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I.   Introduction 
The First Impressions (FI) program was developed in 1991 by the University of Wisconsin Extension to help 
communities learn about their existing strengths and weaknesses as seen through the eyes of first-time 
visitors. The FI program has been used to help communities across the U.S. and Canada inform economic 
initiatives or further develop community goals and has been modified over the years by various Extension 
services based on different needs. Michigan State University (MSU) Extension adapted this program from 
West Virginia University Extension Community, Resources, and Economic Development (CRED) team via a 
multi-state grant provided via the Northeast Regional Center for Rural Development in 2014. MSU Extension’s 
First Impressions: Tourism Assessments (FIT) is a unique version of FI for our state and, since inception in 2016 
has continued to provide Michigan communities with a plethora of data and suggestions based off first-time 
visitor perspectives and experiences. 

The Village of Cassopolis, Michigan participated in FIT beginning in 2021 and into the first half of 2022. The 
result of Cassopolis’ FIT assessment and key findings were presented to the Village’s FIT Community 
Leadership Team (CLT) in early 2022 via Zoom. Those results were later shared in May 2022 at a public event 
organized by the CLT as part of the final step to the FIT program.  

The Michigan Economic Development Corporation provided funding for the Village of Cassopolis to undergo 
the FIT program as part of their Redevelopment Ready Certification effort.  

II.   Summary of Results 
The Village of Cassopolis (VC) received five visitors during August 2021, who from this point forward will be 
referred to as “assessors”. All assessors are currently MSU Extension employees. Three assessors were male 
and the other two female. Two assessors identified as Millennials while the other three Generation X. Three 
assessors visited VC alone while the remaining two assessors came either with their friend or spouse/partner. 
To generate diverse perspectives, assessors visited VC at separate times during weekdays and/or weekends. 
Three assessors stayed overnight in a hotel/motel while the other two assessors conducted day trips into VC. 
All assessors are residents of Michigan and spent between 6-24 hours visiting VC’s wide range of assets within 
the downtown and surrounding area that contribute to the local visitor/tourism economy. In addition to 
onsite visits, visitors also spent between 1-4 hour researching VC through internet using various search 
engines and social media. The report here is a general summary of highlights collected from raw data, photos, 
discussions, and assessor surveys. 

Pre-Assessment Research via Web - Most Helpful Website(s) 
 

1. Village of Cassopolis website – Https://cassopolis-mi.us/ 
o This website had the most amount of information of websites that popped up when googling 

Cassopolis. Although it really wasn't that helpful in finding specific things to do when visiting. It 
was really geared more towards local residents than people that were visiting from out of town. 

https://cassopolis-mi.us/
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o This city’s website was helpful, but not set up to orient the tourist/visitors to the area.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Digital  Resources: 

Majority of assessors 
found TripAdvisor to 
house the most useful 
information when 
visiting the Village of 
Cassopolis.  
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Community Information 
• All five assessors felt it was not easy to find a visitor center 
• All five assessors disagreed it was easy to find a community/regional tourism brochure 
• All five assessors disagreed the local regional newspaper was informative 

Visitor Motives – Assessors were presented with a list of 15 reasons visitors would come to a destination. 
They were asked to select the top three reasons someone might visit the Village of Cassopolis.  
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Destination Attributes (Rankings: Best = 15, Worst = 0) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Destination Asset Highlights: 
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Destination Downtown Business Area: (Best = 15, Worst = 0) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Are there a�rac�ons and/or events this des�na�on is known for?

Are there specialty shops or a�rac�ons that would bring you back?

  

Abraham 2019

Wilson (2019)

Wilson (2019)

         

• Carnegie History Library, Diamond Lake, Stone Lake Beach (x2)
• The Ed Lowe Foundation…I was elated to see it on the map and check it out but had no idea 

it was near Cassopolis!
• Clearly the dual lakes are something they might or could be known for, but there is so much 

more they could be known for, such as the history in the area, ag-tourism, Swiss Valley, etc. I

• The beach area,
• Pioneer Log Cabin
• The Village Floral
• Bonine House, Newton House, and area’s history,
• Swiss Valley Ski Area,
• Dr. Lawless Dark Sky Park
• Farmer's Market and Dussel's
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Lasting Impressions: 
The assessors identified their most positive experiences while visiting Village of Cassopolis:  

• Visiting the beach area and taking my C1 racing canoe out onto Stone Lake for a few laps in 
the afternoon…I really enjoyed walking around the beach area and exploring the water 

• Breakfast on the swings at the beach. 
• Jumping off the pier at the park on a very hot day and going to the Holden Green Tavern-- 
• The murals downtown were fantastic and rare to see.   
• The historical diversity offered in the area around slavery/emancipation.  
• Downtown music and Wi-Fi  
• The drive between Cass and Dowagiac was quite pleasant 
• The significant potential for agritourism 
• Renting a kayak for cheap and getting out on the water. Interactions with the staff at the 

rental/snack booth were very positive.  

 

The assessors also identified their most negative experiences while visiting Village of 
Cassopolis: 

• I think overall it was driving into town and seeing some of the chain stores, marijuana 
dispensaries and not having that gateway feeling when coming into the downtown. 

• Finding lunch.  
• There was a real lack of retail options in the downtown and nowhere to stay within 

Cassopolis.  The accommodations in Dowagiac were such that I would not want to 
return to that hotel. 

• Seemed to be distinct disconnect between VC/Stone Lake and Diamond Lake.   
• No accommodation options of any kind  
• No signage for parking, the lakes, murals, etc. 
• Very poor website presence for the wide range of assets in the area 
• Finding that places were closed once I got to the village and nothing online about 

places 
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Strengths:  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Challenges:  
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Community Branding - After visiting the 
destination and reflecting on their assessment, 
assessors best described the destination as -  

 

Senses & Safety 
• Four assessors felt always welcomed in 

the community. Comments included: 
o I felt very welcome in all spaces of the community 
o People were friendly, attentive, and ready to wave or talk at any moment. Nice folks!  

• However, outside of Cassopolis area one assessor felt they should not be visiting Diamond Lake unless 
invited.  

• Two assessors did experience unpleasant sounds in the community.  
o Truck traffic rumbling through and youth at the pier using inappropriate language.  

• Did you feel safe and secure at all times? Three assessors said “No”. Comments as to why include: 
o Underpass/Railroad bridge connecting to Diamond Lake seemed unsafe 
o Parking and walking along M-62 generated unsafe feelings when exiting personal vehicles and 

at pedestrian crosswalks. 
• When asked if there was anything related to Covid-19 that impacted your perception of safety and 

security while in the community, assessors had even mixed responses 
o I didn’t notice anything that was Covid-19 related that impacted my safety and security. 

However, other assessors said – 
o I know as a traveler this is something I would have liked to seen taken more seriously.  
o I did not feel like the places I visited were putting safety first.  

Trip Reflections  
 
  

 

• “History, culture, and nature on the 
shores of Stone and Diamond Lakes” 

• “A historic place that is trying to come 
back” 

• Great destination for a girls day out!  
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Tourism Assets Visited and Experienced 
Along with a qualitative review, each asset identified is given a rating of poor, good, very good, and excellent. 
Some assets were visited individually resulting in multiple reviews of one asset.  Reviews of individual assets 
are available. Please contact the host community or MSU Extension for more information on assets visited.  

Attractions and Activities 

• Stone Lake 
o Waterfront 
o Canoeing 
o Beach  
o Paddle board 

• Parks 
o Don Horne Park 
o Russ Forest Park 
o Howell Point Park 

• Old Village Hall 
• Broadway Café 
• Dr TK. Lawless Park  

o Mountain Biking Trail(s) 
o Dark Sky Park 

• Village Hall 
• Edward Lowe Foundation Visitor Center 
• Diamond Lake/DNR Access 

o Marina 
• Veterans Memorial Park 
• Pioneer Log Cabin/Lewis Cass 
• Kincheloe Memorial Park 
• Cass County Fairgrounds 
• Bonine and Newton Houses 
• Cass District Library Historic Local Branch 

• Historical Tour 
• Sinclair Station 
• Swiss Valley Ski and Snowboard Area 

Eating and Drinking Places 

• The Twirl 
• Broadway Café 
• Diamond Lake Ice Cream Parlor 
• Holden Green Tavern 
• Taqueria Food Truck  
• Marcello’s Pizza 
• Biggby 
• Pigs by Big-Food Truck 
• Wood, Stock, and Grill Food Truck 

The Shopping Places 

• Dussells Market 
• Community Mills 
• Village Floral 
• Hayden Hardware 
• Marathon 
• On the Mantle 
• Porky’s Party Place 
• Restoration Station Thrift Store 
• Antique Stores 
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Village of Cassopolis FIT Community Leadership Team 
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III.   Suggestions  
As part of the FIT program, assessors provide suggestions for improvements to participating communities’ 
small-town tourism/visitor economies. These suggestions typically group into four categories: art, business, 
community, and recreation. The suggestions provided in this report are usually direct quotes from assessors. 
Some information presented in the suggestions may be inaccurate due to the assessors’ lack of historical 
knowledge and/or familiarity of the community’s entire assets.  

 

 

 

 
  

 
FIT Assessor Suggestions 

for 

Village of Cassopolis, MI  
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Outdoor Recreation Assets Identified in/near Village of Cassopolis  
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IV.   Next Steps for FIT Communities: 
● Consult the FIT Community Next Steps manual provided to your Community Leadership Team (CLT).  
● Learn from other FIT communities as to what is achievable by reviewing “FIT Successes Report-April 

2021 Edition” - https://www.canr.msu.edu/resources/fit-successes-report-april-2021-edition  
● Consider exploring the raw data further and identifying parts of the results to take action. 

○ Facilitate discussions reviews of private sector assets visited during the FIT assessment and 
leverage reviews to make improvements. 

○ Share asset reviews with each stakeholder and/or department.   
● Schedule a public discussion around FIT results between the CLT, local leaders, and active citizens of all 

ages, abilities, and backgrounds.  
● Review your community’s result and discuss strategies to work together.  
● Search out low-hanging tourism-related projects from list of results, picking one or two items that can 

be accomplished immediately and ensure their completion. 
● Schedule a follow-up discussion with MSU Extension Government and Community Vitality/Tourism 

educators to facilitate your next steps if you need assistance.  
○ Contact MSU Extension Educator, Andy Northrop – northro5@msu.edu  

 

Available Funding and Grants 

● MI Economic Development Corporation – Public Spaces Community Places - 
https://www.miplace.org/programs/public-spaces-community-places/  

● Department of Natural Resources (DNR) Recreation Grants 
○ https://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,4570,7-350-79134_81684_79209---,00.html  

● Match on Main - https://www.miplace.org/small-business/match-on-main/  
● United States Department of Agriculture-Rural Development Grants 

https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/all-programs  
● Michigan Arts and Humanities, Michigan Council for Arts and Cultural Affairs (MCACA) 
● Arts Midwest (Touring Gig Fund), National Endowment for the Arts 
● Community Foundations and/or individual Foundation funds (example: Dow in Midland) 
● Business/Corporate sponsorships (example: MI Sugar Trails - http://www.sblc-mi.org/michigan-sugar-

trails.html) 
● Crowd Funding, Individual donations / sponsorships (Lions Club, Rotary Club, etc.) 

  

https://www.canr.msu.edu/resources/fit-successes-report-april-2021-edition
mailto:northro5@msu.edu
https://www.miplace.org/programs/public-spaces-community-places/
https://www.michigan.gov/dnr/0,4570,7-350-79134_81684_79209---,00.html
https://www.miplace.org/small-business/match-on-main/
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/all-programs
http://www.sblc-mi.org/michigan-sugar-trails.html
http://www.sblc-mi.org/michigan-sugar-trails.html
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Summary of MSU Extension tourism development programs: 
The following programs are available statewide to guide decision making around tourism development and 
implementation. 

Understanding Tourism for Michigan Communities (UTMC)  
This interactive workshop highlights tourism industry statistics and exposes communities to trends and 
travelers’ interests, as well as a number of niche tourism markets. UTMC is specifically designed to promote 
regional synergies, leadership and tourism product development. 

Planning for Tourism-Preventing Destination Decline 
This workshop walks communities through a planning process and uses life-cycle models to explore where 
communities may be in establishing themselves as tourism destinations. Additional tools will be employed to 
determine their readiness, identify next steps for action and explore engagement strategies for coalition building 
within the community. 

First Impressions: Assessing Your Community for Tourism (FIT) 
FIT is a comprehensive community assessment conducted by unannounced visitors in a host community 
positioned to lead development based on the program results. FIT involves developing community leadership, 
assessing the host community, sharing the results in a community forum open to all, and providing suggestions 
to drive community action. Overall, FIT helps communities learn about their strengths and weaknesses through 
the eyes of first-time visitors. 

Strengthening Tourism Leadership: Facilitation Tools to Move Community-driven Tourism 
Forward 
This experiential workshop is designed to build and strengthen the skills necessary to lead and facilitate 
productive community groups. Participants will practice using a variety of facilitation tools and learn techniques 
and verbal skills necessary to lead group discussions, reach consensus, set outcome-based goals and generate 
ideas for action. 

Custom Tourism Programs 
MSU Extension tourism educators are equipped to meet the diverse needs and interests of Michigan 
communities. Specialized programs are available to communities with a specific interest in agri-tourism, eco-
tourism and/or cultural/heritage tourism. 

Learn more 
Learn more about MSU Extension tourism programs by visiting http://msue.anr.msu.edu/topic/info/tourism. 

http://msue.anr.msu.edu/topic/info/tourism
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