconomics.org/tools/economic-profile-system/
https://headwaterseconomics.org/tools/economic-profile-system/
https://www.fs.fed.us/recreation/programs/nvum/
https://www.fs.fed.us/recreation/programs/nvum/
https://stateparks.utah.gov/resources/park-visitation-data/
https://www.recpro.org/scorp-library
https://www.recpro.org/scorp-library
https://www.recpro.org/scorp-library
https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/2017-Outdoor-Recreation-Participation-Report_FINAL.pdf
https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/2017-Outdoor-Recreation-Participation-Report_FINAL.pdf
https://outdoorindustry.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/05/2017-Outdoor-Recreation-Participation-Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.fs.usda.gov/treesearch/
https://tourism.az.gov/research-and-statistics
https://industry.visitcalifornia.com/en/Research/ResearchTrends


Terms to Know
Build your vocabulary of commonly used terms and acronyms.

GLOSSARY

Communities of Interest or Niche Tourism Markets: 

Refers to characteristics of some segments that seek to travel 

to destinations to enjoy their passions with like-minded people. 

(e.g., railroad enthusiasts, bird watchers, military history, etc.)

Demand: A market segment for which there is potentially 

unmet demand.

Demand Generator: Products and experiences that 

are capable of generating demand/motivating travel to a 

destination or park.

Destination: A place defined by the market as a unique 

location of a size capable of attracting visitors.

Destination Marketing/Management Organization (DMO): 

Destination marketing/management organizations work with 

tourism industry associations, tourism operators, travel trade, 

associations, regional tourism organizations, legislators, and 

government to collaboratively promote tourism development.

Inbound tourist/visitor: is someone traveling to a 

destination other than that of where they live for the purpose of 

tourism.

Lead Opportunities: The “BIG IDEA” or the “BIG 

OPPORTUNITY” where a destination or park may have a 

competitive advantage.

Length of stay: Number of nights spent in one destination.

Niche Tourism Groups: See Communities of Interest.

Off-Peak Season: The off-peak season is dominant from 

November to March in the Northern Hemisphere. It peaks in 

January and begins to transition to shoulder season in April 

and May. Off-peak may also refer to the shoulder season, 

which is the period between high- and low-season.

Online Travel Agency (OTA): A travel website that is 

dedicated to travel. The site may be focused on travel reviews, 

the booking of travel, or the combination of both.

Operator: The producer of a unit of travel merchandise, 

such as a carrier, hotel or sightseeing service. Also includes 

a company that provides local travel services, including 

transportation or guide services.

Outbound tourist/visitor: is someone traveling ‘out’ of their 

home destination for the purposes of tourism.

Peak Season: Depending on location, high season can occur 

during winter or summer. The months of June to August 

are considered the traditional high season in the Northern 

Hemisphere.

Products and Experiences: It can refer to anything that is 

offered to a tourist to fulfill their needs and enables them to 

engage in a specific tourism activity when travelling to and in a 

destination.

Seasonality: A temporal imbalance in the phenomenon of 

tourism, which may be expressed in terms of dimensions 

of such elements as numbers of visitors, expenditure of 

visitors, traffic on highways and other forms of transportation 

employment, and admissions to attractions.

Segments: Within each market, there are a variety of different 

travel styles or visitor types. By breaking down each market 

we reveal segments with different needs, interests, traits, 

geographic locations, and attitudes.

Supply: The current products or experiences that may appeal 

to prospective visitors.

Supporting Opportunities: The conditions for success and 

resources to develop the lead driver opportunity.
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Target Market: Target markets are the specific consumer 

bases that tourism organizations wish to focus on or sell their 

products and services to.

Tourism Activities: Can be classified as the tourists’ essential 

motivations, resources used and the products and experiences 

they wish to participate in or consume (e.g., eco-tourism, 

cultural tourism, rural tourism, adventure tourism, etc.).

Tourism Expenditure (Spending): The amount paid for 

the acquisition of consumption goods and services, as well as 

valuables, for own use or to give away, for and during tourism trips.

Tourism Industry Associations: Represent tourism interests 

and promote and support policies, programs and activities 

that benefit the industry’s growth and development.

State Tourism Organizations: Work with tourism suppliers, 

travel trade, operators, associations, regional tourism 

organizations, legislators and government to collaboratively 

promote tourism growth within their state.

Tourism Ecosystem: The tourism ecosystem is the whole 

network of organizations and entities involved in the delivery 

of tourism.

Tourist: A visitor (domestic, inbound, or outbound) is 

classified as a tourist (or overnight visitor), if they stay at 

least one night (but less than a year), for any main purpose 

(business, leisure, or other personal purpose) other than to be 

employed by a resident entity in the country or place visited.

Travel Trade: The collection of companies, which buy and 

sell travel. This includes receptives, international inbound tour 

operators and travel agents.

Unique Selling Point: The benefits differentiating your 

product and service from your competitors.

ACRONYMS

BIPOC: Black, Indigenous, People of Color

CESU: Cooperative Ecosystem Studies Units

COVID-19: Respiratory disease caused by the SARS-CoV-2 virus

CVB: Convention & Visitors Bureau

DMO: Destination Marketing Organization

DOI: Department of Interior

EPA: Environmental Protection Agency

GIS: Geographic Information System

GNAR: Utah State University Extension Services 

Gateway & Natural Amenity Region Initiative

LGBTQ+: Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender 

and Queer or Questioning

IMR: Intermountain Region

NHA: National Heritage Areas

NPS: National Park Service

NTA: National Tour Association

OTA: Online Travel Agency

RTCA: Rivers, Trails, and Conservation Assistance

SPURS: System-wide Public Use Reporting System

SSB: NPS Social Science Branch

UNWTO: United Nations World Tourism Organization

VUM: Visitor use management

WASO: Washington D.C. Area Support Office

WTTC: World Travel & Tourism Council
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