
Build and maintain an economy that thrives 
off of recreation, tourism, healthy  
landscapes, and active land management.

Mon Forest Towns Partnership
Made Official 
The rural communities and partners that make 
up the Mon Forest Towns Partnership are working to 
diversify economic development and to enhance the 
quality of life for residents and visitors alike. These 
communities act as gateways to the Monongahela 
National Forest and are linked to the forest and to each 
other. While 2020 brought unprecedented challenges, 
it has remained a busy time for the Mon Forest Towns 
Partnership. A key achievement was the signing of a 
Memorandum of Understanding that formalized the 
partnership and allowed us to officially begin working 
on our shared vision of building and maintaining an 
economy that thrives off of sustainable recreation, tour-
ism, healthy landscapes, and active land management. 
By working together, we can contribute to a Forest in 
which nature, visitors, communities, and economies 
thrive. 
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We did it!  The Mon Forest Towns website was 
launched! Have you seen our new home page? We 
designed it just for you. Be sure to check it out at www.
monforesttowns.com. The website introduces the Mon 
Forest Towns (MFT) Partnership and provides detailed 
information on what the region has to offer. The site fea-
tures an asset map so you can explore all the recreation 
opportunities and tourism amenities. From hotels and 
restaurants to mountain biking trails and boat launches, 
the asset map is an immense resource for residents and 
visitors alike. Each Mon Forest Town has their own 
individual page with visitor information, photos, and 
links to their official websites and social media pages. 
Featured stories spotlight some of the unique opportu-
nities available in and around the communities. Like the 
Partnership itself, the website will continue to develop 
and grow in the coming months. 

Home page of the new web site designed by Kofi Opoku

JOSHUA TREE GATEWAY COMMUNITIES ALLIANCE  - VISIT WWW.JTGCA.ORG TO LEARN MORE 
ABOUT THE ORIGINS OF THIS PARTNERSHIP WHICH UNITED THEIR COMMUNITIES.



Snowshoe Mountain Resort, Poca Trails, USDA Forest 
Service, WVU Extension Service, the Town of Marlinton, 
and others.  These partners hope that the Snowshoe  
Highlands Ride Center can serve as a guide for other 
communities in the region that may be interested in 
achieving this designation.  

Creative placemaking can be described as residents 
using arts and culture to tell the story of what’s unique 
about a place, drive economic development, improve 
quality of life, and inspire hope for their community or 
region. Does that sound like a perfect fit for our Mon 
Forest Towns? Members of the Central Appalachian 
Network believe that it has an important role to play in 
the region’s transition towards more diverse, resilient 

economies. And we couldn’t agree 
more! This summer, the Mon Forest 
Towns Partnership was awarded 
funds by the Central Appalachian 
Network through a mini-grant pro-
gram that is part of their Creative 
Placemaking efforts in the region. 
The awarded funds have been used 
to design and produce promotional 
materials for the partnership includ-
ing decals, bumper stickers, window 
clings, and branded materials for 
sharing our story at special events. 
Additionally, funding was received 

for a trip to Pennsylvania to meet with members of 
the PA Wilds Partnership to discuss their branding and 
merchandising opera-
tions and how the Mon 
Forest Towns can poten-
tially use this regional 
brand to financially 
support the Partnership’s 
operations. Working 
across state lines with 
a similar outdoor recre-
ation tourism partner-
ship is a testament to 
the efforts being made 
by the Mon Forest Towns 
Partnership to continue 
to grow and strengthen 
the region. Due to the 
current pandemic, this 
meeting will be held 
virtually in the coming 
months using Zoom.  We 
look forward to learning 
ways to engage local artists as we work to use the arts 
to bring people together, communicate ideas, and con-
tribute solutions. What an exciting opportunity!
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In October, the International Mountain Bicycling Asso-
ciation (IMBA) announced the newest recipient of their 
IMBA Ride Center™ designation was the Snowshoe 
Highlands Ride Center located in Pocahon-
tas County, West Virginia. The ride center 
was awarded the Silver-level designation, 
meaning that the area meets specific trail, 
services and mountain biking experience 
criteria that elevates the overall moun-
tain biking experience above the average 
destination and offers a variety of single 
track riding for all levels of riding abilities.  
Mountain biking and mountain biking 
facilities can bring an array of benefits to 
rural communities. They leverage com-
munities’ natural assets to create places 
that are attractive to visitors, business-
es, and both new and current residents. Specific, doc-
umented benefits include health benefits for local us-
ers, increased tourism and economic development 
opportunities, and benefits to the local environment. In 
the US, an estimated 50 million people (20% of Ameri-
cans 16 and over) mountain bike.The announcement 
comes just one year after the Ride Center’s Bronze-Lev-
el designation and is the result of an immense amount 
of hard work, much of it done by partners of the Mon 
Forest Towns including the Pocahontas County CVB,       

West Virginia’s First Ride Center 
Receives Silver Designation

Creative Placemaking— 
Fostering Diverse and Resilient 
Economies 

Below: Mon Forest 
Towns logo decal 
and button



       
We know how much our towns have to offer, but we 
want to make sure that others do too.  We have been 
focused on raising the visibility of our towns and are 
working to direct travelers to our region by working on 
signage projects. Town Representatives and community 
members have been working with graphic designers 
from West Virginia University to develop signage proj-
ects ranging from interstate billboards to interpretive 
signage to in-town wayfinding signs. Though the sig-
nage projects throughout the towns have been varied, 
the design team at WVU (lead by WVU Graphic Design 
Professor Eve Faulkes) have developed them using the 
Mon Forest Towns branding to make sure they all have 
the same look and feel. The ability of the design team 
to blend the Towns’ individual brands and logos with 
the Partnership’s branding will give users a consistent 
and connected experience as they travel throughout 
the Mon Forest Towns. Funding for these projects was 
provided by the Benedum Foundation which provides 
grants to support specific initiatives in the areas of 
Education, Economic Development, Health and Human 
Services, and Community Development.

More Signs—Putting Our 
Towns on the Map
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Marketing Committee–  
Another Milestone Achieved
In September of 2020, the Mon Forest Towns Board 
established its first official committee. The Marketing 
Committee is comprised of community leaders and 
county tourism officials and is chaired by Pocahon-
tas County CVB Director Cara Rose. Each committee 
member brings unique marketing experience and a 
wealth of knowledge to share. Their role is to devel-
op and hone innovative ideas and provide feedback 
on marketing activities that will help generate more 
interest in visiting the Mon Forest Towns Region. The 
Marketing Committee is an advisory committee to 
the Mon Forest Towns Board and was heavily involved 

in the rollout of the Mon Forest Towns 
website and social media.  They have 
also helped to identify the creation of 
the first Mon Forest Towns promotional 
materials that will be available soon. 
As the Partnership continues to grow 
over the coming months and years, the 
Marketing Committee will play a central 
role in how it connects with and is per-
ceived by the residents and visitors of 
the region. Thanks to all who are serving 
on this important committee!

Left:  
One of eight 
wayfinding 
signs for 
Parsons, now 
a model for 
other towns.

Below left:  
One of seven  

interpretive  
signs 24”x 48”,  

that go on  
to tell stories  

of Cowen

White Sulphur’s  
billboard on  

I-64



Official Representatives for  
the Mon Forest Towns:

       
With the signing of the MOU and the official be-
ginning of the Partnership, many towns have already 
installed welcome signs that designate them as Mon 
Forest Towns. Look for these “gateway signs” as you 
travel throughout the Mon Forest Towns. Each sign has 
been personalized by the town with artwork depicting 
featured recreation activities available to visitors, as 
well as the tourism amenities and services offered by 
the town. The customization of these gateway signs 
allows towns to showcase what is unique to their com-
munities while also providing a consistent brand across 
the Partnership. We hope you’ll plan a day, weekend, or 
week to visit all of the Mon Forest Towns!

       
Two additional Mon Forest Towns projects  
received funding through the Secure Rural Schools  
Program managed by the USDA Forest Service. The first 
project aims to improve signage on the Monongahela 
National Forest and within the ten Mon Forest Towns. 
The project includes funds for two large entrance signs 
to welcome visitors when they pass into the bound-
ary into the Forest. Each of the Mon Forest Towns will 
receive an additional $1,000 to put toward the design 
and/or production of their priority signage projects  
related to the Mon Forest Towns Partnership. Fund-
ing will also be used to develop retractable banners 
focused on the partnership that will be located at the 
Seneca Rocks Discovery Center and Cranberry Moun-
tain Nature Center to help reach even more visitors. 
The second project is centered on the newly developed 
Mon Forest Towns Birding Trail which will go live in the 
spring of 2020. Funding will be used to fabricate signs 
for each stop along the birding trail, as well as four 
interpretive signs that will explore how the health and 
active management of the Monongahela directly affects 
populations of native Neotropical migrants that depend 
on the Forest for breeding.  The birding trail will con-
nect each of the four Mon Forest Towns in the southern 
portion of the region to each other and to fantastic bird-
ing destinations.  Keep your eyes open for more infor-
mation on the Mon Forest Towns Birding Trail, the new 
Forest entrance signs, and many other signage projects 
that will be springing up soon!

More Signage to Promote the 
Mon Forest Towns

Ribbon cutting for the installation of the Mon Forest Towns gateway 
sign in Petersburg, WV.

The Town of Richwood has elected a new Town 
Representative, Chris Tinney. Chris has lived her entire 
life in Richwood and loves her community. She is a 5th 
grade teacher at Panther Creek Elementary in Nettie, 
WV. And, she loves all outdoor activities including hik-
ing, running, and walking her dog. We are so excited to 
have Chris join our board.

 Cowen Kent Walker
 Davis Andy Snyder
 Elkins Taira Landavere
 Franklin Ciara Warner Lambert
 Marlinton Sam Felton
 Parsons Dorothy Judy
 Petersburg Bob McCalley
 Richwood Chris Tinney
 Thomas Erika Smith
 White Sulphur Springs Bruce Bowling

The MFTP Welcomes Chris Tinney

“Gateway” Signs have Arrived
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Since December 2019, 
Resource Assistants Talia 
Schwelling and Clinton 
Gabbert have worked 
under the supervision 
of members of the Mon 
Forest Towns Liaison 
Committee to collaborate 
directly with the ten Mon 
Forest Towns and their 
partners on the official 
formation of the Part-
nership. They have been 
instrumental in helping to 
establish a firm foundation 
for the Partnership, helped 
lead several town-specific 
projects, rolled out our 
social media presence, and 
so much more. As their 
one-year terms come to 
an end, their roles in the 
Partnership will be taken 
over by two AmeriCorps 
Members working with 
the USDA Forest Service 
through a partnership with 
the Appalachian Forest 
National Heritage Area.
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Introducing New AmeriCorps

Good Work

Newsletter Contributors:
Eve Faulkes, Skylar Spence, Nilum Patel,  
Brittany Wenz, WVU Graphic Design;  
Cindy Sandeno District Ranger, and  
Alex Schlueter, North Zone Recreation Staff  
Officer, USDA Forest Service;  
Doug Arbogast,  WVU Extension Services;  
Talia Schwelling and Clinton Gabbert,  
Resource Assistants,  
USFS; Emily Culp and Kristen Stanford,  
AFNHA AmeriCorps

Hi, I’m Kristen! I’m from 
Savannah, GA and recent-
ly graduated from Valdos-
ta State University with a 
Bachelor’s in Biology and 
a minor in Environmental 
Studies. I love traveling, 
art, and being outdoors. 
I hope to do great work 
here with the Mon Forest 
Towns Partnership and 
look forward to working 
with everyone!

The Mon Forest Towns Partnership says 
goodbye to Resource Assistants, Clinton 
Gabbert and Talia Schwelling. Thank you 
for your year of service!  We wish you  
the best and are so grateful for all of your  
dedication, passion, and hard work.

Kristen Stanford will be working with the six North 
Zone towns of Davis, Elkins, Franklin, Parsons, Peters-
burg, and Thomas. Emily Culp will be working with the 
South Zone towns of Cowen, Marlinton, Richwood, and 
White Sulphur Springs. Kristen and Emily have already 
begun their work and have jumped into helping the 
towns with their signage projects, integrated efforts 
to partner with the HubCAP program, and working to 
familiarize themselves with the towns and their com-
munity members.  We are looking forward to working 
with Kristen and Emily as the Partnership continues its 
exciting next steps!

Hi, my name is Emily! I 
grew up in Chattanooga, 
TN and attended Sewanee: 
The University of the South 
where I received a bach-
elor’s degree in Natural 
Resources and a minor in 
International and Global 
Studies. My passions in-
clude biking, hiking, caving, 
and geologizing. I’m incred-
ibly excited to explore West 
Virginia and I look forward 
to working with the Mon 
Forest Towns Partnership!

North

and South



             

MON FOREST 
BUSINESS INITIATIVE
PROGRESS REPORT

Types of Businesses Served
Yoga, Restaurants, Event Planning, Specialty Retail Shops, Galleries, Value-
Added Food/Farm, Art, Environmental Consultant Firm, Axe Throwing Bar, 
Retreat Center, Trail Builder, Outdoor Education Organization, Campground, 
Spa, Hardware, Winery, Woodworking, Salon, Healthcare, Hatchery, Knife-
making, Florist, Vacation Rentals, Coffee Shop, Downtown Building 
Redevelopment, Market, Outdoor Magazine, Bike Shop, Distillery, Outdoor 
Outfitter, XC Ski Resort, Lodging, Ice Cream Shop, Daycare, and etcetera. 

Examples of Third-Party Consultants Contracted
Web design, marketing planning/design, risk management planning, 
architecture/design, accounting, QuickBooks training, legal advising, workers 
compensation pool creation, photography, e-Commerce set up, trademarking 
advising, logo design/branding, label review, and building design.

Businesses Served 
115
____

Jobs 
Created/Retained 

99
____

Communities Served
27

____

Businesses Served 
During COVID              

48
____

Loan $C losed
$1,466,400

BUSINESS ADVISORS

Marti Neustadt –
mneustadt@wdgwv.org,

(304) 704-1090

Heather Hanna –
hhanna@wdgwv.org,

(304) 642-6125 6



 

Transdisciplinary University Engagement for Sustainable 
Tourism Planning 

 

Daniel Eades, West Virginia University, United States of America 

Peter M. Butler, West Virginia University, United States of America 

Doug Arbogast, West Virginia University, United States of America 

Eve Faulkes, West Virginia University, United States of America 

 

Chapter Summary 
 

Sustainable tourism literature reveals an increasing understanding of the complexity of tourism development 
and the need for a holistic approach to sustainable tourism planning. This includes mixed-methods approaches 
that draw from multiple perspectives, and participatory planning processes that strengthen partnerships 
between community members, visitors, and tourism development stakeholders. This study describes 
transdisciplinary planning and design activities developed and implemented by the West Virginia University 
Rural Tourism Design Team (RTDT) to support the development of a cultural tourism performance agenda for 
the Tucker County, WV Cultural District Authority (CDA). We demonstrate how a transdisciplinary approach 
successfully engages the community and scaffolds outputs to create synergies between researchers and 
research outputs. Local ownership and stewardship of actionable items is enhanced through this scaffolded 
process leading to implementation.   

Learning Objectives: 
 

1. Understand how multiple research approaches can be successfully integrated into a sustainable 
tourism planning process. 

2. Understand the importance of triangulation in the tourism research and planning process, and how 
mixed methods approaches enhance and validate research findings.  

3. Differentiate between multi-disciplinary and transdisciplinary approaches and understand how 
transdisciplinary approaches collaboratively engage researchers, the community, and stakeholder 
groups in the tourism development process.  

4. Reflect on current research and outreach processes, and identify how mixed methods and/or 
transdisciplinary approaches could enhance their work and deepen community engagement.   
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 The Issue, Opportunity or Trend 
 

Sustainable rural tourism is recognized for its potential to improve communities’ economic viability, preserve 
and enhance cultural and natural assets, and benefit both host communities and tourists (Bramwell, 1994; Lane 
& Kastenholz, 2015). Successful rural tourism development requires that communities understand their 
development potential; generate local support; secure public and private investment; manage natural, human, 
and financial resources; and build an image for their community (Brown, 2002). However, in many cases 
inadequate planning, poor alignment of tourism and community economic development goals, and limited 
participation by residents and stakeholders hamper tourism development (Keogh, 1990; McKercher, Wang, & 
Park, 2015).   

Participatory planning can offset unintended impacts of tourism development including anger, apathy, or 
mistrust of tourists by locals and generate more successful outcomes for the community and visitors (Gursoy, 
Jurowski, & Uysal, 2002). However, to be successful the planning process must creatively and thoroughly 
address the breadth of interests, opinions, and real and perceived challenges felt by residents, visitors, and 
local stakeholders. This may be most effectively accomplished through a mixed-methods approach that draws 
from multiple perspectives (Hollinshead & Jamal, 2007; Lane, 2009; McGehee, Lee, O'Bannon, & Perdue, 2010). 
Using multiple methods of inquiry offers several benefits to researchers and the community at large: First, the 
diversity of methods encourages participation from a larger audience thereby increasing engagement. Second, 
it recognizes tourism’s inherently interdisciplinary nature and encourages cross-disciplinary teamwork, 
facilitated reflection, and the advancement of ideas (Cole, 2014; McGehee et al., 2013). Finally, it allows for 
triangulation and increased data robustness, thereby enhancing the validity of inferences and better linking 
causes and consequences (Molina-Azorin & Font, 2016).  

The West Virginia University (WVU) Rural Tourism Design Team (RTDT) implemented a mixed-methods, 
transdisciplinary planning and design process to support the development of a cultural tourism performance 
agenda for the Tucker County, West Virginia Cultural District Authority (CDA). Transdisciplinary partnerships 
improved upon interdisciplinary experiences by immersing faculty, students, and local stakeholders in one 
another’s work. In the process, partners shared assets, expertise, and experiences generating richer outputs 
and strengthening communication and trust.  

Although the project relied on methods well-documented in tourism literature, there are few examples of how 
the components have been successfully integrated in part or whole, to broadly address communities’ tourism 
planning and community development needs. When applied together, the process identified gaps in product 
offerings for development, places and cultural elements that could be leveraged for tourism development, and 
sacred places and cultural elements that should be preserved for the community.  
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The Innovation 
Case Context 
 
Tucker County is a rural county located in West Virginia’s Potomac Highlands. The county is geographically and 
culturally divided: The county seat of Parsons, Hambleton, Hendricks, and St. George lie in the Cheat River 
valley at elevations of ~1,500 feet above sea level. Several miles and hundreds of feet higher are the 
communities of Thomas and Davis (~3,100 feet above sea level) which are situated near parks, ski resorts, and 
recreational assets. The county’s economy was traditionally dependent on natural resource extraction, 
specifically coal and timber. By the mid-1950s resources were largely exhausted uprooting industries and 
residents. With a population of 6,966 in 2015, Tucker County is West Virginia’s second-least populous county; 
median household income in the county was $40,533, nearly 30% below the national average (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2018). Tucker County is classified as ‘transitional’ by the Appalachian Regional Commission, indicating 
that it ranks between the worst 25 percent and the best 25 percent of the nation’s counties on economic 
measures including unemployment, per capita income, and the poverty rate.  

Today, due to improved land management practices and a changing environmental ethos, Tucker County is 
positioning itself as a four-season tourism destination. Visitors contributed $42 million in direct spending to 
the county’s economy in 2013, supporting an estimated 700 jobs (Dean Runyan Associates, 2015). The county’s 
many and varied outdoor recreational activities are key to both the region and the state’s “Wild and 
Wonderful” image. More than half of the county is comprised of public lands including two state parks and 
large swaths of the Monongahela National Forest; outdoor recreational activities are enhanced by a growing 
rural creative class of artists, artisans and patrons of the performing arts. Moreover, there is strong community-
based support to develop and enhance these outdoor and cultural tourism components. Identifying and 
preserving these local assets has become of increased importance following the completion of Appalachian 
Development Highway System, Corridor H, a four-lane highway that puts the once isolated county within less 
than 2.5 hours of metropolitan centers in Washington D.C. and Northern Virginia (Figures 1 and 2). 

Stakeholders Involved 
 

Recognizing the economic potential of the region’s cultural and natural resources, the West Virginia State 
Legislature created the Tucker County CDA in 2013 to preserve and enhance the county’s unique artistic, 
cultural, historical and recreational assets to promote culture, education and tourism in Tucker County. In 2016, 
the CDA received funding from the Claude Worthington Benedum Foundation to develop a common vision for 
cultural tourism, link assets, develop a leadership network, and create a performance agenda for the county 
and organization. To fully address the complexities of the project the CDA engaged the WVU RTDT, a 
transdisciplinary group comprised of Extension Service specialists and faculty and students from the 
Recreation, Parks, and Tourism Resources; Landscape Architecture; and Graphic Design programs. The project 
engaged a breadth of local tourism and economic development stakeholders (Table 1) including the local 
Chamber of Commerce, Economic Development Authority, County Commission, and Convention and Visitors 
Bureau representatives; county and municipal government leaders; and businesses and non-profit 
organizations. 
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Figure 1. Context Map Situating Davis, West Virginia in the United States 

 

Figure 2. Corridor H Connecting Davis, West Virginia, Tucker County, and Major Metro Areas 
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Table 1. Tucker County and State Tourism and Economic Development Stakeholders and Their Activities 

Activity/Area of Focus Organization 

Destination Management & Marketing Convention and Visitors Bureau 
Cultural District Authority 
Planning Commission 

Planning Tucker County Community Foundation 
Tucker County Economic Development Authority  
Municipalities 
Parks & Recreation 
Building Commission 
Canaan Valley Zoning Board 
 

Local Community Representation Parsons Revitalization Organization OnTRAC 
Davis Renaissance 
New Historic Thomas 
Hendricks-Hambleton 
Canaan Valley 
 

Recreation Heart of the Highlands 
US Forest Service 
National Youth Science Foundation 
WV Department of Natural Resources 
Canaan Valley Resort 
Blackwater Falls State Park 
New Historic Thomas 
Blackwater Bike Assoc. 
Friends of the Blackwater 
Parks & Recreation Boards 
 

Arts ArtSpring 
StART 
 

Entrepreneurship Tucker County Economic Development Authority 
Eastern WV Community and Technical College 
WVU Launch Lab 
 

Local/Heritage Foods WV Food & Farm Initiative 
 

Cultural Heritage Historic Landmark Commission 
Historical Society 
Alpine Heritage Preservation 
Friends of the Blackwater 
Appalachian Forest Heritage Association 
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Approach Used and the Impact 
 

The RTDT employs a mixed-methods and multi-perspective approach to tourism development planning which 
intrinsically acknowledges the field’s interdisciplinary nature. The use of multiple distinct methods of both 
qualitative and quantitative evidence establish confidence and confirm research findings and stakeholders’ 
perspectives. It also provides a breadth of techniques to engage a diversity of stakeholders, a core tenant of 
sustainable tourism. The transdisciplinary approach expands the traditional “community of practice” beyond 
the research team to include residents, visitors, and stakeholders, allowing each group to learn from one 
another’s perspectives and research findings. The result is a richer understanding of the context for planning, 
more relevant and vigorous outputs, and ultimately increased citizen control of the planning process.   

In Tucker County, planning activities acquired information from three groups of primary stakeholders 
(leadership, residents, and visitors), and uncovered and emphasized assets, successes, and strengths which 
were employed to develop place-specific action strategies. The RTDT Asset-Based Community Development 
(ABCD) approach included eight primary research phases conducted over a one-year period: key informant 
interviews, resident attitudes toward tourism survey, visitor preferences survey, economic impact analysis 
(current and development options), community asset inventory and mapping, service-learning landscape 
design/visualization of opportunities and sites targeted for development, and social design. The research 
initiated in the first four phases provided the team with a thorough understanding of research problems and 
complex phenomena. Findings in the initial stages informed design activities at latter stages helping the 
destination take sequential steps toward achieving their goals and objectives.   

Phase 1: Key informant interviews 
 

Identifying the perceptions and attitudes of stakeholders toward the development of tourism in a community 
should be a first step in tourism planning to ensure trust, cooperation, harmony and mutual benefit for all 
those involved. This is especially true regarding the engagement of destination leaders or “key informants” 
who exert significant influence over local promotion, development, and management planning decisions.  

To collect information on specific tourism opportunities and challenges, in-depth semi-structured individual 
interviews were conducted with 30 key informants representing a range of tourism-related organizations. 
Stakeholders were selected to cover a diversity of perspectives throughout the County utilizing a traditional 
snowball technique based on recommendations by board members of the Tucker County CDA.  

Common themes identified in the key informant interviews included maintaining authenticity and sense of 
place, economic diversification, seasonality and low wage jobs, consistent hours of operation, finding and 
retaining employees, employee awareness of tourism assets, affordable housing, developing infrastructure and 
public services, signage, resorts being more engaged with community activities and attractions, creating a 
common identity, and coordination of activities. Maintaining a sense of place, especially considering the 
development of Corridor H and the commercialization that has followed improved access in other destinations 
was also of high concern.  
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The importance of attracting the right kind of visitor was also apparent. According to one stakeholder, “the 
type of tourists I personally want to encourage are the stewards of the outdoors, people who are concerned 
about what they leave behind and what sort of footprint they’re making”. In addition to attracting this type of 
visitor, key informants saw an opportunity to develop a quality of life that would encourage visitors to 
ultimately become permanent residents.  

Important challenges to providing services to visitors and managing sustainable tourism growth were also 
identified. These included seasonality, finding and retaining qualified employees, sustaining volunteers, and 
the need for a common vision to guide local tourism development.  

Phase 2: Resident attitudes toward tourism survey 
 

Supportive residents are a key ingredient to high quality visitor experiences (Fick & Ritchie, 1991).  Additionally, 
community relationships and a comprehension of a community’s social capital is vital to understanding 
whether it is ready to undertake tourism development in a significant way (Macbeth, Carson, and Northcote, 
2004). According to Grootaert (1998), social capital facilitates three key activities which contribute to the 
general economic success of a community: information sharing, coordination of activities, and collective 
decision-making. All three activities can also be considered key to successful tourism development. Information 
sharing is vital for those involved in tourism, as information is important to the success of such a rapidly 
changing industry; an understanding of the tourism destination as a package of accommodations, restaurants, 
and attractions that requires coordination and collaboration is also vital to success; finally, collective decision 
making depends heavily on the conflict management capabilities of a community and its ability to addresses 
emerging issues. The most successful destinations have found ways to engage in collective decision-making 
about the goals of the community and how they can be met through the development of a cohesive tourism 
product that leverages assets and integrates the breadth of stakeholders’ self-interests (McGehee et al., 2010). 

The RTDT’s survey instrument for this study included Likert scale items designed to measure residents’ 
perceptions toward tourism development, support for tourism, and social capital in the county (Gursoy, 
Jurowski, & Uysal, 2002; Gursoy & Rutherford, 2004; Lankford & Howard, 1994; Nunkoo & Ramkissoon, 2010; 
Jones, 2005; Flora, 2004; Onyx & Bullen, 2000; and Park, Nunkoo, & Yoon, 2015). The instrument also included 
an importance-performance analysis of tourism attributes, ranking of tourism development opportunities, 
open-ended questions, and demographics. The methodology followed the Dillman, Smyth, & Christian’s (2014) 
“tailored design method.” 637 resident surveys were completed and returned for a 17.6% return rate.   

An overwhelming majority agreed that Tucker County was rich in outdoor recreation resources, but 
significantly fewer felt these assets were marketed effectively. Residents were less likely to recognize historic 
or cultural assets as contributing to the regions tourism base. Respondents were supportive of tourism as an 
economic development strategy with more than two-thirds agreeing or strongly agreeing that tourism 
development could provide additional economic opportunity. When asked about tourism development 
opportunities the highest ranked included nature tourism, unique local shopping, local restaurants, 
festivals/events, and accommodations.  The lowest ranked were casinos, theme parks, and chain/big box 
shopping. Open-ended questions, such as “What does tourism mean to you?” revealed mixed opinions about 
tourism as an economic development strategy.  Positive comments were related to economic development, 
jobs, and sharing the community with outsiders. Others saw little or no benefit, or expressed negative 
comments related to problems such as low paying, seasonal jobs.    
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There was an acknowledgement that tourism was not well developed, and that the community should do more 
to promote its assets to visitors. Like stakeholder responses, residents recognized a need to balance tourism 
development with the protection of community values and long-term planning. Unfortunately, when asked 
about social capital (networks, acceptance, and cooperation) less than one-third of respondents felt there were 
strong social networks between the county’s communities/municipalities.  Fewer felt that individuals and 
organizations cooperate to achieve collective goals.  These feelings were also reflected in other answers. For 
example, less than half of respondents felt the county had a collective identity, and less than one-third agreed 
that the county was working toward a common vision.  

Phase 3: Visitor preferences survey 
 

Tourism market research on the motives, behaviors, interests, information sources used, and demographic 
characteristics is essential to effectively market destination attributes and ensure a quality visitor experience 
(Dolnicar & Leisch, 2008; Hassan, 2000). A better understanding of current visitors can help ensure quality 
experiences and may encourage additional visitor expenditures or longer visits to a destination (McGehee et 
al., 2013).  

A survey to assess visitor preferences was designed by the research team, and administered by faculty and 
students at varying events and attractions in the County. The survey included Likert scale items designed to 
measure visitor’s perceptions of tourism development, purpose of visit, main attractions visited, trip size and 
duration, demographic information, and visitor comments.  A total of 266 surveys were completed. 
Respondents’ ages varied; however, most respondents were well-educated (45% had a graduate degree), and 
affluent (42% of respondents had an annual family income of more than $100,000). Over 80% of visitors resided 
in-state or in border states.   

Nearly all respondents (95%) identified nature-based attractions as a primary draw to the county. Most visitors 
indicated visiting Blackwater Falls State Park followed by Canaan Valley State Park/Resort. Cultural and historic 
attractions were less likely to be recognized. Satisfaction with the visitor experience was high: 64% strongly 
agreed that they were satisfied with their experience visiting the destination, 72% strongly agreed that they 
would recommend the destination to their family or friends, and 79% strongly agreed that they would revisit 
the destination in the future.   

Nearly two -thirds stated that the area had potential for additional tourism development. However, like 
stakeholders and residents, nearly 60% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that the quality of tourism in 
this destination would be negatively impacted without long-term planning and managed growth.   

Phase 4: Economic impact analysis  
There is a breadth of literature on the economic potential of tourism activities and methods for quantifying the 
sector’s impact on both large and small economies (Dwyer, Forsyth, & Spurr, 2004; Song, Dwyer, Li, & Cao, 
2012). This element of the project included quantifying the tourism sector’s economic contribution to the 
county’s economy; better understanding business’s needs, motivations, and expectations; and establishing a 
baseline to quantify the impact of tourism related policy decisions on local businesses.  

The industry’s economic contribution was quantified using a hybrid input-output model based on county 
specific 2015 IMPLAN data supplemented with employment and earnings data from survey respondents, the 
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most current data from federal and state employment agencies (Bureau of Labor Statistics, Quarterly Census 
of Employment and Wages; Workforce West Virginia), and private data sources. The total economic 
contribution of the tourism sector was estimated at 970 jobs and $44 million in income.  

Most businesses were well established in the community. Many owners identified quality of life factors as key 
reasons for establishing their business in the county citing a simple way of life, natural beauty, recreation 
opportunities, and the low-costs of doing business. Businesses’ outlook for the future of the County’s tourism 
industry was overwhelmingly positive. However, concerns were expressed regarding seasonality, especially for 
outdoor outfitters and retail establishments, and low wage rates which averaged just over $18,000 per worker; 
few businesses (35%) could offer employees benefits. 

Qualitative data pointed to both opportunities and threats facing the industry. For example, respondents noted 
the positive impact on visitation from the completion of Corridor H; however, many businesses have already 
noticed a different type of tourist, one focused less on outdoor adventure and more on sightseeing, 
entertainment, and amenities. Anticipated growth and the changing nature of tourism has encouraged 
business owners to advocate for increased planning to protect assets which define tourism in the traditional 
mountain communities, and consciously diversify and develop amenities desired by new and returning visitors. 
This includes deliberate efforts to identify new opportunities and markets in Tucker County’s valley 
communities which have not traditionally benefited from tourism development.  

Phase 5: Participatory Asset Identification and Mapping 
 

Participatory Geographic Information Systems (PGIS) integrates the use of GIS and mapping at local levels to 
engage and empower community-based resource assessment, planning, and decision making. The 
participatory approaches of PGIS have evolved since its inception in the 1990s from paper map-based and 
internet-based, to interactive interface-based, including the use of tools like Google Maps and ArcGIS Flex 
Viewer (Brown, 2012).  When integrated with location-based service applications, research has shown that GIS 
can assist tourists in the discovery or identification of previously unknown destinations and their businesses, 
recreational opportunities, cultural/historic amenities and government/information centers (Dye & Shaw, 
2007; Poslad et al., 2001). GIS also provides valuable information to business owners, government leaders and 
other local stakeholders through the identification of tourism assets, site selection and location analysis, the 
development of tourism planning scenarios and the identification of existing or potential tourism visitor flow 
patterns (Chen, 2007; McAdam, 1999).   

Working with residents and stakeholders, the RTDT developed a comprehensive inventory and mapped 
representation of available tourism and recreation resources that could be promoted or enhanced for both 
visitors and residents. The analysis began with existing statewide datasets and spatial data layers which were 
supplemented with local data collected by a CDA Americorps volunteer. Identified assets included local, state 
and federally managed recreational facilities (parks, trails, recreational sites, other specially designated areas), 
cultural venues, and historic sites; and business locations of interest to visitors including restaurants, 
accommodations, specialty retail establishments, grocery stores, convenience stores, agri-tourism sites, etc.  
Community involvement in the asset mapping process included identification of data gaps, information 
collection on additional assets, and the status classification for each asset (i.e. “visitor ready”).   
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Data were combined into an ARC GIS online map (see figure 3) which was embedded into the Tucker Culture 
website to be utilized by residents and visitors to identify and locate identified assets 
(https://www.tuckerculture.com/interactive-asset-map/).  

Figure 3. GIS-Based Map of Tucker County Assets 

 

 
Phase 6: Mapping of opportunities and priorities for tourism development and 
landscape design/visualization of sites targeted for development 
 

Participatory planning and design includes work with disenfranchised and underserved populations (Hester 
2006, Thering 2007, Sanoff, 2010) through service-learning (Angotti, Doble & Horrigan, 2012; Bose, Horrigan, 
Doble, & Shipp, 2014) designed to increases citizen control, delegated power, and partnership (Arnstein’s 
“Ladder of Citizen Participation,” 1969). The RTDT’s Landscape Architecture Extension Specialist developed 
methods that provided viable products to the County and communities and satisfied many of the desired goals 
of service-learning: building capacity for student learning and leadership; providing experiences that highlight 
and strengthen inclusive communities; creating authentic experiences for community members and students 
in collaborative projects; and promoting principles of democracy, compassion and cultural diversity through 
civic engagement (adapted from West Virginia University, 2017). Specific activities included focus groups to 
identify opportunities for site development, corridor management, and district wide proposals; workshops 
with stakeholder groups to generate designs and visualizations for the opportunities; and community 
workshops for participatory spatial analysis of local and countywide resources (Figure 4).  
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Figure 4: Paper-Based Mapping Results from Community Workshop 

 

 

Results of these exercises were entered into the growing GIS database. Follow-up work with the CDA used the 
mapped information to rank projects. For example, sites identified as assets, but which were undeveloped for 
community and touristic needs, were considered high-priority. Many of the identified assets were undeveloped 
corridors, especially those already used locally for hiking and biking, but which were not readily signed or 
accessible for the tourist.  

The site development priorities were designed by a landscape architecture graduate student and students in 
design studio courses as participatory charrettes and service-learning experiences. Students worked in the 
studio and with community members, creating over twenty alternative design scenarios. The graduate student 
then worked with local stakeholders to create a single vision for the designs.  

In addition to designs focused specifically on tourism assets, projects also included design changes to enhance 
the local quality of life. For example, students designed plans for enhanced multimodal circulation, affordable 
housing (Figure 5), a community centre, and the design of a waterfront park on the Blackwater River (Figure 
6); projects in Canaan Valley emphasized affordable housing and a health care centre; projects in Thomas 
focused on neighbourhood revitalization and affordable housing. The designs expressed goals and objectives 
derived from surveys and workshops.  
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Figure 5. Davis Streetscape with Proposed Affordable Housing 

 

Figure 6: Davis Waterfront Park with Mixed Use Building in Background 
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Phase 7: Social design to create a cultural identity 
 

Transdisciplinary Design is characterized by both collaboration of specialists in varying fields and the integration 
of community members who are given equal power and voice in the process. Listening to these community 
partners is critical for generating products that fit with the local culture and are embraced by residents. A key 
component in human-centered design involves “creating the conversation” to uncover the purpose and need 
for an identity to facilitate the goals of the community. In creating the identity or community brand, it became 
necessary to distinguish the role of the communities’ shared “Tucker Culture” from the narrower goals of 
tourism development entities. The brand in this case was about creating solidarity for residents countywide in 
all their diversity, while simultaneously allowing them to protect, enhance, and promote the assets of the area. 
Residents, visitors, summer home owners all become stakeholders in the message that becomes the cultural 
brand. 

Using participatory design methods, the WVU graphic design team, local stakeholders, and residents co-
created a connecting visual message to engage residents and visitors in Tucker County culture. Five workshops 
were held across the county to generate and prioritize important descriptive words and visual representations 
that reflected residents’ beliefs about what their community held dear. This information was translated into 
visual communications which included new branding motifs and integration into existing state, county, and 
local branding to assess both cultural relevancy and style preferences. Three sets of proposed identities with 
applications for signage, apparel, and print materials were presented to communities. Information collected 
from follow-up events led the graphic design team in new directions and created trust and buy-in from the 
residents and board who attended.   

Discoveries through the workshops revealed both common beliefs and divisions which ranged from historic 
memory of painful events including school consolidation and the hostile moving of the county seat (over 100 
years earlier); a generational divide between entrepreneurs; and a geographic divide between the valley and 
mountain towns who have differences in visitor/tourism relationships to their economies. The charge of the 
design team was to acknowledge these differences and reframe them as important community history, 
opportunities to learn from one another’s experiences, and valuable lessons for addressing the coming changes 
and need for planning associated with increased visitation from Corridor H. The common ground was reframed 
as advantages that connect experiences of shared resilience and create a tapestry of culture rooted in tenacity 
in surviving harsh winters, and loving nature and rural wilderness. 

The final moniker of Tucker Culture was a hexagon divided into segments that held linear patterns of icons 
representing wilderness, mountains, hiking, skiing, biking, rivers, farming, arts, music, and industry that 
included railroads, lumber and mining. These patterns overlapped the segments, as did the color set, showing 
that independence and each towns’ unique features are unified by a common culture, which like a quilt, 
combine to make a singular Tucker Culture. The color palette reflects the autumn deciduous forest and evening 
skies that define the elevated wilderness region. The new symbol set offered the ability for some icons to be 
selected over others to personalize the mark for individual towns or organizations in the Tucker Culture 
domain. The variations can be seen on the front of the original brochures—Arts, History, and Recreation (Figure 
7). A kit was developed that can be used at meetings to explain branding possibilities, signage ideas, buttons, 
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and post cards for hypothetical events that might bring people together for activities that involve storytelling, 
work parties, and other events that help increase community collaboration. 

Figure 7: Tucker Culture Brochures 

 

 

Implications & Lessons learned 
 

The RTDT’s methods of triangulation provided increased understanding of research problems and complex 
phenomena, incorporated a diversity of perspectives, and encouraged broader and deeper stakeholder 
engagement. Through the process, common opportunities and challenges were identified, including 
maintaining authenticity and a sense of place, economic diversification, seasonality and low wage jobs, finding 
and retaining employees, affordable employee housing options, the need for improved infrastructure and 
public services, long term planning and managed growth, protecting community values, promoting existing 
assets, and promoting identified but underutilized assets.  

Design faculty used participatory design including cultural asset mapping, identification of gaps in attractions 
and services, site design of prioritized development sites, and the visualization of a cultural identity through 
branding to further visualize and address key findings from the initial research phases. These follow-up 
activities leveraged information gained in earlier stages and breathed life into follow-up activities that are 
enhancing Tucker County as a rural tourism destination.  

The county translated research outputs and recommendations into community impacts including establishing 
a destination management framework (Figure 8), hiring a full-time county planner, and signage improvements 
that incorporate a unified branding strategy. Although community capacity and resource development remain 
a challenge, new partners have been engaged to maintain momentum. The CDA and RTDT faculty are 
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partnering with the US Forest Service to extend the RTDT model to other counties and gateway communities 
in the Monongahela National Forest, leveraging new grant resources for asset mapping, and planting the seeds 
for larger regional efforts in the state.  

The RTDT’s activities demonstrate the value of generating a knowledge base through varied research methods 
and how outputs can be scaffolded to generate richer and more useful information. The disciplinary walls 
between faculty researchers and between researchers and the community break down as opinions from a 
resident survey becomes tangible, spatially explicit maps of assets created through participatory GIS 
workshops. These visuals later become the basis for community plans to preserve and enhance assets which 
enrich residents’ quality of life and the visitor experience, and contribute to a more robust and resilient tourism 
economy. Faculty and student experiences are enhanced by modeling an authentic multi-disciplinary 
professional environment; community members not only receive, but have a hand in creating relevant and 
rigorous research products that inform development efforts and enhance citizen control of the planning 
process (Arnstein, 1969).  

Developing partnerships that build capacity for positive change is at the core of the land grant mission. This 
includes better engaging and including stakeholders in the decision making and development process, and 
enhancing the exchange of knowledge between fields to provide context-sensitive solutions to community 
development problems. Undertaking similar community engagement projects requires faculty dedicated to the 
process, community willingness to take ownership of development decisions, and visionary leaders to guide 
the process. Though challenging to coordinate and execute, the benefits of longitudinal collaboration 
demonstrated by this project outweigh the costs in providing a robust, comprehensive, coherent, living product 
to stakeholders. Stakeholders understand clearly the issues uncovered in the inventory and data collection 
stage and see how their participatory voices are integrated as issues are addressed through design and 
visualization. The level of local ownership and stewardship of actionable items is enhanced through this 
scaffolded process leading to not only implementation, but control and ownership of the community’s tourism 
and community development process.  
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Figure 8. Tucker County, WV Destination Management Framework 

 

Discussion Questions 
 

1. How did the research activities engage the community in the action research process? How does this 
type of engagement increase ownership of ideas and outcomes? 

2. What benefits and challenges do you see, or have you experienced, in the participatory research 
process? 

3. How would you define transdisciplinary research and engagement? How does it differ from traditional 
outreach and action research? 

4. What faculty at your institution could be included in similar transdisciplinary engagement? Does your 
institution provide support for creating these transdisciplinary teams? How can this type of work be 
incentivized? 

5. How can we as community and/or tourism development professionals measure the impact of 
programs with such diverse approaches, outputs, and impacts? How can these lessons and practices 
be better incorporated into discipline specific research publications? 
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