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MSU Extension 
Greening Michigan Institute 

 To foster the development of sustainable communities that 

contribute to the economic, social and environmental health 

and well-being of its people for generations to come. 

 
• Community Food Systems 

• Entrepreneurship and Capacity Building 

(CEC) 

• Finance & Homeownership 

• Government/Public Policy 

• Land Use 

• Leadership 

• Natural Resource Management 

• Tourism 

 



First Impressions 

 
 

 
  

Purpose 

The First Impressions Program aims to help communities learn about 

existing strengths and weaknesses as seen through the eyes of the first-

time visitor.  

 

The results of the First Impressions Program can form the basis for future 

development.  



Program Goals & Objectives 

Awareness  Dialogue  Community Action 

 

 

To inform and guide public 

action by making the community 

aware of its assets and 

challenges 

 



What is First Impressions? 

Video produced by the Ontario 

Canada Ministry of Food and 

Agriculture Accessed at the 

University of Wisconsin Center for 

Community & Economic 

Development 

 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8

nFWNv_HWsPWGdleVJIWXlFeX

c/view 

 

   

https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8nFWNv_HWsPWGdleVJIWXlFeXc/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8nFWNv_HWsPWGdleVJIWXlFeXc/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8nFWNv_HWsPWGdleVJIWXlFeXc/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B8nFWNv_HWsPWGdleVJIWXlFeXc/view


First Impressions – Community Exchange Model 

• Started with Wisconsin’s Extension 20+ years ago 

• Communities matched, based on   location, size, 

economy, etc. 

• Volunteer teams are created 

• Each community conducts a “secret shopper” visit 

• Reports exchanged 

• Community(ies) take action based on information 

shared 



Participating Communities 

Online at 

https://www.google.com/maps

/d/edit?mid=zzhHqWZPOgBk.

kXLLEKLGPj2w 

 

Email 

laura.brown@uconn.edu to 

update your communities to 

the map 

 

 

 

Michigan’s first “First 

Impressions” Community  

https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=zzhHqWZPOgBk.kXLLEKLGPj2w
https://www.google.com/maps/d/edit?mid=zzhHqWZPOgBk.kXLLEKLGPj2w
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State Modifications to First Impressions: 

Slide courtesy of West Virginia University Extension and University of Connecticut Extension 



Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC) - Butler 

 



Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC) - Butler 

 



 Community application 

 Plan/coordinate  

o Community Model (2 different communities) 

o Tourism/Outside Expert Model 

o Combination 

 Conduct assessment 

 Compile & evaluate data 

 Public presentation 

 Short written report   

 Community action 

 Six-month check-up 

 

 

 

 

 

Process 



Assessors…  

• Get familiar with the 

instrument 

• Attend orientation and trip 

logistics 

• Review websites for visitor 

information 

• Provide Detailed notes and 

photos 

• Contribute to report and 

presentations 

• Have fun! 

 



The Assessment tool…  

• West Virginia model 

• Thirteen pages  

• Revising  

• Data compilation tool 

 

 
Why?  

To train ourselves  

To modify for Michigan 

communities – a pilot approach! 







Sturgis, MI  

First Impressions PILOT 

October 20th-22nd, 2015 



Things to know… 

• Sturgis First Impressions is/was: 

• Pilot 

• Multi-state grant funded 

• Assessed individually & unannounced 

• Online pre-visit assessment 

• 2 nights/three day on-site assessment 

• During CEC 2015 

• Sturgis is helping MSU Extension & vice versa 

 

 Things to remember… 

• One individual perspective 

• 6 months ago / things change 

• Information / not criticism 

• Comments  & Questions are last 

 

 



 

• Online research for 1.5 - 2 hours 

 

• Used Smart Phone and Tablet 

 

• Social Media 

 

• Searched for: 

• Things to do 

• Places to go 

• Events taking place 

• Authentic or unexpected 

 

 

Pre-visit Assessment 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pre-visit Assessment 

1. City 

2. Wikipedia 

3. Maps 

4. Sturgis Fest 

5. Chamber… 



No official Facebook page, but “recommended places” are there… 



Pre-visit Assessment 

First two videos are filmed driving by/through Sturgis for 5 minutes+ 



Pre-visit Assessment 



 

Pre-visit Assessment 



• Information for Visitors 

• Arts, Recreation, and Tourism 

(limited) 

• River Country Council was listed 

 
 

 

 

    Suggestion: 

• Link up to existing 

agritourism, 

historical routes, 

cultural tours 

 



Pre-visit Assessment 



- Calendar not updated 

since May 

- Only “Blooms & Tunes” 

 

 

+ Coordinating one 

calendar with all 

organizations seemed to 

work well 

 



Events Calendar –  

• Positive, Unique, Well organized… 

• Several events scheduled for October 2015 

• Promoting Chamber, City, The Doyle, collectively  



City Parks: 
• Comprehensive 

• Well designed 

• Informative 

• 8/15 had photos 

• All had descriptions 

 



• + A lot of information 

• Not user friendly 

• Difficult to understand 

• Inefficient  

• Not reliable 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                  

    

                  

    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On-site Assessment 

N 

 
Entered by car on Day 1 

Exited on Day 3 

by car 

Indiana state line 

Day 1-3, Walked & 

Drove 



• The “5 minute” impression upon entering 

•Store fronts full and active,  

•Heavy traffic,  

•Small & clean downtown,  

•Plenty of parking,  

•Lacking color,  

•Little signage,  

•Bike lanes,  

•No racks 



On-site Assessment 

+ Welcome signs from entering 

from the South/Indiana 

 

 - Didn’t see signage 

entering/leaving from 12 West 

or East 

 

+ Historical Buildings from the 

East –very noticeable – could 

be a good place for a 

welcome sign/heritage trail 

sign 

Gateway point 



On-site Assessment 

Downtown:  

• Vibrant and clean 

• Active storefronts with 

connectivity (wifi) 

• Welcoming and creative 

• Low vacancy rates 

• Good lighting= Safe 

• Community events (travel 

education) 

 

 

 



On-site Assessment 

Downtown:  

• Strong support for Art & Culture  

• Appears economically strong 

despite close proximity to big box 

stores 

• Fairly walkable… 

 

 

 

 

But… 

Poor safety at crosswalks,  

very few cars stopping for 

pedestrians 

 



On-site Assessment 

+ Excellent use/note of Heritage Trail 

 

- Very little reference to it in other 

places (downtown, other side) 

- Off by itself 

- No signs that you were actually on it 

- Sturgis not noted with historical 

downtown signage or status  

+Visible bike lanes 

  

-very few, if any, bike racks 

downtown or in places where 

people could put their bike to 

visit local shops 



Excellent reuse of buildings, 

adding to character and history 

of town. 

On-site Assessment 

Excellent reuse of the back of 

the building as front or 

“second front” 

Inviting from both sides 



Lasting Impressions… 

• Most positive experience? 

• Strong downtown and active storefronts 

• Most negative experience? 

• Lack of cars stopping for pedestrians at crosswalks 

• Destinations strengths? 

• Active entrepreneurial community 

• Biggest challenges facing the destination? 

• Hotels are far away, no downtown accommodation 

• What will be remembered most 6 months from now? 

• Truck traffic, friendliness, strong rebirth/downtown 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Suggestions: 

• Stronger web-presence/social media 
• Example: Promo video/Youtube 
 

• Explore downtown accommodation 
 

• Safe crosswalks, pedestrian crossing 
 

• Bike racks downtown 
 

• Recycling receptacles 
 

• More signage 
• Historical  

• Trails (Water and Land) 

• Gateway points 

• Connecting to 
• Industry Tourism 

• Traditional rural communities 

• Collaboration (counties/states) 

• Tourism identity 

 



• Provide a summary of findings and 

copy of PowerPoint will be provided 

 

• Conduct follow up with Sturgis within 

6 months to gauge action 

 

• Turn pilot into program 

 

• Tailor to Michigan using Sturgis as 

example 

 

 

Next Steps… 

…for MSU Extension Tourism Team 



Tourism Area Life Cycle (TALC) - Butler 

 



Next Steps… 

As a community? 

As a Business? 



Questions and/or Comments? 

 



Please take the survey to help shape future 

First Impressions programs 

Andy Northrop, MSU Extension Educator  

in Tourism, Land Use, and CEC 

northro5@anr.msu.edu, 810-989-6331 

Hard Copy    or 

mailto:northro5@anr.msu.edu

