
Assessing Your Town:
How We Perform a
Destination Assessment

This is NOT a sales pitch, 
but a process you can use 
to get things moving forward 
locally or in your area.



If you want to actually perform assessments 
If you want to do an exchange with another community 
If you’re thinking of having us do one for your community

WHAT 
is a Destination Assessment?



A week-long 
photographic look 
at your community 
through the eyes 
of a first-time visitor

“You have been secret-shopped!”



A Destination Assessment is a 
thorough look at your community 
from different viewpoints—we wear 
multiple hats



- Site selectors 

- Venture capitalists 

- Financial institutions 

- Business owners | boards | staff 

- Commercial real estate professionals





Culminates with the 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions Workshop

Raymond, Alberta 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions

Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions



FINDINGS

SUGGESTIONS

What we saw, experienced, loved, and things 
that can use some help (challenges).

What could be done locally, at low cost, by both 
the public and private-sector, to make things even 
better. 

Showing photographic examples.

Gahanna, Ohio 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions



You’ve been secret-shopped! 
No interviews, no “heads up” 

No input on things to see, do, places to stay, eat…

What the heck is an assessment?

As a place to live and raise a family 
As a place to work, invest in, or bring a business 
As a place to visit - for more than a day trip

Three hats



Nearly 2,000 communities 
40 states | across Canada | Western Europe | Scandinavia

Experience?

1chapter

The Gahanna experience



T Vehicular way!nding

T Pedestrian way!nding

T Business mix in downtown districts

T Community gateways

T Downtown gateways

T Crosswalks

T Pedestrian accessibility

T Business operating hours

T Customer service (retail)

T Retail signage

T Exterior retail displays

T Sandwich boards

T Temporary/portable signs

T Streetscapes

T Water features

T Public art

T Gathering places (public/private)

T Outdoor dining

T Internet accessibility

T Billboards/outdoor marketing

T Retail beauti!cation

T Critical mass/clustering

T Attractions mix

T Seasonality

T Recreational activities

T Supporting vendors

T Evening activities

T Visitor information availability

T Cross-selling ability

T Diversionary activities

T Primary draw/opportunities

T Historical attractions/museums

T Cultural activities/facilities

T Parking (time limits, availability)

T Pedestrian accessibility

T Parks and public spaces (outdoor)

T Public assembly spaces (indoor)

T Facades and architecture

T Linkages: Activities and amenities

T Supporting services/amenities

T Overall quality (retail, business mix)

T Brands and perceptions

T Curb appeal

T Community maintenance

T Beauti!cation (public access areas)

T Pole banners

T Anchor businesses

T Hidden gems

T Continuity 

T Visual cues, !rst impressions

T Residential neighborhoods

T Entry point impressions

T Access and egress from highways

T Transportation (rail, ferry, public)

T Industrial areas

T Community arts programs

T Safety factors – day, night

T Invitations vs. rejections (retail)

T Use of technology

T Lodging facilities

Sixty Key Elements Reviewed in an 
Community Assessment
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Marketing 
- Websites 
- Reviews | what’s being said about you 
- Social media 
- The competition 
On-site assessment 
- Your gateways and entry points 
- Wayfinding 
- Neighborhoods 
- Schools | medical facilities 
- Downtown 
- Parks & recreational facilities & amenities 
- Businesses & customer service 
- Things to do | attractions | local culture 
- Historical sites & activities 
- Evening activities 
- Art | events | life after 6:00 
- The area in general



This is not a critique, but rather answers the question 
“what else can we do to make our community more appealing and our businesses more successful?”

This is NOT a critique. 
There is no “you should have…” 
No pointing of fingers

There’s no looking back



What can we do to make our community 
an even better place 

people will love to live, work, and play in?

This is about getting the community pumped-up and excited 
about low-cost things that can be implemented today 

to make a positive difference tomorrow.



WHY 
have an Assessment done?

We typically see things you might overlook1



Rhonda Ellisor, Sam Houston State University 
Huntsville, Texas





Oskaloosa, Iowa 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions

We can say things you’d like to say  
but can’t without paying a political price locally2

Replace this sign with a welcoming gateway sign. “Welcome to beautiful Oskaloosa.” Don’t scare us away.31



Never more than four posters, fliers and window signs. There are 20 here. The shop looks junky.39



It provides a third-person look to help you cut through 
the local politics.3

Always put your auxiliary signs where people can stop and read times and locations.5

For every challenge we note, we offer a low-cost 
solution on how it could be remedied4



This would be a GREAT place for some visitor information!4





Your wayfinding should also include trail signage & maps. Where does this go? How long is it? All paved?6

maritime trail

5
KM

Aspen Loop

3
KM

Wildflower

3
KM

Sunrise 



The Assessment can include a focus: downtown, 
branding, product development, marketing5



Westport, Washington 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions

What would you like this assessment to accomplish?

- Can we just be a great beach town or do we need to narrow our focus? 
- How do we differentiate ourselves from everyone else? 

- Who should be taking the lead with regards to tourism, locally? 
- How do we expand our seasonality? 

- Conference/event center? 
- What are your first impressions as a visitor? 
- What can we do, specifically, to be an even better destination?



Burlington & Waterford, Wisconsin 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions

Carbon County, Utah 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions Corner Brook 

Assessment Findings & Suggestions
Drumheller, Alberta 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions

Gahanna, Ohio 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions

Lake Geneva, Wisconsin 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions

Orangeville, Ontario 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions Sault Ste. Marie, Ontario 

Assessment Findings & Suggestions

It shows that you go beyond just your job and see the 
community as a whole and want to see it grow6



It’s a great baseline for all of your planning & 
development efforts: “where you are today”7

Successful community development
1. Here’s where you are today (The Assessment) 
2. Where do we want to go, who are we? 
3. How do we get there? 
4. How do we tell the world?



The assessment process was developed from working 
with more than 400 communities (now 2000+)8

Over the years 
nearly 2,000 communities

British Columbia 
Alberta (30) 
Saskatchewan 
Ontario (30) 
Newfoundland 
New Brunswick 
Nova Scotia (100+) 
Washington (70) 
Oregon 
California 
Arizona 
Nevada (50) 
Utah (70) 
Montana 
Idaho 
Colorado 
Wyoming 
North Dakota 
South Dakota 
Nebraska 
Kansas

Oklahoma 
Texas (20) 
Louisiana 
Arkansas 
Iowa 
Minnesota 
Wisconsin (30) 
Illinois 
Tennessee 
Kentucky 
Ohio 
Michigan 
South Carolina 
North Carolina 
New York 
New Jersey 
Massachusetts 
Maine 
New Hampshire 
Rhode Island 
New Mexico

Sweden 
Mauritius 
Northern Ireland 
Switzerland



9
It will get people excited, inspired, and empowered to take on 
the “suggestions” - a great way to get people working together

10 It brings the community together: Neighborhoods, parks, 
downtown, attractions, amenities, wayfinding, quality of life…



“We got more out of the assessment 
than when we’ve spent four or five times 

the cost for a plan or a study. Wow!”

Commonly noted:

WHEN 
to do a Destination Assessment



Yarmouth & the Acadian Shore 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions

Bellingham & neighboring communities 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions



Westport, Washington 
Assessment Findings & Suggestions

wausau - winter months
-



HOW 
to market the assessment

“We’ve been secret-shopped! What will they say about us? 
Find out Friday, March 2nd at the Civic Center.”



 

First impressions  
of Westport

Tuesday, March 26th 
8:30am - 11:00am 
McCausland Hall 
2201 Westhaven Dr 
Westport, WA 98595

WE’VE BEEN SECRETLY SHOPPED!
Witness a photographic look at Westport with ideas 
for local businesses and the community, to increase 
spending, repeat visits, and to make Westport a  
showcase community. You don’t want to  
miss this entertaining and engaging  
presentation!

through the eyes of our visitors

For shop windows, local press…

 

A photographic look at 
Sioux City through the  
eyes of our visitors.

Friday, April 8th 
8:00 - 10:30am 
Sioux City Convention Center 
801 4th Street, Sioux City
RSVP by April 5, 2016 
 
Anyone wishing to RSVP for the assessment 
presentation can e-mail tickets@sioux-city.org,  
or call 712-279-4850, Ext. 2. 

If you want to increase your sales (local retailers, 
restaurants, lodging facilities) or want to make 
Sioux City a better place to live, work, and visit, you 
won’t want to miss this entertaining and engaging 
presentation!

We’ve been secretly-shopped! Over several days the Roger Brooks Team 
photographed our town, from top to bottom, and will show us what 
he found, what works, what doesn’t and what we can do better – as a 
community and as local businesses – no holds barred!

For every challenge he uncovers he’ll show us, photographically, how  
to make it better, using low cost solutions. It will be entertaining,  
enlightening, and will be one of the best presentations you’ve  
seen. You will love it!

Sponsors: 
Visit Sioux City 

Sioux City Economic Development 
Downtown Partners 
Siouxland Initiative 

Siouxland Chamber of Commerce 
Woodbury County

To be sent out via email to 
local stakeholders and 
partnering organizations



HOW 
a Destination Assessment is performed

Geographic area



Racine County, Wisconsin

Orangeville, Ontario



Downtown Orangeville 
A focus on Broadway

Metro areas: City center | downtown | specific streets or areas 
A city or town 
Multiple towns if close together and smaller 
County assessments 
Regions | scenic byway communities 
State/provincial parks 
Attractions



Carbon County, Utah

Carbon County, Utah

Nine-Mile Canyon



Timelines

Pre-trip assessment: 

In-person, On-site: 

   Monday 

   Tuesday 

   Wednesday 

   Thursday 

   Friday 

Post-trip report:

Planning the trip: marketing assessment 

Arrival | Evening assessment 

12 hours: Getting to know the area & town(s) 

12 hours: The deeper dive 

Assemble the Findings & Suggestions Workshop 

The presentation & follow-up meeting 

Assessment Findings & Suggestions Report





Pre-visit assessment



- Websites: local | regional | state/provincial 
- Peer review sites (TripAdvisor | Google) 
- Searches (what people are saying) 
- Google images 
- Social media sites 
- Schools | neighborhoods | downtown | industry



In person, on-site assessment



The “Findings & Suggestions Workshop”



































Typically two and a half hours
The Assessment Findings & Suggestions Workshop



The Round Table followup



The Kenora, Ontario team

The Findings & Suggestions Report



To plan our trip and review marketing materials, we looked online to !nd a 
place to call for visitor information. We found Grays Harbor County tourism, 
and they sent us a visitor brochure, Here & Now, and a Calendar of Events (top 
left and right). These pieces represented the whole county, but they had some 
promotional information for Westport and the South Beach area as well.

We also looked online for more speci!c Westport information, and we found 
the Experience Westport website by the Westport-Grayland Chamber (bottom 
left and right). We liked that there was some speci!c information on the site, 

such as sur!ng lessons and rentals. The website could use larger photographs 
(pictures really do sell), and some of the layout is awkward and should be 
revised; for example, the text is di"cult to read in some places. Use bullet 
points to make it easier. It would be great to include more speci!cs about 
!shing, rather than a list of charter companies. Try to provide as much speci!c 
information as you can to make it easy for your visitors to plan their trip.

FINDINGS & SUGGESTIONS

Westport, Washington - Assessment Report     13

The Westport-Grayland Chamber website (top left) is connected to the 
Experience Westport site, which is confusing. This website looks dated. Most 
up-to-date websites are “visual-!rst.” The layout goes entirely across the screen 
with large photos. 

Be sure to keep your website up to date; note the 2017 information here 
(bottom left). You do have a lot of detailed information for !shing, which is 
great. Visitors want details, not just generalities.

Suggestion: Develop a new visitor website that is “visual-!rst.” Take a look 
at the visitor website for Squamish, BC (bottom right). It’s a great example 
(exploresquamish.com). Note how their website uses large, stunning 
photography to evoke emotion, making you really want to go there. Also, note 
how you can scroll down the page to reach various topics, rather than needing 
to click around to di"erent pages. The easier, the better, and the fewer clicks, 
the longer people will stay on your website.

FINDINGS & SUGGESTIONS

14   Westport, Washington - Assessment Report 

TripAdvisor is the most visited travel-planning website on earth. People trust 
peer reviews, and that gives TripAdvisor a lot of credibility. 

Include reviews from TripAdvisor and Google on your new visitor website. 
These third-party endorsements are powerful. 

Businesses should be sure they are listed on TripAdvisor, and they should 
monitor their reviews and respond. Also, every business should take 
advantage of Google’s free feature of “GoogleMyBusiness.” When your business 

shows up prominently on a Google search page, you’ll grab the attention of 
your customers. 

We suggest joining the Destination Development Association, which is free for 
all of 2019. From the DDA website, you can access many educational videos 
and other resources to guide your e!orts (top right and bottom left). 

When we planned our trip to Westport, we looked at AirBnB to "nd this great 
little house close to downtown (bottom right). 

FINDINGS & SUGGESTIONS

Westport, Washington - Assessment Report     15

Suggestion: Add brochure holders on the wall near the door to the visitor 
center (top left) where the red arrow is pointing. There is brochure distribution 
next to the door, but it is hard to see. This location would be more visible.

This brochure holder in North Platte, Nebraska (top right) is a good example. 
It contains a state guide, a local visitor’s guide and ‘Best Of’ brochure. Having 
these brochure holders in a variety of locations means you will reach a number 
of di!erent visiting groups. These should be installed in a few locations, 
especially by the marina.

At the visitor information center, we received this folder (bottom left and right) 
that contained several small rack cards and brochures. This was very nicely 
done and provided some good information. When it is time to reprint, we 
suggest making the cover one outstanding photo, rather than six small ones. It 
would have more impact. We love the photo of the marina.

When visitors are planning a trip, they usually use the internet for all their 
planning information. But after they arrive, visitors like to use brochures. So 
printed materials are still very important. 

FINDINGS & SUGGESTIONS

18   Westport, Washington - Assessment Report 
We wondered what this very tall look-out tower is used for (top left). Add an 
interpretive sign explaining its purpose and a few other interesting facts about 
it. How many steps?

Westport has a lot of opportunity for many di!erent activities. We were 
surprised by all that the town has to o!er. It’s a great place to visit!

We loved the street trees and da!odils here (bottom left). Great job!

Murals are a fantastic way to enliven a blank wall, and this one is very nice 
(bottom right). Consider adding more throughout town.

FINDINGS & SUGGESTIONS

80   Westport, Washington - Assessment Report 

Go through this report with the Destination Westport Team, and turn 
suggestions into recommendations. Let this assessment be the conversation 
starter. Refer to the videos and other resources in the Destination 
Development Association. There’s a lot of assistance and advice in those 
videos. 

Discuss these !ndings and suggestions. Determine your goals for Westport. 
What do you want Westport to be known for? Find its unique selling 
proposition, and determine how to expand that and make it successful.

This e"ort is 100% about making something happen!

FINDINGS & SUGGESTIONS

82   Westport, Washington - Assessment Report 



What to do 
once the Assessment is done

Where do you go from here?
Create a “Destination Westport Team”

106



The Team will then 
go through these suggestions and turn many, most, or all 

into implementation assignments! 

This effort is 100% about making something happen!

107

Typically “teams” are created: 
- Signage task force 
- Beautification & entry points 
- Downtown 
- Working with local businesses 
- Trails & local amenities 
- Neighborhoods  
- Industrial parks & areas 
- Marketing



Re-Assessment Findings & Suggestions
The World Famous Cabot Trail

For more how-to resources join us 
DestinationDevelopment.org

Here's to your Destination Assessment 
moving your entire community forward!



Wednesday, February 12th 
8:30 Pacific 
9:30 Mountain 
10:30 Central 
11:30 Eastern 
12:30 Atlantic

YOUR TOWN
The 25 Immutable Rules 

of Successful Tourism

Roger A. Brooks & Maury Forman

AN AMAZING DESTINATION

Totally re-written and updated 

Available now on amazon.com 
Print edition: $39.95 
Ebook edition: $9.99


