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Agritourism in Transition: Exploring Change and Growth Across Montana’s 
Rural Landscape 

 

 

Abstract 
Over the past two decades, agritourism in Montana has undergone significant change, 

evolving from an informal extension of farm and ranch life into a more visible, diversified, and 

increasingly professionalized sector. This paper examines how agritourism in Montana is 
changing in response to shifting economic conditions, visitor expectations, and rural social 

dynamics. Drawing on open-ended survey responses and interviews with agritourism 

producers and experts, the study explores changes in visibility and awareness, diversification 

of experiences, expanding economic and social roles, and emerging challenges shaping the 
sector’s trajectory. Findings show that Montana agritourism is expanding and diversifying 

while taking on greater economic and community significance. However, uneven 

development and persistent regulatory, social, and land-use challenges continue to influence 
how the sector evolves. Overall, the study highlights agritourism as a dynamic system 

reshaping agricultural operations, rural communities, and tourism landscapes in Montana. 

 
Keywords: Agritourism, rural tourism, agriculture, change, Montana farmers and ranches 
 

 

Introduction  

 

Over the past two decades - and particularly within the last ten years - agritourism in 

Montana has experienced notable growth and transformation. What was once an informal 

extension of farm and ranch life has evolved into a recognized and increasingly professionalized 

sector, offering new economic opportunities for agricultural producers while responding to 

growing visitor demand for authentic, place-based experiences. This shift reflects broader global 

trends, as rural destinations worldwide adopt agritourism as a strategy to diversify local 

economies, preserve agricultural heritage, and strengthen connections between producers and the 

public (Lane et al., 2018; Chase et al., 2018; Whitt et al., 2019). 

In Montana, agritourism has grown not only in scope but also in cultural importance. 

Consumers are increasingly interested in where their food comes from and in forming direct 

connections with rural lifestyles, helping move activities such as farm stays, U-pick operations, 

educational tours, and on-farm events into the mainstream (Rademaker et al., 2007). For many 

small and mid-sized farms, agritourism has evolved from a secondary activity into an important 

source of income, supporting economic resilience while strengthening relationships between 

producers and consumers. 

This study draws on survey data and interviews with agritourism producers and experts, 

and historical comparisons to examine how agritourism is evolving across the state. The findings 

highlight structural changes within the sector, shifting producer and visitor perspectives, and 

regional variation shaped by geography, infrastructure, and community context. These insights 

underscore agritourism’s growing role in Montana as both an economic strategy and a dynamic 

force shaping rural identity, community engagement, and the future of agricultural landscapes. 
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Literature Review  

Agritourism has been widely recognized as a growing and evolving sector within both 

agricultural and tourism systems. Recent studies document rapid expansion in agritourism 

participation, driven by farmers’ and ranchers’ efforts to diversify income, remain competitive, 

and adapt to changing economic and environmental conditions (Quella et al., 2023; Chase et al., 

2018; Whitt et al., 2019). Agritourism activities commonly include farm tours, U-pick 

operations, farm-to-table dinners, educational programs, hospitality services, and hands-on 

experiences, all of which create opportunities for direct engagement between producers and 

visitors. 

The literature emphasizes agritourism’s particular importance for small and mid-sized 

agricultural operations, where supplemental income can improve financial stability and long-

term viability (Whitt et al., 2019). Beyond economic benefits, agritourism has been shown to 

support rural development goals by preserving agricultural heritage, enhancing public 

understanding of farming practices, and fostering stronger rural–urban connections (Chase et al., 

2018). These outcomes align with broader discussions of multifunctional agriculture, where 

farms and ranches serve economic, cultural, and educational roles. 

Montana provides a distinct context for agritourism development due to its expansive 

landscapes, low population density, and strong agricultural identity. Agriculture remains a 

cornerstone of the state’s economy, with approximately 62% of Montana’s 93 million acres 

dedicated to farming and ranching (USDA NASS, 2022). At the same time, tourism has become 

an increasingly important economic driver, with 12.5 million visitors spending $5.82 billion in 

the state in 2022 (Weddell, 2023). Scholars note that Montana’s rural character, agricultural 

heritage, and connection to nature create favorable conditions for agritourism growth (Haggerty, 

2018). 

Early research on agritourism in Montana - including studies conducted by the Institute 

for Tourism and Recreation Research (ITRR) in 1997 (Black & Nickerson, 1997) and 2007 

(Rademaker et al., 2007) - documented emerging partnerships between agriculture and 

recreation, highlighting producer motivations, types of activities offered, visitor origins, and key 

barriers to participation. While these studies used different methodologies and are not directly 

comparable, they provide valuable historical context and reveal enduring themes that continue to 

shape agritourism today. Since their completion, significant political, economic, social, and 

environmental changes have altered both agricultural and tourism landscapes, underscoring the 

need for updated research. 

Contemporary agritourism research frequently references the conceptual framework 

developed by Chase et al. (2018), which defines agritourism as farming-related activities 

conducted within an agricultural setting that include direct sales, education, entertainment, 

hospitality, and outdoor recreation. This widely accepted framework is both clear and inclusive 

and provides a solid foundation for understanding how agritourism continues to evolve.  Using 

this framework and drawing on recent data, this paper focuses on how agritourism in Montana is 

changing, offering updated insight into how the sector is adapting to new opportunities, 

challenges, and expectations in a changing rural economy. The full report produced by ITRR 

(Hartman et al., 2025) provides detailed analysis of agritourism’s current status, activity types, 

producer motivations, challenges and barriers, future plans, and land-use implications. 
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Findings 

This section presents findings based on analysis of two open-ended survey questions -“In 

your opinion, how has Montana agritourism changed in the past 15 years?” and “How do you 

see Montana agritourism changing in the future?”- along with responses to interview questions 

that examined perceived changes in agritourism and broader regional shifts over the past 15 

years and how those changes relate to agritourism trends.  

Findings suggest that Montana agritourism is widely perceived as a sector that has 

changed substantially over the past 15 years, both in visibility and formality. While respondents 

vary in how they interpret these changes, five interconnected themes emerge: (1) increased 

visibility and awareness, (2) diversification and mainstreaming of experiences, (3) economic 

strategy and farm viability, (4) strengthening community connections and collaboration, and (5) 

uneven landscapes and emerging concerns. 

Increased Visibility and Awareness 

Across interviews and survey responses, one of the most consistent themes was the 

growing visibility and recognition of agritourism as a concept. Several respondents emphasized 

that agritourism itself is not new, but that it has only recently been named, formalized, and 

widely discussed. Interview participants described a shift in awareness, noting that activities long 

practiced by farmers and ranchers are now understood and labeled as agritourism. As one 

interviewee explained, “I don’t think it’s changed. I think we got assigned a name… agritourism 

has always, always, always existed. The thing that's different now is the formality of having it be 

recognized.” Another echoed this sentiment, stating, “The biggest change is that we got it 

labeled at some point.” 

This recognition was widely described as both more common and more clearly 

understood. One participant noted, “Oh, way more prevalent. It’s common, and it’s something 

that people talk about. I think people are familiar with the word of agritourism at this 

point.” Others framed the change as gradual but accelerating, stating, “I think it's starting to pick 

up.” Several respondents also suggested that awareness has expanded beyond simply knowing 

the term to better understanding the range of activities agritourism includes. One interviewee 

reflected, “I think the concept, uh, if you had asked someone to talk about five different types of 

agritourism before so many, you know, people would have been like, what?” while another 

emphasized changing perceptions, noting, “We know what to name it because I think it's been 

here, but it was looked less favorably on.” 

Respondents also linked this conceptual shift to increased promotion and visibility, both 

through marketing and the rising profile of long-standing agritourism operations. One 

interviewee observed, “I would think that there has been a growth in that it's being advertised 

more the agritourism. And it's being marketed to the people that are moving into the state 

because they want local,” adding that demand is likely to continue because “all those people 

that move here want local.” Others pointed to the expanding reach of long-established guest 

ranches, noting, “We've had guest ranches for 130 years in the Blackfoot… but now they're 

hitting national scope.” This heightened visibility led some respondents to anticipate rapid 

expansion, with one stating, “I believe agritourism is going to see a wicked ski jump in the State 

of Montana.” 

Survey responses reinforced these interview insights by emphasizing legitimacy and 

normalization rather than novelty, with comments such as “It arrived,” “It’s a common 

activity,” “It's on the radar now,” and “The word evolved and is now recognized as legitimate 
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pursuit.” Several respondents contrasted current familiarity with the past, including one who 

noted, “I don’t think even 10 years ago I even knew that that was a word.” These findings 

suggest that one of the most significant changes in Montana agritourism has been conceptual 

rather than operational - the act of naming and legitimizing long-standing practices in ways that 

have expanded acceptance and participation across the state. 

Beyond this conceptual shift, producers consistently described agritourism as expanding 

in scale and visibility. Many respondents framed agritourism as having evolved from something 

rare into a familiar part of Montana’s rural landscape. As one survey respondent put it 

simply, “Seems to be growing steadily,” while another noted, “The demand for it has increased 

dramatically”. 

Looking ahead, most producers expected this growth to continue. Some expressed 

confidence - “We only see it continuing to grow”—while others cautioned that future success 

may depend on stronger business capacity. As one respondent warned, “Peeking within the next 

few years - then only those with strong business sense will continue & grow agritourism.”  These 

perspectives reflect a broad consensus that agritourism has moved into the mainstream and is 

likely to keep expanding, even as producers anticipate increasing competition and 

professionalization. 

Diversification and Mainstreaming of Experiences 

Producers also described agritourism as diversifying in terms of both who participates 

and what experiences are offered, noting that Montana tourism is no longer limited to a few 

iconic destinations or traditional tourism hubs. One interviewee reflected on how tourism in the 

state was once viewed as concentrated in only a handful of places, explaining, “I always thought 

that Montana was like a state of ranchers and tourists. But I feel like the tourism only happened 

in a few places.” That perception has shifted in recent years, particularly after the COVID-19 

pandemic, as people sought out less populated areas. As the same interviewee observed, “I think 

that people are starting to change their mind about that, especially after Covid… that kind of 

showed a lot of Montanans that we have a beautiful place here.” This shift has encouraged 

producers - especially younger generations - to open their land and practices to the public, with 

the interviewee adding, “My generation is opening their minds and eyes a little bit… we can 

share this with people.” 

Many producers anticipated broader participation across the agricultural sector, 

particularly among small and family-run operations. One survey respondent wrote, “I see more 

small farms and ranches offering agritourism opportunities to help increase their own 

sustainability and spread education on the importance of ag,” while others simply 

predicted “More folks participating” and that “More family ranches see a benefit to 

agritourism.” Interviewees similarly emphasized that agritourism has evolved beyond earlier, 

more informal perceptions of the sector. One participant reflected, “15 years ago agritourism was 

just a hobby farm type of mentality… the petting zoos… but that wasn't actually farming.” In 

contrast, they noted that today, “a lot of these smaller farms are really realizing that they need 

agriculture, agritourism, and they need that diversification” leading to “a lot more acceptance 

and a lot more opportunity.” 

Diversification was also evident in the range and nature of experiences being offered. 

Survey respondents pointed to the rise of new activities, with one noting, “The interest in 

agritourism has greatly increased, glamping has become popular.” Interview data reinforced 

this expansion, with one producer describing how offerings now span multiple levels of 
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formality and price points: “It’s almost like 2 directions happening… the simpler farm stands 

like there's more access happening. And then there’s the higher end piece and the guy up the 

road's expensive farm also has its place.” Another interviewee emphasized the sheer scale of 

change, stating, “Oh, it’s totally blown up like, probably 15 years ago there was maybe 5 to 10 

places in Montana. But now you know, you got goats and llamas and lavender farms, and 

everybody's opening up to the public.” 

Changes in how agritourism experiences are designed and perceived further illustrate the 

sector’s evolution. One interviewee described how U-pick operations have shifted toward 

experience-based offerings: “People are willing to pay whatever to come and pick… Because 

you're getting, you're paying for an experience.” This change reflects a broader trend toward 

valuing agritourism not just as access to products, but as curated experiences that require 

planning, scheduling, and visitor management.   

In general, these perspectives highlight an increasingly diverse agritourism landscape in 

Montana - one that includes a wider range of participants, locations, and experiences, from 

informal community-oriented activities to more structured and upscale offerings. 

Economic Strategy and Farm Viability 

An important theme emerging from both survey and interview responses was the 

changing role of agritourism as an economic strategy for sustaining agricultural operations. 

Many producers described a shift in how agritourism is viewed - from an optional or secondary 

activity to an increasingly essential component of financial viability. As one respondent stated 

directly, it is “Necessary to supplement farm income.” Another highlighted a growing 

recognition among producers, noting, “There is now more of an awareness that it can diversify 

the income of an operation.” Respondents also connected this evolving role to longer-term 

family and intergenerational stability, with one producer suggesting, “I hope it increases and 

adds to the economic sustainability of family operations.” 

Others linked agritourism’s future importance to broader demographic change within 

agriculture. One producer reflected, “I see stronger growth in agritourism in the future 

especially as a way to sustain family operations as we see a large increase of aging out of 

producers.” Interviewees echoed these motivations at a regional scale, describing agritourism as 

a potential community-wide economic driver. As one producer explained, “If agrotourism works 

here, it could be sold to benefit the entire Bitterroot Valley.”  These perspectives frame 

agritourism as more than supplemental income; many producers now view it as a critical and 

evolving strategy for the long-term viability of individual farms, family operations, and rural 

economies. 

Community Connections and Collaboration 

Beyond its economic role, study participants described agritourism as an increasingly 

important social force that has evolved to bring people together, strengthen community ties, and 

reconnect residents and visitors with local agriculture. Producers emphasized that agritourism 

has expanded its role in creating shared spaces where people feel connected to both place and 

one another. One interviewee captured this shift by explaining, “Just continuing to be that 

support for the community, that when the community wants a place to go or wants a place to be 

inspired or wants a place to spend the day that we can be that for them.” This reflects how 
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agritourism sites are increasingly functioning as informal gathering places that foster meaningful 

interaction and shared experience. 

Several interviewees linked this evolution to a renewed emphasis on collective action and 

neighborly support. One producer reflected, “Well, it doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure out 

that that's what people want… if you can flash back… our grandparents, great grandparents 

talking about what it was like when you'd help the neighbor.” Others noted growing enthusiasm 

around these efforts, with one interviewee observing, “We’re going from a community of not a 

lot of that to it growing… people are getting excited about this idea. Ranching can be more than 

just the grind work.” These comments suggest a shift in how agritourism is perceived - not only 

as a business, but as a way to reintroduce shared experiences into rural life. 

Agritourism was also increasingly framed as a community hub, particularly in rural areas 

where social infrastructure has declined. One participant explained, “I do think it would bring 

community together… it could become a community center in a way… for meetings or potlucks 

or things like that.” Another described their operation as a place of belonging, stating, “We can 

kind of be, we belong to them at this point.” These perspectives highlight how agritourism 

operations are taking on broader social roles within their communities. 

Interviewees further emphasized that collaboration among local businesses has grown 

alongside agritourism’s social reach. One producer shared, “When people stop here, we can 

always say, ‘Oh, you should stop here on the way out of town,’” while another described 

partnerships with restaurants that help extend agricultural storytelling: “If there's a restaurant 

that is willing to use the berries… they say, ‘Oh, well, you can go contact this person.’” At the 

same time, participants acknowledged mixed community reactions, particularly in areas 

experiencing tourism pressure. As one producer noted, while residents may complain about 

crowds, “they think it's cool that we have tours like.” Others emphasized that agritourism’s 

growing social role depends on maintaining its educational focus, with one interviewee 

stating, “The benefits are immense… if they always kind of at their core keep that educational 

component.”  These perspectives illustrate how agritourism in Montana is changing not only as 

an economic activity, but as an evolving social platform that fosters connection, collaboration, 

and shared identity while navigating the challenges that come with growth. 

Uneven Landscapes and Emerging Concerns 

Despite broad optimism about agritourism’s growth, producers consistently described 

persistent - and in some cases intensifying - barriers that shape how the sector is changing across 

Montana. Financial constraints remain a central challenge, particularly as agritourism shifts from 

informal activities to more structured operations. One interviewee explained, “It’s extremely 

expensive… if you try to start very small, you’re not going to get much of a revenue return”, 

while another noted, “I don’t just have 20K sitting around to do things.” As agritourism 

becomes more formalized, the cost of infrastructure, repairs, and visitor-ready spaces has 

increased, making expansion difficult for many producers. 

Insurance, liability, and regulation were among the most frequently cited challenges. 

Many producers described insurance as “the crushing blow” that makes agritourism difficult to 

sustain, particularly in a “litigious society.” Several reported being dropped by insurers or facing 

prohibitively high premiums simply for opening their land to the public. Regulatory and zoning 

challenges further complicate growth, with respondents describing inconsistent county-level 

rules and being regulated “the same as distilleries and brewers—not applicable to us at 
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all.” These issues are often amplified by neighbor opposition and land-use conflicts, creating 

uncertainty for producers considering expansion. 

Labor shortages and capacity constraints also shape agritourism’s evolution. Producers 

emphasized the difficulty of finding reliable help and the added workload of marketing, hosting, 

and managing visitors, noting that “you’re not just farming… you’re running a small business on 

the side.” At the same time, respondents highlighted geographic unevenness in how agritourism 

is developing across the state. Some, particularly in remote or newly settled areas, reported 

limited change, with one noting, “Just a couple people in our area do it,” and another 

explaining, “Probably increase in more populated areas. We are very rural.” 

These perspectives suggest that while agritourism in Montana is expanding and evolving, 

its future trajectory remains uneven and closely tied to producers’ ability to navigate rising costs, 

regulatory complexity, labor shortages, land-use pressures, and shifting community dynamics. 

Overall, the survey and interview data portray Montana agritourism as rapidly growing, 

increasingly mainstream, and diversifying, while simultaneously functioning as a critical 

economic and community-building strategy. Yet this growth is uneven, and producers are acutely 

aware of regulatory, social, and land-use challenges that could either constrain or reshape the 

sector’s trajectory. 
 

Discussion  

The findings of this study indicate that agritourism in Montana is undergoing a 

multifaceted transformation marked by increased visibility, diversification of experiences, and 

expanding economic and social roles. Consistent with prior research (Chase et al., 2018; Whitt et 

al., 2019), producers increasingly view agritourism as a viable strategy for income diversification 

and rural development. This study builds on existing literature by showing that agritourism’s 

evolution in Montana is driven not only by economic necessity, but also by shifting cultural 

values, changing visitor expectations, and increased recognition of agritourism as a legitimate 

and professionalized sector. 

One of the most notable changes identified is conceptual rather than operational. 

Producers emphasized that many agritourism activities existed long before the term became 

widely used, but that naming and formalizing agritourism has expanded acceptance, 

participation, and promotion. This finding aligns with Chase et al.’s (2018) conceptual 

framework, suggesting that shared definitions can influence how producers, communities, and 

institutions engage with agritourism. In Montana, this conceptual shift appears to have 

contributed to broader participation and increased visibility at both local and national scales. 

The diversification and mainstreaming of agritourism experiences further illustrate this 

evolution. Agritourism has expanded into working landscapes and small communities, offering a 

wide range of experiences - from informal farm stands and educational tours to organized on-

farm gatherings, overnight stays, and diversified farm-based offerings. This diversification 

reflects changing visitor preferences for immersive, place-based experiences (Lane et al., 2018), 

while also requiring producers to balance accessibility with economic sustainability. 

Economically, agritourism has shifted from a supplemental activity to an increasingly 

important strategy for farm and ranch viability. Producers linked agritourism to long-term 

sustainability, generational transition, and demographic change within agriculture, reinforcing its 

role in supporting small and mid-sized operations (Whitt et al., 2019). At the same time, 

agritourism’s impacts extend beyond individual farms, with producers describing its potential to 

contribute to broader rural economies and community vitality. 
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The findings also highlight agritourism’s expanding social role. Participants described 

agritourism as a platform for community connection, education, and collaboration - functions 

that have become increasingly visible within rural communities. Agritourism sites increasingly 

serve as informal gathering spaces that connect residents, visitors, schools, and local businesses, 

underscoring agritourism’s cultural and relational value alongside its economic benefits. 

At the same time, significant and evolving barriers shape agritourism’s trajectory. As 

agritourism becomes more formalized, producers face rising costs, insurance and liability 

concerns, regulatory complexity, labor shortages, and uneven community support. These 

challenges vary by region, with producers in more remote areas facing additional constraints 

related to markets and infrastructure. Importantly, many of these barriers intensify as agritourism 

transitions from informal practice to recognized industry, highlighting the added complexity that 

accompanies growth. 

Overall, these findings suggest that agritourism in Montana is not following a single path 

of development. Instead, it is evolving unevenly, shaped by local context, producer capacity, 

regulatory environments, and community dynamics. Recognizing these variations is critical for 

developing policies, support programs, and educational efforts that reflect the sector’s changing 

nature 

 

Conclusion 

This study demonstrates that agritourism in Montana is not only growing, but actively 

changing in its form, function, and meaning. Drawing on survey and interview data, the findings 

show that agritourism has shifted from an informal extension of farm life to a more visible, 

diversified, and professionalized sector. Producers increasingly view agritourism as an essential 

economic strategy, a mechanism for community engagement, and a way to share agricultural 

knowledge and rural identity with a broader public. 

At the same time, agritourism’s evolution is uneven and accompanied by significant 

challenges. Rising costs, insurance and liability concerns, regulatory complexity, labor shortages, 

and land-use pressures shape how and where agritourism develops. These constraints suggest 

that agritourism’s future will depend not only on market demand, but also on producers’ ability 

to navigate an increasingly complex operating environment. 

By focusing on change, this paper contributes updated insight into how agritourism is 

evolving across Montana’s rural landscapes. As the sector continues to mature, targeted support, 

clearer policy frameworks, and context-sensitive approaches will be essential to ensure that 

agritourism remains economically viable and socially grounded. Understanding agritourism as a 

dynamic system will be key to supporting resilient agricultural operations, vibrant rural 

communities, and sustainable tourism in Montana. 
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Research Study: Gathering Tourism and Outdoor Recreation Professionals’ Perspectives on 

Adaptation Strategies for Building Resilience 

 
Abstract 

Tourism and outdoor recreation (TOR) communities in the United States are facing direct challenges 
due to climate change. During the 2025 NETtra (National Extension Tourism x Northeast Chapter of 
the Tourism and Travel Research Association) Conference roundtable session, our research team 
gathered insights from a subset of conference participants focused on understanding how the TOR 

sector in their region is being impacted by changing weather conditions, what strategies are being 
utilized to manage climatic changes, and possible future directions for Extension in this work. This 
proceedings article summarizes the findings from this discussion. In general, our findings 
demonstrate that climate change is affecting the TOR industry in many ways and that there is a clear 

role for Extension professionals in supporting communities as they work to adapt to the impacts of 
climate change. 

 
Keywords: climate change, tourism & outdoor recreation, adaptation, perspectives 

 

Introduction 

 The impacts of climate change are being felt across many areas of society, driving the need for 

strategies and solutions that can sustain communities. Adaptation strategies, in particular, are options for 

action that help communities manage the “actual or expected climate and its effects, in order to moderate 

harm or exploit beneficial opportunities” (IPCC, 2022). Identifying adaptation strategies that are relevant 

and implementable at a local level is key for individuals, communities, and industries to be viable into the 

future (IPCC, 2022); however, the body of literature that examines the implementation of adaptation 

strategies is far more limited than what exists for the physical aspects and environmental impacts of 

climate change (Sietsma et al., 2021). 

 When it comes to the tourism and outdoor recreation (TOR) sector, little work that examines 

adaptation strategies has been published, despite the fact that TOR is currently being impacted by climate 

change and will continue to be into the next century (Willwerth et al., 2023). Most existing literature 

focuses on changes in physical conditions (Askew & Bowker, 2018; Willwerth et al., 2023), economic 

viability (Chin et al., 2018), and visitor perceptions (Wilkins & Horne, 2024). This work is valuable and 

needed, but it is essential that research also examines specific steps that TOR communities, stakeholders, 

and industries are currently taking or can take to adapt to current and future changes (O’Toole et al., 

2019). 

 The lack of existing research in this area can make it challenging to support TOR stakeholders as 

an Extension professional. Without peer-reviewed research and other studied strategies to help 

communities make informed decisions, we have found it challenging to move past knowledge-based 

outreach in our own work in the midwestern United States (WICCI, 2022; Holland et al., 2024). In an 

effort to help fill some of the gaps in existing knowledge, we conducted a research study at the 2025 

NETtra Conference to better understand: 1) what climate impacts are being felt by TOR professionals in 

their respective regions, 2) what climate adaptation strategies are being implemented and what makes 

them effective, and 3) what Extension’s role should be in this work. 

 

Methods 

 To achieve our research objectives, we conducted focus groups during a roundtable session at the 

2025 NETtra Conference. The session was 35 minutes in length and open to any conference attendees 

who wanted to participate. Our session began with a brief overview of our study goals and methodology 

and introduction to the topic of climate change and TOR, with participants signing consent forms to 
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indicate their willingness to participate before the focus groups began. Session attendees were not 

required to participate in the research study and could opt out at any time. 

   Following the session introduction, participants were given time to independently fill out a 

questionnaire that included multiple choice and open-ended questions (see Appendix for full draft of 

questionnaire). 

 The questionnaire consisted of two sets of questions. The first set of questions (titled “Question 

Set 1: Climate Impacts on Tourism & Outdoor Recreation” in the questionnaire) focused on what climate 

impacts participants have been observing in their region. The second set of questions (titled “Question Set 

2: Climate Adaptation Strategies” in the questionnaire) focused on adaptation strategies that they have 

witnessed or supported and the role that they see for Extension in this work. After answering each set of 

questions, participants were given time to discuss their answers in their small groups. A few minutes were 

allocated for the larger group to debrief together at the end of the roundtable session before completed 

questionnaires were collected for analysis by the research team. The questionnaires were designed to keep 

identifying information separate to maintain confidentially, following protocols approved by the 

University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point Institutional Review Board (Protocol Number: 2025-52). 

  We received a total of 10 completed questionnaires from roundtable session participants. We have 

used descriptive statistics to summarize the various climate impacts experienced by participants and 

thematic analysis to find commonalities across the participants’ open-ended responses in the subsequent 

Results section (Patton, 2002). The co-authors met to discuss emergent themes after reviewing the 

completed questionnaires independently. Due to the small sample size, we note that this research is meant 

to be exploratory in nature rather than used to draw any broad conclusions. 

 

Results 

Geographic Scope 

 Of the 10 participants in our research study, eight work in the Northeast NET (National Extension 

Tourism) region, which includes Maine, New Hampshire, Connecticut, Vermont, Rhode Island, 

Massachusetts, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, West Virginia, Delaware, and Maryland. This 

geographic grouping was unsurprising given the conference location in and focus on New Hampshire and 

the northeastern United States; however, two participants noted that they work across multiple NET 

regions or have global clients. 

 

Question Set 1: Climate Impacts on Tourism & Outdoor Recreation 

 Every participant selected at least one climate impact that they are experiencing in their region 

(Figure 1). Extreme heat was the most selected impact from the list of options, with a total of nine 

responses. Less snow, more extreme weather, and shifting seasons were also selected by a majority of our 

participants. 

 The remaining nine climate impacts were selected by less than half of our participants with three 

impacts not selected at all (less wildfire, more snow, and less extreme weather). In the “other” category, 

participants described: more condensed periods of rain, drought, more ice, and seasonal variations in 

precipitation. 
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Figure 1. Number of respondents indicating that their region is experiencing the given climate impact. 

Respondents were allowed to select more than one impact. 

  

 Participants were also asked to name the two climate impacts that are having the greatest effect 

on their region’s TOR sector. Extreme weather conditions were mentioned most frequently (five total 

responses), while hotter temperatures, more extreme temperatures, shifting seasons, less snow, and beach 

impacts were mentioned by at least one participant. Two participants indicated that they were unsure 

which climate impacts are having the greatest effect on TOR in their region. 

 In terms of seasonal impacts, every participant except one, who was “not sure,” selected at least 

one season when asked which seasons are experiencing the most impacts on tourism and outdoor 

recreation in their region (Figure 2). Winter and summer were selected the most by participants, though 

fall was also selected by half. Spring had the lowest number of responses with only three. 
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Figure 2. Number of respondents indicating that their region is experiencing climate impacts to their TOR 

sector most greatly in the corresponding season. Respondents were allowed to select more than one 

season. One participant circled every category including “none” in single circle. We think this was a 

mistaken “none” selection, so it is not on the chart. 

 

Vulnerability and Resilience of Specific Activities 

 In two open-ended questions, participants were asked to describe the TOR activities that they 

consider most vulnerable and most resilient to climate change. In general, participants viewed the TOR 

activities that rely on consistent weather conditions to be the most vulnerable. Winter sports like 

snowmobiling, skiing, and ice skating were seen as especially vulnerable by participants. Responses were 

accompanied by phrases like “snow is rare and doesn’t stick” or “…due to the lack of snow & shorter 

season.” Others pinpointed fall TOR activities as particularly vulnerable, stating that leaf colors are less 

vibrant due to drought, apple picking season is shifting, and overall travel is declining. Water-based 

activities, such as boating, fishing, and kayaking, were also mentioned by several participants as being 

vulnerable to changing conditions, such as lower water levels and poor water quality. A smaller subset of 

respondents identified how climate conditions, like air pollution and extreme weather, are interfering with 

outdoor festivals and events. 

 The most resilient TOR activities, according to participants, included many trail-based activities 

that are not dependent on snow, e.g., mountain biking, hiking, ATVing, and camping. While these 

activities were identified by some participants as their region’s most climate vulnerable in the previous 

question, one participant noted that “people keep coming back” to do them. This phenomenon might be 

due to the fact that, as another participant shared, “[s]ummers in my area are nicer (less rain) as result of 

climate change.” Other activities identified as the most resilient to climate change are ones that are less 

dependent on ideal weather conditions like art, culinary, and cultural tourism. Road cycling was also 

mentioned by one participant. Two participants had no response to this question. 

 

Question Set 2: Climate Adaptation Strategies 

Perspectives on Observed Strategies 

 Through a series of four open-ended questions and one yes/no question, participants were asked: 

(1) to describe what climate adaptation strategies they have observed being used by the TOR industry in 

their region, (2) to indicate if they have been involved in these efforts, and (3) to share how these 

strategies have been effective or fallen short. 

 The climate adaptation strategies listed by participants ranged from specific technological fixes, 
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like misters and larger culverts, to social interventions like visitor education on climate change. The 

most-listed adaptation strategy was diversification of activities and attractions. Diversification is 

occurring at the individual business level, e.g., one participant stated, “[i]dentifying alternative visitor 

experiences; [s]kiing is down, using ski resorts as different venues/experiences,” as well as at the 

community level. In addition, several participants noted how diversification can be used to drive tourism 

in the spring or fall shoulder seasons, e.g., one participant mentioned hosting more festivals or events 

later into the fall. 

 Another participant suggested creating “[m]ore unique/experiential options,” like after-dark type 

tourism. 

 In terms of involvement in climate adaptation strategies, only three participants indicated that 

they have worked directly on these projects, with six indicating that they have not and one participant not 

responding to this question. 

 When participants were asked to describe what makes the adaptation strategies that they have 

observed effective or fall short, participants provided a variety of responses. One participant felt that an 

effective strategy “[w]orks w[ith] the changes instead of fighting them,” while another noted the 

importance of the “[a]lignment of marketing and projects.” In general, the need to be flexible and 

collaborative across the industry was a common thread in participants’ responses. When describing why 

some strategies fall short, one participant wrote that an extended TOR season can stress infrastructure, 

workforce, and local residents. In addition, as seen with broader climate impacts, there are inevitably 

“winners” and “losers.” One participant criticized existing strategies as being “[o]ne sided – benefit 

businesses and regions that are already doing well, harder to benefit ones that are missing out because of 

delayed seasons and loss of potential revenue.” 

 

Extension’s Role in this Work 

 The final question for participants asked them to describe how they think the role of Extension 

could improve when it comes to TOR adaptation efforts, and it received nine responses. In general, 

participants felt that Extension should “[l]ead the conversation” by sharing success stories, hosting 

community discussions, and highlighting the impacts of climate change on TOR. Others mentioned the 

need to create training for TOR professionals and destinations that supports the implementation of 

adaptation strategies. Overall, this points to a need to provide tangible outcomes for these communities 

rather than just information. For example, one participant stated “[i]t doesn’t always have to be education 

(it starts there though). Fix the visitor experiences to adapt!” Other participants wrote: “[c]onnecting 

experts w[ith] destination leaders” and “[c]ontinuing to amplify/highlight impacts of climate change at 

community level to combat disinformation and to engage support of policy makers.” These suggestions 

highlight a desire from our participants for Extension to be actively engaged in building capacity and 

partnerships within the TOR climate change adaptation space. 

 

Conclusion: Future Research & Next Steps 

 The 2025 NETtra conference was an ideal location to explore issues relating to climate change, 

TOR, and Extension given its topical focus and diverse group of attendees. We provide five key findings 

from this roundtable discussion that can help drive future research and Extension work. First, climate 

change is impacting the TOR communities and individuals that our participants are supporting in a 

number of ways. Second, impacts are being seen year-round, but winter and fall activities are viewed as 

being the most vulnerable while activities that are less weather dependent are seen as the most resilient. 

Third, there is a broad range of climate adaptation strategies that exist to help support the TOR sector, but 

few of our participants have had direct experience with them. Fourth, adaptation strategies that respond to 

changing conditions and engage the community are viewed as the most effective. Finally, the vast 

majority of our participants see a clear role for Extension in this work, especially when it comes to 

helping communities move from “theoretical to tangible” action. By engaging in this on-the-ground 

work, Extension can provide direct support to communities while also advancing our understanding of 

climate impacts on TOR and what makes adaptation efforts successful. In addition, this work will lead to 
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broader implementation of effective adaptation practices that align with community needs and goals in 

the TOR space. It is our hope that the findings from this roundtable discussion can be used to guide others 

who are looking for direction in their work to support resilience efforts for the TOR sector. 
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Appendix 

Roundtable Discussion Questionnaire 
 

Researchers from the University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point and Wisconsin Sea Grant would 

appreciate your participation in a research study designed to understand if and how climate 

change is impacting tourism and outdoor recreation in your region. Additionally, we would like 

to understand how extension professionals and practitioners are responding to these impacts. 

 

We anticipate minimal risk for participating in this study, other than the inconvenience of the 

time to participate in the study. You could also experience discomfort discussing a topic that is 

or may impact your career and well-being. However, you will benefit from the results of the 

study. Your responses will be used to share resources with other extension professionals and 

those working in tourism and outdoor recreation via publications and other materials. 

 

The questionnaire is confidential, with the only information collected being the NET region to 

help ground the results. However, it is unlikely that anyone participating in the study would be 

connected to the project or the results. This project was reviewed and approved by the 

University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point Institutional Review Board prior to data collection. 

Your participation in this study is completely voluntary. If you want to skip questions or 

withdraw from the study at any time, you may do so without penalty. Your confidentiality will 

also be protected. We will destroy/delete all material associated with your participation and 

withdrawal from the study. 

 

Minors, those under the age of 18, are excluded from participating in this study. Can you 

please state if you are 18 years old or older? 

 

Yes No 

 

Do you consent to having your questionnaire results used for research purposes: 

Yes No 

You can still participate in the Roundtable Discussion if you selected “No” above. 

Once the study is completed, we will not contact you unless you would like the published results 

of our study. 

 

Please provide your email if you would like the published results of this Round Table 

Discussion 

 

Name:  Email:   
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If you have any questions concerning this study, please contact Dr. Natalie Chin or Dr. Austin 

Holland below. Also, feel free to contact either of us if you have any questions. 
 

Natalie Chin, Ph.D. (she/her/hers) 

Climate & Tourism Outreach Specialist 

Wisconsin Sea Grant 

University of Wisconsin Water Resources 

Institute 

Email: nchin5@aqua.wisc.edu 

Austin Holland, PhD (he/him) 

Assistant Professor & Extension Specialist 

Center for Land Use Education 

College of Natural Resources 

University of Wisconsin-Stevens Point 

Email: auhollan@uwsp.edu 

 

If you have any complaints about your treatment as a participant in this study or believe that you 

have been harmed in some way by your participation, please call or write: 

 

David Barry, PhD 

IRB Chair 

Associate Professor, Sociology 

2100 Main St. 

Old Main 208 

University of Wisconsin, Stevens Point and Extension 

Stevens Point, WI 54481 

715.346.3799 

irb@uwsp.edu 

 

Although Dr. Barry will ask for your name, all complaints are kept in confidence. 

mailto:nchin5@aqua.wisc.edu
mailto:auhollan@uwsp.edu
mailto:irb@uwsp.edu
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NET Region of Work 
 

Which region do you work in? (circle one or indicate “other”) 
 

 

Northeast North Central 

 

 

 

 

 
Southern 

 

 

 

 

 
West 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Other:  
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Question Set 1: Climate Impacts on Tourism & Outdoor Recreation 
 

Which of these climate impacts are you experiencing in your region? 
 

□ More rain 

□ Less rain 

□ Hotter temperatures 

□ Colder temperatures 

□ Shifting seasons 

□ More wildfire 

□ Less wildfire 

□ More snow 

□ Less snow 

□ More ice 

□ Less ice 

□ More extreme weather 

(storms, flooding, drought, 

etc.) 

□ Less extreme weather 

□ None 

□ Other (please explain): 

Out of the previously noted climate impacts, which are most impacting your 

region’s tourism and outdoor recreation sector in your region? (write “N/A” if not 

applicable) 

 

 

1.   

 

 

2.   

 

 

In which seasons are tourism and outdoor recreation being most impacted in your 

region? 

□ Fall 

□ Winter 

□ Spring 

□ Summer 

□ None (no impact being observed) 
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Which tourism and outdoor recreation activities do you consider to be most 

vulnerable to climate impacts in your region? Please explain: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Which tourism and outdoor recreation activities do you consider to be most 

resilient to climate impacts in your region? Please explain: 
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Question Set 2: Climate Adaptation Strategies 
 

What adaptation strategies have you observed in the tourism & outdoor recreation 

industries in your region? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Please indicate if you have had any direct involvement in these activities. 

Yes No 

 

 

What makes these strategies effective? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Where do these strategies fall short? 
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Considering the examples that we provided for Wisconsin and other efforts that 

you know about, where is there room for improvement in Extension’s role in 

supporting future adaptation efforts for the tourism and outdoor recreation 

industry? 
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Empowering Local Decision-Making Through Participatory Sustainable 
Tourism Indicators 

 

Abstract 

This study presents a scalable framework for assessing rural tourism sustainability using 

secondary data indicators generated through a participatory action research approach. By 

co-developing indicators with local stakeholders, it enhances policy relevance, community 
engagement, and long-term monitoring. The approach offers a replicable model for 

sustainable tourism development across diverse contexts. 

 
Keywords: sustainable tourism, indicators 
 

 

Introduction  
Tourism has become a central pillar of economic revitalization efforts in many rural regions. 

However, tourism growth also presents complex social, cultural, and environmental challenges that can 

undermine destinations’ long-term resilience if ignored. The UNWTO defines sustainable tourism as 

“tourism that takes full account of its current and future economic, social and environmental impacts, 

addressing the needs of visitors, the industry, the environment and host communities" (UN Tourism, n.d.). 

However, how destinations should best operationalize the concept remains elusive (Bramwell et al., 

1996). Since the early ‘90’s much discussion and debate has occurred around methodological approaches 

to establishing the limits and thresholds that would signify a transition from sustainable to unsustainable 

tourism. Sustainable tourism indicators (STIs) can help destinations move sustainability from a broad and 

vague concept into a measurable planning tool.  Some authors have been so blunt to say that if we can’t 

operationalize the concept and evaluate it in operation, the concept of sustainable tourism remains 

relegated to hyperbole and marketing jargon (Butler, 1999). When monitored over time, indicators enable 

local decision-makers to detect trends, anticipate problems, and design policies aligned with long-term 

sustainability goals (Miller & Twining-Ward, 2005; Torres-Delgado & Saarinen, 2014). 

Throughout Europe, several initiatives have worked to facilitate sound environmental, social, 

cultural and economic management for businesses and destinations, most notably the European Tourism 

Indicator System (ETIS), launched in 2013 to provide tourism stakeholders with an easy and useful 

toolkit to help stakeholders to measure and monitor their sustainability management processes and enable 

them to share and benchmark their progress and performance in the future.  The framework included a 

combination of primary and secondary indicators designed to help destinations measure and monitor the 

fundamental aspects of sustainability. While the ETIS toolkit was provided free of charge, there was no 

direct support for implementation provided by the European Commission, instead, the ETIS 

implementation methodology was developed to share responsibility for data collection and analysis 

through a multi-stakeholder approach which resulted in limited impact on policy and governance (Font et 

al., 2023). ETIS indicators are intended to be regularly monitored by communities, yet there is an 

acknowledgement that not all destinations will be able to obtain all the data required. This is especially 

true for rural and under-resourced destinations which lack the administrative capacity to undertake 

resource-intensive primary data collection approaches. Moreover, indicator selection has traditionally 

been expert-driven, reducing local relevance and weakening stakeholder buy-in to devote resources to 

data collection purposes.  

This study presents a scalable, cost-effective, participatory approach that leverages widely 

available and easily accessible secondary data and incorporates local knowledge into STI selection and 

application. By emphasizing data sources that can be acquired and analyzed at little cost, the approach 

lowers the barriers for rural destinations, many of which lack the resources for primary data collection, to 
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engage meaningfully in destination assessment and management. Land-grant universities are uniquely 

positioned to support this work through their integrated research and Extension missions which enable 

them to gather and analyze data, translate findings into decision-ready information, and facilitate the 

ongoing engagement needed to move destinations from knowledge to action. Through this role, land-

grant institutions can help rural destinations build the evidence base, planning capacity, and stakeholder 

coordination required to develop sustainable tourism management strategies and respond proactively to 

changing conditions. 

 

Literature Review 
Sustainability in tourism decision-making requires integrating diverse perspectives and balancing 

economic goals with ecological and community well-being (Bramwell et al., 1996; Miller et al., 2007). 

By engaging residents, business owners, environmental groups, and other destination stakeholders in 

planning processes, locally tailored indicators provide a mechanism to improve transparency, increase 

policy legitimacy, and strengthen accountability structures. The process of identifying relevant indicators, 

however, is equally important as the content itself (Eckerd et al., 2021). Participatory methods of 

indicator selection, especially those that blend expert and community stakeholder opinions, break down 

silos between research and practice, ensure indicators reflect lived experiences, and promote shared 

ownership of planning outcomes (Innes,1990; Turcu, 2013; Kezar & Maxey, 2016; Eckerd et al., 2021). 

Community capitals and wealth frameworks can provide a theoretical structure for understanding how 

tourism affects rural communities. They not only encompass natural, cultural, social, human, political, 

built, and financial resources that shape quality of life (Emery & Flora, 2006; Stout, 2019) but also speak 

to the actors, activities, and outcomes that enhance community assets and build community capacity over 

time (Roseland, Stout, and Spiliotopoulou, 2024). Yet different stakeholder groups frequently value these 

capitals differently. Rural policy and tourism research often reveal tensions where local leaders prioritize 

economic expansion while academic and practitioner groups emphasize environmental integrity and 

social equity (Holden, 2006; Lowe et al., 2015). Identifying and reconciling these differences is essential 

to advancing sustainable tourism governance. 

 

Methods 
Our work employed a participatory action research (PAR) framework for the development and 

selection of indicators. PAR emphasizes co-creation and mutual respect between researchers and 

community stakeholders, valuing lived experience and empowering local actors to engage throughout the 

research process—from identifying priorities to interpreting results and implementing changes. This 

participatory approach ensures that research outputs are not only scientifically sound but also socially 

relevant and actionable. 

In practice, this meant working with academic researchers and Extension professionals, local 

leaders, policymakers, business owners, and tourism professionals to select indicators that reflect 

community and destination values and realities. The collaborative process drew from change-oriented 

Delphi methods, incorporating these actors’ diverse perspectives, co-designed tools, and long-term 

engagement strategies focused on driving real-world change (Kezar and Maxey, 2016). These methods 

are in line with previous tourism indicator efforts like Torres-Delgado & Palomeque (2014). 

 

Questionnaire Development 
Approximately 250 secondary indicators were initially identified from community capital and 

sustainable tourism frameworks (Asmelash & Kumar, 2019; Federal Lands Livability Initiative, 2014; 

Romao et al., 2013). Through expert review, 65 indicators across economic, social, and environmental 

dimensions, plus four additional indicators addressing destination management capacity, were selected for 

inclusion in the Delphi survey. Participants rated indicator importance on a seven-point Likert scale and 

were provided an opportunity to reassign indicators to different domains or suggest new metrics. 
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Data Collection and Analysis 
Surveys were distributed via email to academic practitioners and local tourism leaders working in 

U.S. Forest gateway communities in three northeastern states. In total, 23 responses were collected (10 

academic experts; 13 destination leaders). Descriptive statistics were calculated for each indicator. 

Indicator importance was measured using the median rating for each indicator. Interquartile ranges (IQRs) 

were used to assess consensus strength, with indicators with an IQR of 1.4 or less defined as reaching 

consensus (Von Der Gracht, 2012). 

 

Results or Findings 
Findings revealed strong agreement across stakeholder groups regarding the importance of 

economic indicators. Economic outcomes, organizational capacity, and financial resilience were seen as 

essential for community and destination success. However, destination leaders were less likely than those 

in research and Extension positions to identify environmental and social measures as critical sustainability 

components. Only a small number of environmental and social indicators demonstrated high importance 

scores and strong consensus. Additionally, local leaders tended to interpret the environmental dimension 

narrowly, focusing on the protection of natural resources rather than consideration of built infrastructure 

or climate resilience. 

Stakeholders proposed additional indicators focused on sense of place and cultural vitality, 

workforce housing, and labor market stability. These indicators received high importance ratings and 

demonstrate the value of incorporating bottom-up knowledge. 

The indicators used to guide subsequent research and Extension outreach efforts are presented in 

Table 1.  

 

Table 1. Selected Indicators from Literature Review and Delphi Process 

 

Economic Social Environmental 

Total Employment Population Trends Air Quality (PM 2.5) 

Employment by Industry Sector Population Aged 25–44 Parks and Park Area 

Leisure and Hospitality 

Employment (including arts, 

entertainment and recreation; 

accommodation and food 

services; select component 

sectors) 

Educational Attainment Water Pollution 

Leisure and Hospitality 

Establishments 
Race and Ethnicity  

Leisure and Hospitality 

Resilience 
Income  

Visitor Spending and Spending 

by Category 
Share of Employment  

Economic Impacts of Visitor 

Spending 

Housing Characteristics 

(seasonal homes, median house 

value, median home age, 

affordability) 

 

Tourism Assets (including 

recreation features, lodging, 

restaurants, shopping, cultural 

heritage, etc.) 

Violent and Property Crime  

Visitor Spending and Spending 

by Category 
Share of Employment  
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Discussion 
Like previous research, our findings highlight the persistent tensions between economic growth 

and broader destination development goals that emphasize social and environmental sustainability 

alongside economic outcomes.  Our findings underscore the need for continued education and 

collaboration to align stakeholder priorities and enhance systems thinking. To that end, Extension 

engagement in participating destinations has emphasized foundational tourism development frameworks 

including the tourism lifecycle model (Butler, 1980), Doxey’s (1975) Irridex and Plog’s (1972) tourist 

typologies, to situate local challenges within well-established theoretical models. This educational 

grounding reinforces why sustainable tourism is important for rural destinations and encourages 

stakeholders to think beyond short-term economic impacts.  

This same philosophy guides the structure and presentation of the data products developed for 

destination partners. Technical reports and dashboards intentionally present the diverse set of indicators 

spanning economic, social, and environmental dimensions of sustainability. Rather than functioning 

solely as evaluative tools, these products are designed to support learning and dialogue by making 

complex secondary data accessible, interpretable, and relevant to local decision-making contexts. By 

pairing narrative explanation with visualizations, the reports and dashboards help stakeholders see 

connections among indicators, understand trade-offs, and identify leverage points for action. 

Research evaluating the implementation of the European Tourism Indicator System (ETIS) has 

shown that indicator initiatives are often unsuccessful when they: 

(a) lack local ownership and leadership, 

(b) rely on complex or costly data collection,  

(c) lack institutional support with proficiency in data collection, analysis, and reporting, and 

(c) fail to provide clear governance benefits or actionable policy linkages (Gasparini & Mariotti, 

2023; Modica et al., 2018) 

Our approach is intentionally structured to mitigate these barriers. First, using publicly available 

secondary data reduces technical burdens while supporting scalability and repeatability beyond the life of 

a single grant or planning cycle. Second, the PAR and transdisciplinary framework fosters the social 

infrastructure necessary for continued indicator use by encouraging collaboration, continuous learning, 

and shared responsibility among stakeholders. Third, the participatory indicator selection process ensures 

that measures address problems that matter most to local actors, reinforcing the relevance and legitimacy 

essential for policy adoption. 

Importantly, the identified indicators serve not only as measurement tools but also help shape a 

common understanding of sustainability concepts that provide a springboard for cross-sector dialogue 

within the destination. Dashboards (Figure 1) provide a snapshot view of current conditions and trends, 

while accompanying technical reports (Figure 2) offer deeper interpretation, methodological transparency, 

and contextual explanation. Together, these tools translate data into forms that destination leaders can use 

to support planning discussions, prioritize initiatives, communicate with elected officials and residents, 

and track progress over time. By aligning sustainability data with governance needs, the approach 

advances recommendations from recent policy-oriented indicator research that calls for improved 

translation of indicator results into actionable decision-making (Gasparini & Mariotti, 2023). This 

positions rural destinations to shift from one-time assessment toward adaptive, ongoing sustainability 

governance that reflects community priorities and changing conditions. 
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Figure1. Example of an interactive dashboard used to visualize sustainability indicators 
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Figure 2. Example of secondary data technical report used for community engagement and planning 

 
 

Discussions with destination leaders demonstrate that participants understand the value of using 

indicators to guide their work. As one participant explained, “[We are] able to begin understanding the 

factors and indicators and form guiding principles through an engagement process with all stakeholders… 

I think this work is absolutely vital to ensure balance between economy, community, visitor and 

stakeholder as tourism continues to grow and local buy-in continues to be fostered. Inclusion is the 

key.” Such feedback suggests that the combination of indicators, dashboards, and facilitated interpretation 

supports both technical understanding and inclusive governance. 
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Other communities have begun implementing their own data collection efforts to supplement the 

indicators identified by our study. For example, in one rural community, destination leaders have begun 

monitoring trends in county and municipal tax collections from activities/sales linked to visitation and 

visitor spending to better understand fiscal impacts at multiple scales (Figure 3). 

 

Figure 3. Local data collection efforts to supplement secondary data reporting 

 

 
 

Ongoing data collection efforts by the Extension and research team are pairing the (objective) 

secondary data indicators with (subjective) primary data collection outputs including visitor and resident 

surveys to understand demographics, trip characteristics, perceptions of sustainability indicators, and 

perceptions of relative competitiveness. Some authors (Berbekova & Uysal, 2021) have argued that, 

where possible, both subjective and objective quality of life indicators should be brought into the same 

research setting and examined simultaneously if we are to make progress on the major challenge of how 

to successfully develop destinations in an environmentally and socially sustainable way, and at the same 

time improve the quality of life of industry employees, local residents, and tourists.  Building on the work 

of Blancas, et al., (2011) these data are also informing more advanced analytical applications, including 

composite indicator development and multivariate techniques such as principal component analysis. 

Collectively, these efforts position participating rural destinations to move beyond one-time assessments 
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toward adaptive, data-informed sustainability governance that evolves with community priorities and 

changing conditions. 

Conclusion 
This research demonstrates the feasibility and policy value of combining secondary data with 

participatory indicator development to support sustainable tourism planning in rural destinations. This 

approach reduces data access and capacity barriers for rural communities, strengthens local ownership of 

sustainability strategies, and should enhance alignment between policy action and community values. By 

combining data analysis with community collaboration, this study presents a replicable model for other 

tourism-dependent communities seeking to align destination development with long-term sustainability 

goals. The indicators represent a mixture of robust measures validated by the literature and filtered 

through place-based strategies and perspectives informed by local knowledge. While this research has not 

identified the final set of indicators for rural destinations, they do represent a shared and simplified set 

rooted in a common framework and applicable to and useable by rural destinations and gateway 

communities across the U.S. Moreover, the process of indicator selection is changing how destination 

leaders think about growth and sustainable destination development and building capacity for future data 

collection and monitoring efforts. Through this integrated approach, communities can better navigate the 

complexities of tourism development and foster resilience across economic, social, and environmental 

dimensions. 
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Cultivating Wellness: Tapping into Wellness Tourists as a Growing Market 
for Agritourism 
 

Abstract 

The growing prevalence of mental health challenges, particularly burnout, has intensified 

public interest in wellness and self-care, especially since the COVID-19 pandemic. Wellness 

tourism—defined as travel aimed at enhancing personal wellbeing—has emerged as a rapidly 
expanding sector, offering activities such as yoga, nature immersion, and culinary 

experiences. Agritourism, which provides authentic, farm-based experiences, aligns well with 

wellness tourism by promoting emotional, physical, and mental wellbeing. Studies show 
agritourism can reduce stress and improve mood, making it a valuable tool for mental health 

promotion. Agritourism providers can capitalize on this opportunity by integrating wellness-

focused offerings and strategically marketing their benefits. Activities like farm-to-table 
dining, meditation, and animal interaction can attract wellness tourists and diversify 

agritourism products. However, further research is needed to identify which agritourism 

experiences most appeal to wellness tourists and which marketing strategies are most 

effective. Understanding these factors can enhance visitor satisfaction and support 
sustainable rural development. 

 

Keywords: mental health, wellbeing, farm tourism 
 

 

Introduction 

In recent years, there has been an increase in mental health challenges, such as burnout, 

which is "a syndrome conceptualized as resulting from chronic workplace stress that has not 

been successfully managed" (World Health Organization, 2019) and is characterized by 

exhaustion, alienation, and reduced productivity (Institute for Quality and Efficiency in Health 

Care, 2024). This phenomenon became more prevalent with the COVID-19 pandemic, which 

brought on significant mental health impacts across all age groups—compounded by employees 

experiencing increased workloads, limited personal life, and insufficient access to support 

systems. In the US, 51% have experienced it in their current roles, and 63% of them believe 

mental and emotional stress is the cause (Perez, 2024). As a result, there is an increasing effort in 

mental health and wellbeing. For example, a study by CivicScience (2025) found that 64% of 

Americans practice some form of self-care (e.g., physical, mental, social), representing a 57% 

increase from 2020. There is also evidence that people, particularly Gen Z and millennials, are 

not only prioritizing wellness, with 84% placing it as their top priority, but also spending more 

on wellness, despite the current economic landscape (Pione et al., 2025). The pandemic served as 

a conversation starter about wellness and mental health, encouraging a different approach to 

overall wellbeing and mental health. 

 

Wellness Tourism: Trends and Growth 

Wellness tourism is defined as "travel associated with the pursuit of maintaining or 

enhancing one's personal wellbeing" (Global Wellness Institute, 2024), with an understanding of 

wellbeing in a holistic manner, encompassing not only physical but also mental and emotional 
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aspects. Wellness tourism encompasses activities such as retreats, yoga, nature immersion, and 

culinary experiences, all of which provide opportunities for self-care. Wellness tourism is one of 

the fastest-growing segments of the wellness industry, with an expected expenditure of over $1 

trillion by 2024 and projected to continue growing at a rate of 16.6% in 2027 (McGroarty, 2024). 

Wellness tourism trends suggest that travelers are seeking enriching experiences that enable them 

to rejuvenate, recharge, and heal, contributing to a multidimensional sense of wellbeing 

(physical, mental, and spiritual), and that are family-friendly (Wellness Tourism Initiative, 

2024). This market segment continues to grow, as evidenced by a 30% increase in wellness-

related travel searches (Kocher, 2024) and travelers indicating that the number one reason for 

traveling is to recharge (Taylor, 2024). In response to these travel trends, destinations are 

expanding their wellness offerings, with activities such as meditation, fitness, and similar 

practices becoming increasingly prevalent. These trends and traveler behavior represent an 

opportunity for agritourism providers, as they could integrate elements of wellness into their 

offerings and attract a new segment to the farmlands. 

 

Agritourism as a Wellness Experience 

Agritourism, understood as "an agricultural diversification activity that results from the 

synergistic intersection of agriculture and tourism (...) offers authentic experiences related to 

agricultural production that showcase the tangible and intangible resources of the region or 

locality" (Global Agritourism Network, 2024) has been found to reduce stress and improve the 

emotional state and overall wellbeing of participants. A study from South Korea indicates that 

people who participate in agritourism experiences report feelings of wellbeing, mood 

improvement, and reduced stress levels after a day of activities (Rezaei et al., 2021). Agritourism 

can also fulfill the need for authentic experiences by incorporating interactions linked to the 

place, making the experiences feel real (Martinus et al., 2024). Therefore, it aligns well with 

everything wellness tourists look for when searching for a new destination or activity, 

representing an excellent opportunity for agritourism providers to target a new market segment 

by marketing their offerings in a manner that is more appealing to wellness tourists, while also 

representing a valuable tool to promote mental health. For example, wellness tourists interested 

in healthy eating can participate in activities such as u-pick farms, farm-to-table dinners, or 

purchase community-supported agriculture boxes. Those interested in maintaining or improving 

their physical health can visit walking trails or yoga classes in farm settings. Those interested in 

improving or maintaining their mental health can participate in meditation sessions, farm 

festivals, and petting zoos. 
 

Market Opportunity for Agritourism Providers 

Agritourism providers are uniquely positioned to tap into the growing wellness tourism 

market by emphasizing the restorative and educational aspects of rural experiences. Strategically 

approaching the marketing of agritourism, presenting it as a form of wellness tourism and 

highlighting its benefits to overall wellbeing, such as offering a connection to nature, 

opportunities for socialization, engagement with local food systems and agriculture, and 

contributing to stress reduction. Critical aspects to consider when marketing such experiences to 

wellness tourists include storytelling and hands-on activities; therefore, incorporating them is 

paramount to the success of these offerings, as they meet the expectations of the wellness 

tourism segment. For example, activities such as picking your own fruit or beekeeping can 
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positively impact one's mood while providing opportunities for contact with nature and adopting 

sustainable practices.  

Bundling wellness and agritourism can make an agritourism provider attractive to a 

broader audience. Furthermore, targeting a market segment they would not traditionally attract 

represents an important opportunity for agritourism providers to diversify their offerings and 

their partnerships. Offering yoga sessions, whether on their own or incorporating farm animals 

like goats, is a great example of such diversification. Marketing plans that feature agritourism 

wellness benefits, whether through traditional channels or social media, are essential and can 

have positive impacts on visitor loyalty, length of stay, and therefore contribute to regional 

development.  

  

Research Gaps and Future Directions 

Further research is needed to determine which specific aspects of agritourism are most 

appealing to wellness tourists, given the different dimensions of wellness (physical, mental, 

emotional). It is expected that different experiences will appeal to different subsegments of the 

wellness tourism market. While there is evidence that agritourism experiences align well with 

those seeking improvement in their overall wellbeing, such as contact with nature and 

socialization, not all agritourism experiences may appeal to tourists seeking wellness-related 

experiences. Therefore, it is essential to gain a deeper understanding of visitor preferences to 

tailor services more effectively. Future research should investigate which marketing strategies 

are most effective in conveying the wellness benefits of agritourism. Evaluating campaigns that 

focus on the various dimensions of wellness can represent an important starting point for better 

understanding the synergies between wellness tourism and agritourism. Beyond surveying or 

interviewing wellness tourists on their interest and willingness to participate in agritourism 

experiences, pilot programs on agritourism farms that focus on wellness could provide valuable 

information for practitioners and researchers alike. 
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Agritourism Management Course Using an Interactive Approach 
 

Abstract 

Agritourism, the practice of combining agricultural activities with tourism, has become a 
significant trend in rural development around the world. It offers farmers a unique opportunity 

to diversify their income while providing tourists with immersive experience of rural life. But 

even more important is the role that agritourism plays in educating people about the realities 

of agriculture and its economic, social, and cultural value.  The Agritourism Management 
course uses an interactive approach to provide students with practical, modern learning 

experience. This innovative approach prepares students to become successful entrepreneurs 
in the rapidly growing agritourism sector. 

 
Keywords: agritourism, education, course, students, interactive approach. 
 

 
Introduction  

Agritourism, the practice of combining agricultural activities with tourism, has become a 

significant trend in rural development around the world, offering farmers a unique opportunity to diversify 

their income while providing tourists with an immersive experience of rural life.  Agritourism in the U.S. 

generated $1.26 billion in revenue in 2022 on more than 28,617 farms (Chase, L., M. et al., 2023). Tourists 

can participate in agricultural work, enjoy nature, visit local markets, and attend educational seminars, etc., 

which can provide a deeper understanding of the culture and traditions of the region. But even more 

important is the role that agritourism plays in educating people about the realities of agriculture and its 

economic, social, and cultural value (Kalna-Dubinyuk, T., & Dubinyuk, Y., 2025).  The Agritourism 

Management course uses an interactive approach to providing students with practical, modern learning 

experience (Kalna-Dubinyuk, T., 2021). Students will use interactive system to simulate the real-world 

challenges and decisions of an agritourism business. This innovative approach prepares students to become 

successful entrepreneurs in the rapidly growing agritourism sector (Holladay, P.J., 2024).  
 

Approach 

The basis for the successful implementation of agritourism is education. Students should know the 

basics of the tourism business, including marketing, quality management of services, environmental 

responsibility and communication with customers. Modern educational programs focus on integrating 

agritourism into the curricula of universities and colleges. The main thing in this is training in agritourism 

management with an interactive approach. Quality education helps to turn an ordinary farm into a profitable 

tourist facility. 

 

The Agritourism Management Course includes: 

Learning the Basics of Business and Marketing 

• Financial Planning: Learning how to write business plans, calculate the cost of services, manage 

profits and investments. 

• Digital Marketing: Mastering social media promotion tools, creating an attractive website, 

working with online bookings and reviews. 

• Branding: Understanding how to create a unique identity for a farm (brand) that distinguishes it 

from competitors (for example, "farm museum", "organic farm spa"). 

Training in Service Quality (Hospitality) 
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• International Hospitality Standards: Learning the rules of communicating with customers, 

resolving conflicts, etiquette and creating a comfortable atmosphere. 

• Specialized knowledge: Learning cooking master classes, conducting excursions, knowledge of 

local traditions and history that can be integrated into a tourist product. 

Learning Design Experiences 

Education should teach how to turn routine work into a tourist product: 

• Creating interactive programs: Developing routes (e.g. "Cheese Trail", "From Grain to Bread"), 

interactive tasks for children (harvesting, caring for animals). 

• Safety and Sanitation: Teaching visitor safety standards (especially on the farm), fire safety rules, 

food hygiene. 

 

The course Agritourism Management consists of six modules, each of which has a quiz at the end 

using an interactive program. Such a program consolidates the educational material by checking and 

teaching at the same time. The program asks questions and gives several answers, and the student must 

choose the correct one. So, step by step the answers are formed for each module. At the end there is an 

exam where the student is asked to develop an agritourism component for a certain farm. Here the student 

also uses an interactive program that helps him form decisions. 

 

Agritourism Management Course Content: 
 

Module 1: Introduction to Agritourism 

Defining Agritourism: What is agritourism? What are its different forms? 

History and Trends: The background and evolution of farm tourism. 

Benefits and Challenges: Understanding the opportunities for farm businesses (diversification, 

income generation, customer engagement) and the potential challenges (liability, regulations, 

workload). 

 

Module 2: Business Planning and Development 

Feasibility Assessment: Evaluating your farm’s resources, location, and potential for an agritourism 

venture. 

Creating a Business Plan: Developing a detailed plan including a mission statement, goals, and 

strategies. 

Financial Management: 

o Analyzing costs and benefits. 

o Budgeting and financial forecasting. 

o Understanding funding sources and investment options. 

Legal and Regulatory Requirements: 

o Navigating land use laws and zoning. 

o Obtaining necessary permits and licenses. 

o Understanding food safety regulations for on-farm food service. 

o Worker and employee management issues. 

 

Module 3: Risk Management and Safety 

Liability and Insurance: Identifying legal and liability risks associated with agritourism. 

Risk Mitigation Strategies: Implementing safety protocols, signage, and waivers. 

Emergency Preparedness: Creating plans for emergencies and accidents. 

Animal Welfare: Addressing the ethical treatment and management of animals involved in 

agritourism activities. 
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Module 4: Marketing and Customer Service 

Market Research: Identifying your target audience and understanding their expectations. 

Branding and Promotion: Developing a strong brand identity for your agritourism business. 

Marketing Tools: 

o Creating a marketing plan. 

o Utilizing digital marketing (website, social media, email). 

o Traditional marketing methods (brochures, local advertising). 

Customer Service and Hospitality: 

o Creating a welcoming and safe environment for visitors. 

o Developing a customer care policy. 

o Managing customer feedback and complaints. 

 

Module 5: Operations and Management 

Designing and Delivering Experiences: 

o Planning and executing farm tours and activities. 

o Managing bookings and scheduling. 

Resource Management: Managing physical resources and on-farm activities. 

Event Planning: Planning and managing specific agritourism events. 

Human Resources: Recruiting, training, and managing staff, including seasonal workers. 

 

Module 6: Agritourism and the Community 

Rural Economic Development: Understanding the role of agritourism in supporting local 

economies. 

Community and Environmental Impacts: Considering the social, cultural, and environmental 

effects of agritourism. 

Collaboration: Working with other local businesses and organizations to create a more compelling 

visitor experience (e.g., local food systems, tourism brands). 

Sustainability: Exploring sustainable practices in agritourism to protect natural and cultural 

heritage. 

 

Results 

The Agritourism Management course with an interactive approach has the following advantages: 

Hands-On Learning: Students move beyond theory to apply concepts in a practical, risk-free 

environment. 

Real-World Skills: The develops critical skills in business management, risk assessment, and 

financial planning that are immediately transferable to a career in agritourism. 

Problem-Solving: The interactive system presents students with complex, interconnected problems, 

fostering a holistic and systemic understanding of running a farm-based business. 

Data-Driven Decision-Making: Students learn to use data and analytics to make informed 

decisions, a crucial skill in modern business. 

 

Conclusion 

The Agritourism Management course and its interactive system provide a dynamic learning 

environment that equips the next generation of agritourism managers with the knowledge and tools needed 

to thrive in the exciting and growing industry. 
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Disconnected to Reconnect: How Mindfulness and Digital Minimalism Shape 
Travel Experiences, Memories, and Well-being 

 

Abstract 

In an era of hyperconnectivity, travelers increasingly seek ways to reduce digital distractions 

and rediscover meaningful experiences through present-moment engagement. Drawing on 

Attention Restoration Theory, this study examines how digital minimalism and mindfulness 
during travel shape enhanced vacation experience memory, satisfaction, and subjective well-

being. Survey data from 362 Chinese leisure travelers (Cerdamo platform) were analyzed 

using confirmatory factor analysis and structural equation modeling. Results indicate that 
digital minimalism positively predicts mindfulness and enhanced travel memory, and 

mindfulness also contributes to stronger memory formation. Vivid and emotionally resonant 

travel memories, in turn, significantly predict post-trip satisfaction and subjective well-being, 
while satisfaction further enhances well-being. Findings highlight the complementary roles of 

intentional technology regulation and mindful attention in producing restorative and 

psychologically enriching travel experiences. 

 
Keywords: digital minimalism; mindfulness; travel memory; tourist satisfaction; subjective 

well-being; attention restoration theory 

 

 

Introduction  

Digital technology is now integrated into nearly every phase of the travel journey. 

Travelers plan itineraries through apps, navigate with maps, and stay socially connected through 

messaging and social media. Yet the same devices that make travel efficient can also fragment 

attention and pull travelers away from the very environments they came to experience. Habitual 

email checking, continuous scrolling, and real-time posting may reduce sensory immersion and 

weaken the restorative promise of travel, especially when constant connectivity reproduces the 

pace and pressures of everyday life (Dickinson et al., 2016; Neuhofer & Ladkin, 2017). 

In response, tourism scholarship has increasingly examined strategies that help travelers 

reclaim attention and deepen experience. Mindfulness, commonly defined as nonjudgmental 

awareness of the present moment, has been linked to richer sensory perception, stronger 

emotional processing, and more meaningful experiences in tourism settings (Chen, 2015; 

Moscardo, 2008). At the same time, intentional technology-use approaches have emerged as 

alternatives to complete disconnection. Rather than short-term abstinence, digital minimalism 

emphasizes selective, value-aligned use of digital tools to protect time and attention for what 

matters most (Newport, 2019; Syvertsen & Enli, 2020). 

Despite these developments, several gaps remain. First, tourism research has largely 

focused on digital detox (temporary full disconnection) as the dominant form of technology 

regulation, leaving digital minimalism underexplored as a sustainable and flexible approach. 

Second, mindfulness and technology regulation are often studied separately, which limits 

understanding of how they work together to shape travel outcomes. Third, research tends to 

emphasize immediate outcomes during or right after the trip, while the longer-term pathways to 

well-being are less clear. Travel memory is especially important, tourists often evaluate and 
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relive trips through what they remember, and those memories can become psychological 

resources that influence post-trip satisfaction and well-being (Kim et al., 2012; Tung & Ritchie, 

2011). 

To address these gaps, this paper asks: How do digital minimalism and mindfulness 

during travel shape enhanced vacation experience memory, and how do those memories 

influence satisfaction and subjective well-being? Integrating Attention Restoration Theory 

(ART) with tourism memory and well-being research, the study proposes and tests a structural 

model linking digital minimalism and mindfulness to memory formation, and memory to 

satisfaction and well-being. 

 

Literature Review  

Attention Restoration Theory  

Attention Restoration Theory (ART) explains how people recover from mental fatigue 

caused by prolonged directed attention (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989). When attention is repeatedly 

forced to focus amid competing demands, individuals experience attentional fatigue that can 

undermine cognitive effectiveness and emotional regulation (Kaplan, 1995). ART suggests that 

restoration occurs in environments that provide being away (psychological distance from 

routine), fascination (effortless attention), extent (a coherent and rich setting), and compatibility 

(fit with personal goals). Travel experiences often include these restorative properties through 

novelty, sensory stimulation, and distance from everyday roles (Packer & Bond, 2010). 

However, pervasive smartphone use may weaken ART mechanisms by reintroducing 

work and social demands and by interrupting soft fascination with continuous alerts and habitual 

scrolling (Dickinson et al., 2016). From an ART perspective, intentional reduction of 

nonessential digital engagement can strengthen the being away experience and protect attention 

for the destination context. Digital minimalism can therefore be viewed as a behavioral strategy 

that supports restoration by limiting attention fragmentation and enabling deeper immersion 

(Newport, 2019; Neuhofer & Ladkin, 2017). 

 

Mindfulness and Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory 

Mindfulness refers to present-moment awareness with an accepting, nonjudgmental 

stance (Kabat-Zinn, 1990). In tourism settings, mindfulness has been conceptualized as a state or 

disposition that heightens attention to sensory details, emotions, and meanings in the travel 

environment (Moscardo, 1996). Such attention can enhance encoding processes that support 

vivid, emotionally resonant autobiographical memories (Hölzel et al., 2011). 

Mindful travelers may also regulate emotions more effectively, reducing anxiety and 

increasing positive affect, which is known to strengthen the salience and accessibility of travel 

memories (Tung & Ritchie, 2011). Further, mindful engagement can foster a sense of 

authenticity and personal significance in ordinary interactions, supporting memory vividness and 

later recall (Frauman & Norman, 2004; Loureiro et al., 2019). 

H1: Mindfulness positively influences enhanced vacation experience memory. 

 

Digital Minimalism and Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory 

Digital minimalism emphasizes intentional, value-driven technology use rather than 

complete abstinence (Newport, 2019). While digital detox initiatives may be temporary and 

context specific, digital minimalism can be applied flexibly, allowing travelers to keep essential 

functions (e.g., navigation, safety) while reducing distraction and compulsive checking. 
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Excessive device use can fragment attention, interrupt sensory processing, and reduce 

depth of experience, which may impair memory encoding (Wilmer et al., 2017). By limiting real-

time posting, multitasking, and nonessential notifications, digitally minimalist travelers can 

allocate more cognitive resources to the environment, interactions, and emotions that create 

memorable experiences (Dickinson et al., 2016; Neuhofer & Ladkin, 2017). 

H2: Digital minimalism positively influences enhanced vacation experience memory. 

 

Digital Minimalism and Mindfulness 

Digital minimalism may also foster mindfulness by creating space for sustained attention. 

Habitual smartphone behavior is associated with task switching, mind wandering, and reduced 

self-regulation (Rosen et al., 2011; Van Deursen et al., 2015). Reducing nonessential digital 

engagement can therefore improve attentional control and reflective awareness, both central to 

mindfulness. 

In travel contexts, practices such as leaving the phone in the hotel during a walk, 

refraining from real-time posting, or setting fixed check-in times can reduce external 

interruptions and enable greater sensory immersion and intentional engagement (Dickinson et al., 

2016). 

H3: Digital minimalism positively influences mindfulness. 

 

Memory, Satisfaction, and Subjective Well-being 

Tourism experiences are often evaluated retrospectively, and memory can function as an 

interpretive filter shaping satisfaction judgments. Enhanced vacation experience memory 

(EVEM) reflects vividness, emotional intensity, and personal significance of recalled travel 

episodes (Tung & Ritchie, 2011). When memories are vivid and positive, they may amplify 

overall evaluations and support favorable post-trip satisfaction (Chandralal & Valenzuela, 2015). 

Beyond satisfaction, travel memories can serve as psychological resources that support 

subjective well-being by promoting gratitude, positive affect, and a sense of meaning during 

post-trip life (Kim et al., 2012; Nawijn, 2011). Recalling travel memories can improve daily 

recovery experiences and strengthen emotional resilience (Kawakubo & Oguchi, 2023). 

Finally, satisfaction itself is linked to well-being outcomes, reflecting both hedonic 

enjoyment and eudaimonic fulfillment (Filep & Laing, 2019). A satisfying vacation can 

contribute to life satisfaction and emotional balance after returning home (Sirgy et al., 2011). 

H4: Enhanced vacation experience memory positively influences satisfaction with the 

vacation experience. 

H5: Enhanced vacation experience memory positively influences travelers’ subjective 

well-being. 

H6: Satisfaction with the vacation experience positively influences travelers’ subjective 

well-being. 

 

Conceptual Framework 
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework 

 

 

 

Methodology 

Data Collection and Sample 

A quantitative survey design was used to test the proposed model. Participants were 

Chinese leisure travelers who had taken at least one personal leisure trip within the past year. 

Data were collected via an online questionnaire distributed on the Cerdamo platform. 

Participation was voluntary and anonymous, and respondents provided informed consent prior to 

beginning the survey. 

After data screening, 362 valid responses were retained for analysis. The sample was 

52.2% female and primarily aged 25-34 (41.2%) or 18-24 (29.8%). Most respondents held a 

college degree (48.6%) or postgraduate degree (31.2%). Table 1 presents detailed demographic 

and travel frequency information. 
 

Measures 

All items were measured on 7-point Likert scales (1 = strongly disagree; 7 = strongly 

agree). Digital minimalism (15 items) captured intentional technology use, digital decluttering, 

and reclaiming time, adapted from Newport’s (2019) conceptualization. Mindfulness (15 items) 

was adapted from the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire framework (Baer et al., 2006), 

focusing on observing, describing, and acting with awareness. Enhanced vacation experience 

memory (5 items) was adapted from Tung and Ritchie (2011) to reflect vividness, emotional 

salience, and clarity. Satisfaction with the vacation experience (5 items) assessed overall 

satisfaction and recommendation intention. Subjective well-being (5 items) captured perceived 

happiness, fulfillment, balance, and rejuvenation associated with the travel experience. 
 

Data Analysis 

Structural equation modeling (SEM) with maximum likelihood estimation was conducted 

in Mplus. A two-step approach was used. First, confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) assessed the 

measurement model’s reliability and validity. Second, the structural model tested hypothesized 

relationships among the five latent constructs. 
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Results 

Measurement Model 

CFA indicated satisfactory fit for the five-factor measurement model: χ²(930) = 1310.57, 

χ²/df = 1.41, p < .001; RMSEA = .035; SRMR = .042; CFI = .970; TLI = .964. Internal 

consistency was strong (Cronbach’s alphas ranged from .88 to .91). Convergent validity was 

supported as composite reliabilities were high and average variance extracted (AVE) values 

ranged from .70 to .78. Discriminant validity was supported because the square roots of AVE 

exceeded inter-construct correlations. 
 

Structural Model and Hypothesis Tests 

Table 1 presents the structural model results, including standardized path coefficients, 

corresponding t-values, and the support status of each hypothesis. All six proposed hypotheses 

were supported, with statistically significant path coefficients (p < .001). 

Specifically, Mindfulness had a positive and significant effect on Enhanced Vacation 

Experience Memory (β = .44, t = 12.20), supporting H1. Similarly, Digital Minimalism 

significantly influenced both Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory (β = .51, t = 15.47) and 

Mindfulness (β = .54, t = 16.38), supporting H2 and H3. These findings highlight the 

foundational role of digital behaviors and present-moment awareness in shaping memory 

formation during travel. 

Moreover, Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory positively predicted both Satisfaction 

of Vacation Experience (β = .34, t = 9.08) and Subjective Wellbeing of Travelers (β = .32, t = 

7.79), providing support for H4 and H5. Finally, Satisfaction of Vacation Experience had a 

significant positive effect on Subjective Wellbeing of Travelers (β = .37, t = 9.21), confirming 

H6. 

These results collectively support the theoretical framework, suggesting that mindful, 

digitally minimal travel behaviors enhance travelers’ memories, which in turn foster greater 

satisfaction and wellbeing. 
 

Hypotheses and Paths 

Standard 

Coefficient 

t 

values 

Supported 

or Not 

H1 Mindfulness → Enhanced Vacation Experience 

Memory .44*** 12.2 Supported 

H2 Digital Minimalism → Enhanced Vacation 

Experience Memory .51*** 15.47 Supported 

H3 Digital Minimalism → Mindfulness  .54*** 16.38 Supported 

H4 Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory → 

Satisfaction of Vacation Experience .34*** 9.08 Supported 

H5 Enhanced Vacation Experience Memory → 

Subjective Wellbeing of Travelers .32*** 7.79 Supported 

H6 Satisfaction of Vacation Experience → Subjective 

Wellbeing of Travelers .37*** 9.21 Supported 

Table 1. Structural Model Results 
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Discussion 

Theoretical Implications 

This study tested an ART-informed model explaining how digital minimalism and 

mindfulness shape travelers’ memories, satisfaction, and subjective well-being. Results 

demonstrate that intentional regulation of technology use during travel is strongly associated 

with higher mindfulness and more vivid travel memories. Mindfulness further contributes to 

memory formation, and enhanced memories predict both satisfaction and well-being. 

The findings extend existing tourism technology research by moving beyond the 

dominant focus on digital detox as complete disconnection. Digital minimalism emerged as a 

robust predictor of both mindfulness and memory formation, suggesting that travelers can retain 

essential digital functions while still protecting attention for restorative engagement. 

Conceptually, digital minimalism supports ART’s being away by reducing digital intrusions that 

reintroduce daily demands. 

The study also clarifies the psychological mechanism linking travel behaviors to longer-

term outcomes. Enhanced vacation experience memory served as a bridge between in-trip 

processes and post-trip evaluations: travelers who reported more vivid, emotionally meaningful 

memories were more satisfied and reported greater well-being. This aligns with prior work 

highlighting memory’s role in constructing retrospective judgments and sustaining travel’s 

benefits after returning home (Kim et al., 2012; Tung & Ritchie, 2011). 

 

Practical Implications 

Tourism organizations can design experiences that help guests protect attention and 

reduce distraction without imposing rigid disconnection. For example, accommodations and tour 

providers can offer opt-in “tech-light” experiences, provide analog alternatives (paper maps, 

printed guides, journals), or encourage set “check-in times” rather than constant connectivity. 

Mindfulness-supportive design can further enhance memory formation. Guided sensory 

walks, reflection prompts, and brief mindfulness exercises integrated into itineraries can 

encourage travelers to notice details, emotions, and meanings in the moment. Destinations can 

also use interpretive signage and storytelling that invites mindful observation and cultural 

respect. 

Because memory is a key pathway to satisfaction and well-being, experience designers 

can scaffold memory-making through intentional moments of reflection and meaning-making. 

Post-trip follow-ups (e.g., prompts to write a short reflection, curated photo albums, or memory-

sharing platforms) may help travelers revisit and reinforce positive memories. 

 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study has limitations that suggest directions for future work. First, the cross-

sectional survey design limits causal inference, longitudinal designs could track how memories, 

satisfaction, and well-being evolve over time. Second, all measures were self-reported and may 

be affected by social desirability and recall bias. Future studies could incorporate experience 

sampling methods, passive smartphone logs, or physiological indicators to capture real-time 

attention and emotion during travel. 

Third, the sample included only Chinese travelers, cross-cultural comparisons could test 

whether relationships differ across digital norms and mindfulness practices. Finally, future 

models could examine moderators and additional mechanisms such as authenticity, gratitude, 
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flow, trip type (solo vs. group; nature vs. urban), and the role of photo-taking or sharing 

behaviors as distinct facets of technology use. 
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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. 
 
Keywords: destination development, assessment, visitor feedback, stakeholder engagement 
 
 

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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Play, Place, and Purpose: Unpacking Agritourist Behavior Through Leisure 
and Place Attachment 

 

Abstract 

Agritourism represents a growing sector of the U.S. agricultural industry, offering 

opportunities for diversification and rural engagement. However, operators struggle with 

inconsistent programming due to a limited understanding of visitor motivations. This 
research introduces the Agritourist Motivation Typology (AMT), a framework categorizing 

agritourists into four segments based on Place Attachment Theory and leisure behavior 

research: Agri-education Seekers, Agri-pursuers, Agri-tainment Seekers, and Agri-visitors. 
Each segment reflects distinct motivations, from hands-on farming experiences and skill 

acquisition to entertainment focus and aesthetic appreciation. The AMT enables operators to 

develop targeted experiences and refine marketing strategies. Understanding visitor 
motivations facilitates meaningful interactions, improved outcomes, and differentiation. This 

research contributes to the sustainability and profitability of agritourism by bridging 

theoretical insights with industry practice. Future studies should examine the applicability of 

the AMT across various geographic and cultural contexts, its influence on visitor behaviors 
and spending patterns, and the policy frameworks that support agritourism development. 

 

Keywords: Agritourism, Visitor motivations, Market segmentation, Place attachment, 
Experiential tourism, Tourism marketing 
 

 
Introduction 

Agritourism is a growing sector as farms seek to diversify their operations by engaging in 

supplemental income streams. According to the quinquennial U.S. Census of Agriculture conducted in 

2022, there are 28,617 agritourism farms in the U.S., generating $1.26 billion in revenue, up from $949 

million in 2017 (USDA NASS, 2024). While subject to debate, agritourism broadly “includes any activity 

carried out on a working farm or ranch that allows the public, for recreational, entertainment, or 

educational purposes, to view or enjoy rural activities” (Agritourism Activity Liability, 2010). The 

breadth of this definition leaves agritourism operators to struggle as they attempt to create and market 

programming without considering agritourist motivation. Liang et al. (2020) note a research gap in 

“identifying what kind of farm image and experience activities are best matched to attract tourists” (p. 

108). 

Practitioners with a limited background and training in tourism or hospitality face the 

consequences of implementing ill-conceived agritourism programs that are misaligned with their holistic 

business plan. Many agricultural producers lack formal training in experience design, market 

segmentation, or visitor behavior, yet find themselves attempting to create tourism offerings based 

primarily on available farm assets rather than visitor demand or operational capacity. This gap between 

agricultural expertise and tourism knowledge manifests in poorly matched programming, such as 

livestock operations hosting large-scale festivals without adequate infrastructure, or educational farms 

marketing primarily to entertainment-seeking families. The consequences extend beyond lost revenue to 

include visitor dissatisfaction, operator burnout, and reputational damage that affects the broader 

agritourism sector. Land-grant universities have a duty of care to the agricultural community to provide 

pragmatic, actionable research that furthers the sustainability of the sector.  
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Thus, the purpose of this research note is to propose a typology of tourists engaged in agritourism 

experiences based on their motivation to participate in purposeful play or serious leisure, juxtaposed 

against their degree of place attachment. This typology will aid in the design and marketing of 

agritourism experiences. Categorizing agritourist market segments will help reduce the ‘one-size-fits-all’ 

mentality that is pervasive in agritourism operations. A cohesive typology will inform further research 

and aid agritourism experience design and marketing for agricultural organizations, leading to increased 

patronage and revenue. 

Academic research is developing around agritourism, yet few studies focus on agritourist 

motivations in the U.S. to inform experiential design and marketing. The South Carolina Agritourism 

Association lists 60 different agritourism activities available at farms across the state, ranging from 

animal experiences to zip lines (SCAA, n.d.). Further, the diversity of farm size, assets, and agricultural 

activities among operations adds to the complexity of establishing appropriate and authentic agritourism 

programs. Operators lacking an understanding of tourist motivations struggle to implement a meaningful 

experience (Liang et al., 2020).  

Agritourism literature in the U.S. is steadily growing as researchers focus on defining the concept 

(Gil Arroyo et al., 2013), developing associated typologies (Chase et al., 2018), examining the 

motivations of operators and participants (Amoako, n.d.; Barbieri & Mahoney, 2009), and quantifying the 

impact (Barbieri, 2013; Schmidt et al., 2023). Yet few studies have focused on substantive agritourist 

motivations or directed marketing to reach market segments corresponding to operational plans and goals. 

Several regional studies have been conducted, including an analysis of agritourism consumers in Iowa, 

which found that they are motivated by spending time with family and friends, supporting local farms, 

purchasing fresh products, and enjoying the scenery (Norby & Retallick, 2012). Designing an agritourism 

program to target a specific segment of agritourists furthers organizational sustainability by attracting 

agritourists who align with the desired customer base. Leisure theories provide insight into agritourist 

motivations.  

 

Theoretical Framework 

Place attachment is a multidimensional emotional bond with a physical space, which provides a 

lens to view an agritourist’s connection with agrarian settings (Harrington, 2018; Lomas et al., 2023). 

Contrasting an agritourist’s sense of place attachment with their focus on Purposeful Play or Serious 

Leisure provides insight into the market segments. Serious Leisure is emphasized in the literature 

regarding agrileisure and hobby farming, while agritourism receives less analysis (Amsden & McEntee, 

2011; Farmer, 2012).  

Stebbins (2017) defines Serious Leisure as “the systematic pursuit of an amateur, hobbyist or 

volunteer activity sufficiently substantial, interesting, and fulfilling for the participant to find a (leisure) 

career there, acquiring and expressing a combination of its special skills, knowledge, and experience” (p. 

5). This framework aptly describes agritourists seeking to acquire skills and gain agricultural 

knowledge—those pursuing homesteading skills, learning food preservation techniques, or developing 

expertise in heritage livestock breeds. However, establishing the opposite end of the continuum presents 

theoretical challenges. 

Stebbins (1997) conceptualizes Casual Leisure as “immediately, intrinsically rewarding, 

relatively short-lived pleasurable activity requiring little or no special training to enjoy it” (p. 18). While 

entertainment-focused agritourism might appear to align with Casual Leisure, the practical realities of 

agritourism participation demand greater intentionality and commitment than Stebbins’ framework 

accommodates. Unlike truly casual leisure activities, such as scrolling through social media, watching 

television, or engaging in spontaneous urban entertainment, agritourism inherently requires deliberate 

planning and effort. Visitors must navigate seasonality constraints, travel significant distances to rural 

locations, monitor weather conditions, and invest substantial time in the experience. Even a family 

visiting a pumpkin patch for entertainment must check the operating hours and seasons, drive to a rural 

location, dress appropriately for agricultural settings, and plan to spend several hours at the patch. This 
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level of intentionality distinguishes agritourism from casual leisure pursuits, regardless of the visitor’s 

ultimate motivation. 

Purposeful Play, rooted in Deweyan pragmatism, serves as a more appropriate counterpoint to 

Serious Leisure for analyzing agritourist motivations. Agritourism employs many practices of experiential 

education and a Deweyan sense of intentionality. Breunig (2017) describes Dewey’s legacy of “placing 

intentional, well-facilitated, and connected experiences at the center of any endeavor” (p. 362). Dewey 

emphasized a playful attitude, characterized by a childlike sense of freedom and play, as an enjoyable 

activity without extraneous objectives (Dennis, 1970). Purposeful Play acknowledges the deliberate 

planning and effort required to engage with agritourism while recognizing that many visitors seek 

experiences without career-building aspirations or systematic skill development. This framework 

accommodates the reality that agritourists approach rural agricultural settings with intentionality, even 

when their primary motivation is aesthetic appreciation or family entertainment rather than agricultural 

education. 

Place Attachment posits that the perception of place is based upon a multidimensional emotional 

bond derived from memories and biological experiences (Lomas et al., 2023). While farmers are 

intrinsically linked to their place economically, socially, physically, and materially (Cheshire, 2013), most 

Americans are three generations removed from their agrarian roots (Nebraska Farm Bureau, 2019). 

Rooted in the idea that people form attachments to certain places or experiences, place attachment has 

been examined through the lens of time and distance to explain behavioral and emotional responses to 

geographic stimuli. However, the literature also explores a more conceptual idea of place attachment. 

Manzo (2005) discusses the idea that place can demonstrate a psychological bridge to the past, further 

positing that the attachment meaning is derived from the “experience-in-place” (p. 74). Harrington (2018) 

applies place attachment to the “rural idyll”, or idealized rurality, framed in “the very seldom considered 

idea of attachment to type of place” (pp. 269 & 252). Analyzing agritourism through the broader concept 

of place attachment provides context for interrogating tourist motivations. Integrating these theoretical 

foundations yields the Agritourist Motivation Typology. 

 

Figure 1. Agritourist Motivation Typology.  
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The Agritourist Motivation Typology (AMT) (see Figure 1) presents a working concept of the 

proposed typology, along with its associated agritourism activities and experiences. While most academic 

work on place attachment examines a particular location, this typology focuses on conceptual place 

attachment derived from a societal experience of agrarianism. Contrasting Place Attachment with Serious 

Leisure offers a novel context within this typology; however, Serious Leisure does not present a 
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continuous spectrum upon which to categorize agritourists. The typical agritourist does not conform to 

Stebbins’ (1997) perspective of Casual Leisure. Instead, drawing a continuum from Dewey’s Purposeful 

Play provides a more appropriate context for analysis.  

Utilizing the AMT, agritourists can be classified into four distinct market segments: Agri-

education Seeker, Agri-pursuer, Agri-tainment Seeker, and Agri-visitor. Table 1 describes each market 

segment and proposes corresponding activities and marketing strategies.  

 

Table 1. Agritourist Motivation Market Segments.  

Market 

Segment 
Description Proposed Activity Marketing Direction 

Agri-

education 

Seeker 

Seek educational 

experiences reminiscent of 

homestead life, rooted in a 

notional place attachment. 

Identify with acquiring 

skills, knowledge, and 

experience with a practical 

application. 

• Hands-on homesteading 

classes and tours 

• Skill and knowledge 

focused activities 

• Volunteer days 

• Farm stays 

• Social media groups 

focused on 

homesteading or 

farming culture 

Agri-pursuer More interested in the 

activity than the location. 

Focus on educational 

aspect related to local food 

systems or products. 

• Classes on less 

traditional skills (e.g. 

goat yoga, soap making) 

• Direct sales, Farm 

Stands, and CSAs 

• Farm to Table Dinners 

• U-pick activities 

• School Field Trips 

• Partnerships with local 

food hubs and farmer’s 

markets and chefs 

• Marketing programs 

promoting local food 

• Partnerships with 

schools 

Agri-tainment 

Seeker 

Focus on the entertainment 

quality of the activity 

likely with family or 

friends. 

• Corn Maze / Hayrides 

• Festivals 

• Outdoor Recreation 

• On Farm Concerts 

• Convention and 

Visitor’s Bureaus 

• Local news 

• Community Calendars 

• Social media campaigns 

Agri-visitor High level of place 

attachment for rural and 

agrarian environs yet have 

little interest in the actual 

mechanics of the farm. 

Emphasis on the ‘rural 

idyll’. 

• Photography 

• Weddings 

• Wildlife Viewing 

• Farm stays 

• Wedding and Event 

Fairs 

• Partnerships with local 

photographers 

• Curated social media 

presence highlighting 

scenic aspects 

 

Application of the Typology 

Agritourism organizations can utilize this typology to better design and market experiences for a 

specific market segment. Analyzing market demographics and available assets and resources allows 

operators to develop a curated agritourism program with high salience for their target market segment. By 

designing a cohesive agritourism program focusing on agritourism experience design and marketing, 

operators will be more successful in reaching their target demographic. The proposed typology is flexible, 

and organizations may succeed in reaching multiple segments. The typology is not hierarchical, as each 

segment of agritourists is legitimate in their search for a unique experience. Agritourists may approach the 

same activity from different motivations, particularly in the case of farm stays. This typology is rooted in 

a uniquely American agrarian history, and geographic transferability may not be feasible.  

 



Play, Place, and Purpose  6 

Conclusion 

The AMT addresses a critical gap in agritourism research by providing a theoretically grounded 

framework for classifying agritourists and assessing their motivations. Rooted in Place Attachment 

Theory, Purposeful Play, and Serious Leisure, the AMT offers practitioners a systematic approach to 

aligning operational assets, visitor motivations, and marketing strategies. Unlike broad demographic 

segmentation or activity-based categorization, this typology interrogates the underlying psychological and 

behavioral drivers that shape visitor expectations and satisfaction. 

Implementation of the AMT enables agritourism operators to move beyond asset-driven 

programming toward strategic, market-responsive experience design. This shift has implications for 

operational sustainability, visitor satisfaction, and the broader viability of agritourism as a farm 

diversification strategy. However, this typology represents a conceptual framework requiring empirical 

validation. Future research must examine the distribution of agritourists across the four segments, test the 

relationship between segment alignment and visitor satisfaction, and assess whether targeted marketing 

informed by the AMT increases conversion rates and repeat visitation. Geographic and cultural 

transferability requires investigation, as the typology’s foundation in American agrarian nostalgia may 

limit applicability to regions with different agricultural histories. Additionally, longitudinal studies should 

explore whether individual agritourists remain within segments or migrate across motivations as their 

agricultural knowledge and place attachment evolve. Ultimately, the AMT serves dual purposes: 

advancing academic understanding of agritourist behavior while providing agricultural producers with 

actionable guidance for developing sustainable, market-aligned agritourism enterprises that strengthen 

both farm viability and rural community engagement. 

  



Play, Place, and Purpose  7 

References 

 
Agritourism Activity Liability, Pub. L. No. SC 2010 Act 236, South Carolina Code of Laws (2010). 

Amoako, E. A. (n.d.). Agritourism development in southwest Michigan: Motivations of agritourists and 

operators. 

Amsden, B., & McEntee, J. (2011). Agrileisure: Re-imagining the relationship between agriculture, 

leisure, and social change. Leisure/Loisir, 35(1), 37–48. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/14927713.2011.549194 

Barbieri, C. (2013). Assessing the sustainability of agritourism in the US: A comparison between 

agritourism and other farm entrepreneurial ventures. Journal of Sustainable Tourism, 21(2), 252–

270. https://doi.org/10.1080/09669582.2012.685174 

Barbieri, C., & Mahoney, E. (2009). Why is diversification an attractive farm adjustment strategy? 

Insights from Texas farmers and ranchers. Journal of Rural Studies, 25(1), 58–66. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2008.06.001 

Breunig, M. C. (2017). John Dewey: Purposeful Play as Leisure. In K. Spracklen, B. Lashua, E. Sharpe, 

& S. Swain (Eds.), The Palgrave Handbook of Leisure Theory (pp. 355–370). Palgrave 

Macmillan UK. https://doi.org/10.1057/978-1-137-56479-5_20 

Chase, L., Stewart, M., Schilling, B., Smith, B., & Walk, M. (2018). Agritourism: Toward a conceptual 

framework for industry analysis. Journal of Agriculture, Food Systems, and Community 

Development, 1–7. https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2018.081.016 

Cheshire, L. (2013). Decoupling farm, farming and place: Recombinant attachments of globally engaged 

family farmers. Journal of Rural Studies, 30, 64–74. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jrurstud.2012.11.005 

Dennis, L. (1970). Play in Dewey’s theory of education. Young Children, 25(4), 230–235. 

Farmer, J. (2012). Leisure in living local through food and farming. Leisure Sciences, 34(5), 490–495. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2012.714708 

Gil Arroyo, C., Barbieri, C., & Rozier Rich, S. (2013). Defining agritourism: A comparative study of 

stakeholders’ perceptions in Missouri and North Carolina. Tourism Management, 37, 39–47. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tourman.2012.12.007 

Harrington, L. M. B. (2018). Alternative and virtual rurality: Agriculture and the countryside as embodied 

in American imagination. Geographical Review, 108(2), 250–273. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/gere.12245 

Liang, A. R. D., Nie, Y. Y., Chen, D. J., & Chen, P.-J. (2020). Case studies on co-branding and farm 

tourism: Best match between farm image and experience activities. Journal of Hospitality and 

Tourism Management, 42, 107–118. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jhtm.2019.11.009 

Lomas, M. J., Ayodeji, E., & Brown, P. (2023). Imagined places of the past: The interplay of time and 

memory in the maintenance of place attachment. Current Psychology. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s12144-023-04421-7 

Manzo, L. C. (2005). For better or worse: Exploring multiple dimensions of place meaning. Journal of 

Environmental Psychology, 25(1), 67–86. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2005.01.002 

Nebraska Farm Bureau. (2019, December 11). The American family farm. Nebraska Farm Bureau. 

https://www.nefb.org/12/11/2019/the-american-family-farm-2/ 

Norby, M., & Retallick, M. (2012). Iowa consumer motivations and preferences for agritourism activities. 

Journal of Extension, 50(5). https://doi.org/10.34068/joe.50.05.08 

Schmidt, C., Tian, Z., Goetz, S. J., Hollas, C., & Chase, L. (2023). Agritourism and direct sales clusters in 

the United States. Agricultural and Resource Economics Review, 52(1), 168–188. 

https://doi.org/10.1017/age.2023.1 

South Carolina Agritourism Association. (n.d.). Retrieved November 22, 2023, from 

https://scagritourism.org/ 



Play, Place, and Purpose  8 

Stebbins, R. A. (1997). Casual leisure: A conceptual statement. Leisure Studies, 16(1), 17–25. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/026143697375485 

Stebbins, R. A. (2017). Serious Leisure: A Perspective for our Time. Routledge. 

USDA NASS. (2024, February 13). 2022 Census of Agriculture. 

https://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications/AgCensus/2022/index.php 

 



Flocking to the Farm  1 

 

 

NETtra Tourism Conference 
October 7-10, 2025 

Meredith, New Hampshire, USA 

 

Proceedings 
 

 
 

Flocking to the Farm: An Agritourism Incubator for Veteran-led Farms 
  

Kara Rutter 

Department of Parks, Recreation and Tourism Management, Clemson University 

Email: krutter@clemson.edu 
 

Lauren Duffy 

Department of Recreation, Park, and Tourism Management, Penn State University 

 
 

  



Flocking to the Farm  2 

Flocking to the Farm: An Agritourism Incubator for Veteran-led Farms 
 

Abstract 
Despite agritourism’s growth to $1.26 billion in U.S. farm revenue, few training programs are 

in place to help farmers develop viable operations. This paper documents the curriculum 

design and pilot implementation of the Agritourism Incubator Program (AIP), a seven-

component model piloted with veteran farmers in South Carolina. Grounded in a translation 
model that adapts existing military competencies to agricultural entrepreneurship, the 

curriculum integrates the Entrepreneurial Skills (ET-7) framework, Community Capitals 

Framework, and entrepreneurial exaptation theory. The program includes conference 
participation, intensive cohort-based training emphasizing asset-based development, 

individualized business planning, execution support, and collective marketing. Preliminary 

observations from the inaugural five-farm cohort suggest participants demonstrated all ET-7 
skills and developed multiple community capitals. The curriculum’s modular design, 

theoretical foundations, and place-based theory of change offer insights for national 

agritourism capacity-building initiatives. This work addresses critical questions about 

effective curriculum components for developing agritourism entrepreneurial capacity and 
structuring incubator-based training for scalability. 

 

Keywords: agritourism, incubator programs, veteran farmers, entrepreneurial education, 
community capitals, curriculum design 
 

 
Introduction 

Agritourism is a growing industry in the United States (U.S.). According to the 2022 U.S. Census 

of Agriculture, 28,617 farms received agritourism and recreation revenues of almost $1.26 billion, up 

from $949 million in 2017 (USDA NASS, 2024). On-farm direct sales accounted for another $3.3 billion. 

Farms are engaging in agritourism to provide “direct sales in order to increase income, provide family 

employment, and educate the public about agriculture, among other reasons” (Quella et al., 2021, p. 287). 

Yet, despite the potential of agritourism revenue (see Barbieri, 2008), minimal programming and training 

programs are available to farmers interested in adding value to their organizations through agritourism 

(Schmidt et al., 2022) 

Several extension, nonprofit, and governmental guides are available, including comprehensive 

resources such as the South Carolina Department of Agriculture’s Agritourism 101 guide (J. Moore, 

2022) and the AgPlan agritourism business planning template. However, few in-person training programs 

exist to translate these resources into operational capacity. Within agriculture and tourism academic 

programs, there are only a handful of certificates available with a focus on agritourism and no specific 

agritourism degree programs (e.g. Oregon State University, 2021; Sheridan College, n.d.; University of 

Illinois, n.d.). This gap between available resources and implementation support leaves farmers, 

particularly new and beginning operators, struggling to develop viable agritourism programs aligned with 

their operational capacities and market contexts. 

Dickes et al. (2020) examine agritourism as an entrepreneurial endeavor, asserting “small and 

medium sized farmers have needed to be more entrepreneurial to survive” (p. 3). Examined as an 

entrepreneurial activity, at an a priori level, agritourism development can be encouraged through 

incubation. An incubator approach is common across the agriculture sector to encourage new and 

beginning farmers. Typically, these programs include access to land, training and mentoring, access to 
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resources, and marketing support (Bose & Kiran, 2014; Lelekacs et al., 2014; Liang, 2018; Weinberg, 

1987). The same approach should be considered to develop thriving agritourism programs on existing 

farms with access to land: providing an agritourism incubator program can help participants establish a 

cohesive and sustainable agritourism program on their farms.  

The veteran farming population represents a particularly promising target for agritourism 

incubation. Veterans are disproportionately engaged in agriculture, with 9% of U.S. producers indicating 

military service (USDA NASS, 2024). South Carolina hosts an especially robust intersection of veteran 

farming and agritourism infrastructure, ranking second only to Florida in producers with military service 

per capita, with half operating small farms under 50 acres (USDA NASS, 2024). The state’s strong 

agritourism network—including the South Carolina Agritourism Association (SCAA), Clemson 

Cooperative Extension support, and the nation’s largest free farm and art tour with over 85,000 visitors 

since 2012 (Clemson University Cooperative Extension Service, n.d.)—provides an ideal environment to 

pilot an agritourism incubator program. Khanal et al. (2020) found that higher numbers of veteran-led 

agritourism farms have a positive influence on the sector overall. As such, developing capacity among 

veteran farmers may catalyze the broader growth of the agritourism sector. 

This paper presents the curriculum design and implementation model for the Palmetto Veterans 

in Agribusiness Agritourism Incubator Program (AIP), a pilot program focusing on building agricultural 

entrepreneurial capital among new and beginning veteran farmers in South Carolina. The program 

integrates networking, cohort-based training, individualized business planning, execution support, and 

collective marketing into a comprehensive incubator model designed for replicability across diverse 

regional contexts. While piloted with veteran farmers in South Carolina, the curriculum framework and 

theory of change offer insights for national agritourism development initiatives seeking to build operator 

capacity through structured, evidence-based training programs. 

 

Purpose Statement 

This study documents the development and design of an agritourism incubator curriculum that 

builds entrepreneurial capacity among new and beginning farmers. The curriculum integrates 

entrepreneurial skills development, place-based learning, and business implementation support to address 

the gap between available agritourism resources and farmer capacity to implement sustainable operations. 

Two research questions guide this work: 

Research Question 1: What incubator components effectively develop agritourism 

entrepreneurial capacity in veteran farmers? 

Research Question 2: How can incubator-based agritourism training be structured for national 

scalability and adaptation across diverse regional contexts? 

 

Literature Review 

Definition of Concepts 

Researchers often use agency or sector-specific terminology, which may reduce readers’ 

comprehension and therefore this paper begins by defining key terms operationalized in this study. This 

study aligns with the South Carolina Agritourism Association definition: “Agritourism is the crossroads 

between agriculture and tourism. It includes any activity carried out on a working farm or ranch that 

allows the public for recreational, entertainment, or educational purposes, to view or enjoy rural 

activities” (SCAA, n.d.). The U.S. Department of Agriculture defines a ‘Veteran Farmer or Rancher’ as 

one who served in the U.S. military, was released under conditions other than dishonorable, and either has 

not operated a farm or ranch, or has operated for not more than 10 years, or who first obtained veteran 

status during the most recent 10-year period (USDA, n.d.). A ‘Beginning Farmer or Rancher’ is anyone 

who has operated a farm or ranch for less than ten years (this paper will refer to these populations just as 

‘veteran farmers’ and ‘beginning farmers’). 

Entrepreneurial capacity (EC) is the acquired and developable competencies that enable 

entrepreneurial action, including problem-solving, ambiguity tolerance, failing forward, empathy, 

creativity with limited resources, responsiveness to critical feedback, and teamwork (ET-7 framework). 
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This represents human capital dimensions that can be cultivated through targeted education and 

experiential learning, providing actual economic value (Chhabra et al., 2023; Liu, 2024; Peschl et al., 

2021; Shepherd & Patzelt, 2018). 

 
Veterans in Agriculture and Farming 

Historical precedent ties veterans to farming and agriculture and the strength of the rural 

community. The promise of a land grant enticed military service from pre-Revolutionary War times 

(Hayden-Smith, 2018). Following World War II, the Serviceman’s Readjustment Act provided pathways 

to farm ownership and agricultural training opportunities, such as the Institutional On-Farm Training 

Program. Over 690,000 returning veterans during this time received agricultural training (Moore, 2019). 

These programs laid the foundation for a robust agricultural sector and thriving rural communities, which 

were intrinsically tied to military service.  

Veterans remain disproportionately engaged in agriculture, with 9% of U.S. producers claiming 

military service (down from 10.9% in 2017), compared to 6% of the U.S. adult population (USDA NASS, 

2024). There are significantly fewer beginning farmers who are veterans, with only 23% of veteran 

producers having ten years or less on the farm, compared with 29% of all producers. In South Carolina, 

the proportion of producers with military service reaches 12%, higher than the national average. The state 

has 4,309 farms with a veteran producer, half of which are 50 acres or less, and 36% make $1,000 or less 

of annual farm income (USDA NASS, 2024). 

The 2022 National Survey of Military Affiliated Entrepreneurs provides insight into the rural 

veteran farm and ranch population (Maury et al., 2023). The majority (52%) of rural veteran farmer 

respondents indicated that they are social entrepreneurs, with 7% operating as a 501(c) (3) organization. 

Rural farm respondents indicated that their main entrepreneurial concern is access to capital (54%); 

furthermore, the lack of capital caused some great deal of stress (78%), and 50% were turned down for 

credit or did not receive the credit they requested. Despite these challenges, farm or ranch respondents are 

more positive about the future of their endeavor than urban or non-farm rural respondents, indicating they 

considered it realistic that their business would double over the next five years and the growth would not 

risk the survival of their business (Maury et al., 2023, Section Growth of Rural-Veteran Owned 

Business). Critically, despite the large population of rural veterans, they are more likely than urban 

respondents to report “finding a local business incubator or nonprofit that helps business owners to be 

difficult or very difficult (53% vs 44%)” (Maury et al., 2023). This gap between entrepreneurial capacity 

and access to incubator support represents a key point for intervention. 

To date, little agritourism research has emphasized a veteran connection, likely due to the lack of 

available census data on veterans prior to 2017. However, Khanal et al. (2020) noted that higher numbers 

of veteran-led agritourism farms had a positive influence on the sector, estimating that one agritourism 

farm would be added for every 200 veteran-owned farms in a county. The authors explain this finding: 

“As agritourism captures recreational and hobby aspects of agriculture, it could be a well-suited enterprise 

for retired veterans or veteran’s family” (Khanal et al., 2020, p. 116). Thus, adding veteran-led 

agritourism farms could promote the sector at large.  

 

Agritourism 

 Although agritourism lacks a precise, universal definition, Gil Arroyo et al. (2013) proposed a 

broad definition: “Farming-related activities carried out on a working farm or other agricultural settings 

for entertainment or education purposes” (p. 45). Regardless, the body of literature surrounding 

agritourism in the U.S. is steadily growing, developing associated typologies (Chase et al., 2018; Phillip 

et al., 2010), examining the motivations of operators and participants (Amoako, n.d.; Barbieri & 

Mshenga, 2008), and quantifying the impact (Hollas et al., 2021, 2024; Schmidt et al., 2023). Chase et al. 

(2018) developed a conceptual framework to define agritourism “including direct sales, education, 

hospitality, outdoor recreation, and entertainment, as well as core and peripheral tiers” (p. 18) (See Figure 

1). This conceptual framework is commonly cited in agritourism research, as it is the most inclusive 

framework currently available for assessing agritourism.  
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Barbieri (2013) found that agritourism provided increased revenue and profit to a farm. Her 

findings further suggest that agritourism farms promote positive social and environmental change over 

other farm diversification strategies. Dickes et al. (2020) examined the growth of agritourism through an 

entrepreneurial lens, focusing on motivations, environmental conditions, and cognitive factors, 

concluding that “the motivation of operators may also be impacted by external organization and financial 

incentives” (p. 11). Providing free or low-cost training, small business development programming, or 

financial incentives may incentivize farmers to try something new.  

 

Figure 1. 

Conceptual Framework for Agritourism (Source: Chase, L., Stewart, M., Schilling, B., Smith, B., & Walk, 

M. (2018). Agritourism: Toward a Conceptual Framework for Industry Analysis. Journal of Agriculture, 

Food Systems, and Community Development, 1–7. https://doi.org/10.5304/jafscd.2018.081.016) 

  
 

Agricultural Incubator Programs 

While no agritourism specific incubator programs were identified, examining more traditional 

agricultural incubators is helpful. Analyzing nine North Carolina farm incubator programs, Lelekacs et al. 

(2014) posited that providing opportunities to “develop the skill set and experience essential to run a 

successful farm, and help developing a business plan” will lead to greater financial sustainability (p. 2). 

Successful programs incorporate marketing and branding strategies to support participants. Sohail et al. 

(2023) analyzed incubator programs through mechanisms that foster the development of entrepreneurial 

culture, finding that networking support, training and coaching, access to resources, and collective 

support structures effectively build entrepreneurial capital. These findings suggest an incubator approach 

adapted for agritourism could address the implementation gap between available resources and 

operational capacity. 
 

Veteran and Entrepreneurial Pedagogy 

 Military pedagogy focuses on standards-based experiential learning through a crawl-walk-run 

methodology applicable at individual and collective unit levels (Department of Army, 2019). The military 

training process emphasizes assessment, evaluation, and critical feedback within complex and uncertain 

environments. Hunter-Johnson (2020) notes that military learning environments are grounded in 
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behaviorist pedagogy, characterized by rigid structure, discipline, and positioning learners as active 

participants in structured scenarios, a context quite different from traditional agricultural extension 

education. 

Entrepreneurial pedagogy has shifted from trait-based to competency-based approaches, 

recognizing that individuals can learn and develop entrepreneurship skills. Peschl et al. (2021) identified 

seven Entrepreneurial Skills (ET-7) critical for success: problem-solving, tolerance for ambiguity, failing 

forward, empathy, creativity with limited resources, responding to critical feedback, and a teamwork 

approach. Recent empirical work reveals a more nuanced relationship between military service and 

entrepreneurial capacity. While veterans possess many traits aligned with entrepreneurship—resilience, 

high self-efficacy, risk tolerance, and comfort with ambiguity (Cater & Young, 2020; Heinz et al., 

2017)—Phipps and Skimmyhorn (2025) found that veterans are less likely than civilian peers to become 

entrepreneurs on aggregate, and when they do, they earn less and report lower financial satisfaction. This 

apparent paradox requires theoretical explanation. 

Drawing on Weberian ideal type methodology, veteran entrepreneurship represents a distinct 

configuration that requires translation rather than transformation. The “Vetrepreneur” ideal type exhibits 

three core characteristics that distinguish it from other entrepreneurial archetypes: (1) mission-oriented 

value creation, where entrepreneurship serves as service continuation rather than pure profit 

maximization—reflected in Maury et al.’s (2023) finding that 52% of rural veteran entrepreneurs identify 

as social entrepreneurs; (2) systems-thinking resource optimization, or what might be called ‘logistical 

entrepreneurship’—the ability to accomplish complex missions with limited resources through systematic 

planning and improvisation; and (3) collective action orientation, where team mission accomplishment 

takes precedence over individual heroic entrepreneurship (Kerrick et al., 2014). 

The most analytically interesting aspect of the Vetrepreneur lies in a paradox: military training 

explicitly prepares personnel for uncertain, high-stakes environments while providing structured 

frameworks for decision-making under pressure (Jackson et al., 2012). Veterans demonstrate comfort 

with operational uncertainty within systematic analytical frameworks. This explains why veterans may 

struggle in traditional entrepreneurship programs, which are often designed around individual initiative 

and unstructured opportunity recognition, whereas they may potentially thrive in systematic, team-based 

approaches that provide analytical frameworks for navigating uncertainty. The Vetrepreneur does not 

need to develop risk tolerance but requires translation tools for applying military decision-making 

frameworks to independent, civilian business contexts. 

This translation model has profound implications for curriculum design. Rather than attempting 

to instill entrepreneurial traits, effective veteran entrepreneurship programs should facilitate contextual 

adaptation of existing capabilities. Military leadership experience translates well to entrepreneurial 

contexts, but it requires adaptation from hierarchical to collaborative styles. Problem-solving capabilities 

transfer directly but benefit from exposure to market-based rather than mission-based problem definitions. 

The capacity for “failing forward” applies directly to entrepreneurial learning but may require reframing 

from tactical to strategic failure analysis. Most critically, the strong social capital developed through 

military networks often does not transfer effectively to civilian business contexts, representing not a 

deficit but a translation challenge that requires systematic exposure to civilian business networks (Tihic et 

al., 2025).  

Rural contexts create particularly favorable conditions for Vetrepreneur development due to 

alignment between military culture and rural community values. Rural communities often exhibit veteran-

friendly cultures, appreciation for service orientation, and preference for straightforward, relationship-

based business practices that align with military communication styles. The Vetrepreneur’s collective 

action orientation aligns closely with the embedded nature of rural entrepreneurship (Jack & Anderson, 

2002). Where urban entrepreneurship often emphasizes individual competition, rural entrepreneurship 

requires community collaboration for marketing, infrastructure development, and creating visitor 

experiences—precisely matching the strengths of veterans. Military experience in resource-constrained 

environments translates naturally to rural resource limitations, creating opportunities for veterans to apply 

established skills in resource optimization. 
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The ET-7 framework thus provides a natural bridge between veteran capacities and 

entrepreneurial skill development. Service members train for complex and uncertain environments, 

demonstrating problem-solving skills, a high tolerance for ambiguity, and effective teamwork. Feedback 

and assessment are fundamental to military training systems. Resilience and perseverance reflect “failing 

forward” capacity. Service members are masters of creativity with limited resources in austere 

environments. Rather than developing these skills from scratch, veteran-focused entrepreneurship 

programs should facilitate their translation into civilian agricultural contexts, precisely the approach 

underlying the design of the Agritourism Incubator Program curriculum. 

 

Incubator Program Architecture and Theory 

South Carolina agriculture is inextricably linked to the veteran population, with the second-

highest level of veteran producers per capita in the nation. As examined by Khanal (2020), higher levels 

of veteran-led farms lead to increased agritourism operations.  As veterans establish more small- to mid-

sized farms across the state, many adopt agritourism activities as a supplemental source of income. Two 

recently funded U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Enhancing Agricultural Opportunities for 

Military Veterans (AgVet) grants focus extensively on building agritourism capacity on veteran-led farms 

(USDA NIFA, n.d.). One award, presented to Project Victory Gardens, a South Carolina nonprofit, aims 

to establish an agritourism incubator program and a national marketing and branding initiative for 

veteran-led agritourism farms. Support for these programs from the USDA indicates an acknowledgment 

that veterans are well-positioned to expand the agritourism field. Given the extension program focus of 

the AgVets grant, the development, implementation, and evaluation of the AIP utilizes the Cooperative 

Extension Program Development Model (Franz et al., 2015).  

Theory of Change 

The theory of change guiding this AIP (pictured in Figure 2) operates at three distinct levels, each 

serving different functions for evaluation and replication. Adapting the concept of a pre-fabricated house 

on a local foundation from Patton (2008), the theory of change acknowledges that the program is rooted 

in place.  

South Carolina represents a unique locale, particularly in relation to agriculture, and as such, 

programs created here do not necessarily travel (i.e., the South Carolina Ag + Art Tour). The geography, 

diverse agricultural base, and relational nature of farming and agritourism in particular provide a unique 

base from which to launch the AIP. Three layers of necessary conditions (‘the local context’) must exist 

before program implementation: (1) Structural Prerequisites, including adequate land access, market 

proximity, and supportive policy context; (2) Participant Readiness, including baseline social/human 

capital, time availability, and financial stability; and (3) Contextual Supports, including family support 

and community acceptance. If the foundation is weak on multiple dimensions, even high-fidelity 

implementation will fail. This explains why identical programs succeed in one location and fail in 

another, not due to differences in implementation quality, but rather to contextual appropriateness. 
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Figure 2.  

Agritourism Incubator Program Theory of Change Diagram 

 
 

The Core Structure (roof) represents non-negotiable elements that define program identity: cohort 

model, asset-based approach, military pedagogy, and CCF framework. An asset-based approach 

emphasizes building on what participants already possess, such as land, skills, networks, and experiences, 

rather than focusing on what they lack. For veteran farmers, this means reframing their military leadership 

and agricultural experience as marketable strengths and viewing existing farm resources as the foundation 

for an agritourism enterprise. The Primary Activities (walls) can be adapted in format but not eliminated: 

a state or regional agritourism conference, the curriculum program, business planning support, 

networking, and coaching. The Mechanisms (interior systems, visualized as gears) specify how the 

program works: (1) Social Capital Activation provides access to tangible resources and reduces perceived 

risk; (2) Cognitive Reframing enables seeing farm assets as entrepreneurial opportunities; (3) Identity 

Integration legitimizes military experience as marketable cultural capital; (4) Self-Efficacy Building 

reduces perceived knowledge gaps; (5) Resource Mobilization bridges networks to material resources; 

and (6) Normative Influence creates peer accountability for implementation. These mechanisms must 

activate for outcomes to occur; high-fidelity activity implementation without mechanism activation 

produces null results. Adaptations should be customized to local foundations (delivery format, emphasis 

areas, coaching intensity) while preserving core structure. 

Short-term outcomes (0-6 months) include increased intent and refined plans. Medium-term 

outcomes (6-18 months) include the launch of agritourism activities. Long-term outcomes (18+ months) 

include sustained revenue and CCF capital spiraling-up. The feedback loop represents how successful 

cohorts strengthen the foundation, success stories reduce perceived risk, generate political capital, and 

build community acceptance for future cohorts. 

This framework generates testable predictions: (1) Programs in weak-foundation contexts will fail 

regardless of implementation quality; (2) Each mechanism should be independently observable; and (3) 

Capital accumulation should follow CCF-predicted sequences. With n=15, evaluation focuses on 
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mechanism activation (qualitative process tracing, within-case analysis) rather than population-level 

effect estimation. Three failure scenarios are distinguishable: weak foundation + high fidelity = 

contextual mismatch (not program failure); strong foundation + high fidelity but no mechanism activation 

= program theory wrong (requires revision); strong foundation + mechanism activation = success 

(program works as theorized). This prevents attributing null findings to ‘implementation failure’ when 

context was inappropriate. For replication, the foundation assessment must precede implementation to 

determine contextual suitability. 

 

Conceptual Framework for Agritourism Incubation 

Integrating the Peschl et al. (2021) Entrepreneurial Skills (ET-7) framework with the 

Entrepreneurial Culture Development Mechanism (ECDM) developed by Sohail et al. (2023) in a veteran 

agritourism context provides the foundation for curriculum development (See Figure 3). The ET-7 skills 

correspond directly with veteran competencies developed through military service: problem-solving, 

tolerance for ambiguity, teamwork, responding to critical feedback, failing forward, and creativity with 

limited resources. This alignment honors existing veteran human capital while requiring translation into 

civilian agricultural contexts. The one ET-7 skill less explicitly developed through military service—

empathy—is defined by Peschl et al. as the “ability to design and deliver new products that will be 

adopted by customers” (p. 8), essentially customer-centered design thinking. Veterans develop this 

capacity through understanding diverse stakeholder perspectives in complex operational environments, 

though they may not recognize it as ‘empathy’ in traditional entrepreneurial terms. 

 

Figure 3. 

 
 

By embedding these skills throughout the program, incubator activities, including selection, 

exposure and networking, curriculum, individualized business planning, execution, and marketing and 

branding, activate the seven mechanisms that build entrepreneurial capacity: social capital development, 

human capital development, self-efficacy, resource mobilization, collective support, network 

development, and place attachment. These mechanisms operate simultaneously and recursively, reflecting 

the Community Capitals Framework’s recognition that capitals interact and amplify each other (Emery & 

Flora, 2006; Flora et al., 2015). This framework is further expanded by incorporating CCF as a systems-
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oriented lens for assessing how program activities build participant capacity across natural, cultural, 

human, social, political, financial, and built capitals (Flora et al., 2015). Findings are expected to align 

with CCF’s “spiraling-up” pattern, where initial gains in social and human capital catalyze development 

of financial, cultural, and built capital (Emery & Flora, 2006). 

In the context of the Agritourism Incubator Program, veteran farmer participants receive 

networking support, training and coaching, access to resources, and collective marketing support. By 

building on the ET-7 skills within the ECDM structure and assessing outcomes through CCF, the program 

design facilitates entrepreneurial development and sustainable business launch. 

 

Incubation Program Design and Implementation 

 The Agritourism Incubator Program combines multiple delivery methods and learning contexts to 

translate military competencies into civilian agricultural entrepreneurship capacity. The program 

comprises seven components: selection, exposure and networking, cohort-based curriculum, 

individualized business planning, execution, marketing and branding, and evaluation. This paper will 

focus on the first six components; further work will discuss programmatic evaluation and participatory 

experience.  

 The curriculum design is grounded in the conceptual framework presented earlier, ensuring each 

component advances specific ET-7 skills, activates ECDM mechanisms, and builds community capitals. 

The cohort-based structure reinforces teamwork and collective action while expanding social capital 

networks. Throughout the curriculum, instructors incorporate “adaptive anxiety” (Peschl et al., 2021, p. 

9), beginning from a position of challenge or failure and iteratively advancing through problem-solving 

cycles. This aligns with the veteran paradigm of training for complexity and uncertainty, honoring 

familiar learning patterns while introducing agricultural business contexts. 

 

Incubator Activity 1: Selection  

Program leaders will evaluate applications based on the strength of the application (available 

upon request) and the current business plan. Selection criteria include veteran status, access to land, an 

established or developing business plan, and available farm assets. Priority is given to state-wide 

geographical dispersion (at least one farm from Lowcountry, Pee Dee, Midlands, and Upstate regions) 

and demographic diversity (at least one female-led and one socially-disadvantaged-led farm). Bonus 

consideration is applied for prior participation in USDA-funded Beginning Farmer or Rancher 

Development Programs, the South Carolina New and Beginning Farmer Program, the SCDA 

Agribusiness Center for Research and Entrepreneurship (ACRE) Curriculum Program, or equivalent 

training. 

The selection process itself serves a developmental function. The application requires participants 

to articulate their agritourism goals, assess current farm assets, and identify capital development priorities 

using the Community Capitals Framework language. This exercise initiates the translation process from 

military to agricultural entrepreneurship by requiring an explicit connection between available resources 

and business objectives, a familiar strategic planning exercise in an unfamiliar context. 

 

Incubator Activity 2: Exposure and Networking 

 All selected participants will participate in the South Carolina Agritourism Association (SCAA) 

Conference. The SCAA Conference is an annual event and includes networking opportunities, a tour of 

agritourism operations, and guest speakers. The conference is well-attended by agritourism operators 

from across the state and typically includes an opening reception and networking event, a bus tour with 

stops at six to eight agritourism operations, and a farm-to-table dinner. The tour stops feature training 

opportunities on various agritourism topics. The conference provides ample opportunity for incubatees to 

network with other agritourism operators, resource providers, and state agricultural leadership.  

This component directly addresses the Vetrepreneur translation challenge: strong social capital 

within military networks that does not automatically transfer to civilian business contexts. Rather than 

generic networking skill development, the conference creates structured opportunities for veterans to 
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observe civilian agritourism culture, identify potential mentors and partners, and begin building industry-

specific relationships. The bus tour format is particularly effective, as it provides low-stakes social 

interaction during travel while demonstrating diverse agritourism business models in operation. 

 Participants will also receive a one-year membership to the South Carolina Agritourism 

Association. Membership includes a metal agritourism liability sign, access to private message boards, 

and enhanced marketing opportunities through the SCAA newsletter, S.C. Agritourism Directory and 

Passport, and S.C. Farm Hikes program. This sustained connection maintains network development 

beyond the intensive training period. 

 

Incubator Activity 3: Cohort-Based Curriculum Program 

 The third component is the in-person cohort-based curriculum program. The four-day curriculum 

includes lectures, group work, hands-on and participatory experiences, field trips to other agritourism 

operations, and a capstone pitch event. The curriculum in Table 1 includes eleven training modules, three 

farm tours, and the capstone event. Building on the conceptual framework, training will be presented 

through the lens of the ET-7 and will incorporate adaptive anxiety. Culminating in an 8-minute Pitch 

Competition, participants must present their conceptual agritourism business plan to a team of experts in 

agriculture, tourism, and business. 

 

Table 1. Curriculum modules 

Module Description ET-7 

Alignment 

Entrepreneurial 

and Community 

Capitals Alignment 

Module One: What 

is this thing called 

agritourism? 

Focused on defining agritourism for 

participants in order to focus future 

lessons and conversations. 

• Problem 

Solving 

• Tolerance for 

Ambiguity 

• Human Capital 

Module Two: Is 

agritourism right for 

me? Personal 

assessment 

Focused on determining if agritourism 

is right for the participants farm, 

operations, and family. Focus is on the 

interpersonal and soft skills necessary 

to be successful in agritourism. 

• Empathy 

• Responding 

to Critical 

Feedback 

 

• Social Capital 

• Human Capital 

• Entrepreneurial 

Capital 

Module Three: Asset 

Assessment: 

Financial, Natural, 

Physical, Heritage 

Walks participants through an 

assessment of the assets already 

available to them on their farm. 

Participants will work through a 

worksheet to help them see what they 

already have to work with.   

• Problem 

Solving 

• Teamwork 

Approach 

 

• Natural Capital 

• Built Capital 

• Financial Capital 

• Cultural Capital 

• Entrepreneurial 

Capital 

Module Four: 

Agritourist 

Motivations 

Why do people visit agritourism 

farms? Who are they? Are they more 

likely to visit veteran-owned/-led 

farms? 

• Empathy • Social Capital 

• Human Capital 

• Cultural Capital 

Module Five: 

Discussion of 8-

Minute Agritourism 

Business Plan Pitch 

Introduce the requirements for the 8-

Minute Pitch Activity. 

• Teamwork 

Approach 

 

• Human Capital 

• Entrepreneurial 

Capital 

Module Six: 

Cropsfit: 

Agritourism 

Opportunity in the 

Mundane 

How can you incorporate guests into 

your day-to-day farm activities? What 

are the safety concerns on your farm? 

What is the guest experience? 

• Problem 

Solving 

• Creativity 

with Limited 

Resources 

• Social Capital 

• Human Capital 
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• Responding 

to Critical 

Feedback 

Module Seven: The 

Agritourism 

Business Plan: 

AgPlan 

Participants are expected to have a 

business plan before acceptance into 

the cohort. Using the AgPlan 

Agritourism Business Plan, 

participants will develop the 

agritourism specific sections of their 

plan for presentation in the Capstone 

Module. 

• Problem 

Solving 

• Responding 

to Critical 

Feedback 

• Teamwork 

Approach 

 

• Social Capital 

• Human Capital 

• Financial Capital 

• Entrepreneurial 

Capital 

Farm Tour  Value Added Production, Farm Store, 

Museum, Signage 

  

Module Eight: Farm 

to Table: A Chef’s 

Dinner Experience 

Participants will partake in a Farm to 

Table dinner at Project Victory 

Gardens. Discussions of menu 

planning, working with partner farms, 

and the importance of scene setting 

will take place throughout the dinner. 

• Creativity 

with Limited 

Resources 

• Teamwork 

Approach 

 

• Social Capital 

• Political Capital 

Farm Tour On-farm events, guest management, 

partnerships 

  

Module Nine: 

Agritourism 

Experience Design 

Participants will be exposed to various 

agritourism activities and settings and 

analyze their property in the context 

of the guest experience to identify 

appropriate agritourism activities. 

• Problem 

Solving 

• Failing 

Forward 

• Empathy 

• Creativity 

with Limited 

Resources 

• Teamwork 

Approach 

• Social Capital 

• Human Capital 

• Built Capital 

• Natural Capital 

Module Ten: 

Marketing your 

Agritourism 

Program 

Discussion of the principles of 

agritourism marketing, how to create 

a marketing plan. Identification of 

agritourism consumer demographic 

analysis. Discussion of the 4(+)Ps of 

Marketing. Discussion of available 

agritourism marketing networks and 

partnership opportunities. 

• Creativity 

with Limited 

Resources 

• Teamwork 

Approach 

 

• Social Capital 

• Human Capital 

• Financial Capital 

• Entrepreneurial 

Capital 

Module Eleven: The 

‘L’ words: Legal 

concerns and 

liability – ADA 

requirements, 

insurance, zoning 

A panel discussion featuring experts 

on policy, legal, and liability concerns 

related to agritourism in South 

Carolina. 

• Problem 

Solving 

• Tolerance for 

Ambiguity 

 

• Social Capital 

• Human Capital 

• Financial Capital 

• Political Capital 

Farm Tour  We’re Glamping now!   

Capstone: 8-minute 

Pitch Competition 

Capstone assignment to assess the 

growth of Entrepreneurial Capacity, 

knowledge of the agritourism 

environment, and business planning. 

• Empathy 

• Responding 

to Critical 

Feedback 

• Tie all capitals 

together 
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The curriculum program aims to challenge participants’ ideas about agritourism, building a 

cohesive, individualized program focused on experience design that leads to sustainable farm income 

streams. Participants will create a curated agritourism program tailored to their farm, target demographics, 

and available resources. The curriculum module outline (available upon request) includes the title, major 

topics, description, unit instructional objectives, hook, content and references, approach, formative 

assessment, and summary for each module. The ET-7 and interventions are included in the approach 

section. Aligning the modules to the ET-7 reinforces entrepreneurial skill development and 

acknowledgment.  

 

Example Module: Asset Assessment. The Asset Assessment module (Module 3) serves as the 

conceptual foundation for all subsequent business planning work. The module introduces asset-based 

development through the Community Capitals Framework, teaching participants to inventory natural, 

cultural, built, and financial capitals on their properties and within themselves. This approach 

operationalizes entrepreneurial exaptation and spatial bricolage, theoretical frameworks that are 

particularly relevant to the development of agritourism in peripheral rural environments. 

The “otherness” of peripheral environments (Anderson, 2000), which characterizes most 

agritourism operations, creates opportunities for spatial bricolage (Korsgaard et al., 2021) and 

entrepreneurial exaptation (Gaddefors et al., 2020). What rural communities lack in traditional economic 

and entrepreneurial drivers, they compensate for through recombination and adaptation opportunities. 

Agritourism provides a unique lens for examining these processes, as it is inherently evolutionary, rooted 

in existing farm or ranch operations rather than greenfield ventures. 

Gaddefors et al. (2020) introduce the concept of entrepreneurial exaptation, borrowed from 

evolutionary biology, to describe how rural regions develop through the repurposing of resources, 

knowledge, and capabilities for purposes different from their original design or intent. Exaptation 

operates through three interconnected mechanisms: (1) epistemological displacement—applying 

knowledge from one domain to another, such as farmers applying agricultural knowledge to tourism 

service delivery or military veterans transferring leadership skills to farm business management; (2) 

morphological adaptation—physical transformation of existing assets; and (3) functional reassignment—

changing the purpose or function of assets while maintaining their physical form. 

 

The Asset Inventory Exercise. The module begins with adaptive anxiety: “What assets do you have on 

your farm right now that could generate agritourism revenue this season?” Most participants initially 

respond with obvious answers without recognizing tourism value in seemingly mundane or obsolete 

elements. Participants receive aerial imagery or topographic maps of their properties and systematically 

inventory four types of capital (natural, cultural, built, and financial). The critical instruction: “List 

everything, even if it seems irrelevant, broken, or ‘just junk.’ We’re inventorying, not evaluating.” This 

prevents premature filtering that obscures exaptation opportunities. Following individual inventory, 

participants exchange maps with partners who review assets through a visitor lens: “What catches your 

attention? What questions would you ask? What would you want to experience?” This peer perspective-

taking activates the empathy ET-7 skill while introducing tourism rather than production framing. 

 Two Cohort 1 examples (See Figure 4.) illustrate how reframing interventions activate exaptation 

mechanisms to transform farm assets into agritourism attractions. The tractor example demonstrates 

functional reassignment of built capital (production equipment becoming heritage interpretation), while 

the wetland example shows epistemological displacement applied to natural capital (ecological 

knowledge informing experience design). Both exemplify spatial bricolage: leveraging peripheral 

“otherness” as a competitive advantage through capital recombination. 
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Figure 4.  

 
 

The Cognitive Shift. Farmers evaluate assets through production efficiency: Does this land grow crops 

profitably? Does the equipment function? Agritourism requires visitor experience evaluation: Is this 

interesting? Photogenic? Educational? Interactive? This module does not teach resource optimization, as 

veterans already excel in this area through their military experience. It translates that capability into 

agritourism contexts by providing new evaluative frameworks that honor veteran strengths (systems-

thinking, creativity with limited resources) while introducing tourism-specific applications. 

The module explicitly addresses empathy (from the visitor’s perspective), creativity with limited 

resources (asset repurposing), problem-solving (reframing liabilities as opportunities), and tolerance for 

ambiguity (assets serving multiple or evolving purposes). It activates human capital development (new 

analytical frameworks), self-efficacy (confidence in existing resources), and resource mobilization 

(identifying no-cost revenue opportunities) while building natural, cultural, built, and financial capitals 

simultaneously. 

 

Why This Is Foundational. Every subsequent module builds on the asset inventory. Financial projections 

reference identified assets; marketing uses inventory elements as differentiation stories; business models 

match assets to market preferences. More fundamentally, this module addresses a barrier in veteran 

entrepreneurship: veterans often delay launching their businesses, awaiting “perfect” conditions or 

adequate capital (Maury et al., 2023). By demonstrating that valuable assets already exist through 

exaptation mechanisms, the module accelerates implementation. The message: “You don’t need to wait. 

You can start now with what you already have.” 

Participants leave with capital inventories that become living documents, updated throughout the 

program as they discover additional applications. Several Cohort 1 participants reported the exercise 

changed how they walked their properties—constantly asking “What else could this be? What story does 

this tell?”—representing successful translation of Vetrepreneur systems-thinking into agricultural tourism 

practice. 

 

Incubator Activity 4: Individualized Business Planning 

Following the curriculum component, participants work individually with Clemson Agribusiness 

Extension Agents, the Small Business Development Center, or the Veteran Business Outreach Center to 

establish their Agritourism Business Plan. The Agritourism AgPlan from the Center for Farm Financial 

Management provides an excellent resource for this component. This individualized support phase 
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typically spans approximately six months, during which participants receive approximately ten hours of 

one-on-one sessions and ongoing email/phone consultations. 

A strong business plan is critical for participants seeking funding opportunities through grants, 

loans, or lines of credit. Ensuring the participants have an established relationship with business 

development experts will greatly further their ability to seek funding opportunities. All of the business 

development experts within the program are well-versed in grant writing, including veteran-specific 

programs, and outside funding requests.  

 

Incubator Activity 5: Execution 

 Acceptance into the Agritourism Incubator Program requires a long-term commitment and a 

strong desire to establish a viable agritourism program. The execution phase is the culmination of this 

commitment. Following the individual counseling phase, participants must submit an agritourism 

business plan encompassing their program calendar, marketing campaign, and agritourism experience 

design concept. Micro-grants may be available to support program implementation for participants.  

The 2026 South Carolina Ag+Art Tour will feature a statewide, veteran-led tour highlighting 

veteran-owned farms and artisans. Incubator participants serve as regional coordinators and participating 

farms, providing both implementation accountability and leadership development opportunities. Regional 

coordinator roles expand networks, build confidence through mentoring other veteran farmers, and 

demonstrate Vetrepreneur collective action orientation. This execution phase activates place attachment 

(strengthening connection to veteran farming identity and South Carolina agricultural community) while 

building built capital (physical agritourism infrastructure) and cultural capital (contributing to state 

agricultural tourism culture). 

 

Incubator Activity 6: Marketing and Branding 

 In 2023, Project Victory Gardens launched Farms of the Brave SM, a marketing and branding 

program for veteran-led agritourism operations in South Carolina. Currently, 33 farms are certified Farms 

of the Brave, and it is gaining momentum across the state. Certification entitles farms to use the collective 

logo, appear on the Farms of the Brave website and marketing materials, and participate in coordinated 

promotional campaigns. 

Collective branding addresses a persistent challenge for small agritourism operations: individual 

farms often lack resources for effective marketing, but collective efforts create visibility that benefits all 

participants. The Farms of the Brave brand also communicates values (veteran-operated, mission-driven) 

that resonate with target demographics seeking authentic, values-aligned agritourism experiences. 

Through South Carolina Agritourism Association membership, participating farms share events on the 

statewide calendar, apply for tourist-oriented directional signage, and appear in widely distributed 

directories and passports. 

This component fosters social capital (collective marketing relationships), cultural capital (a 

veteran agricultural identity), and financial capital (increased visibility that drives customer traffic). It 

operationalizes the Vetrepreneur mission-oriented value creation characteristic; farms succeed not just 

individually but by strengthening the collective veteran agricultural community. 

 

Early Findings and Transferability 

The inaugural Agritourism Incubator Program cohort, implemented in 2025, included five 

veteran-led farm businesses spanning floriculture, livestock, fiber production, and homesteading 

education. While rigorous evaluation remains ongoing, preliminary observations suggest alignment with 

the program’s theoretical foundations and practical effectiveness. Participants demonstrated all seven ET-

7 entrepreneurial skills throughout the intensive training. Problem-solving emerged during discussions of 

visitor pathway design and infrastructure challenges. Creativity with limited resources manifested as 

participants reframed existing assets. For instance, one participant reconceptualized a non-functional 

vintage tractor as a heritage interpretation and photo attraction, rather than scrap metal, while another 

recognized native carnivorous plants as distinctive educational programming content. Empathy proved 
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particularly powerful during pitch sessions, where participants provided emotional support alongside 

constructive feedback, transforming the capstone event into what one participant described as “a healing 

community.” Teamwork orientation was consistently demonstrated, from collaborative tent-raising during 

the glamping demonstration to peer coaching through business plan revisions. 

Community Capitals and EC development became visible across multiple dimensions. Human 

capital growth was evident through increased confidence in public speaking and entrepreneurial clarity, 

with several participants noting that the asset inventory exercise fundamentally changed how they 

managed their own properties. Social capital developed rapidly within the cohort; participants who 

initially clustered by farm type (floriculture producers together and livestock producers together) 

demonstrated cross-disciplinary collaboration by the end of the week. Cultural capital recognition proved 

transformative as the participants began valuing their own stories, military service experiences, family 

traditions, and even other languages spoken at home as integral assets in agritourism, rather than as 

irrelevant personal background. Political capital building occurred through direct engagement with a state 

legislator visiting the program; every participant asked questions or shared regulatory barriers they faced, 

demonstrating comfort with civic advocacy. Together, these developments across human, social, cultural, 

and political capitals demonstrate robust entrepreneurial capital formation—participants’ growing 

capacity to identify, mobilize, and strategically recombine farm resources for agritourism enterprise 

development. 

The translation model’s effectiveness appeared in unexpected ways. When introducing journey 

mapping for experience design, one participant questioned whether designing the “unexpected” was even 

possible. Another countered: “Honestly, that can just be you. Great customer service alone feels novel in 

today’s world.” This exchange revealed that participants recognized their existing military-developed 

interpersonal skills translated directly into tourism hospitality without requiring a fundamental 

transformation. Participants also demonstrated rapid application of exaptation thinking beyond the formal 

asset inventory exercise. During a farm tour to an established agritourism operation, cohort members 

critiqued inadequate signage and unclear visitor flow, not from naive criticism but from systems-thinking 

perspective, immediately connecting observed gaps to concepts introduced in earlier modules. One 

participant noted after the conference exposure component: “It helped clarify not only what to do, but 

what not to do. We don’t want helicopter Easter egg drops or giant slides. That’s not who we are.” This 

discernment suggests participants internalized asset-based development principles rather than adopting 

generic tourism formulas. These preliminary observations, although not constituting a rigorous 

evaluation, suggest that the curriculum’s theoretical foundations translate into observable participant 

outcomes that warrant systematic longitudinal assessment. 

The AIP offers a model for agricultural extension systems, rural development organizations, and 

policymakers seeking to build agritourism capacity beyond South Carolina’s veteran farming population. 

While piloted in a specific context among veteran farmers in a state with robust agritourism infrastructure, 

the program’s core design principles, theoretical foundations, and curriculum framework address 

challenges common across emerging agritourism regions and diverse operator populations. 

At its foundation, the AIP embodies a translation model: effective entrepreneurship training must 

translate existing capabilities rather than instill generic traits. This insight applies far beyond veteran 

populations. Beginning farmers bring diverse backgrounds that provide entrepreneurial assets requiring 

contextual adaptation rather than wholesale replacement. Extension programs might assess incoming 

farmer cohorts for existing competencies and design bridging curricula that honor rather than dismiss 

these capabilities. The crawl-walk-run pedagogical approach, borrowed from military training, mirrors 

adult learning principles that are broadly applicable to experiential agricultural education, creating 

familiarity with structure while introducing unfamiliar content. 

The asset-based development approach through entrepreneurial exaptation addresses a universal 

barrier across rural regions: capital constraints that delay or prevent the launch of agritourism. The asset 

inventory exercise, utilizing the Community Capitals Framework and entrepreneurial exaptation theory, 

provides a replicable methodology that requires minimal inputs. This approach may prove particularly 

valuable in resource-constrained rural regions where farmers may dismiss agritourism as requiring 
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infrastructure investment they cannot afford. The cognitive shift from evaluating production efficiency to 

evaluating visitor experience is transferable across agricultural contexts, regardless of region or operator 

background. 

The cohort-based collective support structure reflects research on successful agricultural 

incubator programs and addresses social capital development challenges common to beginning farmers, 

regardless of background. Cohort structures create accountability, reduce the isolation endemic to rural 

farming, provide diverse perspective-taking opportunities, and build networks that persist beyond formal 

programming. The question for adaptation becomes not whether to use cohorts, but how to optimize their 

composition and structure. Geographic diversity within cohorts expands networks and exposes 

participants to different agricultural contexts; farm type diversity generates cross-pollination of ideas; and 

demographic diversity enriches perspective-taking, which is essential for empathy development. 

However, successful replication requires honest assessment of contextual conditions and strategic 

adaptation. The AIP assumes existing agritourism infrastructure, such as state associations, established 

operations willing to host tours, extension agents with agritourism expertise, and collective marketing 

programs. Early-stage regions might sequence development differently, perhaps identifying two or three 

pioneering operators and providing intensive individual support to establish demonstration sites before 

launching cohort-based programming. Those demonstration sites then become the farm tour locations and 

mentorship sources for subsequent cohorts. Alternatively, regions might partner across state lines for 

exposure components by sending participants to established agritourism regions for networking and farm 

tours, while delivering curriculum locally.  

Agricultural and tourism contexts likewise demand curriculum customization while maintaining 

structural integrity. South Carolina’s agritourism emphasizes shoulder-season activities, with peak 

visitation occurring during the spring and fall. It serves a diverse range of markets, including local 

residents, regional tourists, and coastal vacationers. Northern regions with severe winters require different 

seasonality strategies, potentially emphasizing value-added products that extend revenue beyond growing 

season, winter activities like maple sugaring or winter festivals, or aggressive shoulder-season marketing. 

Western arid regions might emphasize water conservation narratives, indigenous agricultural heritage, or 

the integration of outdoor recreation that leverages dramatic landscapes. Regulatory environments vary 

significantly. South Carolina’s agritourism liability law provides operator protections not available in all 

states, which can significantly impact the content of risk management curriculum. Chase et al.’s (2018) 

conceptual framework categorizing agritourism across direct sales, education, hospitality, outdoor 

recreation, and entertainment dimensions helps regions identify which dimensions align with local 

agricultural assets and market demand, focusing curriculum accordingly without abandoning the 

underlying pedagogical approach or theoretical foundations. 

The curriculum framework focuses on process rather than prescribing content. The asset 

inventory exercise is applicable in any region and for any farm type, as it teaches a methodology for 

viewing existing resources through new lenses. The specific resources inventoried matter less than the 

cognitive shift the exercise facilitates. The Experience Design module’s focus on exaptation mechanisms 

transfers whether participants operate grain farms, livestock operations, or specialty crop producers. What 

changes are the specific examples and case studies used to illustrate concepts, not the underlying 

frameworks. Regional adaptation thus requires agricultural knowledge to generate contextually 

appropriate examples but does not require redesigning curriculum architecture. 

Organizations considering incubator program development must assess personnel capacity 

honestly. Effective delivery requires facilitators with cross-domain expertise or carefully coordinated 

teams. Ideal qualifications include knowledge of agricultural production that establishes credibility with 

farmers, understanding of tourism and hospitality to teach experience design principles, business 

development skills encompassing financial planning and marketing, and training in adult education and 

experiential pedagogy. Many extension systems possess these capabilities distributively but lack 

mechanisms for coordinated programming. Incubator development may necessitate formal cross-

departmental collaboration, team-teaching approaches, or investments in instructor professional 

development. A tourism specialist may need agricultural immersion to understand farm operations, while 
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an agricultural agent may need tourism training to comprehend visitor experience design. These 

investments pay dividends beyond single program implementation as cross-trained personnel bring 

integrated perspectives to all extension programming. 

Funding realities shape program sustainability. The AIP benefits from USDA AgVets grant 

funding, which covers participant costs, including conference attendance, lodging during the intensive 

curriculum, and membership fees, as well as program administration. Most regions lack access to veteran-

specific funding, but they may be eligible for USDA Beginning Farmer and Rancher Development 

Program grants, state agricultural department innovation grants, Rural Development Block Grants, 

economic development funding, or cost-sharing mechanisms. However, cost-sharing risks excluding 

socially disadvantaged farmers or those with the greatest capital constraints, precisely the populations 

who might benefit most from incubator support. Sliding scale tuition, scholarship funds, or hybrid models 

where some costs are shared while others are subsidized merit exploration. 

Time commitments deserve a realistic assessment. Program leaders should anticipate substantial 

investment: curriculum development and customization requires forty to sixty hours initially plus ten to 

twenty hours annual revision; participant recruitment and selection consumes twenty to thirty hours; 

intensive curriculum delivery spans four days instruction plus preparation time; individualized business 

planning support demands four to six hours per participant across two to three months; execution phase 

coordination varies depending on collective activities planned; and evaluation remains ongoing 

throughout. Multi-year grant funding provides optimal conditions, enabling programs to refine their 

approaches based on early cohort experiences. Single-year projects risk under-resourcing the 

individualized support and execution phases, potentially leading to disappointing outcomes that 

discourage future investment. 

The incubator model does not replace existing agritourism guides and planning tools but serves a 

complementary function, addressing different needs. Written resources, such as the South Carolina 

Department of Agriculture’s Agritourism 101 or the AgPlan agritourism template, provide comprehensive 

information but often lack implementation support, peer learning, and accountability structures. 

Incubators create conditions for applying written resources through facilitated translation, structured 

problem-solving, and sustained relationships. A farmer might read about liability insurance in a guide but 

not act until an incubator cohort discussion reveals how peers addressed insurance challenges, what 

coverage costs realistically, and which providers understand agricultural tourism. Written resources 

answer “what” and “how” questions; incubators address “why am I stuck” and “how did you actually do 

this” questions. Optimal systems integrate both: incubators introduce concepts and frameworks, written 

resources provide detailed reference materials, individualized counseling applies resources to specific 

contexts, and peer networks sustain motivation through implementation challenges. 

 

Conclusions 

Viewed as an entrepreneurial activity, agritourism can be incubated through a concerted and 

holistic program focused on entrepreneurial traits and interventions. The population of small veteran-led 

farms in South Carolina provides a novel focus for piloting an Agritourism Incubator Program. In 

designing the AIP, intentionality was given to the components of the program: selection, exposure and 

networking, curriculum, individualized business planning, execution, and marketing and branding, as a 

method of increasing entrepreneurial capacity. Designing the curriculum modules around the ET-7 (e.g. 

problem solving, tolerance for ambiguity, failing forward, empathy, creativity with limited resources, 

responding to critical feedback, and teamwork approach) ensures a focus on entrepreneurial capacity 

development. The initial cohort of the AIP showed promising early outcomes aligned with theoretical 

foundations of veteran-focused pedagogy that builds on the notion of veterenpreurs, with a focus on 

developing entrepreneurial capacity. In this regard, participants demonstrated key entrepreneurial skills, 

asset-based thinking, empathy, teamwork, and systems-oriented problem-solving, while building human, 

social, cultural, and political capital. The AIP’s translation model helped veteran participants reframe 

current assets into viable agritourism offerings and internalize experience design principles that would fit 
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their farm context. Thus, the AIP offers a potentially viable and replicable framework for extension 

programs and/or rural development organizations.  

This paper outlines the development of an Agritourism Curriculum for veteran-led farms. Further 

research should be conducted to evaluate the implementation, efficacy, fidelity, and transferability of this 

program on the financial, social, and environmental sustainability of participating farms, as well as the 

adoption of innovations presented in the incubator. A thorough mixed methods case study of participant 

experience is necessary to gauge the growth of entrepreneurial capacity and Community Capitals growth. 

 

Reflexivity Statement 

 As a military veteran, a farmer, and a nonprofit director in the veteran agribusiness space, I am 

deeply engaged in this topic and provide an emic perspective. My 23-year Army career colors my 

perspective on military and veteran issues. As a Sergeant Major in the U.S. Army, I served in senior 

positions of rank and responsibility. Within the veteran community, rank structure is firmly entrenched 

and may affect future qualitative research regarding the efficacy of this program. Furthermore, this 

academic work will be applied to the Palmetto Veterans in Agribusiness project, which is funded by the 

U.S. Department of Agriculture’s National Institute for Food and Agriculture, and I serve as the grant 

administrator.  
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Curriculum to Build Entrepreneur Friendly  
Outdoor Recreation Communities  

 

Abstract 

The poster presentation shared a community entrepreneurship curriculum in Outdoor 

Recreation, a sector contributing 2.2% of the U.S. gross domestic product or $1.2 trillion in 

2023, also representing more than five million jobs. (ORR, 2023). Focused on gateway and 
rural communities, the initiative addresses the potential of these areas to thrive in this 

diverse, expanding industry.  

 
In 2025, with funding from the North Central Regional Center for Rural Development 

(NCRCRD), a team of educators from Ohio State University Extension and University of 

Minnesota Extension partnered to create a curriculum tailored to help the vital outdoor 
recreation sector grow. 

 

Keywords: outdoor recreation, entrepreneurs, community leaders, rural communities, 

gateway communities 
 

 

Introduction  

 
Outdoor recreation is a major contributor to the U.S. economy, larger than oil and gas 

development, vehicle manufacturing, air transportation and the film industry (Outdoor Recreation 

Roundtable, 2021). Both Ohio and Minnesota boast a variety 

of assets and activities in the outdoor recreation landscape, 

representing an opportunity for entrepreneurs in these states 

to meet the growing demand for outdoor recreation 

experiences, goods, and services, which in turn will create 

jobs, support local businesses, and enhance opportunities for 

residents and visitors. State-specific data was presented on 

the conference poster as detailed in Figure 1, p.3.  

 

Outcomes, Impacts, and Practical Implications 

The team co-developed and published an online self-

paced version of the outdoor recreation sector online 

curriculum. This course provides community leaders and 

elected officials the resources, training, and tools to develop, 

grow, and sustain community capacity within the outdoor 

recreation economy. It helps leaders understand 

entrepreneurs’ contribution to the local economy, identify 

and plan strategies to grow and sustain local entrepreneurs, 

and strengthen their community’s entrepreneurial ecosystem. 

 

Image: Sandstone Ice Climbing 

Festival at Robinson Park, 

exploreminnesota.com 
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For Cooperative Extension educators and practitioners, they “can play an important role in strengthening 

local economies through supporting and enhancing community-based entrepreneurship. In addition, by 

employing effective community development strategies, Extension can be a catalyst to build leadership 

capacity within the business community,” (Bassano & 

McConnon, 2008, pg. 7). Emphasis on the Outdoor 

Recreation sector also aligns with other Cooperative 

Extension areas of emphasis such as enhancing 

wellness and mental health as well as supporting youth 

development (Borisova, 2016). 

 

About the Curriculum: Key Components and 

Methodology 

The team adapted an existing Ohio State 

University Extension Entrepreneurship curriculum for 

the outdoor recreation sector, tailoring it for 

community leaders and stakeholders interested in small 

business development strategies supportive of the 

outdoor recreation economy, a promising and 

expanding market. 

Available both online and in-person, the 

curriculum begins with a short introductory session that 

helps communities assess whether they want to 

continue with the full 12-hour program. Communities 

that choose to continue will identify and engage key 

leaders to complete three additional modules. 

The peer-reviewed curriculum is replicable to 

other rural communities and provides each 

participating community with a customized strategic 

plan, along with suggestions for strengthening 

community policies and supports that foster an 

entrepreneurial economic development base.  

Designed to build the capacity of local 

community leaders, not just entrepreneurs, the 

curriculum builds leaders’ understanding of how to 

support a healthy entrepreneurial ecosystem. It also 

includes interviews with entrepreneurs who share 

practical insights and experiences about starting and 

growing a small business – what works well, what 

doesn’t, and what can be improved to help other 

entrepreneurs flourish. 

Figure 1. Graphic by Kristen Devlin, 

Northeast Regional Center for Rural 

Development at Penn State.  

Image Data Sources: BEA 2024 & OIA 

Reports 
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One featured interview is with Casey 

Bott, owner and operator of the Tree 

Houses at Owl Hollow in Monroe 

County, Ohio. An example of the 

treehouse retreat situated on the 

headwaters of Sunfish Creek is shown 

in photo at left. Bott also developed a 

unique Conservatory at Owl Hollow and 

The Cabins at Dragonfly Lake. 

 

 

Image provided by Casey Bott and used 

with permission. 

 

 

 

Key learning areas include: 

• Entrepreneurs’ role in the local economy; 

• Strategies for fostering local business growth; and 

• Tools for creating supportive environments for entrepreneurs. 

 

Program Deliverables 

The curriculum produces several key deliverables for participating communities. First, an 

Entrepreneurship Wellness Profile helps leaders identify strengths, gaps, and opportunities within their 

local economy using sectoral and demographic data. The curriculum also guides communities in forming 

a specific and localized Community Support Team providing resources toward entrepreneur development 

and encouragement. 

Since recreation development is widely recognized by many governmental jurisdictions as an 

important economic development strategy (Lankford, 1997), as an outcome of the program, each 

community completes a customized Strategic Plan. Developed collaboratively by the participating 

community team across all four curriculum modules, this plan outlines specific, actionable steps for 

sustaining and strengthening local entrepreneurship. The community-informed plan guides ongoing 

support for entrepreneurs and incorporates community-specific components. Utilizing strategic planning 

and education as well as grant writing resources, in U.S. Forest Service areas, the curriculum seeks to 

support rural gateway communities in creating resilient economies.  

 

Conclusion 

Rural development and entrepreneurship are strongly connected (Debroy & Kaushik, 2005). 

When paired with the outdoor recreation sector, local entrepreneurs can serve as a powerful economic 

engine for communities (Borisova, 2016). Through partnerships and targeted education, communities can 

explore new opportunities for growth. 
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A cross-cultural comparison of medical tourists’ preferences: A Case of 
Turkiye 

Abstract 

This study analyzes medical tourists’ preferences in Turkiye across four cultural groups: 
Middle East, Europe, Africa, and Asia. Using 357 responses from medical centers in Istanbul 

and Ankara, the study focused on demographic differences, travel behaviors, medical 

services, and satisfaction. Findings reveal Middle Eastern tourists have the highest budgets, 
seeking treatment for internal diseases; Europeans, with the highest education and insurance 

rates, prefer hair transplantation; Africans, with the lowest income, prioritize orthopedics and 

value facility quality but do not seek hair transplantation; Asians, with the lowest budgets, are 

more experienced but have the poorest health status and insurance coverage, primarily 

seeking treatment for internal diseases. The study highlights cultural factors in medical 

tourism and suggests marketing strategies to enhance Turkiye’s appeal as a medical tourism 

hub. 
 

Keywords: medical tourism, Turkiye, cross-cultural analysis, tourist preferences 
 

 

Introduction 

Medical tourism has expanded globally with several destination options as individuals 

prioritize health. Turkiye, located between Europe and Asia, has received  more than 55 million 

international tourists in 2023. Among them, many visited Turkiye for medical purposes due to its 

well-known hospital services and qualified healthcare professionals. The extant literature on 

medical tourism is replete with studies examining various aspects such as factors, barriers, 

country-specific contexts, and decision-making processes. However, there is limited research 

examining the variation of medical travel elements across distinct cultures (Ayyildiz & Koc, 

2023; Sivuk, 2023; Koc & Ayyildiz, 2023). In this study, “culture” is not defined solely by 

geographic boundaries but is understood as a constellation of shared values, norms, healthcare 

expectations, and decision-making behaviors shaped by socio-economic, institutional, and 

historical factors (Wan et al., 2007). While we use broader regional categories (Middle East, 

Europe, Africa, Asia) as organizing units, each group embodies distinct cultural orientations 

toward health, well-being, and medical consumption. For example, Europeans may be influenced 

by high insurance coverage and preventive care systems, while African tourists may face 

structural constraints tied to access and affordability. This multi-dimensional operationalization 

allows us to move beyond geography and capture how underlying cultural logics shape medical 

tourism preferences and behaviors. To address the above gap, the major objective of the study is 

to shed light on the issue using Turkiye as a medical travel destination and the following regions 

as source markets: Middle East, Europe, Africa, and Asia. 

 

Methods 

This study analyzed 357 survey responses collected from medical centers in Istanbul and 

Ankara. Descriptive statistics, Chi-square tests, and one-way ANOVA were employed to 

examine differences in demographic characteristics, medical travel behaviors, motivations for 

medical tourism, and levels of satisfaction and loyalty. 
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Findings 

The results of this study are summarized in profiles for medical tourists, which reflect the 

varied priorities and needs based on cultural backgrounds:  

Middle Eastern Visitors. The visitors from this culture allocate the highest budget for 

medical treatments among the groups. They primarily seek services related to internal diseases, 

showing less interest in dermatological and venereal diseases. While the culture and safety 

environment and attractiveness of the destination are considerations, they are not as pivotal as 

they are for Asian tourists. Interestingly, the cost of medical services and the quality of facilities 

are negligible factors for this group. 

European Visitors. European medical tourists boast the highest levels of education, health 

status, and quality of life, influenced by their high insurance coverage. A sizable portion of their 

trips to Turkiye combines vacation with medical treatments, where medical services serve as a 

supplement to their leisure activities. Hair transplantation is notably popular among Europeans, 

while orthopedics and traumatology see as less demand. Europeans value good weather to align 

with their vacation goals in medical tourism, and while they are indifferent to the destination’s 

safety or positive image, they are conscious of the overall costs associated with medical tourism. 

This cost-sensitivity could be tied to their habit of minimizing healthcare expenditures due to 

comprehensive insurance coverage back home. This cost-sensitivity could be tied to their habit 

of minimizing healthcare expenditures due to comprehensive insurance coverage back home. In 

many cases, tourists from countries with universal or employer-sponsored healthcare systems 

may develop an expectation of low or no out-of-pocket medical costs. As a result, when seeking 

treatment abroad, they may prioritize affordability more heavily—reflecting both a financial 

consideration and a behavioral pattern shaped by their home country’s healthcare system. Basic 

needs in medical expertise and facilities suffice for this group.  

African Visitors. Medical tourists from African culture, having the lowest income levels, 

prioritize medical treatments as their main objective in visiting Turkiye. Orthopedics and 

traumatology were the most popular health services, contrasting sharply with European 

preferences, while hair transplantation is the least favored. They prefer safe destinations but 

show little interest in the touristic appeal of their destination. They value medical tourism 

destinations with reputable, internationally accredited medical facilities and high-quality 

healthcare services, though they are less concerned about waiting times for treatment.  

Asian Visitors. Asian tourists, with the lowest budgets for medical tourism, have 

substantial prior experience and information about medical tourism. Despite this, they face 

poorer health statuses and quality of life, with a minimal rate of insurance coverage. The most 

common treatments sought are for internal diseases, and the least are for pediatrics. Asian 

visitors prefer medical tourism destinations share cultural and linguistic similarities, have a 

positive image, and are both touristic appealing and exotic at the same time. High-quality 

medical care and recommended doctors are crucial, emphasizing the quality of treatment and 

medical materials used. 
 

Discussion 

This study enriches existing knowledge of medical tourism from theoretical perspective. 

Firstly, it contributed to the literature of medical tourism by examining the effect of cultural 

factors on preferences. Compared to extant literature (Yu & Ko, 2012), this study analyzed 

cultural differences across a broader range, changing the unit of analysis from the country level 
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to broader regional levels. Additionally, this study enriched the medical service studies by 

investigating international tourists’ experience with multiple medical treatments (i.e., hair 

transplantation, dental health, cardiology, etc.), echoing the suggestion by Chuang et al. (2014) 

that future research should focus on beautification. 

The study also provides insights for practitioners in Turkiye. For example, the marketing 

design of Turkiye medical tourism can be tailored according to the preferences of each cultural 

group. Given that Asian tourists value destination appeal more, while European tourists highlight 

the lower costs. One direction for promotional materials could be to highlight scenic tourist 

attractions for Asian tourists and highlight cost-effectiveness for European tourists. 
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Rural Tourism Growth in the New River Gorge Region: Challenges, 
Opportunities and Lessons Learned for Destination Management in Small 

Communities 
 
Abstract 
The rapid increase in visitation to West Virginia’s New River Gorge region, as the country’s 
newest national park, has significant impacts on the surrounding community. This study 
highlights the outcomes of West Virginia University Extension Service's destination 
management research and training programs for rural destinations, along with insight from the 
experiences of local community stakeholders. 
 
Keywords: Destination Management, Rural Tourism, Small Communities 
 
 

Introduction 
The designation of the New River Gorge as the United States’ newest national park has 

accelerated tourism visitation to a predominantly rural region of southern West Virginia. 
Visitation at all three park sites has increased significantly since the redesignation of New River 
Gorge National Park and Preserve from national river to national park and preserve. In 2023, 
visitation at all three park sites reflected a 41.8% increase from 2019 recording the highest 
visitation numbers since the Park was established in 1978 (National Park Service, 2024). While 
this increase has generated new economic opportunities, including business expansion, lodging 
investment, and national media exposure, it has also intensified long-standing challenges for 
gateway communities related to infrastructure capacity, housing availability, workforce 
limitations, and the protection of cultural and environmental assets.  West Virginia University 
Extension Service first captured local perspectives on tourism development in the New River 
Gorge region in the Voices of Change project in 2015 (WV Extension, n.d.). 

Literature on destination management and our team’s past experiences with rural tourism 
stakeholders and destination marketing and management leadership have demonstrated the need 
for effective leadership and diverse partnerships, a diversified board of directors, a product 
development strategy, community engagement, locally specific data, and participatory planning. 
To further advance these concepts and introduce a larger network of destination leaders to the 
principles of sustainable destination management, West Virginia University Extension experts 
hosted a monthly webinar series from 2022 to 2024 to provide participants with knowledge and 
resources to incorporate sustainable tourism principles into their communities throughout the 
state.  This session highlights how the lessons from the “Sustainable Rural Tourism” webinar 
series are being implemented in the New River Gorge region, providing an example of the 
opportunities and challenges rural gateway communities face as they navigate tourism growth, 
and strategies that can be implemented as these destinations anticipate, manage, and adapt to 
change.  
 

Background 
West Virginia’s scenic highways, mountain vistas, and outdoor recreation have long 

provided tourism opportunities for the state. Recently, the COVID-19 pandemic, coupled with 
remote work options and a new national park, elevated interest from visitors and residents in the 
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Mountain State. This amplified attention highlights the need to ensure our communities have the 
resources and knowledge to optimize and sustain these opportunities. Further, this is occurring at 
a time when the tourism industry is actively promoting a shift among local tourism organizations 
from a focus on marketing to a management approach.  

This work is grounded in established tourism planning and destination management 
literature, particularly Butler’s (1980) Tourism Area Life Cycle model and subsequent research 
emphasizing carrying capacity, stewardship, and resident well-being. Scholars have long argued 
that without intentional planning, tourism destinations risk environmental degradation, social 
conflict, and eventual decline. On the other hand, destinations that adopt management-oriented 
approaches that balance marketing with local asset preservation and development can prolong 
desirable lifecycle stages and better align tourism growth with community values. 

Destination management extends beyond marketing to encompass five interconnected 
roles. These comprise the core roles of product development, marketing and sales, and 
community relations along with the supportive roles of destination research and planning and 
partnership development, leadership, and teambuilding (Morrison, 2013).  

In West Virginia, most destinations are represented by convention and visitor bureaus. 
While the traditional marketing roles of brand management, communications, sales, etc., are well 
defined, many are still exploring how they can lead or support broader destination management 
and leadership activities (Arbogast et al., 2017). Limited human and financial resources, coupled 
with the state’s rural context, means that roles are often fragmented across organizations of 
limited capacity, making implementation of destination management strategies especially 
difficult. This fragmentation is evident in the New River Gorge region, where multiple counties, 
municipalities, convention and visitor bureaus, state agencies, nonprofit organizations, and 
federal land managers operate within overlapping, but not always aligned, planning and 
management systems. 

Research by Eades and Arbogast (2022) explored Extension’s role in research, planning, 
and team building, in addition to its more traditional educational role which identified a need for 
increased awareness of sustainable destination management principles and practice. To help 
West Virginia community members, tourism operators, and other leaders better understand the 
principles of sustainable rural tourism, WVU Extension experts hosted a year-long monthly 
webinar series. The “Sustainable Rural Tourism Webinar Series” illustrates basic principles and 
demonstrates practical ways in which individuals can work with community members to apply 
these concepts. Session topics moved intentionally from foundational concepts (e.g., tourism 
lifecycle, sustainable tourism principles) toward applied tools such as community assessments, 
stakeholder engagement, product development, funding strategies, and destination management 
planning. 

Between 2022 and 2024, this series engaged more than 180 unique participants across 
West Virginia and beyond. Participants represented a broad range of stakeholder groups, 
including local government officials, tourism professionals, business owners, regional planning 
organizations, and Extension educators from both 1862 and 1890 institutions.  
 
Goals 

 The goal of the Sustainable Rural Tourism Webinar Series is to help tourism 
stakeholders in West Virginia harness these opportunities using a sustainable tourism approach. 
The long-term goal of our work is for rural destination leaders to implement policies and take 
actions that improve economic, civic, social, and environmental conditions in their 
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community/destination. However, the content and structure of delivery emphasized short-term 
impacts, including increased understanding and learning associated with sustainable tourism 
topics such as: 

• Breaking down the principles of sustainable tourism and how to apply them  
• Building capacity through participatory approaches  
• Destination management vs. marketing  
• Using data to make informed decisions  
• Local and regional planning and action  
• Funding tourism action plans 
• Evaluating success  

 
Methods 

The WVU Extension Sustainable Tourism team delivered monthly Zoom/web-based 
educational sessions over the course of three years. Sessions lasted one hour and included both 
theoretical grounding using a lecture format and content from guest speakers to illustrate how 
sustainable tourism practices are implemented. Guest speakers drew examples from across the 
state while engaging participants in interactive discussions. Speakers included university faculty, 
community economic and tourism development partners, rural destination stakeholders, and 
industry leaders from the state, region, and nation. All sessions were recorded and archived on 
YouTube, and presentation slides, notes, and supplemental materials were shared with 
participants and made publicly available through the WVU Extension Sustainable Tourism 
website: https://extension.wvu.edu/community-business-safety/tourism-hospitality/sustainable-
tourism  

The research and educational approach combined content delivery with structured 
stakeholder engagement and evaluation. Webinar sessions incorporated real-time polling, 
breakout discussions, and guided reflection to capture local challenges and opportunities. 
Evaluation data show measurable increases in participant knowledge across all topic areas, as 
well as evidence of intent to apply destination management principles within participants’ 
communities. 

Qualitative feedback collected during and after sessions revealed recurring themes, 
including the need to balance tourism economics with stewardship, the importance of engaging 
residents and nontraditional partners in tourism planning, persistent capacity constraints in rural 
communities, and increasing recognition of tourism’s intersection with housing, infrastructure, 
workforce development, and quality-of-life issues. These insights provide a grounded 
understanding of how destination management concepts are interpreted and operationalized at 
the local level. 

Outcomes from the Webinar Series 

Evaluation results demonstrate measurable increases in participant knowledge across all 
topic areas. Polling conducted during sessions also indicated anticipated changes in professional 
behavior and practice. Participants reported a shift in perspective from traditional tourism 
marketing and narrowly defined economic development approaches toward a more holistic 
understanding of destination management that reflects the values and constraints of rural 
communities. 

https://extension.wvu.edu/community-business-safety/tourism-hospitality/sustainable-tourism
https://extension.wvu.edu/community-business-safety/tourism-hospitality/sustainable-tourism
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Participants demonstrated increased recognition of destination management as a shared 
responsibility that extends beyond promotion to include partnership development, community 
engagement, leadership and planning, data-informed decision-making, and product development. 
Attendees also expressed a clearer understanding of the need to balance these roles with the 
traditional functions most often undertaken by destination marketing organizations. 

Two webinars held in August and September 2024 highlighted the “Destination 
Management Opportunities and Challenges in the New River Gorge Region” of West Virginia. 
This two-part session focused on perspectives of our regional destination organization partners, 
including Lisa Strader, Executive Director Visit Southern West Virginia; Becky Sullivan, 
Executive Director New River Gorge CVB; Tabitha Stover, Executive Director Visit 
Fayetteville; and Tracy McCoy, former Executive Director Summersville CVB. The 
observations and stories shared in these presentations helped shape the next steps for the WVU 
Extension Sustainable Tourism team. 

From an Extension perspective, findings from the webinar series highlighted the need for 
more direct technical assistance to support destination organizations in building partnerships, 
collecting and interpreting data, and engaging communities in participatory planning processes. 
In response, team members secured an Appalachian Regional Commission ARISE planning 
grant to develop a multistate, Extension-led Rural Destination Management Institute to develop 
the Certified Rural Destination Management Executive training program and the Rural Tourism 
Lab in order to further advance awareness of  sustainable destination management roles and 
responsibilities and applications in Appalachia along with access to data needed to make 
informed decisions.   

Pilot activities conducted in the New River Gorge region revealed both the demand and 
challenges associated with providing deeper, place-based destination management support in 
rapidly growing rural tourism regions.  The support needed is multi-faceted encompassing 
training, research, and capacity needs which Land-Grant Universities are uniquely positioned to 
provide through engaged partnerships at the local level, yet require a long-term commitment 
from Extension, academic faculty and students, and the community to fully align resources in a 
strategic approach that can lead to lasting change. 
 

Extension Supported Rural Destination Management Activities in the New River Gorge 
 

The rapid increase in visitation following COVID-19 brought a change in visitor profiles 
and preferences, and the national park designation in the New River Gorge region generated 
several interconnected challenges for destination organizations and host communities. These 
changes brought expanded interest in outdoor recreation, diversified visitor profiles including 
new levels of international visitation, and a significant increase in overall visitation. While 
visitor growth is viewed positively, it has revealed multiple challenges.  

Visitors are often directed to a limited number of attractions and popular sites, resulting 
in overuse and degradation. Limited lodging opportunities led to rapid growth in short-term 
rentals that reduced housing availability for permanent residents. Demand increased entry-level 
workers in a region already plagued by low labor force participation and persistent workforce 
shortages. These challenges create regular friction points as residents and destination leaders 
work to balance preservation of local culture, history, and sense of place with continued 
visitation growth. 
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Destination marketing organizations, such as local and regional CVBs, are viewed as 
leaders in the region. However, funding for destination organizations is driven by West Virginia 
State Code at the legislative level, requiring ongoing efforts by destination leaders to 
communicate the value of tourism investment and justify local funding needs. In most cases, 
reported metrics emphasize visitation over investment in the destination's natural, cultural, and 
human assets. These funding structures limit organizations’ ability to invest in capacity building 
and product development opportunities.  

Despite these challenges, the region has experienced substantial opportunities associated 
with its current growth phase. The region received significantly increased national and 
international media attention, further elevating its profile as an outdoor recreation destination. 
Tourism-related economic expansion includes new direct-to-visitor businesses as well as 
secondary enterprises such as supply chain businesses, artisans, and service providers. New 
lodging investments have prompted more informed discussions about appropriate lodging types 
and locations.  

Communities have also demonstrated a growing understanding of tourism’s value, 
reflected in increased trail development, infrastructure planning, branding, and wayfinding 
initiatives. Gateway communities are mobilizing partnerships to better align resources and 
development strategies while remaining aware of the need for balanced growth and preservation 
of culture. In partnership with Land-Grant Universities in Appalachia, the Rural Tourism 
Institute is structured to provide a support net to help guide the next generation of destination 
leaders toward a responsible approach to rural tourism that seeks to generate positive economic, 
social, and environmental impacts in these rural regions.   

 
Conclusion 

Tourism growth can serve as a catalyst for broader community planning when supported 
by research-informed education and cross-sector collaboration. Importantly, Extension’s role as a 
trusted, non-advocacy-based intermediary helped create space for conversations that might 
otherwise be politically or socially difficult, particularly in rural communities experiencing rapid 
tourism change. 

Results from this work reflect the broader shift in destination organizations as they 
evolve to more broadly and collaboratively support stakeholder engagement, planning, data-
informed decision-making, and stewardship of local assets, in addition to their traditional roles of 
marketing and promotion of destination assets. This transition requires access to actionable, 
business-relevant data and applied planning tools that support collaboration across sectors and 
align tourism development with community values. The New River Gorge case highlights the 
importance of shared language and conceptual frameworks that demystify destination 
management, practical data tools that local leaders can access and interpret without specialized 
expertise, and sustained relationship-building that strengthens trust across organizational 
boundaries.  

Land-grant universities and the Cooperative Extension system are well positioned to 
support destination leaders as they navigate these transitions and changing responsibilities. The 
WVU Extension Sustainable Tourism webinar series and the multi-state Rural Tourism Institute 
provide models for this type of engagement. By combining applied research, education, and 
convening capacity, Extension is well positioned to help communities like those in the New 
River Gorge region – and other gateway communities across the country - manage change 
proactively and leverage tourism as a tool for resilient, community-centered development. 
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Major Challenges and Necessary Supports for Agritourism: Findings from a National 
Study of Agritourism Operators 

Abstract: 

The term “agritourism” describes activities that welcome visitors onto working farms and 
ranches, including onsite direct sales (Chase et al., 2018; Gil Arroyo et al., 2013). We report on 

the results of a national study of agricultural operations that welcome visitors, which 

included 10 semi-structured interviews and a national survey with more than 1,000 

respondents. We found that the top challenges reported by operators were all related to the 
twin restrictions of person-time and available funds. We identified a recurrent need for 

agriculture-focused marketing support to help farmers understand what visitor segments are 

interested in their activities and what marketing strategies successfully reach those 
populations. We found that challenges to regulation vary by state, and respondents from 

Oregon and California reported significantly more challenges from state and local 

regulations. We close with recommendations for policy and future research. 

Keywords: agritourism, rural tourism, technical assistance, regulation, marketing, food 

system 

 

Introduction 

Over the past few decades, the term “agritourism” has emerged to describe activities that 

welcome visitors onto farms and other agricultural businesses (Lamie et al., 2021). Studies based 

in the U.S. demonstrate that agritourism has become a popular strategy for diversifying revenue 

sources, growing farm income, and promoting agricultural products (Barbieri & Mahoney, 2009; 

Hollas et al., 2021a; Quella et al., 2023; Tew & Barbieri, 2012). Farmers also report non-

economic motivations for adopting agritourism, including educating the public about agriculture 

and community engagement (Quella et al., 2021; Tew & Barbieri, 2012). 

This study builds on two prior national studies of agritourism operators: a 2019 study led 

by the University of Vermont, and a 2024 study led by Penn State University (Chase et al., 2021; 

Schmidt et al., 2025). Our primary research goals were to make incremental improvements to 

sampling strategy, identify and update patterns of successes and challenges for U.S. agritourism 

operators, and to target opportunities for technical assistance efforts. In addition, we used this 

project to populate a national directory of agritourism operators managed by the USDA 

Agricultural Marketing Service (USDA Agricultural Marketing Service, n.d.). 

This paper is based on a presentation at the 2025 joint conference of the National 

Extension Tourism Network and the Northeast chapter of the Travel and Tourism Research 

Association, held from October 7 – 10, 2025 in Meredith, New Hampshire. We summarized 

project methods and high-level findings and highlighted issues most relevant to an Extension 

audience: state and local regulations, challenges to marketing, and suggestions for support and 

technical assistance. 
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Background 

The U.S. has no official definition of agritourism (Lamie et al., 2021). Our study 

encompassed all activities that welcomed visitors onto a working farm, ranch, agroforestry, or 

aquaculture operation. We did not consider any off-farm activities to be agritourism, nor did we 

include operations other than working farms, such as animal rescues or food processors not 

engaged in cultivating or raising agricultural products. We divided agritourism into the five 

categories established by Chase et al. (2018), being: direct sales, hospitality, education, 

entertainment, and outdoor recreation. 

Despite the absence of an official definition, the fenceposts we used for this project have 

become standard among U.S. agritourism researchers (Chase et al., 2018; Gil Arroyo et al., 2013; 

Hollas et al., 2024). Yet the NASS Census of Agriculture, which is the gold standard for farm-

level domestic agricultural data, is out of alignment with this general consensus. A recent paper 

by Hollas et al. (2024) explores this discrepancy and its consequences in detail. To summarize, 

gaps in the NASS data relevant to our study include: 

• The question that asks about income from agritourism activities states: “This income 

includes income from recreational services such as hunting, fishing, farm or wine tours, 

hay rides, etc.” (USDA National Agricultural Statistics Service, 2022). This list of 

options omits entire categories described by Chase et al. (2018), such as overnight stays, 

and respondents may omit relevant income as a consequence. 

• The question that asks about income from direct sales does not distinguish between direct 

sales that occur on-farm, which are a major component of agritourism, and sales that take 

place off-farm at farmers’ markets and other events, which do not bring visitors onto a 

working agricultural operation and therefore are not agritourism (USDA National 

Agricultural Statistics Service, 2022).  

• The question on direct sales likewise only includes “edible products” (USDA National 

Agricultural Statistics Service, 2022). This omits direct sales of Christmas trees, flowers, 

plants, and fiber, all of which are important components of agritourism for some farms 

and ranches. 

This disconnect between the only census of U.S. farms and agritourism research at large makes it 

impossible to compute a representative sample that would allow us to extrapolate findings to the 

population. We designed this project with these limitations in mind and aimed to incrementally 

improve data collection methods over past studies. 

 

Prior National Surveys: 2019 and 2024 

This study follows two previous national surveys on agritourism: a 2019 study led by the 

University of Vermont and a 2024 study led by Penn State University (Chase et al., 2021; 

Schmidt et al., 2025). Both prior surveys solicited respondents by working with partners 

(Extension offices, state departments of agriculture and tourism, and agritourism associations) to 

share an open link to the survey. All three survey instruments, including the one conducted for 

this study, had questions in common to allow for cross-comparison. 

The 2019 study, which also included a qualitative interview phase, resulted in five 

scholarly publications exploring themes including motivations for practicing agritourism, 

perceived success, profitability, and challenges (Hollas et al., 2021b, 2022; Hollas & Chase, 

2021; Quella et al., 2021, 2023). Most relevant to this paper, Hollas et al. (2022) compared 

reported challenges across regions using an ordinal probit model. They found that Western U.S. 

states experienced significantly more challenges to regulations, zoning, and permitting, while 
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operators in the U.S. South reported more challenges to e-connectivity (Hollas et al., 2022). 

Scholarship based on results of the 2024 national survey, which focused on technical assistance 

needs, is still nascent. 

 

Methodology 

We began this project with semi-structured interviews of ten agritourism operators across 

the U.S. We selected interview farms using a purposive sampling process to ensure variation 

across farm products, agritourism activities, geography, and farmer experience. We identified 

potential interview farms through recommendations from project advisors and professional 

networks. Interviews lasted approximately an hour and a half and inquired about farm aspects 

(products, activities, visitor profiles), goals and successes, challenges, marketing, profitability, 

and suggestions for support and technical assistance. We conducted all interviews on Zoom 

using its built-in recording and transcription services and manually edited transcriptions for 

accuracy. Three team members analyzed the interviews using a two-stage inductive coding 

process as described in Lindlof and Taylor (2011).  

The second step of this project was to test our contact lists and build the USDA AMS 

Local Food Directory using a short survey instrument that asked for basic farm attributes and 

contact information. We distributed this survey through both direct emails from the Qualtrics 

survey system and an open link. The majority of our email list was generated through web-

scraping efforts conducted by Michigan State University as part of a separate cooperative 

agreement with USDA AMS. We combined this list with contact lists from project advisors 

NAFDMA International Agritourism Association (NAFDMA) and Farmstay and from Extension 

offices in several states. This resulted in 21,871 direct emails from the Qualtrics system. Our two 

other project advisors, the American Indigenous Tourism Association (AITA) and the National 

Agricultural Law Center (NALC), as well as many state Extension offices, elected to share the 

survey themselves using an open link. Together, these efforts resulted in 2,147 valid responses. 

The third and final stage of data collection was the long survey based on the instruments 

used in 2019 and 2024. We refined our instrument based on findings from the interviews, and 

added questions on marketing strategies, marketing challenges, and visitor data collection. We 

also redesigned the demographics section to capture data on all farm owners and decision 

makers. We distributed the survey in early 2025 using direct Qualtrics emails to 22,644 email 

addresses, being the cleaned list from the short survey, new respondents identified from the short 

survey, and new lists from project partner AITA and several new state Extension offices. One 

month into the survey distribution, we conducted targeted outreach using an open link through 

Extension and government partners in states and territories with few or no respondents. All 

respondents, regardless of distribution mode, were invited to enter a prize drawing for 20 $75 

gift certificates. In total, we received 1,065 valid responses. Data cleaning and analysis was 

conducted in RStudio by the lead author. 

 

Results  

Participant Summary 

Interview Participants 
In stage one of our project, we interviewed owners and operators from ten farms spread across 9 

U.S. states and one U.S. territory. Farm region, products, and agritourism activities are 

summarized in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Summary of Farm Interviewees. 

Interviewee 
USDA 

region 
Products Agritourism 

NE Farm 1 Northeast aquaculture tours 

NE Farm 2 Northeast dairy overnight stays 

S Farm 1 Southern 
fruit, honey, value-added 

products 
sales, pick-your-own, tours 

S Farm 2 Southern fruit, value-added products tours 

S Farm 3 Southern 
meat, dairy, eggs, value-

added products 
sales, education, overnight stays 

NC Farm 1 
North 

Central 
vegetables & fruit education, tours 

NC Farm 2 
North 

Central 

fruit, flowers, value-added 

products 

sales, pick-your-own, 

entertainment 

NC Farm 3 
North 

Central 
vegetables, meat, honey 

sales, education, tours, overnight 

stays 

W Farm 1 Western wine sales, tastings, tours, events 

W Farm 2 Western feed grain, horses 
sales, education, overnight stays, 

outdoor recreation 
 

Survey Participants 

We received 1,065 valid responses to the longform survey, which included at least one response 

from all U.S. states and territories except for Delaware and Puerto Rico. We received thirty or 

more responses from twelve states, with our own state, Vermont, taking the top place (Table 2). 

Together, these states comprised 56% of all survey responses. 

Table 2. States with 30 or More Responses. 

State/Territory USDA region Count Percent of Total 

California West 56 5% 

Florida South 30 3% 

Maine Northeast 68 6% 

Massachusetts Northeast 35 3% 

Michigan North Central 33 3% 

New York Northeast 55 5% 

North Carolina South 32 3% 

Oregon West 51 5% 

Pennsylvania Northeast 46 4% 

Vermont Northeast 103 10% 

Virginia South 47 4% 

Washington West 41 4% 

Note. Percentage of total is based on n = 1063. Two respondents did not provide their state. 
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Responding farms were mostly small-scale, with a median footprint of 60 acres, though 

responses ranged from less than one acre to 150,000 acres. Approximately half of respondents 

reported gross revenues under $100k in 2024 (n = 445, 48%).  

We asked about farm products and agritourism activities in two stages: we first asked 

respondents to select from umbrella categories and then asked specific questions for each of the 

categories they selected. Both stages asked them to report data from 2024, the year prior to the 

survey. Table 3 below shows the general question on farm products, and Table 4 shows the top 

ten products across all categories. Crops were the most common product, with 44% of 

respondents reporting fruit cultivation and 42% reporting that they grew vegetables and/or 

melons. 

Table 3. Agricultural Products in 2024, General Overview. 

 

Note. n = 1065. Write-in responses that could not be coded into other categories were: 

mushrooms (n = 2); firewood; compost; and woodchips. 

Table 4. Top Ten Agricultural Products Across All Categories. 

Category Product Count Percent of total 

Crops Fruit 468 44% 

Crops Vegetables and melons 450 42% 

Animals Poultry and eggs 273 26% 

Crops 

Greenhouse, nursery, and 

floriculture production 

(including Christmas trees) 

268 25% 

Animals Sheep and goats 224 21% 

Animals Beef cattle, including feedlots 198 19% 

Value Added 
Salsas, pickles, jams, jellies, 

preserves 
184 17% 

Value Added Baked goods 178 17% 

Animals Other animal production 141 13% 

Animals Hogs and pigs 136 13% 

Note. Percentage values are calculated as a portion of total respondents, being n = 1,065. 

The majority of respondents reported on-farm direct sales (n = 925, 87%) and education 

activities (n = 733, 69%) (Table 5). Eight of the top ten specific agritourism activities were also 

in these two categories, with the top two being an onsite farm stand or store (n = 717, 67%) and 

farm tours (n = 597, 56%) (Table 6). 

 

Product Type Count Percent 

Animals and animal-related products 517 49% 

Crops and forest products 849 80% 

Value-added products 471 44% 

Other  4 0% 
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Table 5. Visitor Experiences and Onsite Sales in 2024, General Overview 

Visitor Activities Count Percent 

Sales of your products on your operation 925 87% 

Overnight stays 298 28% 

Education 733 69% 

Entertainment/events 478 45% 

Outdoor recreation 219 21% 

Other 3 0% 

Note. n = 1064. One respondent did not answer the question. Three write-in responses did not fit 

closed categories: community hub; worship; and therapy sessions. 

Table 6. Top Ten Agritourism Experiences Across All Categories. 

Category Activity Count Percent of total 

Direct sales Farm stand or farm store 717 67% 

Education Tours 597 56% 

Education 
Student group and field trip 

programs 
482 45% 

Direct sales U-pick 430 40% 

Education 
Adult classes and/or 

workshops 
314 29% 

Education Demonstrations 304 29% 

Education Work or volunteer experience 268 25% 

Entertainment & 

events 

Other venue rental (family 

reunions, retreats, etc.) 
231 22% 

Education Petting area 228 21% 

Entertainment & 

events 

Children’s activities 

(playground, rides, etc.) 
210 20% 

Note. Percentage values are calculated as a portion of total respondents, being n = 1,065. 

Challenges to Agritourism 

We asked interviewees and survey participants what challenges they experienced related 

to agritourism. Through coding the interviews, we identified common challenges in the 

following categories: time capacity; labor shortages; limited and expensive insurance options; 

challenges to regulation, zoning, and liability; need for marketing expertise; visitor expectations 

and behavior; family dynamics; and extreme weather events.  

We used these interview findings to inform the challenge questions for the survey. We 

asked about challenges in four categories: business and financial; regulatory, liability, security, 

and accessibility; marketing; and other. Each question asked respondents to rate the degree of 

challengingness on a three-point Likert scale, being: very challenging, somewhat challenging, 

and not at all challenging. 

We combined challenges from all categories into a single table to understand what issues 

were most vexing across the board. Table 7 below shows the top challenges when combining the 

ratings of “somewhat” and “very challenging.” Of these, the top three are all related to time 

capacity: labor, time management, and time to work on marketing. Table 8 narrows the list to the 
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top ten challenges rated as “very challenging.” Here, the cost and availability of insurance, which 

ranks sixth on Table 7, rises to the number one spot, followed by labor and the monetary cost of 

marketing. 
Table 7. Top Ten Challenges Rated “Somewhat” or “Very” Challenging. 

Category Challenge Count Percent 

Business and financial Labor (including family labor) 859 86% 

Business and financial Time management 834 84% 

Marketing Adequate time to work on marketing 817 82% 

Regulatory, liability, 

security, accessibility 
Liability concerns 810 81% 

Marketing Monetary cost of marketing 806 81% 

Regulatory, liability, 

security, accessibility 
Cost/availability of insurance 793 80% 

Marketing Ability to reach your target audience 766 77% 

Other Extreme weather events 763 77% 

Business and financial Cash flow management 727 73% 

Marketing Access to marketing expertise 705 71% 

Note. Count combines all respondents who marked the challenge as “very” or “somewhat” 

challenging. Percentage values are calculated out of the total number of respondents who 

answered at least one challenge question across all categories, being n = 994. 

Table 8. Top Ten Challenges Rated “Very Challenging.” 

Category Challenge Count Percent 

Regulatory, liability, 

security, accessibility 
Cost/availability of insurance 421 42% 

Business and financial Labor (including family labor) 397 40% 

Marketing Monetary cost of marketing 388 39% 

Business and financial Time management 371 37% 

Business and financial 
Availability and/or accessibility of USDA 

grants and other financial support 
344 35% 

Marketing Adequate time to work on marketing 342 34% 

Regulatory, liability, 

security, accessibility 
Liability concerns 335 34% 

Business and financial Availability of operating capital 276 28% 

Marketing Access to marketing expertise 268 27% 

Business and financial Cash flow management 251 25% 

Note. Percentage values are calculated out of the total number of respondents who answered at 

least one challenge question across all categories, being n = 994. 
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Spotlight: Regulatory Issues by State 

Reported challenges to state and local regulations fell outside of the top ten for both 

tables above, with 64% of respondents finding regulations at least somewhat challenging and 

25% of respondents reporting that regulations were very challenging. To investigate whether 

reported regulatory challenges differed by state, we broke out a separate data frame of responses 

from states with at least 30 responses (Table 2) and conducted a Kruskal-Wallis rank sum test to 

assess the relationship between respondent state and ordinal challenge ranking. Unsurprisingly, 

we found that challenges to state and local regulations differed significantly by respondent state 

(p<0.001). Responses by state are charted in Figure 1. Forty-five percent of Oregon respondents 

and 43% of California respondents found state or local regulations “very challenging,” compared 

to just 10% of Maine respondents. Maine was the only state where less than half of respondents 

reported that regulations were at least somewhat challenging. Oregon continued to hold the top 

spot with 90% of respondents reporting at least some challenges from regulations. 

Figure 1. State & Local Regulations: Challenge Rating by State. 

 

Note. Kruskal Wallis χ-squared = 43.795, df = 11, p < 0.001. 

The survey also asked respondents to elaborate on the challenges they experienced in 

their own words. We examined responses by state, which elucidated some of the dynamics 

behind answers to the closed-response question. Multiple Oregon respondents cited that a ban on 

short-term rentals for executive farm use properties was a major obstacle to their ability to host 

farmstays. Respondents in California pointed to general confusion around agritourism 

regulations, as this farmer illustrated: “There’s not a lot of information and often if there is 

information it’s not accurate about what is and is not allowed. We are rule followers and want to 

do what’s right. But we can’t find the rules anywhere.” Another California respondent spoke to 

how local political dynamics affected agritourism operators: “Our local tourism authority has 

been very helpful, but our board of supervisors just gut that entire program, which is a loss for 

our entire county.” 

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

Very challenging Somewhat challenging Not at all challenging

California Florida Maine Massachusetts Michigan New York

North Carolina Oregon Pennsylvania Vermont Virginia Washington



Major Challenges and Necessary Supports for Agritourism 10

  

Spotlight: Marketing Issues 

This study brought a particular focus to agritourism marketing compared to the 2019 and 

2024 national studies. In the interview stage of the project, we asked operators how they 

marketed their agritourism activities and what supports had been or could be helpful for 

marketing, as well as who their visitors were and how they collected data on visitors. In the 

survey, we added questions about what marketing strategies they used, if and how they collected 

visitor data, and added a marketing subsection to the questions on challenges. 

Figure 2 shows marketing strategies used by survey respondents. The most common 

marketing outlet was social media pages (n = 908, 87%), followed closely by word of mouth (n = 

878, 85%). No other strategy was reported by the majority of respondents. 

Figure 2. Marketing Outlets Used by Survey Respondents. 

 

Note. n = 1038. Themes in the write-in responses included: website and searchability of website 

on Google; email lists & email newsletters; and events. 

Though marketing outlets varied widely, challenges to marketing were near-universal, 

with the majority of respondents citing at least some degree of challenge in all categories (Figure 

3). The operators we interviewed also reported many challenges to marketing. Multiple 

interviewees remarked that they did not know how to reach visitor segments of interest; one 

stated “we are 20 minutes away from a large city and it is hard to know how best to reach that 

audience and get them to make that drive,” and another summarized: “I think that’s a real 

challenge for me to keep up with where [young people] are looking for information.” Other 

operators we interviewed had family members with marketing experience: “I can dig back into 

Google, and I can look and see what the searches are for…our daughter knows those tags to put 

on things, and so she’s real good about that.” But even in-house expertise did not insulate 

operators from obstacles. One farming couple noted: “we both have marketing backgrounds as 

well, so we really know what to do. We are in the process of trying to find funding for that, 

because it just gets so expensive.” 

38%

13%

87%

29%

37%

26%

13%

7%

24%

36%

85%

9%

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Print advertisements

Radio or television advertisements

Social media pages

Paid social media advertisements

Press coverage

Centralized listing sites

USDA Local Food Directory

Tour operators or travel agents

DMO or Chamber of Commerce

Collaboration with other local businesses

Word of mouth

Other



Major Challenges and Necessary Supports for Agritourism 11

  

Figure 3. Challenges to Marketing. 

 

Note. n = 972. Write-in responses rated “very challenging” included: knowledge of and facility 

with digital tools; a shifting marketing landscape; and knowing what strategies successfully 

attract guests. 

Half of interviewees also cited challenges with attracting members of their local 

community to their agritourism operation. As one remarked, “the vast majority of our 

visitors…come from outside of our local area…Maybe it’s a marketing issue…who do we want 

to market to? How are we getting the marketing out? And I think we’re getting the marketing out 

to those people from out of state.” Yet this struggle with attracting local visitors was not 

mirrored in the survey, where about half of respondents reported that fewer than a quarter of 

their visitors were from fifty or more miles away (Figure 4).  

We conducted an ordinal logistic regression to examine the relationship between the 

percentage of visitors who travelled 50 or more miles and the types of agritourism activities 

offered (Table 9). We found that direct sales, overnight stays, and outdoor recreation were 

significantly related with the percentage of visitors from far away. Farms with onsite direct sales 

had 38.9% lower odds of having a higher proportion of out of town visitors compared with farms 

without direct sales, while farms that offered overnight stays had five times higher odds of 

having more out of town visitors than those without, and farms with outdoor recreation activities 

had a 1.4 times higher odds of having more out of town visitors than those without. 
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Figure 4. Percentage of Visits from People Who Travelled 50 Miles or More from Home. 

 

Note. n = 1040. 

Table 9. Ordinal Logistic Regression Results: Percent of Visitors from 50+ Miles Away by Types of Visitor Experience. 

Experience Type Coefficient Odds Ratio 

Sales of your products on your operation -0.493** 0.611 

Overnight stays 1.665*** 5.289 

Education 0.131 1.140 

Entertainment/events 0.125 1.134 

Outdoor recreation 0.365* 1.441 

Note. n = 945. *p<0.05; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001 

We asked both interviewees and survey respondents if and how they collected data about 

their visitors. Their responses elucidated some of the difficulties participants cited with targeted 

marketing. Nine out of ten interviewees did not collect and analyze visitor data. Most expressed 

sentiments similar to this farmer: “I usually ask people what brought them out and why they’re 

interested in coming and stuff like that. But I don’t actually document it.” Operators who 

required pre-registration for tours, stays, and other events collected data by default, but remarked 

“I’m not having the time to put it all together in an Excel and evaluate.” The one interviewee 

who did collect data operated a nonprofit educational farm and was driven to collect data about 

the people they served because it was “vital for us to get more funding.” 

We designed a survey question about visitor data collection based on these interview 

findings (Figure 5). We found that 43% of surveyed farms collected no visitor information. Of 

those who did, the most popular strategy was asking visitors to sign up for a mailing list (n =368, 

35%), followed by looking at website analytics and social media followers (n = 362, 34%). We 

furthered analyzed responses by sorting farms into two buckets: those engaged in some form of 

active data collection (survey, mailing list, point of sale or registration system, and selected 

write-in responses) and those who either did not collect data at all or only did so passively 

(knowing from experience who their visitors are, looking at analytics and followers). We found 

that 49% of respondents were engaged in some form of active data collection, and the remaining 

51% were not. Yet our interview findings suggest that even if half of farmers are collecting some 
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kind of data, they may not have the bandwidth to analyze that data and use it to inform marketing 

decisions. 

Figure 5. Responses to “How Do You Collect Information about Your Visitors?” 

 

Note. n = 1031. Other responses included: guest books or other physical records; online reviews; 

and other tech analytics (“wifi;” “geofencing”). 

Spotlight: Support and Technical Assistance 

We asked survey respondents what types of support would help them be more successful 

with agritourism in both closed-form and open-form questions. The top ten requested supports 

from the closed-form question are shown in Figure 6 below. Just two options were selected by 

the majority of respondents: grant programs and other financial resources held a strong lead at 

70% (n = 662), and just over half of respondents requested help with social media marketing and 

management (n = 510, 54%). The number three spot was held by legal/liability information (n = 

437, 46%). The fourth through seventh top requested supports, like number two, were all related 

to marketing. 
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Figure 6. Top Ten Requested Supports. 

 

Note. n = 941. 

Survey participants expanded on their support needs in the open-form question. The most 

commonly cited needs, similar to the closed-response question, were related to grant support, 

marketing, and regulation. Many operators stated that they “don’t even know where to look” for 

grants for agritourism, or that “most grants seem geared to educational or large scale operations.” 

Multiple operators expressed a desire for grants to make infrastructure improvements for 

welcoming visitors: “I need an updated farm stand to better protect my vending machine from 

the elements;” “very difficult to find grants for agritourism or on-farm stores and brick and 

mortar infrastructure;” “it would be great to invest in a nicer new farmstand building and parking 

– would be nice to have some funding and business planning support for this.” One farmer noted 

that “reimbursement grants are not helpful. If I already had the money for that amazing project, 

I’d have implemented it by now.” 

Farmers expanded on specific regulatory issues they faced, as explored in the section on 

regulation above. One respondent summarized: “I don’t think I’m looking for ‘support’ but 

maybe just not making things so hard with permits and zoning issues.” One respondent noted 

that their county was not helpful for agritourism issues and expressed that “statewide regulations 

that supersede county regs would be welcome.” 

Open responses requesting marketing support fell into three main categories: social 

media support, website support, and general marketing support. Many farmers noted the layered 

demands on their time, from running a farm to running a tourism operation to marketing both of 

those things. Several expressed a desire to hire out marketing or hire more farmworkers to give 

themselves time to market but stated that they did not have the funds. Multiple farmers wanted 

access to expert guidance, especially on website and social media issues, but, as two farmers 

noted, marketing expertise without knowledge of agriculture was not helpful: one remarked that 

“it is very difficult to find someone that has enough background in agriculture to hand 
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[marketing] over to” and another farmer wondered “what is content without context?...it’s about 

sharing that experience with people that makes it special, not just the photo.” One respondent 

expressed frustration with the lack of support for agritourism marketing: “There seems to be a 

common thread over the past few years of agritourism operations like ours noting that they 

desperately need help with marketing, but so far no state organization has offered to provide 

these services.”  

Discussion 

The findings from our study on challenges and support infrastructure connect to three 

overarching themes: the twin restrictions of time and money; the difficulty of jumping through 

regulatory hoops; and an emergent need for agriculture-centered marketing support that helps 

farmers understand who their potential visitor segments are and how to reach them. 

 

Restrictions on Time and Money 

Agritourism operators are by and large small business owners, and it is not surprising that 

personnel time and available funds are woven throughout the challenges reported by our research 

participants. Out of all 28 challenges we inquired about in closed-response survey questions, the 

top three overall challenges were all about available person-time: labor (including family labor); 

time management; and adequate time to work on marketing. When we narrow our lens to the top 

issues rated “very challenging” by survey respondents, two address money directly—the cost and 

availability of insurance and the monetary cost of marketing—and the third, labor, addresses the 

tension between operator time and funds to hire outside workers. Interviews and open responses 

to the survey clarify that budgetary issues are a barrier to getting outside help with marketing or 

getting outside help with farm work to allow operators to spend more time on marketing. 

Seventy percent of survey respondents expressed interest in grant programs or other 

financial resources for agritourism—by far the most popular of the supports listed in the closed-

response question. In their open responses, survey participants noted that there were few or no 

grant opportunities appropriate for their businesses. Respondents highlighted a need for grants to 

support improvements to visitor-facing infrastructure like farm stores and parking areas. One 

added that reimbursement-based grants were not appropriate for farmers. 

 

Regulatory Hoops 

The degree to which farmers experienced challenges to regulation varied significantly by 

state. Out of the 12 states for which we received 30 or more responses, Oregon was the most 

challenging regulatory environment, followed by California. This is consistent with our 2019 

survey, which likewise found that Western states experienced the greatest challenges with 

regulation (Hollas et al., 2022). Multiple Oregon respondents cited issues with Oregon’s land use 

system, which was codified by Senate Bill 100 in 1973 (An Act Relating to Land Use; Creating 

New Provisions; Amending ORS 215.055, 215.510, 215.515, 215.535 and 453.345; and 

Appropriating Money., 1973; “Senate Bill 100,” n.d.). While this system centralizes land-use 

regulation, counties interpret the law differently, sometimes resulting in restrictions like the 

prohibition on short-term rentals named by our respondents (Hunnicutt, 2006). California 

respondents spoke to a discombobulated regulatory environment subject to the whims of local 

government, and experienced confusion when trying to understand what regulations applied to 

their farms. 

Respondents also noted major legal and liability issues. The top item rated “very 

challenging” by respondents was the cost and availability of insurance. This is a national 
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problem that also rose to the fore in our interviews. Respondents’ number three priority for 

technical assistance was legal and liability support, requested by 46% of survey participants. One 

survey respondent summarized attitudes to regulatory hoops with a request to “maybe not make 

things so hard” for agritourism farmers. 

 

Ag-Centered, Data-Informed Marketing Support 

Marketing is a major challenge for agritourism operators, and a fertile ground for 

research and technical assistance. All the marketing issues we named in our closed-response 

survey challenge were rated at least somewhat challenging by the majority of respondents, and 

the monetary cost of marketing was the third most “very challenging” issue across all challenge 

questions. Fifty-four percent of respondents requested support with social media marketing—the 

only topic other than grants selected by the majority of respondents. In open responses, 

participants clarified that they needed marketing support from professionals who understood and 

centered agriculture in their work. 

In our interviews and in open responses to the survey, many operators felt lost about how 

to attract customers of interest. Interviewees who had marketing expertise in the farm family said 

that they knew what to do, though money remained a barrier to implementation. Our 

conversations with interview farms about local vs. out of town visitors illustrated the issue of 

targeting visitor segments. Half of interviewees reported that they struggled to attract visitors 

from their surrounding area. Statistical analysis of survey results demonstrated that visitor 

distance was significantly related to what activities farms offered: farms with direct sales had 

slightly lower odds of having a higher proportion of out of town visitors, farms with outdoor 

recreation had slightly higher odds of having a higher proportion of out of town visitors, and 

farms that offered overnight stays had five times higher odds of attracting more out of town 

visitors (Table 9). This makes logical sense: direct sales attract local community members 

buying groceries, and overnight stays attract people who do not live nearby. Out of town visitors 

may also be more likely to seek out recreation activities. Though self-explanatory, this initial 

analysis points to the need to further investigate what agritourism customers are looking for. 

Farmers need assistance to understand: what kinds of visitors are interested in the activities I 

offer, and what do I need to do to reach them? 

Answering these questions requires consumer data. Nine out of ten interviewees did not 

track and analyze visitor data. Just under half of survey respondents reported at least one form of 

active data collection on their visitors, but it is not clear how many analyze these data and use it 

to make marketing decisions. Consumer-level research on agritourism is likewise limited. Given 

that time and money are primary constraints, information that helps farmers decide where to 

spend these limited resources is a priority. 

 

Conclusion 

This study provides an updated national picture of U.S. agritourism, the challenges faced 

by agritourism operators, and their requests for support and technical assistance. Based on initial 

analysis of interview and survey results, we have the following recommendations. 

 

Streamline and clarify state and local regulations that affect agritourism. Operators in 

some states, most notably Oregon and California, experience significant challenges with 

state and local regulations. As one farmer stated, “I don’t think I’m looking for ‘support,’ 

but maybe just not making things so hard with permits and zoning issues.” Agritourism 
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operators have limited time and money, and complicated and contradictory regulations 

can be an obstacle to success. In states where regulation poses a barrier to doing business, 

we recommend policy efforts to reexamine regulations affecting agritourism and reduce 

the administrative burden of compliance. 

 

Explore grantmaking opportunities for visitor-facing infrastructure. Our research team is 

not aware of federal, state, or private grants specific to agritourism. Multiple survey 

respondents expressed a desire for grants to help them make improvements to visitor-

facing infrastructure like farm stores and parking areas. For issues like these, even small 

grants of $10k or less could make a big difference. We recommend that states and private 

funders pilot small infrastructure grants that improve visitor safety and accessibility in 

agritourism. 

 

Research-farm partnerships on consumer demand for agritourism. This study identified a 

significant gap in farm-level data on agritourism visitors. Most farmers do not collect and 

analyze visitor data—a fact that is not surprising given the many demands on their time. 

This is a ripe opportunity for applied research that fills a gap in the literature and benefits 

farmers. We recommend state and regional research projects that partner with farms 

engaged in varied agritourism activities to collect and analyze visitor data and produce 

recommendations for where farmers should focus their marketing efforts. 

 

Limitations 

The central limitation of this project is the lack of an accurate census number for U.S. 

farms that practice agritourism, including on-farm direct sales. Because we do not have an 

accurate count of agritourism farms, it is not possible to conduct a representative national survey 

for this population, and neither our survey nor our interview findings can be extrapolated to U.S. 

agritourism farms at large. 

Our data collection methods carry several additional limitations. Both our interviews and 

our survey relied on self-reported data, and most survey questions were categorical or ordinal. 

Deeper and more accurate data can be collected through improving the Census of Agriculture 

survey instrument and through state and regional research partnerships with farmers, as 

suggested above. 
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