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Tourism as Economic 
Development
by Rhonda Phillips, Ph.D.; AICP; CEcD; Arizona State University

(continued on page 3)

Tourism has long been recognized as a community and economic 
development strategy to bring in revenues. As one of the fastest 
growing industries in the world, many communities are seek-

ing ways to tap into this vast and productive industry to capture local 
community and economic development benefits. As demonstrated, 
community participation is a crucial factor for the long term viability 
of tourism. The significance of community involvement is to provide 
a voice for those involved in or impacted by tourism, to make sound 
decisions making use of local knowledge, and to reduce possible conflicts 
between tourists and members of the host community. The emphasis in 
the tourism planning models on the need for coordination and collabo-
ration among all sectors involved leads to the need for planning. Simply 
put, planning provides the opportunity to envision what a community 
wants and how to get there. Without it, there is no direction to achieve 
desirable outcomes — the community will have to accept whatever 
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A public theater and library complex is the centerpiece of this redeveloped 
neighborhood.
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(continued next page)

comes its way. All planning processes, whatever the 
focus, always begin with an inventory or research phase 
and cycles to an evaluation or monitoring of outcomes 
phase. Note that the process is continuous and is never 
“over” because change is the only constant! The follow-
ing process is recommended to start a community on its 
way to achieving tourism-based development: 

1. What do we have? 
 Inventory assets (people; organizations; cultural/
heritage, natural, financial, and built resources) and con-
texts (political, economic, social, environmental) of the 
community. This is the research phase and can include 
a variety of sources and tools such as surveys, focus 
groups, asset mapping, etc. 

2. What do we want? 
 At this point, the all important vision as a guide to 
seeing what could happen is crafted by stakeholders 
— those in the community that have an interest in help-
ing achieve a more desirable future. Belief is a powerful 
tool and can inspire a community to achieve remarkable 
outcomes. The vision should  
be bold enough to inspire and realistic enough to attain. 

3. How do we get there?
 This stage is about developing the plan that is a 
guide with specifics for achieving the vision and in-
cludes goal statements and actions. Most importantly, 
it selects the strategies or approaches desired — will a 
program such as Main Street or a theme-based approach 
be used? What trends should be looked at and which 
markets are sought? It also identifies which organiza-
tions or groups of collaborators will tackle the tasks and 
action items. Collaborative efforts typically work best, 
but in some cases it takes a “champion” to start the ef-
forts, and others will join in later. 

4. What have we done, and what do we need to  
do now? 
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 Monitoring is critical to see if the above steps are 
working; if not, then adjustments and revisions are 
needed. Because the nature of this process is continuous, 
it provides feedback for refining on-going activities as 
well as starting new initiatives. 

 Numerous types of approaches can be taken to 
develop a tourism-based development program. These 
include heritage/cultural-based approaches, “created” or 
surrealistic approaches, tying in with corporate pres-
ences in communities, natural and recreational focused 
efforts, or using popular culture as a basis. The latter is 
described in the following as an example of one type of 
approach. 

Popular Culture Approaches
 Popular culture runs the gamut from visual arts and 
music to filmmaking. Using these elements as a basis for 
building a tourism-based development strategy is specu-
lative yet very exciting. The entertainment industry 
can play an important role in stimulating development 
outcomes. This approach is not without risks though as 
some communities find the intensity of energy and re-
sources required may be too high to sustain a “popular” 
appeal. Others find it has worked very well. There are 
three major popular culture strategies that have been 
used with success. 

1.  Arts-based 
 Some view the arts as a powerful catalyst for re-
building all aspects of a community, not just the eco-
nomic sphere, in terms of venues to attract tourists. So 
the benefits of this strategy can be far-reaching beyond 
tourism alone. The number and types of tourist venues 
based on art are tremendously diverse. Some communi-
ties use themselves as the palette for the venue, painting 
murals on the walls of their buildings or incorporating 
public art on a major scale into the community — Stue-
benville, Ohio; Toppenish, Washington; and Loveland, 
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Colorado, are such examples. Care 
must be taken with this approach so 
that the commercialization or theming 
aspect does not threaten community 
ambience. In addition to the com-
munity as a visual arts palette, others 
attract artists to live and display their 
work, often in arts districts including 
converted warehouses or other obso-
lete industrial facilities. This strategy is 
not limited to only large urban areas. 
Small communities, such as Bellows 
Falls, Vermont (population 3,700), 
have used its downtown structures to 
develop artist live-work space, attract-
ing visitors to the galleries for shows 
and to shop. The following consid-
erations are offered to communities 
interested in pursuing an arts-based 
strategy:

•    General support for the Arts. 
Citizens and local government officials 
need to recognize that a healthy arts presence is a vital part 
of community infrastructure and is important in terms 
of community development. Participation approaches in 

community decision-making should be 
used to further build support.

•    Seek out untapped resources. Local 
governments may have more resources 
than direct funding that can be used to 
support arts-based businesses and other 
activities which in turn attract visitors 
to the community. Examples include 
rent-free facilities from a variety of 
sources such as school classrooms and 
auditoriums, commercial warehouses, 
conference centers, or vacant retail 
spaces.

•    Integrate the support of arts with 
community development benefits. 
Whenever possible, the community 
should strive to link benefits with arts-
based activities. For example, artisans 
could participate in programs such as 
placing their art in public venues.

• Maximize resources through community sharing. 
The centralization of facilities and resources is a signifi-

Toppenish, Washington, the home 
of the Yakama Indian Nation, is a 
town of 7500 in a remote location. 
Building on its old West heritage, the 
town is covered with murals and 
draws over 30,000 tourists per year. 

(continued next page)
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cant factor in the success of arts-based 
programs. A centralized facility, such as a 
production studio, gallery, office or retail 
space, can be used by numerous groups 
to provide cost savings.

• Adopt a flexible approach to arts 
support. All artists are different and 
need different kinds of support and as-
sistance. Business management assistance 
to arts entrepreneurs is usually a critical 
need in communities. 

Building an arts-based development 
strategy will result in increased tourism, 
particularly for shopping in galleries and 
visiting during special venues such as 
public art exhibits. 

2. Music
 Music has long been used as a basis for attracting 
tourists. One only has to look as far as Nashville or New 
Orleans to see the widespread impact that music and 
related activities can have on an area. Branson, Missouri, 
is often cited as an example of how entertainment and 

particularly the music side of the business can be used 
as a basis for building a tourist dependent economy. One 
strategy that seems to work particularly well is when eth-
nic or heritage music is coupled with a tourism develop-
ment strategy. Mountain View, Arkansas, with a popula-
tion less than 3,000, found that its remote location in the 
Ozark Mountains has not prohibited it from becoming 
a tourist destination because of its music heritage. The 

A park becomes an arts venue when music is added.
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April 7-8, 2008
Developing and Investing Green: Creating Value 
through Sustainability
Urban Land Institute
Charlotte, NC
http://www.uli.org/AM/Template.cfm?Section=Hom
e&CONTENTID=116209&TEMPLATE=/CM/Con-
tentDisplay.cfm 

April 13-15, 2008
Federal Economic Development Forum
International Council of Shopping Centers
Alexandria, VA
http://www.iedconline.org/FederalForum/index.html

April 27-May 1, 2008
APA’s 2008 National Planning Conference
American Planning Assoication
Las Vegas, NV
http://www.planning.org/2008confernece 

May 5-7, 2008
12th National Brownfields Conference 2008 
Detroit, MI
http://www.brownfields2008.org/en/index.aspx 

May 18-21, 2008
The Global Retail Real Estate Convention
International Council of Shopping Centers
Las Vegas, NV
http://www.icsc.org/2008SC/home.php

June 8-10, 2008
Building Cutting-Edge Public-Private Partnerships
International Economic Development Council
Charlotte, NC
http://www.iedconline.org/PPPConference/index.html

June 12-13, 2008
Developing Master-Planned Communities
Urban Land Institute
Washington, DC
http://tinyurl.com/3ytmnh

Calendar of Upcoming Events

“Folk Music Capital,” Mountain View holds the Arkansas 
Folk Festival as well as offering other venues and special 
events. Eunice, Louisiana, is now known as the “Prairie 
Cajun Capital” because of its Zydeco and Cajun music 
heritage that is kept alive and well with special venues 
and a regular television and radio show, the Rendez-Vous 
Des Cajuns — the Cajun version of the Grand Ole Opry. 
Eunice attracts many visitors to its town and to its reno-
vated Liberty Theater as a spectacular venue for music 
offerings. Its visitors are not limited to the region — the 
British Broadcasting Company has visited several times to 
film the shows which has prompted many British visitors 
to journey over to see the live performances. 

3. Filmmaking 
While filmmaking and television production can be an 
attractive strategy for economic development outcomes, 
it can have mixed results as a tourism venue. Typically 
after filming, the community attracts tourists for a 
period of time to see the venues. However, the attrac-
tion can fade after time if the community does not offer 
complementary venues. Winterset, Iowa, the location of 
the film Madison County, experienced a great influx of 
tourists for several years after the film was shot. While 
the initial crowds have gone, the community has incor-
porated several other venues to attract tourists over the 

long term such as the Covered Bridges Festival since the 
county is home to six remaining bridges. If a community 
can continue to attract periodic filming activities, then 
the tourist interest stays steadier. 

Closing
 Tourism-based development represents an excel-
lent opportunity for communities to capture benefits 
of one of the largest and fastest growing industries 
in the world. Identifying, designing, and implement-
ing a tourism-based development process is complex, 
multifaceted, and requires a large measure of energy, 
resources, and commitment. It necessitates that commu-
nities go beyond marketing efforts to consider all facets 
— from planning and project and program management 
to gauging outcomes and adjusting strategies as needs 
and desires change through time. The stakes are high 
because tourism-based development has the potential 
to dramatically change a community in many ways and 
aspects. These changes can be positive and, with the cor-
rect approach and well designed strategies, the results 
can be tremendously beneficial. 

Excerpted with permission from the Community
Development Handbook, Community Development 
Council, 2006.




