


Michigan State University Extension’s Approach 
to 

Rural Tourism Development



Community, Food, & Environment Institute
• Community Food Systems
• Entrepreneurship
• Finance & Homeownership
• Government (& Tribal Nations)
• Land Use
• Leadership
• Natural Resource Management
• Tourism
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Rural Tourism Assessment (RTA)

• New for 2023
• Strengthen Small Town Rural Tourism 

• Leverages Local Knowledge & Stakeholder Input
• Captures Innovations from First Time Visitors 
• Fosters County & Community Collaboration



• Phase 1  Q2-2023
• Tourism Asset ID Workshop

• County and Community Stakeholder Driven

• Phase 2  Q3-Q4 2023
• First Impressions Tourism (FIT) assessment(s)

• County and Community Focused

• Phase 3 – Q1 2024
• County Forum

• Community Results
• Strategic Planning / Sustainable Tourism Education

Rural Tourism Assessment (RTA)



Phase 1 Objectives:

• Bring stakeholders across county/communities into a collective asset 
identification process 

• To provide leaders/stakeholders the opportunity to pre-select and 
prioritize their tourism assets

• To collect additional stakeholder input for the purpose of generating 
county visioning questions for First Impressions Tourism (FIT) 
assessment

Phase 1:
Tourism Asset Identification Workshop



What are attractions, events, business examples from your 
community?

• Nature-based/Outdoor Recreation
• Historical/Cultural tourism
• Agritourism
• Random Assets

Phase 1:
Identifying Tourism Assets



• 2 Sticky Dots = 2 Votes Per Person

• Best asset in your community

• Best asset in your county

RTA Phase 1 – Prioritizing Tourism Assets



RTA Phase 1 – Prioritizing Tourism Assets



• Objective 2 –
• To gather additional stakeholder input for the purpose of 

generating collective questions for First Impressions 
Tourism (FIT) assessment

• Encourages county identity and collaboration across small 
town tourism economies. 

RTA Phase 1 – Collective Visioning Exercise



RTA Phase 1 – Collective Visioning Exercise

What is something you would like to know about your County 
from a (first-time) visitor perspective? 



Phase 2:
• First Impressions Tourism (FIT) Assessments



Program Overview

First Impressions: Assessing your community for tourism (FIT), Michigan State University Extension
© Michigan State University • MSU Extension



https://www.ustravel.org/research/made-america-travels-essential-contribution-economic-development

https://www.ustravel.org/research/made-america-travels-essential-contribution-economic-development


Your Tourism Shed – Tourism Assets

Primary

Secondary

Tertiary 



www.canr.msu.edu/tourism/programs/

http://www.canr.msu.edu/tourism/programs/


• Merges stakeholder prioritized assets from Phase 1 with 
first-time visitor experiences from Phase 2

• Draws parallels and distinctions between participating 
communities and county marketing, identities, and 
tourism development

• Provide strategic visioning and education around 
sustainable tourism development

Phase 3:
• Rural Tourism Assessment Forum



Tourism Area Life Cycle Volumes 1 and 2: Conceptual and Theoretical Issues (Butler, 2006)

Destination Life Cycle / Planning for Tourism



TALC- Butler, 1980
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Tourism Area Life Cycle Volumes 1 and 2: Conceptual and Theoretical Issues (Butler, 2006)

Organic Entrepreneurship 

Grand-scale Entrepreneurship 

Revitalizing Entrepreneurship



Photo: Northrop, 2020





•Over-tourism

Challenges:
• Alienated local residents
• Degradation
• Overloaded infrastructure
• Damage to ecology
• Threats to culture & 

heritage
• Others?

Tactics for Addressing it:
 Smooth visitors overtime
 Spread visitors across sites
 Adjust pricing to balance 

supply and demand
 Regulate accommodation 

supply
 Limit access and activities 

(contentious)

Coping With Success - World Travel and Tourism Council (2017)



2022 Webinar Series: 
Critical Conversations in 

Michigan Tourism: Sustainability 
and Climate Change

Topics Include:
• Overview of climate 

change and the Great 
Lakes

• Impact of climate 
change on winter 
outdoor recreation

• Climate adaptation 
planning for local units 
of government

• Possible funding 
sources for climate 
adaptation

Scan the QR code below to 
view the recordings!
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• https://extensiontourism.net/

National Extension Tourism (NET) integrates research, 
education and outreach within Cooperative Extension and 

Sea Grant to support sustainable tourism, thus 
contributing to the long-term economic development, 

environmental stewardship, and socio-cultural wellbeing of 
communities and regions.

https://extensiontourism.net/
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