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The Role of 
Economic 
Development in 
Tourism 
DMOS ARE MAKING A BIGGER IMPACT ON 
THEIR COMMUNITIES NOW MORE THAN EVER 
BEFORE BY ALIGNING FORCES WITH ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT ORGANIZATIONS: IT'S THE "1+1=3" 
PHENOMENON 

Tourism is now one of the country’s largest industries and fastest 
growing economic sectors. Around the world, the tourism industry 
generated about $7.2 trillion (about 10% of the world’s entire GDP, 
or GWP) and was responsible for 284 million jobs (roughly one in 
11) in 2015, according to statistics published by the World Travel & 
Tourism Council.

Tourism helps stimulate regional development, new economic 
activities, and shapes the perception of a community. Although 
tourism has been proven to have a positive impact on employment 
numbers, business relocations, and capital investment, it is often 
underestimated as a target industry despite the effect dollars spent 
from tourism have on community growth and vitality.

Recent research has proven that tourism is in fact an engine for 
community growth and prosperity and has a direct influence on 
how companies from start-ups to large corporations choose 
their locations. Often, key location decision makers have a level 
of familiarity with a community through an interaction they have 
had as a tourist. How many stories have you heard of a visitor 
falling in love with a place, moving there, and eventually starting a 
business?

We also know that when tourism entities coordinate their efforts 
with those of economic development, both are successful in 
setting themselves apart when competing for business relocations 
and attracting tourists to their communities. 

• Tourist explores a new place, 
becomes enamored; may become a 
repeat visitor

• Visions of calling that place home 
become real, and tourist transitions 
into potential workforce for a 
community

• Visitor makes decision to move to 
the destination, calling the once 
favorite vacation spot home

• Tourist, now community member, 
starts own business, and creates 
economic footprint in region

• Prosperous economy ensues, and 
cycle continues

TOURIST

POTENTIAL
WORKFORCE

MOVE, START,
 EXPAND A BUSINESS
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During a recent webinar, "Mixing Business with Pleasure: How DMOs and 
EDOs Collaborate for Ultimate Community Vitality," we surveyed a group 
of destination marketers and economic developers to gauge perceptions 
on cross sector collaboration and whether or not it works. The majority of 
those who identified as a Destination Marketing Organization answered 
that previous collaboration efforts (with EDOs) had been productive. 
The greatest efficiencies to be gained from these types of partnerships, 
according to DMOs? 70% agree that general placemaking initiatives 
should be priority, while 30% said livability campaigns for residents.

Of the webinar attendees who identified as an Economic Development 
Organization, 73% said previous collaboration efforts (with DMOs) 
were productive. The same percentage of EDOs also said the greatest 
efficiencies to be made involve workforce attraction campaigns for talent.

So while future collaborations fall in the direction of each organization’s 
priority, it’s easy to see that DMOs and EDOs find value in cross industry 
teamwork for the overall betterment of a place, a community, and the 
larger area or region that both may call home.

Working together to shape community perceptions and attract events and 
conferences that highlight the community’s quality of life and increase the 
demand for transportation infrastructure (roads, airline routes) supports 
both economic development and tourism growth, and raises the profile 
of the community to all targeted audiences. This kind of synergy between 
the DMO and EDO benefits everyone in the community.

73% of EDOs said previous 
collaboration efforts with DMOs 
were productive

30% of DMOs believe 
that livability campaigns 
for residents should be 
the priority

70% of DMOs 
believe that general 
placemaking initiatives 
should be the priority
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Source: Oxford Economics

Take Atlas client – Cumberland Valley (PA) – as an example. In a 
recent article published by Valerie Copenhaver, Director of Marketing 
for Cumberland Area Economic Development Corporation, we learn 
about some of the direct impacts the region is experiencing based on 
collaboration between DMO and EDO. 

“In terms of its tourism development efforts, CAEDC has promoted the 
Cumberland Valley region as a leisure and business travel destination, 
rich in history, outdoor recreation, and auto shows, and successful in 
attracting visitors to the area. The millions of dollars that are funneled 
into the local economy, as a result of visitor spending, support local 
businesses and 6,215 jobs, and lessens the tax burden on our local 
residents.” Other impressive statistics from the research include:

 » Cumberland Valley had over 1.8 million visitors come in 2014 who 
made over two million trips

 » Visitors generated $774 million in economic activity with nearly $250 
million being from visitors engaged with CAEDC

 » Cumberland Valley ranked 13th out of 67 counties for visitor spending

 » Nearly half of these visitors indicated that marketing efforts by 
CAEDC had directly influenced them to visit

For Cumberland, collaboration between the DMO and EDO has had a 
direct effect on job creation and economic vitality. It isn’t a coincidence 
that Cumberland County is one of Pennsylvania’s fastest growing 
counties.

What we have learned is that growth in the visitor 
economy drives growth in other areas of the economy.

 » Destinations that have more tourist-centric businesses and 
opportunities have proven to grow at a higher than average rate over 
the past decade.

 » A 10% increase in a destination’s visitor-related employment relative 
to the U.S. average tends to be followed by a 1.5% rise in broader 
employment in the short-run. 
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“Cumberland County is also the fastest growing county 
in terms of population in Pennsylvania. Just as the 
county is growing, so are CAEDC’s destination marketing 
results. Our county has garnered double the number of 
accolades over the last year, indicating a sharp increase 
in the perceptions and awareness of the county’s 
attributes nationally.”

Valerie Copenhaver
Director of Marketing
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LEADING ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT PERFORMANCE 
INDICATORS THAT DRIVE BETTER 
DESTINATION MARKETING 
 
Better destination marketing comes from 
stronger economic outputs. How do we 
know? We've been writing marketing 
strategies and crafting campaigns for 
communities for over 15 years, and we've 
seen it time and time again. Things like 
job creation, a vibrant downtown, and 
city improvements yield more tourists for 
communities looking to do things like retain 
workers and see an increase in visitation. A 
robust economic development plan means a 
stronger tourism base. 

1. New jobs created or retained

2. New capital investment in the community

3. New infrastructure improvements

4. Quality of life perceptions

5. Job to resident ratio

6. Downtown vitality

7. Startup activity

ELEVEN SIGNS A CITY WILL SUCCEED

A recent article by The Atlantic – 11 Signs a City will Succeed – 
presents an informal checklist of traits that distinguish a place 
where things seem to work, or click. 5 of the 11 are tourism 
related tactics.

1. Divisive national politics seem a distant concern

2. You can pick out the local patriots

3. "Public-private partnerships" are real

4. People know the civic story*

5. They have a downtown*

6. They are near a research university

7. They have, and care about, a community college

8. They have unusual schools

9. They make themselves open*

10. They have big plans*

11. They have craft breweries*

*touism related

How Can DMOs Know They 
Are Making The Biggest 
Impact With Marketing?

http://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2016/03/eleven-signs-a-city-will-succeed/426885/
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PRIORITIZING TOURISM EFFORTS AND THE POWER OF 
TOURISM BRANDING

In a recent study of tourism campaigns in nine states, the research firm 
of Longwoods International (Longwoods) demonstrated how each state’s 
tourism promotion campaign created a “halo effect,” lifting not only 
visitation in those states, but also driving business development, real estate 
sales, purchase of second homes, and even college recruitment. 

Longwoods conducted the survey in states that had made substantial 
investments in tourism marketing over a long period of time (two – 10 
years) to determine if business decision makers had been affected by 
tourism advertising. The results were resoundingly positive.

One campaign they studied was the uber-successful Pure Michigan 
initiative – a branding initiative that promoted visitation to Michigan and had 
a substantial impact on Michigan’s once flailing economy. The campaign 
has run for over 10 years and is regarded as one of the most successful 
destination marketing campaigns in the country. When researchers asked 
audiences in target markets how their perception of Michigan had shifted 
any, if at all, throughout the campaign, they were not only motivated to visit 
Michigan but also had completely different thoughts about Michigan as a 
destination to open a business, attend college, or start a career. This kind 
of shift in perception is relevant because it proves that a tourism brand can 
have a direct impact on the hearts and minds of potential new residents 
and businesses which aligns with most economic development strategies. 
In fact, economic developers in Michigan adopted the brand to market to 
prospective workforce and potential businesses looking to relocate.

In a nutshell, communities that 
people want to visit are places 
where people want to live and 

work. These same communities 
become places businesses have 

to be. Tourism becomes like 
a “first date,” with marketing 

campaigns by tourism bureaus 
as matchmaker and jobs and 

economic growth as offspring.

— Duncan Adams, originally 
published in Roanoke Times.

"

"
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Pure Michigan Results 2006 - 2014

Impact of Michigan's 2014 Tourism Campaign on 
State's Economic Development Image

Generated 22.4 million out-of-state trips 
to Michigan

Those visitors spent $6.6 billion at 
MIchigan businesses

They paid $459 million in state taxes on 
those trips, primarily sales tax

Cumulative Pure Michigan ROI: $4.81

A GOOD
PLACE TO LIVE

A GOOD PLACE  TO
START A CAREER

A GOOD PLACE
TO RETIRE

A GOOD PLACE TO
 PURCHASE A 

VACATION HOME

Base: National Out-of-State Residents

100% 59% 79% 81%
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WHAT CORPORATE RELOCATION EXECUTIVES THINK 
ABOUT TOURISM DESTINATIONS

In the spring of 2016, Atlas Advertising surveyed over 2,500 site selectors 
and business location decision makers to better understand their 
perception of how tourism impacts economic development. 66% of 
those surveyed believe that tourism and tourism related spending has 
somewhat of an impact on an economy, but that business drives the 
majority of community revenue.

When it came to branding, 35% of respondents did see value in the 
tourism and economic development brand being the same, with key 
messages within the brand tailored to the target audience. 

When we asked if tourist destinations impacted the desirability of a 
community for business relocation and expansion, results were mixed. 
Most agreed that it depends on the type of business locating. The 
overall perception was that tourism had no impact on manufacturing and 
industrial site selection, but did on small businesses and creative-class 
companies. Many cited that the quality of life assets that are promoted 
in tourism destinations appeal to high level executives, and also young, 
in-demand talent.

“Tourism promotion impacts perceptions and tourism assets enhance 
quality of life, which is important to recruiting talent - I think they are 
inherently connected.”- Site Selector

“Business owners like to locate near recreational vacation regions 
where good transportation (air, sea, road, rail) allows access to the 
marketplace.”- Site Selector

Business owners like to 
locate near recreational 

vacation regions where good 
transportation (air, sea, road, 

rail) allows access to the 
marketplace.

— Site Selector

"

"
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71% of site selectors agreed that tourism has some influence 
on attracting and retaining a qualified workforce. This should be 
interesting to both DMOs and EDOs, since attracting and retaining 
workforce is quickly rising to the top of the list as an economic 
development priority. As companies vie to locate where workforce 
is, and as visitors seek out their next vacation, how a brand attracts 
and retains those audiences is really a destination’s challenge of 
the next 25 years. 

Further, Atlas has been engaged in more workforce recruitment 
marketing initiatives than ever before. Why?

 » Millennials demand more from their communities than just 
great jobs. Work life balance is of tantamount importance. They 
look to find employment in communities that provide amenities 
beyond the basics.

 » Economic developers are beginning to understand that 
marketing a community’s quality of life compels potential 
workforce to envision the life they can build in that community.

 » Building and fostering an image of your community shapes 
perceptions with both potential workforce and potential 
businesses looking to relocate.

Tourism promotion impacts 
perceptions and tourism 
assets enhance quality of 
life, which is important to 

recruiting talent - I think they 
are inherently connected.

— Site Selector

"

"

71% of site selectors agreed that 
tourism has some influence on attracting 
and retaining a qualified workforce.
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Three Steps to Take an Economic Development 
Approach to Tourism Marketing

1) CRAFT A BRAND THAT TELLS  
    YOUR STORY. CREATE A MARKETING  
    STRATEGY AND CAMPAIGN THAT  
    SELLS YOUR STORY

• Inventory your assets, and develop your 
positioning

• Digital has become the game changer, 
especially as the world becomes more 
competitive at a faster and faster rate, 
and choices for visitors and companies 
get harder.  Positioning your marketing 
for visibility and engagement in the digital 
space is a smart strategy for both DMOs 
and EDOs.

• Identify your audiences, including site selectors 
and targeted industries

• Develop your goals and create metrics around 
each one

• Identify your tactics for each audience to 
accomplish your goals

• Keep in mind, places leave the most lasting 
impressions, tangible or intangible, on 
human beings. And, human beings still 
make the decision where a company stays 
or relocates to, and, similarly, where they 
want to vacation. 

• Develop your budget and tactical calendar

• Execute

• Having a brand gives you the tools to have 
a real dialogue about your place. 

2) MARKET YOUR LOCAL ASSETS

• Leverage your local celebrities, products, and 
attractions to help generate regional and national 
awareness of your community as a great place to 
live, work, and play.

3) USE TOURISM AS A TARGETED  
    INDUSTRY FOR ECONOMIC  
    DEVELOPMENT

• Collaborate with EDOs to create a unified 
voice when talking about your community 
to maximize impact

• Participate in economic development and 
tourism co-op marketing opportunities

• Work with economic development and 
chamber organizations in your community

• Align tourism and economic development 
messages

• Partner with academic institutions 
to communicate the benefits of your 
community to potential workforce assets of 
the future
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TOURISM IS AN ECONOMIC ENGINE. It contributes a significant 
portion to national and world GDP, it accounts for one out of 11 jobs, and 
tourism employment continues to outpace all other traded sectors. It’s a 
domineering industry that’s expected to grow 4.4% over the next decade, 
and its resounding impacts on our economy are vast.  

As funding for both economic development and tourism initiatives 
continue to be scrutinized and often undervalued, it is important that 
tourism marketing professionals understand the impact of destination 
promotion to economic development, providing value to everyone in the 
community in the form of job creation and capital investment.
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About  
Atlas Advertising
Atlas Advertising is a niche digital marketing, strategy, and creative firm whose goal as a company is to 
connect people to places and ideas to action. We help communities and destinations grow their economies, 
attract visitors and talent, and compete for jobs through technology and strategy.  
 
Our purpose is empowering community greatness, and we are laser focused on building digital marketing 
programs that generate the greatest results for our clients. We’ve worked with more than 180 economic 
development and destination marketing organizations in 47 states and six countries, and our experience 
brings a perspective to our work that is unmatched in visitor and business attraction, community branding, 
and place marketing.

 
 
 
Atlas Advertising 
www.atlas-advertising.com

AGENCY SERVICES 
 » Destination marketing strategies

 » Digital engagement and creative services

 » Paid media

CONTACT INFORMATION  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Guillermo Mazier, CEO 
e: guillermom@Atlas-Advertising.com 
t: 303.292.3300 x232

The number of jobs we help create in 
our client communities every week321:     

http://atlas-advertising.com/Home.aspx
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