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Exchange Tourists: Enhancing Destination (Self-)Awareness through the 
Tourism First Impressions Program 

 
Abstract 
Experience-based feedback from outsiders can help improve visitor experiences and enhance 
destination development efforts. This presentation focuses on the continued development 
and adaptation of “Tourism First Impressions,” a structured evaluation program that 
combines elements of secret shopping and familiarization trips to provide visitor perceptions 
data to destinations and tourism stakeholders. 
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Introduction 
For communities and regions striving to grow their tourism economies, understanding 

how visitors perceive their destination is critical. A fresh perspective from an outsider can reveal 
both strengths and opportunities that may not be obvious to residents and local stakeholders. For 
many years, the service industry has used undercover “mystery” or “secret” shoppers for 
evaluation, a strategy now increasingly utilized by the public sector (Jacob et al., 2018). In the 
tourism industry, familiarization trips (i.e. “fam trips”) are a common practice that can provide 
useful two-way information exchange between a host destination and visiting delegates. Fam 
trips are essentially guided tours that allow key representatives such as tour company agents to 
see and experience a destination’s top amenities, with the intention of generating future visitation 
to the region. While the visitors become more familiar with the destination and attractions and 
thus better able to promote them to their own audiences, the hosts may also gain useful 
information about certain types of travelers, such as food preferences and travel behaviors, 
allowing them to better serve and appeal to these markets (Lin et al., 2018). 

An ongoing, multi-state, Extension-led tourism research and engagement partnership has 
aimed to incorporate elements of “secret shopping” and “fam trips” into investigations of three 
rural regions’ tourism strengths and opportunities. Working with local partners, Extension 
community and economic development specialists from four states have applied a structured 
evaluation approach, “Tourism First Impressions” (here abbreviated as TFI; noting that similar 
and related Extension-led programs are also called “First Impressions Tourism” or “FIT”) to 
bring a community-engaged, applied research angle to destination development. The project 
team approaches each region with an intentionally open-minded envisioning of who a region’s 
key visitor segments, demographics, and interests could be. The visitor team is tasked with 
applying their own interests and preferences, while also considering the unique needs and 
preferences of individuals, families, and groups, as well as visitors with varying physical 
abilities.  

This project arises from a long lineage of related programs, as Extension specialists have 
often utilized partnerships between communities as strategies for creating mutual benefits and 
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shared learning. This “TFI” program has origins in Extension’s “First Impressions” program (see 
University of Wisconsin Extension, n.d.), which is not tourism-centric and commonly focuses on 
communities’ downtowns or main streets rather than destination regions and travel experiences. 
Evaluations of past First Impressions programming indicate that this form of community-
engaged assessment work can yield a variety of positive outcomes, such as network-building and 
catalyzation of community initiatives (Nix, Eades, & Frost, 2013). Reflecting upon how First 
Impressions programming may be most effective, Extension professionals have suggested that it 
may yield greater positive impacts when utilized as part of longer-term engagements related to 
tourism, community placemaking, planning, and development (Brown et al., 2018). 
 

Methods 
This current iteration of the TFI program uses multi-state collaboration toward 

developing a framework for cross-region exchange, refining an assessment tool that communities 
and destination marketing organizations (DMOs) can use for destination development and 
tourism advancement. This current TFI project is part of a broader multi-state, multi-year 
research and engagement project focused on rural destination development and tourism 
sustainability, which also includes resident and visitor surveys, asset inventories, and secondary 
data analysis. The project engages three destination regions in the Northeast United States, each 
represented by local stakeholders and university/Extension partners. Regions include the 
Monongahela Forest region of West Virginia, the Upper Valley region of Vermont and New 
Hampshire, and the Allegheny National Forest region of Pennsylvania. 

In this TFI collaboration, Extension specialists have facilitated travel exchanges between 
three different destination regions. During multi-day trips, the out-of-state visitors explored the 
region and its attractions using a suggested itinerary developed by program partners from the 
host region (representatives from local chamber, DMO, and tourism associations, working with 
Extension coordinators). While traveling and visiting sites, the groups took notes of their 
observations of perceived strengths, trip highlights, and opportunities for improvement. 
Itineraries were supplemented with formal and informal meetings with local stakeholders to 
further enhance the cross-educational component. By traveling in groups of 3-4 people, there 
were ample opportunities for on-the-go conversation and discussion, reflecting a “roving focus 
group” model of regional exploration (see Propst et al., 2008). Upon completing the trip, the 
groups shared their perceptions and findings with the project coordinators and host region’s 
stakeholder participants, providing an “outsider” lens to help guide development efforts and 
initiatives. For two of the three participating regions, the program was set up as a true reciprocal 
exchange, with a group of delegates from the host region then visiting the partner’s region. 
 

Preliminary Findings and Implications 
The two (out of three) completed TFI exchange trips from Fall 2024 and Spring 2025 

provide examples of program execution as well as key takeaways and recommendations for 
future TFI projects or related assessment techniques. These trips, and their resulting reports, 
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suggest visitor exchanges to be a useful methodology for feedback, education, and networking, 
with ample opportunities for customization depending upon a region’s needs, interests, and 
unique context. Combined with other Extension-generated insights from First Impressions, FIT, 
and other related community-integrated programming, this ongoing project provides a possible 
template for other Extension providers, destination management organizations (DMOs), and 
community-based organizations who are interested in fun, interactive, place-based evaluation 
strategies.  

Importantly, there are a wide variety of ways that researchers might develop, adapt, and 
customize their assessment instrument, visitor protocols, and feedback/reporting procedures. 
Research design considerations can make large differences in the types of data that may be 
gleaned, or the secondary benefits of such as project, such as inter-organizational communication 
and network-building. For instance, whether or not the researcher visitors intend to play a true 
“secret shopper” role or take a more transparent approach (which may include the incorporation 
of stakeholder meetings into the trip experience) could greatly impact visitors’ perceptions of the 
destination and the experience. There are likely positive and negative aspects in utilizing either 
approach. Regardless of the visitors’ strategy and degree of visitor role-playing, collaboration 
and stakeholder engagement are essential throughout the project’s process to ensure that findings 
best reflect the community and can be most meaningfully applied in destination development 
initiatives. 

In addition, triangulating data from a mixed methods approach that includes both 
subjective (First Impressions, resident and visitor surveys) and objective (secondary data and 
asset analysis) data can yield rich results. This will occur in the in the final stages of the project 
in hopes that exploring destination development and tourism sustainability from multiple 
perspectives, along with an opportunity to compare findings across regions, can yield critical 
insights for local destination leaders.   
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