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Introduction

Ninety-seven percent of community-based market-
ing is now ineffective. That’s right: 97%. Every year 
billions of dollars are spent marketing communities: 
chambers of commerce, destination marketing or-
ganizations, economic development agencies, cities, 
downtowns, counties, districts, regions, states, and 
provinces. Yet 97% of that is wasted.

Why? Because we are now drowning in advertising 
and marketing overload. In fact we are exposed to 
more than 5,000 marketing messages a day - far more 
than the mind can absorb. So we filter out anything 
generic that doesn’t appeal to us specifically.

If I’m into horseback riding, when I hear the words 
“equestrian,” or “horseback” or perhaps even “cowboy” 
or “cowgirl” my mind will catch that and it will get my 
attention. Hearing the words “we have something 
for everyone” simply slides right on past us. Have you 
ever gone anywhere because they had something for 
everyone?

This guide is for you who may not have much market-
ing budget to work with. But it’s extremely important 
that what you DO have is good enough the close the 
sale.

The first thing you need to do is look at all of your 
marketing materials, photographs, and text. If it can 
fit anyone else in your market, start by tossing it and 
then starting fresh.

To win you simply cannot be all things to all people. 
You must narrow your focus - find your niche then 
promote it like crazy. The narrower your focus, the 
greater your success will be.

If your brand, that one thing that sets you apart, 
stands for everything, then you stand for nothing.

Jettison the Generic

“Something for everyone” will result in mediocrity and ultimate failure. Memberships can kill your marketing 
efforts in an attempt to please everyone - trying to be all things to all people.

Here are a list of words and phrases to avoid in your marketing efforts:
• Explore   • Gateway  • The place for families • Available land
• Discover   • Experience  • Start your vacation here • Work force training
• Outdoor recreation  • Right around the corner • Recreational paradise • Educated work force
• Unlike anywhere else  • Your playground • Take a look!  • Eager work force
• So much to see and do  • So much history • The perfect getaway • Available work force
• The four season destination • Purely natural  • Close to it all  • Fast permitting
• Where the seasons come to life • The word “natural” • The word “recreation” • Open for business
• Historic downtown  • The place for all ages • Naturally fun  • Great opportunities
• Center of it all   • ...and so much more! • Recreation unlimited • Close to major markets
• Best kept secret   • Home away from home  • Beauty and heritage • Quality infrastructure
• We have it all   • A slice of heaven • It’s all right here  • Great quality of life
• Visit [name of town]  • Great place to live, work and play   • Broadband

Here’s a question for you. Could this list fit virtually anyone anywhere? If you want to stand out and make your 
marketing effective, you simply can’t market all you have, you need to market that one thing that only you have. 
Market what will close the sale. The days of marketing lists: “We have this and this and this and this” are over. While 
this list represents tourism, the same could apply to economic development organizations. Look at the fourth 
column for their list. By the way: You’re not doing anything wrong. You’re doing what everyone else is doing. 
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Narrow your focus

I was working in the Kootenay Rockies of British 
Columbia with half a dozen communities and asked 
six different people, within a two to four hour drive, to 
plan a trip to the area. Each of these people worked 
independently, looked online, and called various 
information centers for information about the area.

Each of the secret shoppers was sent several pounds 
of information, at quite the postage expense (see 
photo above). After going through the information 
I asked how many of them were planning a trip 
there based on what they saw. The answer: zero. 
Why? Because it was the usual collection of historic 
attractions, trails and outdoor recreation - nothing 
they couldn’t get or do closer to home.

Is it any wonder that 97% of our marketing is 
ineffective? The cost of advertising, printing, and 
distribution of these materials cost thousands, if not 
tens of thousands of dollars.

A few weeks later I came across British Columbia 
Magazine and saw an eleven page article promoting 

Promote your anchor tenants

Create a brochure featuring your “Best Of’s.” Always 
promote your “anchor tenants.” These include your 
top restaurants, top retailers, and top activities and 
attractions. No lodging since you want them to hand 
out this brochure. An anchor tenant is a business or 
activity that we’d drive 45 minutes to an hour out of 
our way to enjoy. 

This is a public/private partnership project. You design 
it and select the participants, and they cooperatively 
pay for the printing and distribution. Sample criteria:

1. They have to be different than what people can get 
back at home. No chains or franchises, sorry.

2. They must be highly regarded by someone other 
than themselves. 80%+ positive reviews on sites such 
as TripAdvisor.

3. They must be open six days a week and until 7:00 
pm. (This is just a sample)

4. They must have good curb appeal.

seven hot springs that just happened to be in the 
towns we were assessing!

I sent copies of the publication to our secret shoppers 
and guess what? Within six months, five of the six 
actually went there. Why? Because that was something 
they couldn’t do closer to home.

Here’s the catch: How long can you sit in 104ºF degree 
or 84ºC degree water before turning into a prune? 
Perhaps 20 minutes? So, the hot springs were enough 
to draw these new visitors, and when they arrived 
they would go soak for a while, then find a place to 
eat dinner. The next morning they might soak again, 
and then they wanted the pile of brochures full of 
secondary or complementary activities - things they 
could do closer to home, but would do while in the 
area: hiking, biking, bird watching, shopping, dining, 
fishing and historical attractions.

As it turns out, 80% of all non-lodging visitor spending 
takes place with complementary activities. Always 
promote the thing that differentiates you, then once 
there we will take part in everything else you have to 
offer.
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Create marketing partnerships

People will go somewhere if you have activities, that 
cater to them, that will keep them busy four times 
longer than it takes them to get to you. So, if I need 
to drive an hour from your major market area to you, 
do you have four hours’ worth of activities, that would 
interest me specifically? (Four times the one hour 
drive).

This is why marketing partnerships are important. The 
more you have to offer, collectively, the further people 
will come and the longer they will stay. 

The Carson City area of Nevada’s nine golf courses 
came up with “The Divine Nine,” and by creating 
partnership marketing became one of the west’s 
best golf destinations. The cost: $1,100 per course to 
develop the name, website, and to begin cooperative 
marketing. Now hotels have become marketing 
partners as well.

Secondly, you will be far more effective as one loud 
voice as opposed to numerous smaller voices. By 
marketing together you can increase your reach by 

cutting your costs by nearly a third.

Tacoma, Washington’s Museum District pooled their 
print advertising (see above). The result: They reduced 
the per-attraction marketing cost by nearly half, while 
nearly doubling attendance.

Just down the road in Thurston County, Washington 
(the cities of Olympia, Tumwater, Lacey), the 11 
museums in the area created a single brochure, 
each paying for one panel. The cost: About $200 per 
museum. The outcome: The attendance tripled while 
cutting the collective marketing budgets by two-
thirds.

In Huntsville, Texas, many of the historic attractions 
cross-promoted to local restaurants and retail shops. 
If a restaurant would promote the Sam Houston 
Museum, for instance, the museum would send its 
people to that particular restaurant. This way front 
line employees are only marketing one attraction. 
Otherwise it’s the typical response when a visitor asks 
what there is to do locally: “Nothing.”

This is the age or marketing partnerships. Make it a 
priority.

Recruit outside events

Create a database of regional clubs and organizations: 
classic car clubs, other car clubs (BMW. Mercedes, 
Mustang, Subaru...), motorcycle clubs, quilt guilds, 
other art guilds, hiking and photography clubs, 
etc. and invite them to host their events in your 
community.

Pick up a year-old copy of the National Directory of 
Nonprofit Organizations (see photo above) and then 
reach out to the organizations within a 75 mile radius 
of you (for starters) and just invite them. They do the 
work, you roll out the red carpet.

Cost: About $200 in mailing costs (send a letter, not an 
e-mail), stationery, welcome signs around town when 
they arrive. We picked up a copy of the directories for 
$150 when the local library got the new editions.

Also reach out to club newsletters. Every Harley 
Owners Group (HOGs) has a monthly newsletter. 
Put together a riding tour route and send it to the 
publication. They are looking for places to send their 
members!
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Make the Internet priority #1

Your marketing dollars at work:

• 45% - Internet, website, social media, apps, peer 
reviews, monthly e-newsletter, online marketing, pay 
per click.

• 20% on public relations, media brand-building.

• 20% on advertising, and this is to drive people to 
your website, which must be good enough to close 
the sale.

• 10% on printed materials. That’s right. 10%.

• 5% on outdoor (billboards, signage), trade shows, 
other marketing avenues.

This is a general guide and will, of course, change 
depending on your situation, but note how important 
digital media has become compared to designing, 
printing and distributing brochures and guides. 

Also make sure you are on the first page of search 
results even if you have to buy your way there. Having 

a website is one thing, but if no one can find it, what 
good will it do? 86% of search engine users never go 
past the second page of search results. Do you? And 
make sure people can find you by your activities, not 
just the name of the city, town or county. We look for 
experiences first: “Horseback riding” and a general 
location second “southern Alberta.”

Think WordPress. We are big fans of this medium. 
We have several sites, all created using WordPress 
templates, which we purchased from between $30 
and $80 each. Widgets range from free to perhaps 
$30. And we can update the site any time, any place, 
in seconds. The point: Invest your money in content, 
not the delivery system.

We host our sites on Bluehost, which specializes in 
hosting WordPress sites. The cost: About $4 a month. 
We saved $8,000 a year and spent it on content: 
videos, photography, writing, and widgets got us 
at the top of the search engine lists - something we 
didn’t have prior. There are lots of WordPress experts 
out there, but it’s something you can learn yourself in 
just a few days. Really.

Provide specifics, not generalities

Your website should have everything we’d want to 
know right there. We want specifics, not generalities. 
If it isn’t easy and convenient, potential visitors (or 
businesses) will say one word, “Next!” and they’ll be 
gone to the next site. Specifics, specifics, specifics. The 
more, the better, and the more likely you are to close 
the sale.

Example: For fishing:

• What will I catch? Bait and tackle shop in town?

• Where do I get a fishing license? And how much?

• What are the limits? What bait should I use?

• When are the seasons? What time of day is best?

• Fishing guide services? What kinds of lures?

• How do I get to specific spots? Parking?

• Anything else I should know?
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Google Alerts

Subscribe to Google Alerts. It’s free and you’ll be able 
to see (every day, every week - however you set it 
up) what’s being said about you online. See how fast 
updates to your website are being picked up by the 
search engines, particularly Google who commands 
the lion’s share of searches.

Also look at your Wikipedia page. Make sure it’s 
accurate and actually ON Wikipedia! This is particularly 
necessary for economic development organizations.

Create and submit local itineraries

Next to a focus on digital marketing, make public 
relations your top marketing priority. Articles are 
read three times more than ads, they give you 
more credibility because they are a third-party 
endorsement, and you’ll see $3 in earned media for 
every $1 you spend on a PR effort.

What to do: Find local writing talent and have them 
draft up sample itineraries. Particularly those in hobby 
clubs or organizations: Harley owners, Honda Gold 
Wing owners, classic car club members, quilt guild 
members, hiking and mountaineering clubs, golfers, 
and particularly RVers.

Think like a travel writer. Provide specifics right 
down to specific places to eat and specific dishes to 
order. Once again, we want specifics not generalities. 
Phrases like “unique shops and restaurants” mean 
failure with your PR efforts.

Post sample itineraries on your website and on 
YouTube, with video content. Amateur is just fine!

Create a monthly e-newsletter

Never send out spam. Instead, subscribe to a service 
such as ConstantContact and start building your 
e-mail database. Constant Contact charges $15 a 
month for up to 500 names, and it tops out at $75 a 
month for up to 10,000 names. 

Sending out a monthly e-newsletter creates top of 
mind awareness. Even if the reader is not headed your 
way this weekend, just getting it each month reminds 
them that you exist. So when there is an opportunity, 
you come to mind first.

Send a list of a few teasers they can scan down. If one 
catches their eye, they will click on it, which will send 
them to that page on your website. If nothing catches 
their eye that month, the good news is that they 
looked! And that’s TOMA.
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Distribute stories and itineraries

There are more niche publications than ever before. 
In fact, there are nearly a dozen bicycling magazines 
alone, and there are publications for just about every 
hobby out there. Make a database of these and submit 
your itineraries, along with photos, to them.

Nearly all monthly or even quarterly publications 
produce an annual “editorial calendar.” Call each and 
ask for a “media kit” - generally used for advertising 
- but they will typically include the year’s editorial 
calendering telling you what stories they hope to 
publish during the year. Craft stories to fit their 
calendars.

Get copies of the publications so you can see what 
types of writing styles are included. Travel clubs 
(cars, motorcycles, bicycles, RVs) often print articles 
supplied by enthusiasts.

Itineraries from the locals

Head to Kiwanis, Rotary, just about any local 
organizations, and ask them a series of questions:

1.  Where can I get the best dessert? Name the 
restaurant and the dish.

2.  Where will my partner and I have the best dining 
experience? (Breakfast, lunch or dinner)

3.  Where can we get gourmet items for a picnic.
4.  Where can we see a breathtaking sunrise or sunset?
5.  Where is the best place to take a photo that says 

we were really there?
6.  Where can we check our e-mails?
7.  Where can I get the perfect gift, something locally 

made?
Then have them put them in order of how they see 
the itinerary happening over a weekend. Notice that 
five of these are places for people to spend money.

This is a great way to identify your “anchor tenants” 
and visitors LOVE ideas coming from locals. You can 
even develop a set of questions for couples, girls 
weekends out, for families with kids, or for specialty 
groups.

Create itinerary booklets

When you create sample itineraries with maps and 
specific routes, retailers will give them away to their 
customers (and will sometimes sell them - you get 
half ). Motorcycle shops, bike shops, camera stores, 
birding supply stores, outfitters, etc.

The sample (above) shows motorcycle routes around 
the State of Nevada. The book sells for $2 but costs 
about $1 each to print. You’re looking to break even, 
and you certainly don’t mind if the store makes a buck 
on each one they hand out. You’re in it for the visitors.

Once again, look to local or regional enthusiasts to 
help you create and map out the itineraries. Work 
with local college or universities to help you design it, 
including the creation of maps.

You can do itinerary booklets for rock climbing, hiking, 
snowmobiling, lake excursions, river rafting, fishing, 
hunting, biking, photography, arts tours, wineries, 
antiques, and even culinary experiences.
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Create lifelong customers

This one is for your merchants. The number one 
activity, in the world, is shopping, dining and 
entertainment in a pedestrian-friendly setting. Yet 
with most visitors this is typically more window-
shopping than actually purchasing goods. 

One merchant I met in a popular summer destination 
had printed little business-card “Hint Hint” cards 
where a person can write down a stock number of an 
item they might like for the holidays, or for a birthday 
or anniversary. They can give it to their significant 
other and you never know! It could be a great gift 
idea. In this particular case, the merchant told me that 
a full 75% of her sales come weeks, or months, after 
visitors were in her store as window shoppers. And 
then she asks if they’d like to get her e-newsletter 
when she has new merchandise that fits their tastes. 
She has customers that only visited her store one time, 
for perhaps 20 minutes, and is now a customer for life. 
The cost of the Hint Hint cards? About 2¢ each.

Work with Navteq

Nearly 20% of all travelers now use navigation devices 
either as stand-alone units, as built-in units, or on 
smart phones. Yet most communities complain that 
the information is either not accurate or is outdated. 
The challenge: With literally millions of points of 
interest from gas stations to attractions, it’s almost 
impossible to keep up with an ever changing world.

The company Navteq is the primary map provider for 
most navigation systems, and you can work with them 
on updating the information about your community 
or area.

Have volunteers with these systems go through the 
points of interest and make note of inconsistencies or 
inaccuracies. Then go to Navteq.com and on the top 
right area of the home page is a “map reporter” button 
you can use to update the information. The cost: Zero, 
but it does take time!

Don’t let your last opportunity become a 
lost opportunity

The top 2.5 inches of your brochures are critical in 
catching attention. Here are some rules to get your 
brochure in the hands of potential customers:

1.  Sell the experience first. NOT your business or the 
name of the community. 

2.  Use yellows on a dark background. Yellow always 
pulls the eye. 

3.  Avoid script or outlined text.

4.  Get attention! Notice the Hells Canyon Houseboats 
brochure (above). Did it get your attention?

If you were in Western New York state and you saw a 
brochure that said “Fredonia, NY” on the top. Would 
you pick it up? What if it said “A picturesque Victorian 
Village set among the vineyards of Western New 
York”? Would that get your attention? Would you be 
more willing to pick it up?


