Help me to help you: Finding synergies between Destination Marketing Organizations and agritourism stakeholders
Introduction
Agritourism, visiting a working farm for the purposes of recreation or education (Gil Arroyo, Barbieri, & Rich, 2013), provides myriad benefits to farmers and the communities they operate within. Agritourism operators benefit from a diversified revenue stream and greater consumer awareness of the products they sell (Kline, Barbieri, & LaPan, 2016). Agritourism has also been found to deliver benefits such as increased likelihood to purchase local foods among consumers (Brune et al., 2019) and preservation of open space and rural livelihoods (Barbieri, 2013). For many rural tourism destinations agritourism has become a primary pull factor (Contini, Scarpellini, & Polidori, 2009), particularly during the COVID-19 pandemic (Wojcieszak-Zbierska et al., 2020), as it offers family-friendly activities in outdoor settings. As rural tourism destinations continue to increase their market share, they must develop a competitive advantage to stand out in a global marketplace. Destination marketing organizations (DMOs) are tasked with establishing and promoting this competitive advantage, and therefore should be a key supporter of agritourism operations. 

Agritourism stakeholders, those who manage agritourism operations and the ancillary businesses/organizations who support them (e.g., farmer’s markets, restaurants, retail outlets), provide unique experiences. Yet,  they often struggle to promote their offerings typically because of limited resources (e.g., time, money, people) and expertise to effectively leverage promotional efforts. DMOs possess both the expertise and tools for effective (e.g., social media platforms, data dashboards) promotion and are constantly seeking opportunities to stand out to travelers in a global marketplace. DMOs and agritourism stakeholders can work together to effectively promote agritourism experiences. Doing so would not only increase visitation to agritourism operations and the ancillary businesses/organizations supporting them, but would also strengthen the overall destination attractiveness. However, there is limited knowledge of how agritourism stakeholders and DMOs can work together for mutual benefit. This study illustrates where synergies lie in how agritourism stakeholders and DMOs can collaborate to promote destinations and the agritourism operations within them.
Methodology
This study was conducted in the seven western-most counties of North Carolina (USA) and within the Qualla Boundary of the Eastern Band of Cherokees Indian. This rural region has a rich history of agricultural production and now has a growing reliance upon tourism as an economic development strategy. This richness makes it an ideal location for examining how agritourism stakeholders and DMOs can work together to promote agritourism in the region. Qualitative data were used to gain a deeper understanding of the relationships between agritourism operators and DMOs. The research team utilized an interpretivist paradigm which places value on the experience of each study participant and empowers the participants as creators of knowledge, not just the researchers (Phillimore & Goodson, 2004).

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 13 agritourism operators (Operators) and 12 tourism and economic development leaders (DMO) across the region. Representation from each county and the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians was gained through purposive and snowball sampling. Interviews were conducted both in person and via Zoom. Interviews were audio recorded, transcribed, and manually coded in NVivo software to reveal themes within the data. Open and axial coding were used to analyze these data, allowing themes to emerge related to the promotion of agritourism. To ensure trustworthiness in the data, multiple interviewers and coders as well as peer debriefings were utilized (Decrop, 2004).
Findings
Multiple themes related to promotion emerged from the 25 interviews conducted for this study. Emergent themes include: diversifying destination experiences; destination brand alignment; regional collaboration infrastructure; and limited promotional resources. Collectively these themes illustrate that there are multiple opportunities to maximize synergies between DMOs and agritourism stakeholders to increase the effective promotion of agritourism in this region.

Diversifying Destination Experiences
Data indicate that DMOs see agritourism as a means to diversify the experiences offered in their destination. As DMO-2 noted, agritourism operations selling their product and products from other local farms help create unique experiences for visitors:
Some farms sell their beef and different things locally as well. It's just all of that combined, and it's just that part of the experience and knowing that you can do that here. It's just part of that whole making memories thing. It... makes the experience they have here more positive, and it gives us more to sell.
It is notable that DMO-2 recognizes the value that agritourism operations bring to the destination beyond the operation itself. By stating “it gives us more to sell”, the DMO leader acknowledges the important role agritourism operations play in creating a competitive destination. Other DMO leaders described how agritourism operations could create experiences around themes such as sustainability which would further diversify the experiences for DMOs to promote. DMO-6 describes an example of how agritourism operations could create experiences for children to learn about sustainable farming practices:
There are so many people in this area that can teach that to the young people and I think it is an important thing… I personally, would love to see a farm where kids could come in… and learn sustainable, organic farming without pesticides, how to keep the ground healthy, all those things that you learn through that sustainability.
In this context DMO-6 illustrates how creative approaches to experience development could help an agritourism operation both create a competitive offering for DMOs to promote while increasing the benefits agritourism generates for individuals and society (e.g., greater consumer awareness of the food system).

Destination Brand Alignment
Several DMOs recognized the opportunity for agritourism experiences to align with the existing brands they have developed for their communities. For example, DMO-5 makes the connection between their brand based on natural resources and farming:
Our theme is “Your Natural Destination.” That works in a lot of different ways. It could be your natural destination farm-to-table, or any other theme or topic you could choose as far as agritourism.
DMO-1 also recognized connections between agritourism and their destination brand focused on well-being, “They come here for health and wellness, which tangentially connects to good locally sourced foods.” The last two quotes exemplify that DMOs recognize the potential role they can play in helping to promote agritourism through the existing brands and associated resources (e.g., co-op marketing, social media campaigns, familiarization tours) they have created.

Limited Promotional Resources
While DMO leaders recognized multiple opportunities for agritourism to align with or improve existing promotional efforts, agritourism stakeholders revealed multiple limitations to their individual promotional activities. Operator-7 explains how their limited experience with technology is an impediment to their ability to successfully promote their operation:
By not being able to use the computer and do social media and all those things that other people have learned and can do… and have decent internet and everything. People like me, we really struggle with it and you kind of get left behind. Sometimes I almost feel like because I can't do all those things, I almost feel like it's a form of illiteracy.
While limited expertise with promotional strategies (e.g., social media campaigns) may restrict some agritourism stakeholders, others are held back by a lack of resources such as time or staffing. Operator-1 describes how having resources, namely staff, dedicated to promotion would be helpful:
We've got somebody who takes pictures for us. And they'll do little posts and stuff like that on Facebook and Instagram. But somebody who can like focus on that would be pretty cool because we're so up in the air with what's going in, what's coming out, what needs to be done. We kind of lose track throughout the season. And having somebody that could like be showcasing on a weekly basis what we've got… that'd be pretty helpful.
Both of these needs - expertise and staff dedicated to promotion - illustrate a need for investment in human capital to increase the effectiveness of agritourism promotion.

Regional Collaboration Infrastructure
This study was conducted across a large and diverse geographical area. It is home to many different farms generating a variety of produce and livestock as well as affiliated organizations and businesses such as farmers markets, retail outlets, and restaurants. Both DMOs and agritourism operators recognized opportunities to bring all of these stakeholders together to support each other and create unique tourism experiences. DMO-1 indicated that a regional approach to food sourcing would help connect local producers with consumers:
I think a tool kit would be helpful for farmers, for restaurants. Sort of like an expandable menu, or you go to the website, and it's like, "I'm a farmer.”  “I'm a restaurant.” “ I'm a food‑farmers‑market coalition” and then best practices…
The DMO leader’s words describe how  regional connectivity could help more retailers and restaurants utilize locally grown products, which would in turn satisfy tourists’ interest in local food experiences and strengthen local food systems. Operator-6 noted the need to promote  connected experiences at a regional scale , “I think maybe an interactive mapping system that showed ... a collaborative group between counties”. References to infrastructure that would help connect farmers across the region (e.g., a tool kit or map) indicates that there are opportunities for agritourism stakeholders and DMOs to work together to create useful resources for effectively promoting agritourism.
Discussion
What emerged from analysis of the data are multiple opportunities to capitalize on synergies between agritourism stakeholders and DMOs. There is evidence that agritourism experiences align with and advance existing tourism brands in this region. This illustrates that DMOs should be establishing and expanding partnerships with agritourism stakeholders to integrate them into destination branding efforts. For example, featuring agritourism in print and digital promotional efforts can help DMOs ensure their destinations stand out in a global marketplace. Doing so can create or add value to the stakeholders’ agritourism offerings..

Furthermore, there is evidence that DMOs have ideas about how agritourism stakeholders can further diversify or enhance their offerings to attract more or different visitors. Study findings also suggest that operators should embrace DMOs as valuable partners in the product development process. Agritourism stakeholders should also seek DMOs as a resource to help address their limited human capital for promotional efforts. While a DMO can’t serve the promotional needs of every agritourism operation in their destination, they can help to enhance providers’ marketing readiness (e.g., social media training). It is also important that DMOs, agritourism providers, and agritourism stakeholders orchestrate efforts to develop strategies and  leverage their existing  infrastructure to further strengthen the region as a destination and the local food systems that support overall agritourism initiatives.
Next Steps
While this exploratory effort reveals valuable evidence of opportunities for agritourism stakeholders and DMOs to work together, the application of a theoretical framework would improve and expand the findings of this work. We can advance these preliminary findings and build upon existing literature by utilizing theoretical frameworks, such as Weber’s Theory of Formal and Substantive Rationality (McGehee, 2007) or the Community Capitals Framework (Emery & Flora, 2006), and systemic approaches, such as the Agritourism System’s Approach (Barbieri, 2017). By utilizing these theoretical and holistic frameworks we aim to fully conceptualize the potential synergies between DMOs and agritourism stakeholders.
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