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Re-Taking Our Seat at the Economic Development Table 

 

 
 

 
 

I’m going to start today with a recap of a history lesson some of you may know, 

some of you may have forgotten.  But I hope it will be a key to connecting the 

dots that will allow us to re-take our seats at the Economic Development table.  

And it’s that word RE that I really want to keep the focus on. And hopefully, as 

we have this conversation today, we’ll see that we’re actually often in the same 

dining room, even if we’ve not been seated at the same table. 
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Maura Allen Gast, FCDME
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In the 1890s, our country was in a world of hurt.  We were in the throes of a 

Depression – there had been a series of events that undermined public 

confidence and weakened the economy. 

 

The Reading Railroad went into receivership, and then hundreds of banks and 

businesses depending upon it and other railroads failed.  The stock market 

plunged, European investors pulled out of the US, and then Europe was hit as 

well.  Thousands of businesses were being ruined and millions were 

unemployed.  Interestingly, President Grover Cleveland, who had just taken 

office, believed this business cycle was a “normal occurrence” and should not be 

tampered with by politicians… 

 

The Panic of 1893 was in full throttle, there were runs on currency, banks 

closing, businesses and manufacturers unable to operate because they didn’t 

have access to cash to pay workers or buy materials.  There were massive 

declines in the stock market, Wall Street brokerage houses failed, as did savings 

banks, loan and trust companies and mortgage companies. 
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The fun really began when a large financial house in London, Baring Brothers, 

defaulted on 21 million pounds of debt, collateralized by its heavy investment in 

Argentina.  To cover the default, the Bank of England borrowed from the Bank 

of France, which borrowed from the Bank of Imperial Russia.  And now there 

were numerous failures in banks and runs on currency all over Europe as well.  

Whee!! 

 

 
 

Enter into the picture, the city of Detroit, Michigan, feeling the pain and depths 

of the depression like every other city.  Its civic leaders, like those everywhere, 

were trying to figure out ways to sustain and re-invent their cities through the 

long and difficult downturn.  In February 1896, Detroit Journal newspaper writer 

Milton J. Carmichael wrote an article about the attractiveness of the business of 

conventions in promoting a city.   
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He not only pointed out the obvious value of the cash expenditures attendees 

would bring, but took it a step further and suggested community leaders band 

together and formally and strategically promote Detroit as a desirable 

convention destination.  The article noted: 

 
 

During the past year, Detroit has built up a name as a convention city, 

delegates coming from hundreds of miles, manufacturers holding their 

yearly consultations around our hotels, and all without any effort on the 

part of the citizens, or any special attention paid to them after they got 

here.  They have simply come to Detroit because they wanted to… 

 

Can Detroit, by making an effort, this year secure the holding of 200 or 

300 of these national conventions during the year of ’97? It will mean the 

bringing here of thousands and thousands of men from every city in the 

union…and they will expend millions of dollars with the merchants and 

the people of the City of the Straits. 

 

With that compelling proposition, two weeks later our industry was born, with 

the founding of the Detroit Convention and Businessmen’s League, whose 

mission was “hustling for all these conventions.” 
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The people in Detroit saw the opportunity, the potential for lightning in a 

bottle.  Later that year, another newspaper article noted: 

 

When you hear of any concern that thinks of moving, start out to do just 

one thing – get them to visit Detroit.  In that way, Detroit can get plenty 

of good factories…Make ‘em come, even if you have to go after them.” 

 
 

As it turns out, it was this strategy that ended up putting Detroit on the map to 

becoming Motor City. Because they weren’t yet.  It was a convention held in 

Detroit which led to the birth of the automotive industry there.  The Packard 

family, visiting from Iowa, were so impressed that they moved their factory to 

Detroit. 

 
By 1916, others were beginning to catch on.  Fred Butler, the executive 

secretary of the Jamestown New York Board of Commerce wrote: 

“Conven�ons have a two-fold value. First, there

is the money they leave in the city to enter the

channels of trade. The second is the adver�sing

value to the city.”

Fred Butler,Execu�ve Secretary
Jamestown New York Board of Commerce

1916
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Conventions have a two-fold value.  First, there is the money they leave in 

the city to enter the channels of trade.  The second is the advertising value 

to the City. 

 

 

Now I’m going to do a momentary historical back and forth zig zag track here to 

take on another subject that remains near and dear to us in one context, but in 

order to RE-take our seats, we need to understand it in another. 

 

 
 

The Fire of 1871 in Chicago, you know, the one Mrs. O’Leary’s cow started.  

Chicago celebrated its resurrection from the fire, its coming back out party, with 

the Interstate Industrial Exposition Building.  It served as convention center, 

exhibition hall and opera house until the 1890s when it was replaced with the 

Art Institute, which was also used for meetings during the World’s Columbian 

Exposition in 1893, which brought 27.5 million people to Chicago. 
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In 1955, civic leaders in Las Vegas were trying to map out a plan to keep the 

“Growth Growing” from a World War II boom, that had seen military members 

from all over come to Las Vegas for Gunnery School, and that had seen 

Henderson boom as a producer of wartime metals, including magnesium.   They 

knew they had to build something new – and it was decided that a convention 

center was the ticket.   

 

When challenged with how to pay for it, the still very new concept of a 

dedicated tax on hotel rooms was identified as the revenue source.  Their 

priorities were to build a world class convention facility that would raise 

occupancy rates midweek and during the slow tourism months, that would 

market the area and that would provide recreational opportunities for 

residents.  In 1959, the giant Silver Domed Las Vegas Convention Center opened 

– even then there were already 28,000 hotel & motel rooms in a three-mile 

radius! 
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In the 1980s, a century after the Chicago Fire, “urban renewal” became all the 

rage, and necessarily so, as downtown cores throughout the country had 

deteriorated from the long urban flights of the previous decades.  Providence 

Rhode Island is an extraordinary example of this renewal, although that story 

took on a whole lot more – including re-routing rivers and railways. 

 

Build a convention center, and you have an anchor for the desired 

redevelopment of an inner city.  Build a convention center and you have a 

magnet to attract hotels and restaurants and other support industry to reinvent 

a decaying area.  Build a convention center and you provide employment during 

construction and ongoing employment once it opens. 

 

But urban renewal wasn’t limited to convention centers and their traditional 

supporting industry.  Baltimore’s Inner Harbor, London’s Canary Wharf and 

Savannah’s waterfront are so much more.  And while they certainly provide 

visitor amenities, they provide far more important community, quality of life 

amenities.  We have many things we can & and build as DMOs. 
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Some of you have heard my building blocks before, and I’m going to continue to 

beat you with them today, because it’s in this context that they had their birth 

in my weirdly wired little brain. 

 

• Build a place where people want to visit, and you’ll build a place where 

people want to live. 

• Build a place where people want to live, and you’ll build a place where 

people want to work. 

• Build a place where people want to work, and you’ll build a place where 

business has to be. 

• Build a place where business has to be, and you’ll build a place where 

people have to visit. 

 

It all starts with the VISIT.  And the VISIT starts with us. 
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Part of the adjustment we have to make as CVBs/DMOs is to understand the 

parlance of the game of economic development. 

 

As an industry we don’t usually spend too much time talking about the 

workforce of the future, unless we’re talking about the staffing in our own 

organizations, or the changes in our customer profiles.  But we do have to start 

understanding the workforce of the future in the context of our communities.  

Because our fates are intertwined.  The generations behind us – okay, behind 

me – are making very different choices than I did when it comes to career paths.  

I went where the job was, and have moved to do the same.   
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The generation entering the workforce today, or getting ready to, is going 

where they want to LIVE first, and then they’re figuring out how they are going 

to make a life in those places by finding the jobs they can do – or want to do – in 

those places.  The Place has become The Thing. 

 

And in many cases, those places that attract that future work force, are places 

our visitors have bankrolled and put on the map. 

 

Acknowledge it or not, the experience we provide by bringing visitors into our 

communities serves as the first date for more traditional economic 

development. 

 

 
 

Visitors arrive and based on their experience, they either swipe left or swipe 

right. We either move on to the next round, the second date, or we’re ruled out.  

And that second date – and the elusive Third Date – are not just about return 

visits.  They’re about BIG business.  DCI’s biennial “Corporate View:  Winning 

Strategies in Economic Development Marketing” frequently cites “business 

travel” as a leading source of influence for a state or region’s business climate.  

That’s OUR SPACE, not the Economic Development department. 
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So let’s talk a little about the fundamentals of Economic Development, so that 

we can understand them in context to our own world, and start to draw further 

correlations about where we need to be and what we need to say in order to 

get invited to the grown up table. 

 
 

Since we’re all here today as part of an advocacy discussion, I think it’s really 

important to understand a chief priority of any of our advocacy efforts – is not 

to just GET people to get on board and drink the koolaid, but to make sure they 

actually WANT TO, that perhaps they even think it’s their idea.  Because truly – 

what does it matter who gets the credit as long as what we’re trying to get done 

happens??? 

 

 

Our Innate Nature

16
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With that framework of “ADVOCACY” in mind, then Maslow’s Hierarchy is an 

ideal place to start, to understand how these things apply to our community 

perspective.   

 

Peter Kageyama takes it a step further in his book For the Love of Cities. 

 

So, If you think we’re the only ones who have a hard time getting people to 

understand what it is that we do in DMO land, we are not alone.   

 

Ask IEDC “what is economic development”, this is what they’ll say – “no single 

definition incorporates all of the different strands of economic development.”   

 
 

Instead, they tend to focus on objectives, and these ultimately come down to 

community objectives.  The definition of Economic Development truly rests in 

the eye of the beholder. 

1. The creation of jobs and wealth 

2. The improvement of quality of life 
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If you flip these around, I think you can easily define them as ours, too, 

regardless of the destination. 

 

Another definition of economic development comes from Donovan Rypkema, 

with PlaceEconomics, based in Washington DC.  He offers the following: 

 

“Economic development is the conscious, organized effort to improve a local 

economy. “ 

 

 
 

1. There are positive, measurable benefits. 

2. Benefits extend beyond the short term. 

3. The public benefits are greater than the public costs. 

4. The economic benefits are primarily local and broadly distributed 

5. There are significant qualitative as well as quantitative benefits 

6. Incentivized economic development activities serve as a catalyst for 

additional primarily market-driven economic activities 

7. Economic incentives are not used merely as a bribe to choose one 

location over another, but meet the “but for” test.  That is, “but for” this 

incentive, the economic development activity will not take place. 
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a. We’ll talk a little bit more about the “but for” later on… 

8. The “carrots” of incentives are paired with “sticks,” which advance 

broader public policy ends. 

 

Part of what qualifies us to sit at the grownup table is also about speaking like 

the other grownups do.  In that case, it becomes important to understand 

trends facing Economic Development.  See if you think we can relate to any of 

these issues. 

 

 
 

• Localities now offer incentives to businesses that are expanding locally, 

not just those that are relocating to the area for the first time. 

• Income tax is kept as low as possible because many skilled workers 

demand high net pay and prefer working and living where they have 

maximum purchasing power. 

• Public and private sector investment initiatives in telecommunications 

infrastructure ensure that high speed, high bandwidth communications 

are available for business. 
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• Localities focus resources on improving arts, culture and other quality of 

life factors to attract and retain skilled workers that businesses seek. 

• Development of affordable housing attracts and retains key workers who 

otherwise may be price out of the local housing market in a growing 

economy. 

 

 

 
 

Downtowns are traditionally the center of every community’s business and 

culture, therefore the desires to support/protect/build downtowns are critical 

and involve a range of activities, including: 

• marketing for both business and tourist attraction 

• building or improving infrastructure 

• clean-up initiatives 

• property re-development and re-use 

 

  

The Challenge in Every Downtown
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The end goal is familiar – to create an attractive environment to increase the 

number and variety of businesses downtown and thus increase traffic from 

shoppers, or perhaps even tourists. Everyone is trying to solve for this equation 

– even Pinterest is in the mix!!! 

 

Here’s some of the trends Downtown Development initiatives are focused on 

that make it clear where out paths should be coinciding: 

 

 
 

• Arts Districts –galleries, cinemas, opera houses, artist housing or co-ops, 

and theaters are emerging as important revitalization tools 

• Mixed-use developments that include retail, residential and 

entertainment, in order to build/sustain a 24/7 environment 

• Large scale projects are developed to stimulate lagging areas, and 

convention centers are the leading example 

• Waterfront development to utilize neglected or under-utilized 

waterfronts to provide recreation, business, commercial and residential 

• The redevelopment and preservation of railroad stations to attract 

business near the stations and help to revive surrounding areas 
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• SOME communities are moving away from large projects such as sports 

stadiums, which attract activity only on game days, towards smaller scale 

projects with more, broader-over-time impact 

• Development of open space to create and improve the quality of life in 

urban cores 

• Hotel construction to meet the growing demand for accommodations 

from business travelers, to also act as a spur to encourage tourists 

o And what happens when we’re NOT part of this conversation? 

Over-development of the wrong product and misplaced “build it 

and they will come” assumptions based on the fact that people 

travel in order to stay in hotels… 

• Integrating transportation and land use produces a more efficient 

transportation system while reducing congestion and pollution 

o Commuter perspective vs visitor perspective 

• Building pedestrian-friendly streetscapes 

• Market research to understand which projects would meet local demand 

and thus receive support 

• Funding for downtown initiatives has become more available and easier 

to obtain, due to public, media and government interest in these districts 

 

Businesses looking at expanding or moving want to know the following: 

• Availabilty of sites and buildings 

• Access to suppliers and markets 

In the old days of Economic Development, the game was all about: 
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• Industrial recruitment 

• Cheap labor 

• Incentives 

• Individual firms and sectors 

• Large branch plants 

 

 
 

These days, it’s about: 

• Existing industry 

• Talent and creativity 

• Targeted incentives 

• Industry clusters 

• Entrepreneurship 

• Regional collaboration 

• Quality of place 

• Green development  
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It’s this development of PLACE that serves as a great icebreaker for what should 

become a very easy conversation between two people who aren’t sure they 

speak each other’s language.  In the Economic Development world, Place-

Making is about the following: 

 

• Quality of life amenities 

• Downtown development 

• Historic preservation 

• Arts and culture 

• Tourism development 

• Resident and retiree attraction 

 

 
WE BELONG TOGETHER IN BOTH OF THOSE CONVERSATIONS, DON’T WE?? 
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There’s a key tenet in Economic Development conversations that we would be 

wise to adopt – after all, it is equally critical to what we do and why we do it.  

It’s the concept of “But For” – which explains why a community would 

undertake any economic development initiative, grant any tax abatements, etc. 

 

 
 

BUT FOR the effort, the greater good would not happen.  But for these tax 

rebates, XYZ company will relocate somewhere other than our town. 

 

BUT FOR the infrastructure provided now, these roads and therefore this 1000-

acre parcel of land would not be developed for another twenty years, and 

would not be generating any developed property taxes until that point. 

 

BUT FOR the existence of a TIF district, the barriers to entry to develop in this 

area are too great. 

 

Now apply it to our world… 
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BUT FOR our direct sales initiatives, our convention centers and soccer fields 

would sit empty. 

 

BUT FOR that conference of international manufacturers we brought here three 

years ago, the LMNOP Manufacturing Corporation would not have known to 

build a plant here. 

 

BUT FOR our out-of-market advertising and public relations, none would 

happen because no one would know our community exists! 

 

BUT FOR this Tourism Improvement District we want to implement, we can’t 

afford to talk to anyone out of market. 

 

As you think about it, it really becomes easier and easier to see where our paths 

should coincide and not collide with our community partners in economic 

development.   

 

We have to understand what’s in it for them, the WIIFM, if we want to take up a 

seat.  We have to do a better job of defining what we BRING to the 

conversation, versus what we WANT from it. 
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We are typically the only voice heard outside the destination.  Perceptions and 

awareness of destinations exist broadly outside of our backyard likely because 

we are the ones who created them.  So we BRING awareness and perceptions, 

and the identity created by our marketing and public relations efforts. 

 

We BRING immediate cash to our community, through visitor spending that 

happens right here, right now.  The trickle down starts with real cash that’s here 

today, not the cash that will come once whatever it is on the economic 

development radar is built or recruited. 

 

We BRING what visitor dollars make possible and sustain.  Without the 

spending of our customers, there likely isn’t enough residential spending 

activity to keep any community’s restaurants and retailers successful, much like 

countless suppliers, small business owners and others. 

 

We BRING community amenities – convention centers, stadiums, arenas, arts 

centers, ballparks – and the surrounding development these can catalyze –  
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these are often built on visitor backs through hotel occupancy taxes, restaurant 

taxes, mixed beverage taxes.  Without visitor spending, city general funds have 

to provide those quality-of-life amenities, or the community doesn’t have them. 

 

Without the stability our visitor spending BRINGS to restaurants and retailers 

and the visitor taxes that provide these place-making venues, the community 

arsenal will be lacking in the quest for traditional economic development.  

 

Visitor spending BRINGS significant ad valorem revenues to our communities, 

not just hotel occupancy and sales taxes. And they bring a strong and relatively 

stable part of the tax base, with these valuations remaining fairly steady year 

over year, unless there is a key property sale in an up or down market. 

 

We have to learn how to define the role we play in an Economic Development 

“dialect” for DMOs.  We have to understand why the language they speak 

seems to resonate without question throughout the community, and why the 

economic benefits they tout are seldom questioned.  
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Part of the issue is that when they are making these statements about economic 

impact and jobs created, they’re doing it through the voice of a third party (the 

new company opening) and the backdrop of physical evidence that verifies the 

win.  The ribbon-cutting for a new building, the newly occupied parking lot of a 

formerly abandoned warehouse.  For the most part, with our kind of “wins” – 

the outside of the building didn’t change at all, even though the temporary 

tenants did.  And will again, likely in just a few short days.  And seldom does our 

customer go on local news feeds, telling people they’re here.  We usually end up 

doing it for them, as they’re often not in the literal picture. 

 

We have to understand why the Economic Development language resonates 

with the stakeholders that control our end game – budgets, financing and 

contracts.  And we have to truly understand our communities’ priorities to 

understand why our language doesn’t.  It’s a case of better understanding 

community vision and community dynamics.   

 

It’s not just the language of economic development we have to become more 

comfortable with if we want to move the big kids table, to know which side is 

my bread plate and which is my drink. 
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We really have to also get comfortable a little bit in the related languages.  

These are the languages of City Planning, of urban vs. suburban, of mixed use 

and mass transit, of zoning and comprehensive planning, of code enforcement 

and criminal nuisance management through right-of-way acquisition, of highest 

use and greatest purpose.  It will do us little good to get to sit at the grown-ups’ 

table, and still be left out of these other conversations that directly impact our 

ability to succeed. 

 

 
 

 

Michael Kelly, former Chairman of the American Planning Association’s, Tourism 

Planning Division says, ”The impacts of tourism on a community can be 

beneficial if planned and managed or extremely damaging if left without 

controls.”  And we have to take responsibility here, too. 

Everyone’s Common Interests
• Public Safety
• Roadways, Sidewalks, Bike

Paths
• Be�er Schools
• Be�er Neighborhods
• Homelessness
• Green/Sustainability
• Animal Care
• Corporate Recruitment/

Reten�on
• Transit-oriented

Development

• Farmer’s Markets
• Public Trails
• Green/Open Spaces
• Differently-abled

Recrea�onal Facili�es
• Sports Complexes
• Nature Centers
• Sculpture Gardens
• Performing Arts
• Accessibility
• Signage

30
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Over a period of many years, our colleagues in Fort Lauderdale strategically 

moved from mass market tourism (any “heads in beds” – high volume, high 

impact, low yield) to sustainable tourism.  This is truly a core economic 

development strategy – a highest and best use, and there’s no better example 

of that kind of shift than Fort Lauderdale. 

 

 
Fort Lauderdale was once the spring break capital of America.  Millions came 

down over a multi-week period – there were an awful lot of heads, most of 

them 6-8 in a room of beds.  Their ancillary spending was limited to beer.  The 

city had to hire extra police and clean-up crews and then after the kids’ 

departure, spend considerable time and energy not just cleaning and restoring 

the literal landscape, but attempting to do the same for the figurative one, that 

one that impacted its reputation outside of Spring Break. 
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Today, Fort Lauderdale is quite happily no longer the spring break capital.  They 

traded the number of tourists they have and their demographics to an older and 

more affluent tourist, who tends to sleep no more than two per room.   

 

They added a beautiful convention center to drive more professional demand.  

This new mix they’ve nurtured tends to dine at fancy restaurants, shop in high-

end stores and extra police and clean-up crews are not needed after they leave 

town.  Lower volume, perhaps, and perhaps lower short-term impact, but much 

higher yield for the short and long term. 

 

 
 

And here’s some perspective from an ED standpoint of how communities can 

attract tourists without losing their soul – let me know if you’ve heard any of 

this before… 
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• Preserve and restore historic buildings, neighborhoods and landscapes. 

• Focus on the authentic. 

• Ensure that tourism support facilities are compatible with their 

surroundings. 

• This is the big one for us – we have to be respectful of who our 

communities are willing to be. 

• Protect community gateways. 

• Enhance the journey as well as the destination. 

• Recognize that tourism has limits and must be managed. 

 

So now that we know all of this stuff, what does it take to get an invitation 

(back) to the table?  Some of it is pretty simple. 
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SHOW UP.  Review city council agendas for discussions on things like 

Comprehensive Plan updates, economic development updates.  Review 

Planning & Zoning Commission agendas for discussions on things that aren’t 

immediately related (at least by public perception) to what the DMO does.  

 

Get to know these individuals and engage them.  Be a regular visitor at the 

“coffee shop” or wherever the local “citizens authority” gathers.   

 

LISTEN UP.  When you crash the coffee shop, as hard as it is for those of us who 

are Type A’s and sales types, try really, really hard to listen and to understand 

what the issues are that are their priorities.  At City Council meetings and P&Z 

meetings, you’ll seldom have an invitation to speak, but these usually have 

some sort of public input/open forum.  Be especially thoughtful and selective 

about when you choose to provide input, and what that input is, until you’re 

asked to do same.  

 

PUT UP.  Contribute something meaningful, when you have something 

meaningful to contribute. 

 

STEP UP.  This is taking the step prior and really putting your energy – and 

maybe from time to time, your money - where your mouth is.  This is about 

offering to serve on a citizen task force distantly connected to something that 

matters directly to your DMO.  Perhaps it’s a task force addressing 

homelessness or wayfinding or green initiatives, or the update to the 

Community Master Plan. 
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Beyond these upward efforts, there’s an opportunity seek out those who might 

informally serve as your mentors in learning these languages.  If you don’t know 

anyone on your current P&Z, ask around about people in the community you 

might know that you didn’t know used to serve in that capacity. 

 

Ask to meet with the city’s Planning Director and to understand what the city’s 

long-term development priorities are from that perspective.   

 

 
 

Don’t be afraid to talk about the ugly stuff here – the 800 lb gorillas that impact 

your ability to do your job.   I guarantee you they are probably just as aware as 

you are of that horrible, vacant, graffiti’d  acreage of warehouses just on the 

edge of town.  They see it as a different kind of eyesore, but you’ll have that 

eyesore in common.  And they’re well aware of that premium site that SHOULD 

be attractive to a full-service hotel, but for barriers to entry they might 

understand differently, it’s not getting done.  

 

Talk with your Code Enforcement Director, or a Neighborhood specialist, or 

police chief about the other parts of “ugly.”  
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Like the parts of town or specific properties do your visitors complain about 

consistently, whether from a safety standpoint or from an icky (say, bedbugs) 

standpoint. 

 

Meet those in town who are the biggest landowners, the busiest developers, 

whether or not their properties have anything to do with your world.  What are 

they in it for, and where could your paths coincide? 

 

What is the citizen engagement strategy that city leadership is focused on?  Are 

their regular town hall meetings where your presence might be welcome, but 

where what you’d learn would be even more valuable? 

 

Ask to meet with whoever handles the City’s Economic Development efforts and 

make sure they know about your visitor demographics.  Sometimes, a 

community’s residential demographics aren’t strong enough or deep enough to 

support new development, but those could be enhanced if the Eco Dev staff 

knew what your visitors looked like and what their spending habits were. 

 

Think about studies and data you’d like to have that might have value for others 

– does an American Express or Buxton (or even a University capstone) retail 

leakage study help you make the case for a better caliber of restaurants, and 

then give your ED folks the data they need to take to the next ICSC conference?  

 

Use your social networks – personal/professional and the DMO’s more locally 

focused ones –  
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to share positive community news of the ED variety and congratulate those 

involved.  Draw the connection for folks who won’t get it – congrats to our 

chamber who just landed the retention of ABC Corporation.  ABC works with the 

CVB to host two company meetings annually in our hotels, generating a (use a 

specific number – perhaps with the D-I economic impact calculator) – in impact 

for our community!! 

 

Understand what markets they’re working – either geographic or vertical – and 

look for opportunities for alignment.  If manufacturers are a priority target, look 

for conferences of manufacturers that you can bring home to open the door for 

your mystery date… 

 

If you start to do any of these – even if it’s just a handful – and perhaps activate 

your board and civic leaders to do it with you - the change that can happen is 

powerful.   

 

 
 

In doing this, we grow so that our Presence is Felt, and equally important, our 

Absence is Noticed.  Or Vice Versa.  (I go back and forth on this one…)  
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I think I’ve been preaching my building blocks for about 15 years now.   

 

 
 

They came as a result of being exposed to Jane Jacobs, and her 1960 classic on 

urban planning, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, which I borrowed 

from as I was trying to figure out how to build our first website.  They were 

shaped by Richard Florida as he studied the exodus of students from Carnegie 

Mellon University away from Pittsburgh once they graduated, which then also 

re-shaped how we approached re-starting our own 40-acre visitor district 

project.  And they were reinforced reading Peter Kageyama’s books about 

people’s love of and for their cities. 
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Over the years – and I have my own theories for how it happened - as an 

industry we abdicated seats at the table we built, giving up our place in 

discussions about big picture issues impacting the overall health and well-being 

of the communities we serve as DMOs. 

 

I recognize that none of us needs any more meetings on our calendars, but if we 

want to earn our seats back at those tables, we need to be everywhere the 

conversations are happening.  We have to know where the community wants to 

go, where resources are being shifted to encourage growth.  And where they’re 

not.   

 

The community should know what those decisions mean to our industry, and to 

our customers.  And thus to the community’s future.  We have every obligation 

and opportunity to be actively engaged in dialogues regarding public safety, 

homelessness, workforce development, roadways, water sewers, infrastructure 

and transit-oriented development. 

 

 
 

The workforce of the future – and our customer of the future and the CEO of the 

future – will make professional growth decisions –  
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and ultimately investment decisions – based on places they want to live.  The 

assets defining those places for living uniquely coincide with the places they 

want to visit.  To retain our own employees, and the workforce that will staff 

our hotels, convention centers, restaurants and attractions – and of course, 

attract future customers – we better be at the table when our communities are 

talking about long-range priorities. 

 

 
 

• Build a place where people want to visit, and you’ll build a place where 

people want to live. 

• Build a place where people want to live, and you’ll build a place where 

people want to work. 

• Build a place where people want to work, and you’ll build a place where 

business has to be. 

• Build a place where business has to be, and you’ll build a place where 

people have to visit. 

 

It was our table.  It still is our table. 

 

It all starts with the VISIT.  And the VISIT starts with us. 


