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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.
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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:

e Breaking down the principles of sustainable tourism and how to apply them

e Building capacity through participatory approaches

e Destination management vs. marketing

e Using data to make informed decisions
Local and regional planning and action
Funding tourism action plans
e [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.
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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.

Rural Tourism Growth in the New River Gorge Region 6



Acknowledgements

The authors thank 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, for contributing

their time, expertise, and insights to this project. Their support and guidance were invaluable to
the completion of this work.

References

Arbogast, D., Deng, J., & Maumbe, K. (2017). DMOs and rural tourism: A stakeholder analysis
the case of Tucker County, West Virginia. Sustainability, 9(10), 1813

Butler, R. W. (1980). The concept of a tourist area cycle of evolution: implications for management of
resources. Canadian Geographer/Le Géographe canadien, 24(1), 5-12.

Eades, D. C., Arbogast, D. W. (2022). Rural Destination Management Innovation and
Collaboration in Appalachia. In M. G. Pezzi, A. Faggian, & N. Reid (Eds.), Building
Community Resilience through Rural Innovation and Entrepreneurship (pp. 172-195).
Routledge. https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003178552-
11/rural-destination-management-innovation-collaboration-appalachia-daniel-eades-
douglas-arbogast

Morrison, A. (2013). Destination management and destination marketing: The platform for
excellence in tourism destinations. Tourism Tribune, 28(1), 6-9.

National Park Service. (2024, February 26). Visitation increases in 2023 for all three national
park sites in southern West Virginia. https://www.nps.gov/neri/learn/news/visitation-
increases-in-2023-for-all-three-national-park-sites-in-southern-west-virginia.htm

WYV Dept. of Tourism, Oct. 2025 https://wvtourism.com/release/west-virginia-tourism-tops-9-
billion-in-annual-economic-impact-for-first-time-in-states-history/

WYV Extension. (n.d.). Voices of Change. https://extension.wvu.edu/community-business-
safety/tourism-hospitality/voices-of-change

Rural Tourism Growth in the New River Gorge Region 7


https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003178552-11/rural-destination-management-innovation-collaboration-appalachia-daniel-eades-douglas-arbogast
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003178552-11/rural-destination-management-innovation-collaboration-appalachia-daniel-eades-douglas-arbogast
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9781003178552-11/rural-destination-management-innovation-collaboration-appalachia-daniel-eades-douglas-arbogast
https://www.nps.gov/neri/learn/news/visitation-increases-in-2023-for-all-three-national-park-sites-in-southern-west-virginia.htm
https://www.nps.gov/neri/learn/news/visitation-increases-in-2023-for-all-three-national-park-sites-in-southern-west-virginia.htm
https://wvtourism.com/release/west-virginia-tourism-tops-9-billion-in-annual-economic-impact-for-first-time-in-states-history/
https://wvtourism.com/release/west-virginia-tourism-tops-9-billion-in-annual-economic-impact-for-first-time-in-states-history/
https://extension.wvu.edu/community-business-safety/tourism-hospitality/voices-of-change
https://extension.wvu.edu/community-business-safety/tourism-hospitality/voices-of-change

	Introduction
	Background
	Outcomes from the Webinar Series
	Extension Supported Rural Destination Management Activities in the New River Gorge
	Conclusion

