
 1

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Rural Tourism Development Toolbox 
 

By: 
Andrew N. Skadberg 

Texas A&M University 
 

Dr. James R. Kimmel 
Southwest Texas State University 

 
1999 



 2

Introduction 

Tourism offers potentials for economic diversification in rural areas as urban residents 

seek alternative forms of recreation. Because open space, watchable wildlife, and rural 

communities are the actual attractions, tourism also offers the potential to stimulate 

conservation and community development in rural areas. However, most rural 

communities and families have little experience in the complex and competitive tourism 

industry. The potential benefits of tourism will be diminished if rural and small 

community residents do not have access to technical assistance programs to help them 

learn the essential skills of tourism development and management.   

Although numerous agencies and universities offer such information (Appendix 1), the 

effectiveness of the information is reduced because people in rural areas are often not 

aware of its availability and do no know which approaches to tourism development may 

be most effective for their own situation. The purpose of the proposed program is to 

provide access to information about the various ways to develop rural tourism. Access will 

be provided in two ways. We will develop an Internet site that will identify, review, and 

evaluate methods to develop rural tourism. We will provide links from the Internet site to 

all relevant sources of information and useful examples of rural tourism attractions. We 

will also publish this information in hardcopy form for people who do not have access to 

the Internet. We will evaluate the use of these materials and revise them to correct 

problems if they arise. 
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Purpose 

The purpose of this project is to develop, implement, and evaluate an Internet-based 

“Rural Tourism Development Toolbox” that will assist individuals, outfitters, rural 

communities, and regional organizations to gain access to information about planning, 

developing, and implementing tourism programs. This project will enhance existing 

programs by consolidating, evaluating and organizing these resources. The program will 

not be limited by personnel and travel constraints, and will be made available to a number 

of audiences interested in tourism development.  The program will provide ongoing 

guidance about tourism development resources that are available and will provide linkages 

to successful tourism Internet sites that can serve as examples and provide motivation. The 

program will also establish networks between participants so that they can share 

information or services.  

This program intends to develop simple ways to provide access for four target 

audiences to appropriate and beneficial tourism development resources. This approach 

aims to create an effective way to make regions, communities, individuals and families, 

and outfitters/guides aware of information and resources that are currently available for 

tourism development. 

Following is an outline of the overall goals and specific objectives of this program. 

The Rural Tourism Development Toolbox will be designed to serve the needs of four 

potential user groups: 

• Individuals and families (including landowners) 

• Communities 

• Outfitters and guides 
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• Regional organizations 

Goals 

• To provide usable, practical information to stimulate and guide development of 

appropriate nature and heritage tourism attractions in rural areas. 

• To distill the mass of tourism development information and present it in a simple 

common-sense and motivating approach. 

• To make this information easily available to those who can benefit from its use. 

• To develop a dynamic process that can be evaluated for effectiveness and modified as 

needed. 

 

Objectives 

• Develop an Internet based tourism development program to provide necessary 

information and interact with its users. 

• Develop a hardcopy version of the information. 

• Identify appropriate and useful tourism development information. 

• Organize and consolidate information and resources into functional units.  

• Identify information and resources to assist each of the designated audiences. 

• Pilot test, evaluate, and revise organization and information. 

• Implement the overall program.  

• Evaluate the overall program. 

 

Current Status of Research 

 Tourism is one of the largest economic activities in the world (Jefferson 1995). 

Tourism based on natural resources is one of the most important and fast-growing sectors 

of the tourism industry (Erramouspe 1996).  Tourism has the potential to increase 

conservation efforts on private lands because it provides an economic incentive to 

maintain and enhance habitats for watchable wildlife (Pigram and Wahab 1998).  In recent 
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years several authors have addressed issues in rural tourism, including economic 

feasibility, marketing, environmental and sociocultural impacts, and potentials for 

sustainability (Campbell 1999, Teo and Yeoh 1997, Var 1997; Dann 1997; Bramwell and 

Lane 1994; Emerick and Emerick 1994; Gannon 1994; Lane 1994; Crotts and Holland 

1993; Lanier and Berman 1993; Pigram 1993; Evans and Ilbery 1992; Bryan 1991; Dernoi 

1991; Warnick and Klar 1991; Pearce 1990; Maude and van Rest 1985). However, 

Opperman (1995:63) observed that  “...rural and farm tourism still lacks a comprehensive 

body of knowledge and a theoretical framework.”   

 Few data exist on rural private-sector tourism, so it has not been a major focus of 

research.  Existing businesses are small and widely scattered and are not usually included 

in official tourism enumerations.  Bryan (1991:82) succinctly summarizes much of the 

current research on rural private-sector nature tourism: 

Farm and ranch recreation can provide economic, educational, and environmental 
benefits: however, it is not a quick economic fix and can dash just as many hopes and 
dreams in implementation as it creates in concept.  Nevertheless, it is an exciting new 
trend that can contribute to the sustainable development of rural communities, and 
offset pressure toward less environmentally sensitive alternatives such as agribusiness. 
  

However, research on the planning, development, and management of tourism activities 

(products) has not received the attention it needs.  Smith (1994: 583) noted: 

Although few, if any, marketing professionals would challenge the importance of 
product development, the subject receives much less attention from marketing 
analysts, planners, and policymakers than do segmentation, consumer behavior, 
advertising, and promotional strategies. 

 

 The focus of this project is to provide assistance in developing appropriate tourism 

products (habitat, watchable wildlife, historic sites, and heritage activities).  Tourists 

surveyed in 1992-93 ranked scenery as the most enjoyable aspect of their trip (Sharp 
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1993).  A more recent survey also showed high demand for scenic drives, watchable 

wildlife, and access to rivers (Texas Department of Transportation 1996). In much of the 

United States almost all scenery, scenic drives, watchable wildlife, and access to rivers is 

on privately owned farm, ranch, and forest land.  Thus, landowners have an outstanding 

opportunity to meet the demand for outdoor activities. While meeting these market 

demands, tourism can establish economic value for environmental features that otherwise 

may not be properly valued.  People are willing to pay well to watch and photograph 

wildlife and to have restricted access to high quality natural areas (Kimmel 1997a).   

 The demand for rural-based tourism is likely to increase dramatically in the United 

States.  The U.S. is an urban nation, and most of its population growth will be in its 

metropolitan regions.  These future residents will demand outdoor recreation activities. 

Farmers, ranchers, and rural communities can meet this demand in a way not possible by 

any other element of the society.  Outdoor leisure has traditionally been provided by state 

and national parks.  However, the amount of land acquisitions for parks cannot keep up 

with population growth in many parts of the U.S.  In addition, many visitors are interested 

in rural life itself.  A recent Conde Nast Traveler survey showed that almost 90 percent of 

the magazine’s readers are interested in learning about the culture and lifestyle of the 

people in the areas they visit and 46 percent would like to live that lifestyle while they are 

visiting (Conde Nast Traveler Extra, September, 1998).  Thus, tourists can be attracted by 

the authenticity of rural life.  

 In spite of the clear opportunities to meet the demand for tourism, many landowners 

do not recognize those opportunities or they are reluctant to pursue them.  Kimmel 

(1997b) documented the concerns of landowners regarding what they viewed as the 
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potential for tourism to result in governmental control of their land.  A recent landowner 

workshop in Kerrville, Texas, identified specific concerns and information needs related 

to nature tourism development.  Nineteen landowners and two outfitters spent two days in 

a process guided by Texas A &M University and assisted by the Texas Agricultural 

Extension Service, the Texas Nature Tourism Association, Southwest Texas State 

University, the Texas Department of Economic Development, and the Texas Parks and 

Wildlife Department.  Participants in the workshop identified the following six areas 

where they need information (in order of priority): marketing, liability, operations, 

education and information, attitudes and psychology.  In the final session of the workshop, 

the participants strongly expressed that they need practical information that is directly 

useful (Watt 1998). 

 

Purpose and Scope of the Rural Tourism Development Toolbox 

The purpose of the Tourism Toolbox program is to provide access to information and 

resources that are fundamental to tourism development. Figure 1 illustrates the overall 

organization of the Rural Tourism Development Tourism Toolbox. There are two major 

components to the Tourism Toolbox 1) resource linkages, and 2) resource and program 

evaluations. The resource linkages will create a functional organization of tourism 

development resources. Many of the tourism resources available on the Internet provide 

links to other resources; however, few are user-oriented, or designed to assist regions, 

communities, landowners and outfitters/guides to create tourism development programs.  

The Rural Tourism Development Toolbox will consist of a set of “functional drawers.” 

Each drawer will provide information and resource linkages about a particular topic/issue 
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associated with tourism development. See Figure 1 for a set of preliminary topics. More 

functional topics may evolve from the tourism resources evaluation phase of the project. 

In each drawer will be “tools” which will be resources or programs that are available 

from the various agencies or institutions. The second feature of the Tourism Toolbox is an 

evaluation of the resources that are provided. In other words a concise “owner’s manual” 

will be provided that overviews important information and an objective evaluation of the 

tools’ (programs and resources) strengths and weaknesses. 

Preliminary, evaluation criteria for the “tools” include time required, cost (if there are 

any costs associated with the process), other inputs, expertise necessary (are there any 

special skills needed), and what audiences would this tool be effective for (regions, 

communities, individuals/families, outfitters/guides). Additional criteria will emerge from 

the review process. Some of the programs lead the user through an entire tourism planning 

process. However, the toolbox will allow users to mix and match resources from various 

programs. The Tourism Toolbox will promote both methods. Examples of the types of 

programs we will review and include in the tourism toolbox are: Rural Tourism 

Development from the University of Minnesota (Koth et al. 1991), Community Tourism 

Assessment Handbook, from the Western Rural Development Center, Utah State 

University (Brass 1997), Developing Tourism in Your Community from Texas A&M and 

the Texas Department of Economic Development (Richardson et al. 1995), and extension 

publications available from the University of Michigan. 
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Figure 1. Rural Tourism Development  

Toolbox Model   

 

Drawer 1: Tools for Resource 
Analysis 
 
Methods to help identify potential 
tourism products and assess their 
attractiveness. 
 

Drawer 2: Tools for Market Analysis 
 
Sources of information on market 
demands and characteristics. 
 
 

Drawer 3: Tools for Feasibility 
Analysis 
 
Methods and suggestions for 
determining if tourism is an 
appropriate form of income. 
 

Drawer 4: Tools for Regulatory 
Compliance 
 
Information on regulatory 
requirements and how to conform 
to those regulations. 
 

Drawer 9: Tools for Coordination 
with Other Development Activities 
 
Methods for dealing with conflicts 
of interest and crisis. 

 

Drawer 8: Tools for Promotion and 
Marketing 
 
Methods for ensuring the visibility 
of the tourism products in the 
market place. 
 

Drawer 7: Tools for Visitor 
Management 
 
Information on hospitality 
management. 
 
 

Drawer 6: Tools for Product 
Planning and Development 
 
Sources of information on market 
demands and characteristics. 
 
 

Drawer 5: Tools for Protection 
Against Liability Claims 
 
Information on liability potentials 
and how to reduce liability. 
 

Drawer 10: Tools for Financing 
 
Methods for identifying and 
securing funding, budgeting and 
fiscal management.  
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Research Methods 

Methods focus on I) program development, and II) program evaluations.  

 

I.  Program Development 

To develop the program we will identify, consolidate, organize, and present 

appropriate materials in a way that assists users to find and use the right tools for tourism 

development.  

The tasks required to develop the program are as follows:  

Task 1) Review and evaluate all technical assistance included in Appendix 1 and 

others that are found. 

a) Determine the functional links between the “Drawers” of the toolbox and 

the appropriate sections of the various technical assistance programs to 

identify the various tools to be included. 

b) Organize and consolidate information for “ease of use” and, where 

necessary, make arrangements for cooperative agreements with other 

agencies and institutions. 

Task 2) Design formats for review of tools (tourism resources and information).  

Task 3) Write tool reviews. 

Task 4) Identify examples and links to identified web sites. We will identify Internet 

sites that serve as good examples of rural tourism development. We will 

summarize these sites and provide linkages to them. 

Task 5) Set up the Internet mechanism for on-line discussions and information 

exchange. We will provide and manage on-line discussion groups that will 

facilitate interactions among people interested in rural tourism development. 
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Task 6) Develop the “Toolbox”  

a) Determine appropriate web site and graphic design for disseminating 

information 

b) Design the web site and test functionality  

c) Design hard copy version  

Task 7) Promote use of the Toolbox  

a) Collect mailing and e-mail lists of “target audiences”. This project will be 

promoted nationally. In order to leverage our efforts and resources we will 

target Chambers of Commerce, Convention and Visitors Bureaus, and 

regional and other rural tourism development organizations that can 

disseminate information about the Tourism Toolbox to their constituents. In 

addition, we will identify state and federal agencies that are involved in 

tourism development. 

b) Develop promotional plan—post cards, e-mail, Internet search engines 

Task 8) Pilot-test the web-based Tourism Toolbox on a sub-set of identified audiences 

 a) Evaluate pilot-test 

 b) Re-design web site and toolbox organization as necessary 

Task 9) Fully implement web site and publish hardcopy of toolbox and promote them. 

 

II. Program evaluation 

Methods to evaluate the web site will include time on site, depth into site, an on-line 

user questionnaire, and response cards from users of the hardcopy version. Tasks to 

evaluate the program are as follows:  

Task 1) Design evaluation instruments 
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  a) survey (web and hardcopy) 

 b) time on site (web) 

  c) depth in-site (web) 

d) on-the-ground evaluations (web and hardcopy) 

Task 2) Formal evaluation of Rural Tourism Development Toolbox  

 a) Collect and analyze survey data  

 b) Conduct on-the-ground evaluation of users of the toolbox 

Task 3) Maintain e-mail and telephone contact with users of the Tourism Toolbox for 

an ongoing evaluation of the Tourism Toolbox. 

Task 4) Evaluate descriptions of tourism activities actually developed as a result of the 

Tourism Toolbox. 

 

Expected results 

The Rural Tourism Development Toolbox will help rural citizens to gain access to 

more information about rural tourism development. It will inform residents about the 

variety of tools they can use to develop tourism as a form of income diversification.  

The Internet provides one of the most effective ways to find information. However, 

available search engines do not necessarily locate the “best” information and the quantity 

of web sites returned from a “search” can be overwhelming, especially for people who do 

not use the Internet extensively. In addition, it is difficult to assess these resources (web 

sites) regarding costs and benefits, or their effectiveness for a particular application or 

user. The Tourism Toolbox will address these issues by locating the most pertinent 

tourism development resources, then making them available from a single web site, and in 

hardcopy form, and providing evaluation reviews. 
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Based on current knowledge of communities and landowners that need assistance, we 

expect considerable response to the Tourism Toolbox. This concept has developed from 

our experience and interaction with rural people as they consider the possibility of 

tourism. Most people who live in rural areas are there because they feel a special 

connection with the land, and would like to stay there. However, economic pressures are 

forcing people to abandon or subdivide farms and ranches. Increasingly rural people are 

recognizing the need to diversify their economies. Tourism is a viable alternative and, in 

many cases, can provide many benefits including economic and environmental. The 

Tourism Toolbox is an innovative approach that will stimulate grass-roots tourism 

development.  

Another unique strategy of this program is to identify our target audiences and 

“market” the Tourism Toolbox. Over time, as we correspond with its users, we will further 

refine the program to meet the needs of larger audiences.  

 

Feasibility of Techniques 

From the Internet we have identified about twenty-five organizations that provide 

information, resources or technical assistance related to rural development (Appendix 1). 

These resources will comprise the “tools” of the tourism toolbox. We will evaluate and 

organize these tools to make them simple to understand, easy to access, and efficient to 

use. The pilot test will reveal any weaknesses and these potential problems will be 

corrected before we implement the program. 

 

Evaluation Questions 

We will use the following questions as the research basis for program evaluation. 
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1) If regions, communities, landowners and outfitters are given a well-organized and 

easily accessible resource to get information about tourism development, will they 

use it?  

2) What are the visitor characteristics to the web site? 

 a) number of visitors 

 b) demographics 

3) What are the characteristics of people who request the hardcopy version of the 

Toolbox? 

4) What is the relative effectiveness of the web site and the hardcopy version 

5)  Is the overall web site effective, based on the responses of the targeted audiences? 

6)  Are there limitations for users due to Internet access? How can these be addressed? 

7) After using the Tourism Toolbox are the targeted audiences interested in 

continuing to use these programs to guide tourism development? 

 

On-Line Survey 

A survey prompt will be included after each visitor has used the web site and is 

preparing to leave. They will be asked to complete a survey; however, users will be able to 

bypass the prompt. Ways to increase user response rates might include highlighting the 

fact that this web site is being provided for free and is a research project, and that their 

assistance will provide valuable guidance for the continued development of the Tourism 

Toolbox. Most of the survey will use Likert scale questions to assess the effectiveness of 

the development materials and the ease of use of the web site. User responses will be 

cross-tabulated. 
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Hardcopy Survey 

Surveys will be mailed to all of the users of the Tourism Toolbox. The web-based 

survey and the hardcopy survey will be identical except regarding issues related to the 

different delivery mechanisms. Reminder cards will increase user response.  

 

Means of applying results  

The results of the proposed work will be an operational and evaluated Internet-based 

and hardcopy Rural Tourism Development Toolbox.  The Internet version will be 

maintained in operation and will be updated periodically.  Residents of rural areas of the 

United States will make the real application of the Toolbox as they use it to develop 

alternative sources of income for their farms, ranches, communities, and regions. 

Important considerations for web site functionality will include ease of use, speed, 

multi-media applications, (where appropriate) and attractiveness. In addition, the overall 

program will expand on available tourism resources and create cooperative relationships 

with existing resource providers. Finally, all information provided via the Internet version 

will be formatted for most Internet browsers. (HTML, Postscript [Acrobat reader]). 

 

Pitfalls that may be encountered 

No pitfalls are expected in the development and evaluation of the Rural Tourism 

Development Toolbox.  We have developed web sites and have access to the programs 

that will comprise the tools.  Potential pitfalls may come in the application of the Tourism 

Toolbox by residents of rural areas.  Those pitfalls include the following: 

• People who can use the site may not know about it.  To overcome this, we plan to 

“market” the site to potential users. 
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• Users may not be familiar with tourism terminology. To overcome this, we plan to 

provide definitions and descriptions of terms and concepts that are presented. 

 

Finally, tourism is not an end-all answer to the economic problems of rural areas. We 

will make it clear that the Tourism Toolbox is intended to provide an alternative economic 

development resource. If this is not clear, our audiences may expect too much of the 

program. 

 

Limitations to proposed procedures 

The Internet version of the Rural Tourism Development Toolbox will be available 

only to those with essential computer hardware and Internet access.  In the past this was a 

severe limitation.  Now, however, with the very rapid growth of the Internet, this is no 

longer a serious limitation.  Some Internet service providers are now providing computers 

free of charge when people sign up for their service. A recent analysis performed by the 

Texas Department of Agriculture showed that even communities as small as thirteen 

people in the Big Bend region of West Texas have access to Internet Service Providers 

without paying long-distance service charges. Unlimited access Internet costs are typically 

about fifteen dollars per month. This is one of the most isolated regions in the U.S. Thus, 

we think that lack of Internet access will not limit the use of the full power of the Rural 

Tourism Development Toolbox. The hardcopy version will provide the evaluation 

information, but will not facilitate interaction between users or provide links to 

comparable sites. 
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APPENDIX 1: Table of organizations that provide information, resources or technical 
assistance related to rural development available on the Internet—
preliminary findings 

 
Name/Sponsor   Overview   Internet Address 
CA Trade and Commerce Agency, 
California 

Offering services, technical 
assistance and resources to make 
successful local economic 
development programs.  
 

http://www.commerce.ca.gov/busi
ness/select/communities/ 

Center of Excellence for 
Sustainable Development, U.S. 
Department of Energy 

Providing information and 
valuable links to rural resources 
available around the nation. 

http://www.sustainable.doe.gov/ru
ral/community.htm 

Central Office of Industry, Science 
and Resources, Australia 

Primarily for promotion. Also, the 
Rural Tourism Program is a 
funding program designed to 
boost development of higher 
quality tourism attractions, 
products and services in regional 
Australia. 

http://www.dist.gov.au/ 

The Center for Rural 
Development, Kentucky 

Serving a forty county area in 
Kentucky, providing assistance for 
development programs including 
planning, training, cultural events 
and telecommunications 
technology. 
 

http://www.centertech.com/centert
ech/#center 

Great Outdoor Recreation Pages 
(GORP), Minnesota 

Providing promotional material 
about outdoor recreational 
resources in Minnesota. 

http://www.gorp.com/gorp/locatio
n/mn/mnlinks.htm 

Institute for Tourism and 
Recreation Research, University of 
Montana, School of Forestry 

Research to assist private firms 
that provide services and facilities, 
public agencies and businesses 
that manage parks, recreation 
areas and other facilities used by 
tourists. Includes a focus on 
regional and community planning 
and development. 

http://www.forestry.umt.edu/itrr/ 

Iowa Department of Economic 
Development 

Primarily for tourism promotion. 
Also, provides highlights of 
projects initiated from $12 million 
investment in tourism 
development. 

http://www.state.ia.us/government/
ided/ 

National Center for Appropriate 
Technology, USDA 

Promoting sustainable 
technologies and community 
based approaches that protect 
natural resources and assist 
people, especially the 
economically disadvantaged, in 
becoming self reliant. 

http://www.ncat.org/ 

The National Center for Small 
Communities 

The mission of the NCSC is to 
provide small town decision-
makers with the tools to govern 
effectively and the skills to 

http://natat.org/ncsc/Default.htm 
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expand local economies, protect 
natural resources and preserve 
community character. 

National Main Street Center, 
Technical Assistance 

Providing technical assistance for 
the establishment of a Main Street 
revitalization program 

http://www.mainst.org/technical/te
chnicalmain.htm 

National Tourism Education 
Clearinghouse, Northeast Regional 
Center for Rural Development 

Provides extensive links to 
national, regional and state 
tourism resources. 

http://www.cas.psu.edu/docs/casco
nf/nercrd/tourism.html 

Oregon Recreation, Incorporated Provides links to tourism 
resources in Oregon. Developed to 
utilize the Internet to provide a 
clearinghouse of information and 
stimulate economic development 
in a rural area of Oregon. 

http://www.oregonrecreation.com/
or/rurloc.htm 

Resource Conservation and 
Development (RC&D) 
Association, Montana 

Developed to help local citizens 
address problems in their areas by 
bringing together a cross section 
of local leaders with a variety of 
knowledge, expertise, and 
experience. 

http://www.gomontana.com/RCD/i
ndex.html 

Rural Australia On-line, 
Agriculture Fisheries & Forestry - 
Australia 

Provides links to pertinent tourism 
resources at various levels in 
Australia 

http://www.dpie.gov.au/rural/austr
alia/tourism.html 

Rural Development Initiative 
Technology Development Team 
  (RDI-TECH) 

Providing resources for 
communities, policy makers, and 
others interested in the role of 
technology in rural development.   

http://www.soc.iastate.edu/rdi-
tech/ 

Rural and Isolated Libraries 
Special Interest Group, Australia 

Providing links to various 
resources about rural Australia 

http://www.alia.org.au/sigs/rilsig/ri
lsiglinks.html 

Texas Rural Communities, Inc. A nonprofit organization serving  
individuals, groups and support 
organizations through rural 
economic development, 
educational loan and grant 
programs. 

http://www.texasrural.org/ 

Tourism Center, University of 
Minnesota, Extension Service 

Providing education, research and 
outreach services that 
enhance the understanding of 
travel and tourism. Includes 
programs designed specifically for 
rural tourism development.  
 

http://www.tourism.umn.edu/index
.html 

Tourism Web site Links Providing links to a variety of 
tourism research resources. 

http://www.waksberg.com/ 

Travel, Tourism and Recreation 
Resource Center, TTRRC, 
Michigan State University 
Extension 

Providing tourism research 
information and links. Includes a 
fairly extensive list of tourism 
development publications. 

http://www.tourism.msu.edu/ 

USDA Rural Development Promoting economic 
development. Offers technical 
assistance to help agricultural and 
other cooperatives get started and 
improve their member services. 
Also provides technical assistance 

http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/rd/ind
ex.html 
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to help communities undertake 
community empowerment 
programs.  

Western Rural Development 
Center, Oregon State University   

Mission is to strengthen rural 
families, communities, and 
businesses by facilitating 
collaborative socio-economic 
research and extension through 
higher education institutions in the 
western region. 

http://www.orst.edu/dept/WRDC/ 

Wisconsin Agricultural Tourism 
Association, Inc. 

Founded for the purpose of 
education, promoting and 
stimulating interest in agricultural 
tourism in Wisconsin. 

http://www.wi-ag-
tourism.com/index.html 

 
 


