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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

Since the early 2000s, First American tribes 

in Oklahoma began establishing tribal 

tourism departments within their sovereign 

government structures to promote tribal 

businesses and tribal territories as travel and 

tourism destinations. Shortly before the first 

tribal tourism department was established in 

Oklahoma, the American Indian Alaska 

Native Tourism Association was 

incorporated in 2002 as a nonprofit to 

advance Indian Country tourism. 

Collectively and independently, AIANTA 

and Oklahoma tribes have been actively 

involved in instituting tribal tourism as a 

means of economic diversification and 

growth for sovereign nations. After more 

than a decade of evolution, tribal tourism 

departments within Oklahoma and across the 

United States continue to struggle in 

understanding how First American tribes 

define and achieve success in tourism. 

 

In collaboration with AIANTA, a 

comparative case study was conducted, using 

interviews of four First American tribes in 

Oklahoma who had established tribal tourism 

departments with tenured leadership. 

Members of The Cherokee Nation, 

Chickasaw Nation, Choctaw Nation and 

Muscogee (Creek) Nation were interviewed 

to understand tribal tourism and its impact on 

surrounding communities. In doing so, the 

following study questions were: 

 

1. Why does tribal tourism exist? 

a. Specifically, what is tribal 

tourism seeking to 

accomplish?  

b. Specifically, why is it 

important for tribes to market 

themselves as a destination? 

c. Specifically, how is tribal 

tourism different from 

tourism?  

 

2. What is the impact of tribal 

tourism on communities, tribal and 

non-tribal? 

a. Specifically, how do the 

departments measure the 

benefits of tribal tourism?  

b. Specifically, what is the 

relationship between tribal 

tourism and communities? 

 

Yoon et al.’s (2001) theoretical framework 

examines the structural effects of tourism 

impact factors: economic, social, cultural and 

environmental. For this study, a modified 

framework based on Yoon et al. was utilized 

as an integrated approach to identifying 

patterns and relationships using the 

economic, cultural and social impact factors.  

 

The qualitative study yielded six findings that 

emerged from the framework and study 

questions: 

 

Finding 1  

Tribal tourism departments are created by 

First American tribes to promote the tribal 

region as a destination and provide an 

authentic, educational experience. 

 

Finding 2  

Community partnerships within and 

surrounding First American tribal 

jurisdictions are key to tourism success, 

though there is an opportunity for increased 

collaboration.  

 

Finding 3  

Technology is the primary tool utilized by 

First American tribes to promote, market and 

share the tribal destination. 
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Finding 4  

First American tribes are committed to 

tourism, though what tourism looks like in 

each tribe differs, resulting in varying levels 

of commitment. 

 

Finding 5  

Pride, destination affinity and feedback are 

the primary ways Oklahoma First American 

tribes measure tourism success, which is 

different than how states and destination 

marketing organizations measure tourism 

success. 

 

Finding 6  

Collaboration and funding are the most 

desired resources for First American tribal 

tourism departments. 

 

Out of the six findings, four 

recommendations were made jointly for 

AIANTA and the four Oklahoma First 

American tribes. Collaborative 

recommendations support the mission of 

AIANTA while addressing key case study 

findings and building connections across 

Indian Country. 

 

Recommendations are as follows: 

 

Recommendation 1 

Establishment of AIANTA tribal destination 

network chapters per state or region. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recommendation 2  

Develop and administer a community 

stakeholder survey through the tribal 

destination network to gain the support of 

tribal tourism. 

 

Recommendation 3 
Champion the value of tribal tourism.  

 

Recommendation 4  
Coordinate individual tribal tourism digital 

marketing efforts for greater collective 

impact.  
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ORGANIZATIONAL CONTEXT 
 

The American Indian Alaska Native Tourism 

Association (AIANTA) was established in 

2002 as a nonprofit 501(c)(3) organization to 

advance tribal cultural tourism efforts in 

Indian Country and serve as a national 

advocate on behalf of the 574 tribal nations 

across the United States. The mission of 

AIANTA is “to define, introduce, grow and 

sustain American Indian, Alaska Native and 

Native Hawaiian tourism that honors 

traditions and values.”  

 

AIANTA’s brand pillars are imbedded in 

their mission; define, introduce, grow and 

sustain. Define focuses on helping tribes start 

the tourism process with Tourism 101, 

ensuring the programs are built on a strong 

foundation of culture, traditions and history. 

Introducing authentic First American 

experiences allows visitors and potential 

visitors to be educated about the history and 

culture of tribal nations honestly and 

invitingly. AIANTA introduces and 

showcases American Indian destinations 

through social media, public relations efforts, 

digital positioning, familiarization tours and 

an international marketing program. The 

organization seeks to grow tribal cultural 

tourism through one unified voice, enhancing 

the opportunities and exposure for all tribes, 

regardless of tribal tourism. Last, AIANTA 

strives to sustain the tribal tourism industry 

by sharing information with stakeholders as a 

reminder of the economic importance of 

tribal tourism. As economic success 

throughout Indian Country has continued to 

increase, so too have the responsibilities and 

offerings provided by AIANTA.  

 

Current core functions provided by AIANTA 

are education and training, visitor outreach 

and digital presence via 

NativeAmerica.travel. While organizational 

core competencies focus on introductory 

tourism and marketing efforts, AIANTA 

leans on collaborations and partnerships with 

The George Washington University, U.S. 

Travel Association, Brand USA, National 

Parks Service, Department of Interior, 

Department of Commerce, Bureau of Indian 

Affairs, the National Travel & Tourism 

Office and others to enrich tribal tourism 

efforts and expand offerings. Understanding 

each tribe is a sovereign nation; AIANTA 

strives to meet tribes where they are in the 

tourism process.  

 

To support tribes at various stages of tourism 

development, the organization offers 

numerous opportunities. Each Spring, 

AIANTA attends ITB Berlin, the most 

extensive travel and tourism tradeshow in the 

world. AIANTA allows tribal organizations 

and businesses owned by tribal members to 

participate in the conference for a nominal 

fee compared to the cost of the tradeshow. 

Additionally, AIANTA bears the cost of the 

tradeshow booth, creating a unified brand 

Indian Country can present to the world. 

Other international marketing tradeshow 

opportunities are offered throughout the year 

as well to attend Showcase USA Italy, IPW 

(USA) and Brand USA Travel Week 

(London, UK). Each Fall, AIANTA hosts the 

American Indian Tourism Conference at a 

First American tourism destination within the 

United States. The conference focuses on 

bringing together Indian Country to learn 

from local and national tourism organizations 

and each other regarding advancing cultural 

tourism. The American Indian Tourism 

Conference is the only domestic travel and 

tourism conference dedicated to Indian 

Country.  

 

AIANTA effectively provides a collective 

voice to an industry that strives to make 

positive economic impacts to tribal 

communities and territories across Indian 

Country. Through education, training, 
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marketing and advocating, AIANTA 

dedicates time and financial resources to 

growing First American cultural tourism. 

 

DEFINITION OF PROBLEM 
 

AIANTA exists for the sole purpose of 

advancing tribal tourism efforts throughout 

Indian Country; measurement of the 

economic impact of tribal tourism efforts 

across Indian Country is not one of the 

organization's objectives. While this 

Capstone does not seek to answer the 

complicated question, "How much revenue is 

generated in a destination per $1 spent on 

tribal tourism marketing?", it does 

acknowledge measurement and tracking are 

critical components for AIANTA and tribal 

nations to continue to dedicate funds to 

tourism.   

 

Tribes must generate profit to provide for 

their government and people while receiving 

limited funds from the Federal Government. 

Tribes are diverse in their economic 

businesses, ranging from oil and gas to 

smoke shops and healthcare to casinos. Many 

financially successful tribes receive a 

significant majority of their revenue from 

casinos and gaming operations. Every dollar 

spent on tourism is competing against 

business operations, government operations 

and the provision of programs and services to 

tribal members. 

 

The problem the Capstone explores is not a 

financial return on investment, but an 

exploration regarding how tribal tourism 

provides an economic and symbolic value for 

Tribes, reservations and tribal jurisdictions. 

Each of the 574 sovereign tribal nations has 

the opportunity to determine the goals and 

objectives they seek to achieve in developing 

and contributing to tourism. These tourism 

objectives can change based on changes in 

tribal administration, funding, resource 

availability and need, just as they can in local, 

state and federal government.  

 

Due to the understanding of the vast and 

unique differences of each tribe, AIANTA 

has never sought to develop a tool detailing 

specific measurements of success related to 

tribal tourism. AIANTA members, however, 

seek guidance regarding how a tribe can 

define and achieve success in tourism to 

assist in justifying efforts and financial 

spend. Through the exploration of four tribal 

nations located in Oklahoma, all of whom are 

members of AIANTA, the Capstone provides 

a framework of tourism efforts or activities, 

objectives and outcomes or successes. 

 

KEY QUESTIONS 

 
1) Why does tribal tourism exist? 

a. Specifically, what is tribal 

tourism seeking to 

accomplish? 

b. Specifically, why is it 

important for tribes to market 

themselves as a destination? 

c. Specifically, how is tribal 

tourism different than 

tourism? 

 

2) What is the impact of tribal tourism 

on communities, tribal and non-

tribal? 

a. Specifically, how do the 

departments measure tribal 

tourism? 

b. Specifically, what is the 

relationship between tribal 

tourism and communities? 
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CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 
 

The foundation of this research study seeks to 

answer seemingly simple introductory 

questions that a First American tribe will ask 

themselves when exploring the idea of tribal 

tourism. How does one define tourism 

success, and how does one achieve tourism 

success? Two underlying points must be 

considered while addressing the questions: 

 

a) Each of the 574 First American tribes 

in the United States is a sovereign 

nation with its' own unique 

government and operational structure 

and; 

b) There is no nationally or 

internationally accepted 

measurement for tourism success. 

 

The theoretical framework selected provides 

an integrated approach derived from the 

education and marketing disciplines and 

designed to identify patterns and 

relationships from four tribal tourism case 

studies. 

 

Before discussing the framework, one must 

first understand tourism. Tourism is the act of 

experiencing activities and places outside of 

one’s usual environment, for an amount of 

time, typically less than a year. Tribal tourism 

is the act of a First American tribe or First 

American owned business actively allowing 

and promoting experiences and activities on 

tribal lands or related to tribal culture.  

 

According to the World Tourism 

Organization (2019), “As one of the most 

thriving economic activities of the 21st 

century, tourism is well placed to 

contribute to indigenous people in 

improving their livelihoods. If 

managed responsibly and 

sustainably, indigenous tourism spurs 

cultural integration and revival, 

bolsters employment, alleviates 

poverty, curbs rural flight migration, 

empowers local communities, 

especially women and youth, 

encourages tourism product 

diversification, allows people to retain 

their relationship with the land and 

nurtures a sense of pride.” 
 

Tribal tourism, sometimes referred to as 

indigenous tourism, is often generalized as 

cultural tourism. Over the last decade, tribal 

tourism has been growing as a means of 

economic diversification for Oklahoma First 

American tribes. Economic diversification 

derives from the success numerous tribal 

nations have experienced from gaming and 

casino operations. Gaming revenue is the 

lifeblood of many tribal nations, allowing 

them to provide programs and services to 

their citizens while growing commerce and 

government.  

 

The U.S. Travel Association reported in 

2019; domestic travelers spent $972 billion 

on travel and tourism in the United States. 

Domestic and international inbound travelers 

combined spent $1.1 trillion, generating a 

total of $2.6 trillion in economic output. The 

travel industry directly supports 9 million 

jobs and 6.8 million in other industries, with 

a total impact of 15.8 million American jobs. 

Travel is among the top 10 industries in 49 

states and D.C. in terms of employment. Four 

out of five domestic trips are for leisure 

purposes: visiting relatives, shopping, 

visiting friends, fine dining, and rural 

sightseeing as the top activities. International 

arrivals to the United States in 2019 totaled 

79 million with shopping, sightseeing, fine 

dining, national parks/monuments and 

amusement/theme parks being the top five 

leisure activities. The top 10 international 

markets to the United States were Canada, 

Mexico, U.K., Japan, China, South Korea, 

Brazil, Germany, France and India. 
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When discussing tribal tourism in the United 

States, it is essential to include international 

tourism figures, as international visitors are 

incredibly interested in learning about First 

American culture and being immersed in an 

authentic experience. There are several 

reasons for global appeal, some of which are 

impacted by the country of origin. For 

example, there is a famous German writer by 

the name of Karl May, who is best known for 

travel fiction based in the American Old West 

and including First American culture. Karl 

never visited America nor met a First 

American; however, his books have created a 

lure for many Germans to travel to America 

to experience the American Old West and 

meet a First American. Additionally, other 

cultures see connections in the thousands of 
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years of history rooted in First American 

culture that does not exist in the United 

States. Smith (2015) credits visitor 

motivation to both anthropological desires to 

learn more about communities under global 

threat and a personal need for cultural 

experiences of a diverse nature. The United 

States Department of Commerce, National 

Travel and Tourism Office reported in 2016 

that 1.955 million international visitors had 

traveled to First American communities, with 

the top four countries being South Korea, 

China, U.K. and Germany. From 2004 to 

2016, visitation grew 160 percent from 

international tourists. In 2018, First 

American communities welcomed record 

high overseas tourism to Indian Country, 

totaling more than 1.986 million. 

 

 

 
 

 

Historically, cultural tourism is assumed to 

have attracted a small demographic of 

international travelers who are well-educated 

and spend more on average per day than the 

average traveler, thus presenting a decreased 

risk of negatively impacting the destination 

due to overtourism. However, as data from 

2016 proves, the increased demand for 

cultural activities to enhance the overall 

visitor experience for international and 

domestic visitors has shifted. In 2004, the top 

four countries with international visitation to 

First American communities were U.K., 

Germany, France and India. “The 

phenomenon of mass cultural tourism is 

increasingly becoming a cause for concern” 

(Smith, 2015). The industry as a whole has 

branded the idea of mass tourism as 

overtourism, which has resulted in varying 

destinations from parks to cultural sites and 

cities to world heritage sites to implement 

visitor limitations to protects the 

irreplaceable tourism resources.  
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Due to sovereignty and First American 

agreements with the federal government, 

tribal land structure varies across the United 

States. The four tribes interviewed during the 

case study each occupy a tribal jurisdiction, 

which is different from a tribal reservation. 

The difference between jurisdiction and 

reservation changes the landscape of tourism. 

 

Reservations are areas of land, varying in 

size, that is managed and governed by a First 

American tribe, not the state in which the 

reservation is located. Tribal jurisdictions are 

identified regions within states where the 

federal government recognizes First 

American tribes; however, the jurisdiction is 

not managed by the tribe. The tribe is free to 

purchase land within the jurisdiction and 

submit through the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

for the land to be placed into a tribal trust. As 

a result of jurisdiction, the four tribes 

interviewed include the community as an 

essential aspect of tribal tourism. 
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Indicators for success determine what 

preconditions are likely to create the best (or 

most successful) outcome for the intended 

enterprise (R.H. Lemelin et al., 2015). A 

quick research analysis provides many 

examples of indicators for success applicable 

to tourism. As numerous studies regarding 

tribal, indigenous and aboriginal tourism 

have pointed out, it is hard to use general 

indicators of success across tourism efforts 

due to the vast differences within tribal 

government, economics, politics and 

location, which is addressed as an underlying 

challenge. Structural equation modeling is a 

statistical analysis framework, which was 

utilized by Yoon et al. (2001), for validating 

tourism development according to total 

tourism impact. The framework includes four 

impact factors. The factors are economic, 

social, cultural and environmental. Each of 

the four elements impacts the other, in 

addition to a direct impact on total tourism.   

 



First American Tourism Paige Williams Shepherd   11 

 
 

 

 

The groundwork of the model lies in the 

social exchange theory. If it is perceived that 

the positive impacts of tourism will be more 

significant than the adverse effects, a 

community is motivated to engage in tourism 

and support future tourism development 

(Getz, 1994). After the study, Yoon et al. 

adjusted the theoretical model to include 

three critical factors that influence how a 

community responds to tourism: attractions, 

events and development. For these case 

studies, the Yoon et al. model was adjusted 

after reading the four tribal nations' 

interviews. Note that the case study 

framework used for the case study removes 

environmental impact based on the codes 

naturally represented in the interviewees' 

responses, which were economic, social, and 

cultural. 

 

- Economics is considered a benefit 

that generates revenue for the tribal 

nation. Examples of economic 

components mentioned during the 

interviews include gaming/casinos, 

retail and tour group fees. 

- Social is defined as the net effect on a 

community and the well-being of 

people. Social also encompasses 

activities that bridge the gap among 

people.  

- The cultural frame is defined as the 

First American way of life. Culture is 

inclusive of the general customs and 

beliefs of each tribe interviewed. 

Throughout the interviews, there is a 

reference to cultural 

committees/departments, cultural 

centers, historical sites and 

government structures. 
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Economic, social and cultural were the 

primary codes used in analyzing the data, 

while attractions, events and developments 

represent functions and outcomes of the 

themes.  

 

- Attractions are designed for a large 

number of tourists. Examples include 

cultural centers, gaming/casino 

resorts and parks. 

- Events are planned public, semi-

public or private activities or social 

occasions. Examples include an 

annual festival, exhibition, concert 

and sports event. 

- Development is inclusive of the 

advancement of land resources for 

tourism purposes and supporting 

service development. Examples 

include the refurbishment of 

historical sites and supporting visitors 

through the process of destination 

growth and progress.  

 

To ensure the framework reflected the 

context of the questions being explored, the 

Yoon et al. model was modified. While the 

codes were determined within the 

framework, the interview responses naturally 

revealed tribal tourism themes, prevalent 

across all tribal nations interviewed. Tourism 

attractions, events and developments are 

implemented by tribal nations with desired 

expectations and actual outcomes.  
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The outcome of tribal tourism is rarely 

financial. Tribes engage in tourism to tell 

their story, on their behalf, in their voice. For 

too many years, First American culture has 

been exploited by states and destinations, 

including First American culture, without the 

consent of the tribe. States and destinations 

were aware that visitors were seeking an 

authentic First American experience, and 

instead of collaborating with tribes, 

destinations developed material and 

experiences representative of tribal culture. 

Due to economic resources provided by 

gaming and casinos, tribal nations now have 

the opportunity to represent themselves to 

domestic and international travelers, often in 

partnership with States and destinations. 

Tribes have the power to develop tourism, 

which showcases the rich cultural history of 

the destination. Destinations are always 

looking for ways to set themselves apart from 

competitors, and they usually lean on their 

people, hospitality and traditions as crucial 

factors. "Indigenous populations play well to 

that trend and have thousands of years’ worth 

of history with their lands and a deep 

understanding of a destination’s 

significance” (Peltier, 2018). Tribes have the 

unique opportunity not only to say this is a 

river one can float, but here is what the river 

and every component in the river mean to our 

people, and this is how we used the water. 

Everything has meaning in First American 

culture. It is the storytelling component of 

First American tourism that genuinely 

provides an unmatched experience.  

 

METHODS 
 

The case studies utilize a qualitative 

approach to address study questions. In the 

field of qualitative methodology, case studies 

were among the first types of research used 

in the field (Starman, 2013). This study 

involves an analysis of similarities, 

differences and patterns across four cases that 

share a common focus and goal, resulting in 

a comparative case study exploring how and 

why tribal tourism works or fails to work 

(Goodrick, 2014). Qualitative research was 

selected due to the investigative nature of the 

study questions and AIANTA's desire to 

understand the views and perceptions of the 

tribes being interviewed. The role of this 

study is to provide a vision to the 

organization that can be used to assist in the 

future development of concepts and theories 

for tribal tourism nationally. The qualitative 

approach seeks to discover new thoughts and 

operational practices that can be analyzed 

across the four tribal organizations to identify 

themes that fit within the defined conceptual 

framework.  

 

Interviews 
 

Qualitative interviews were conducted with 

tribal Nations located within the Plains 

Region of AIANTA. Interview protocols 

were driven by the desire to understand the 

history, development and operational 

structure of tenured tribal tourism 

departments. The interviews consisted of 62 

open- and close-ended questions. The same 

interview protocols were utilized for each of 

the four interviews. The semi-structured in-

depth interviews took approximately 45 

minutes, resulting in a “conversational 

partnership” (Rubin & Rubin, 1995) 
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Four tribes located within Oklahoma that 

have tenured tribal tourism departments and 

are also members of AIANTA were 

identified as potential participants with 

similar tribal landscapes. The four tribes are 

also members of a collective group of First 

American nations in Oklahoma called the 

“Five Civilized Tribes." The phrase refers to 

the Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, 

Muscogee (Creek) and Seminole nations and 

came into use during the mid-nineteenth 

century. The name was associated with the 

five Southeastern nations due to their 

assimilation to Anglo-American norms; 

however, "elements of "civilization" within 

Southeastern Indian society predated 

removal" (Frank, “n.d.”, Five Civilized 

Tribes, para. 3). The nations had previously 

supported a collective tourism group through 

the Inter-Tribal Council of the Five Civilized 

Tribes, where the four proposed participants 

equally participated financially to promote 

tourism through Oklahoma's Native 

Experience. Oklahoma's Native Experience 

was established before the shift to reference 

tribal nations as First Americans. The brand 

maintained a collaborative digital presence 

until the restructuring of the Inter-Tribal 

Council of the Five Civilized Tribes in 2017. 

The tribes had independently and collectively 

displayed aggressive tribal tourism efforts, 

thus ideally having a wealth of knowledge 

and experience to share for the case studies. 
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Identified tribes were contacted via email 

regarding the AIANTA study and asked to 

participate. One-on-one interviews were pre-

scheduled with each of the four tribes. The 

individual interviewed from each tribe was 

the director of tourism, or equivalent title and 

position in senior leadership, who is 

authorized to speak on behalf of the tribal 

nation. Interviews were conducted privately 

at a location selected by each interviewee. 

Each interview was recorded in addition to 

manual note taking to ensure the audio and 

visual components of each interview were 

captured for analysis. 

 

Observations 
 

Limited observations were reported during 

interviews as each one-on-one interview took 

place in a neutral location. Interviewees were 

engaged during the interviews, often 

expanding responses outside the scope of the 

immediate question. Observations post-

interview regarding each tribe's tourism 

brand, tourism website and tourism digital 

presence, including social media, were 

documented and analyzed. From the 

observations, a deeper understanding of each 

tribal destination was gained and in addition 

to context to assist in interpreting case study 

findings. 

 

Data Analysis and Coding 
 

Data analysis began with a listening tour of 

each of the four interviews. I listened to each 

of the four interviews three times with the 

intent of familiarity, identifying meaningful 

quotes for consideration and finally, for 

categorization and themes according to the 

conceptual framework. With precise 

categorization, each interview was parsed to 

identify patterns and create codes for the 

qualitative data. The analysis considered 

similarities, differences, relationships, 

structures and systems according to the three 

categories: economic impact, social impact 

and cultural impact. The conceptual 

framework identified themes that naturally 

matched the flow of the case study. 

Underlying themes of significance are 

activities, expectations and outcomes. Post-

interview questions were assessed to 

determine the value.  

 

To begin producing code for the data, 

matrices highlighting concepts and themes 

were utilized across the four interviews to 

start identifying patterns. The matrices 

allowed the abundance of data provided 

during the more than four hours of interviews 

to be easily digested, allowing narratives to 

emerge within the bins of the theoretical 

framework.  
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FINDINGS 
 

Based on the expertise of interviewees and 

tenured tribal tourism department structures 

within the four case studies, the basis for the 

questions specifically focuses on 

understanding why tribal tourism exists. As 

Smith (2015) concludes, the contributions of 

tourism to the cultural survival of indigenous 

peoples can be invaluable. Through rigorous 

analysis of the interview data and coding 

through the lens of the framework, themes 

and patterns emerged across the four case 

studies. The following findings are consistent 

with Yoon et al.’s adapted research around 

validating a tourism development theory 

based on tourism impact factors; economic, 

social and cultural. 

 

1. Tribal tourism departments 

are created by First 

American tribes to 

promote the tribal region 

as a destination and 

provide an authentic, 

educational experience. 
 

Tourism is typically utilized as an 

economical solution for destinations. While 

the economic success of tribal nations is 

pertinent, the reason First American tribes 

establish tourism departments derives from a 

cultural place. Throughout each of the 

interviews, no matter the question, an 

undertone of tribal ownership was 

communicated. Each tribe understands the 

economic impacts that tourism has on their 

nation; however, admitted should the 

department cease to generate revenue, the 

department would continue to exist in the 

same capacity. "Revenue is important 

because everything we do, we want to justify 

the cost and offset it wherever we can, but 

would we still do what we are doing, 

regardless of the amount we brought it? 

Absolutely!" Tribal tourism exists as a 

service.  

 

Service to the citizens of the tribe, to First 

Americans, to the local communities and the 

world. Tribal tourism perpetuates the culture 

and sites while providing an educational 

experience, from an authentic voice. First 

American tribes want to own their own 

stories as for far too long white man stole and 

exploited the parts of First American culture 

and history that were economically 

beneficial. Never seeking the tribes for 

permission or guidance. Tribe A, which 

started their tourism department in 2007, 

shared one primary reason for creating a 

tribal tourism department, “The tribe 

started a tribal tourism program to tell 

our story from our perspective.” 
Ownership of tribal history, culture and 

stories is a simple right tribes have 

continually been robbed of throughout 

history. Their "single most important goal is 

to educate the public about the history and 

culture of the tribal nation and people." Tribe 

D communicated, "Elected Leadership 

wanted to be able to connect all of the tourism 

assets the tribe was investing in under one 

brand, not the government brand. A brand 

owned and told by the Nation." Tribe D 

created a tourism department in 2008. The 

department, started by one individual and no 

infrastructure, employs nearly 40 people and 

has been recognized nationally and 

internationally for their tourism marketing, 

advertising and P.R. efforts. Tribe B passed 

tribal legislation in 2007, establishing tribal 

tourism, officially funding and starting the 

department in 2008, focused on creating 

awareness of the tribe's culture and 

businesses. Not only are the four tribes 

collaborative, as seen through the Inter-

Tribal Council of the Five Civilized Tribes 

and various remarks throughout the 

interviews, but the nations are competitive as 

well from friendly sports matches to business 
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operations and success. Tribal tourism 

competition is no exception. When 

discussing with Tribe C regarding why they 

created a tourism department in 2013, it was 

really about keeping up. "It was kind of they 

were following the trend in Oklahoma. So 

obviously some tribes had theirs, and several 

other tribes followed that trend as far as 

starting an official tourism department. And 

so they did that more so that they were on 

board with everything going on. They did not 

have a clear vision at that point. Even though 

we’ve kind of tried to form that over the last 

few years." Tribe C is, however, clear on the 

department’s goal, “bring visitors into the 

area…and then we throw in a little education 

as we go.” 

 

Since 2007, when Tribe A established the 

first tribal tourism department of the tribes in 

the case study, until now, tribal destinations 

and Oklahoma have drastically changed, 

however, the underlying purpose of each 

department remains the same. Over the past 

decade, tribal tourism has become more 

relevant with the continued economic 

development nations have made in their tribal 

jurisdictions. Directly comparing economic 

growth for all 38 federally recognized tribes 

in Oklahoma versus the State of Oklahoma 

from 2012 to 2017 shows an output increase 

in GDP by tribes of 19.8% and 13.5% by the 

State over the six years (Dean, 2019). It is 

also important to note that tribes primarily 

occupy rural regions of Oklahoma and 

remain a constant source of economic 

development to communities as they are 

permanently located in their tribal 

jurisdiction. The drastic growth by both tribes 

and the State of Oklahoma perpetuates the 

purpose of tribal tourism. Tribe D highlighted 

its tourism purpose. “The tourism 

department is the storyteller to visitors 

of the destination and tribe. Tourism is 

the thread that connects all of the 

tribal assets under one umbrella for a 

visitor. Our stories are told through our 

website, social media, brochures and 

annual travel guide. We also tell our 

story through our information centers 

and the First American art we have 

on display and for sale at each 
facility.” Packer and Ballantyne (2016) 

point out the tourism industry's responsibility 

to engage visitors in transformative learning 

experiences, before, during and after they 

visit the destination. As Richards (2018) 

discusses, the research field of cultural 

heritage tourism is shifting from tangible to 

intangible heritage. It is increasingly linking 

indigenous cultures and communities around 

the world into the tourism network. With 

sound tribal tourism infrastructure and 

economic opportunities, the four nations are 

well positioned to control the visitor 

experience and message.  

 

Just as tribes and the state have changed, so 

too have the visitor's expectations. Having a 

clear understanding of why each nation 

created a tourism department ensures the 

tribes are delivering an authentic experience, 

acknowledging that the experience does not 

always match the visitor's expectations. Tribe 

C highlighted the challenges of 

misinformation and lack of education 

surrounding First American destinations. 

"Being a tribe, what is unique about us is the 

fact that we have this entire culture that we 

can share with people. I mean, you hear again 

and again, that people want to learn about 

First Americans. Unfortunately, they want to 

learn about the Hollywood perspective.” The 

tribes use these opportunities to educate 

visitors on the history and culture of their 

specific tribe and how it connects to the 

encompassing First American story. 
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2. The partnerships with 

communities within and 

surrounding First American 

tribal jurisdictions are 

crucial to tourism success, 

though there is an 

opportunity for increased 

collaboration. 
 

In Oklahoma, tribes are an integral part of the 

rural community fabric. “While tribes do 

operate businesses, the businesses exist to 

serve the tribal government in securing a 

sustainable future for the nations and their 

citizens. This unique objective has significant 

implications for tribes and their citizens, but 

also non-tribal communities and the state" 

(Dean, 2019, p. 12). The economic impact to 

rural Oklahoma far exceeds tourism and is 

generally reported in five categories; 

education, government, history and culture, 

health and wellness and other. Tribes provide 

funding directly to communities within their 

tribal jurisdictions to support projects, goals 

and financial shortfalls. In many 

communities, the four tribes interviewed are 

the primary financial contributors to the 

town's sustainment. "Such payments include 

donations to local school districts and 

governments supporting local primary and 

secondary schools and universities, 

contributions to communities supporting 

local health and wellness and cultural 

program, and many other community 

programs" (Dean, 2019, p. 14). In the 2017 

Impact of Oklahoma Tribal Nations report, 

Dean (2019) found that 15 of the 38 tribes in 

the State of Oklahoma had a total economic 

impact to state and local communities of 

$61,159,120.  

 

 

 
 

 

Each tribal nation interviewed acknowledged 

the partnerships and impacts the communities 

have on tribal tourism's success, ranging from 

representation on local Boards to including 

non-tribal destinations in tribal tourism 

marketing initiatives. Tribe A’s initial 

understanding of community involvement 

led them to include non-tribal tourism 

stakeholders in the strategic planning process 

of developing the department in 2007. Strong 

community support is one of Russell-

Mundine's (2007) indicators of successful 

development of Australian indigenous 

entrepreneurship, highlighting that the 

indigenous nation must mobilize and sustain 

community support. Freeman (1984) 

pioneered the stakeholder theory, advocating 

that organizations, and in this case, tribal 

nations, are characterized by relationships 

with various individuals and groups. 

Freeman (1984, p. 46) stated, "[a] stakeholder 

in an organization is (by definition) any 



First American Tourism Paige Williams Shepherd   19 

group or individual who can affect or is 

affected by the achievement of the 

organization's objectives." Being that the 

tribal nations are the economic engines in the 

communities, they are affected by the 

successes, or failures, of the tribal nation 

regarding travel and tourism. One 

interviewee eloquently summed up the 

impacts of the stakeholder theory with a 

quote by Elected Leadership of Tribe D, "a 

rising tide lifts all ships," before elaborating 

further to say "if what we are doing 

helps others in the community, state, 

or Indian Country, we count that as a 
success." The interviews communicated 

that the tribes understand tourism is not about 

standing up but a collaboration of many. 

Tribe C acknowledged, "Okay, so we have 

our tourism brand, which it represents our 

region of Oklahoma. So we are responsible 

for working within the communities around 

that brand and the marketing initiatives 

around that."  

 

Part of understanding the stakeholder theory 

is knowing the differences between 

transaction and relationship-based efforts. 

Communities rely on both forms of tribal 

support for tourism to be successful. Tribe 

C’s tourism structure and budget 

significantly support transactional efforts by 

working with five communities on an annual 

basis, who receive a $5,000 grant to evolve 

tourism further. Many grantee recipients are 

destination or event-based and qualify based 

on set criteria previously determined by the 

tribe. The image painted by Tribe C explicitly 

displays their understanding of the 

stakeholder theory.  

 

"Too often, we want to focus on our 

assets because we have that direct ROI. 

And we have like that measurable piece 

of it. And of course, we want people to 

spend money at our sites, like that is how 

we function, right. But I genuinely feel 

that if we only focus on ourselves, if we 

only focus on the tribe, we will limit our 

community so severely, like we are 

handicapping them. Because if the tribe 

ceases to exist, we are just going to have 

dried up communities. And then the same 

is true, even if we become the next Las 

Vegas, but we have nothing outside of 

ourselves. That does not benefit our tribal 

members, our community members or 

those coming to visit us. And so right 

now, we have out of our entire budget; we 

have $25,000 set aside to work with five 

sites every year. And again, and again, 

that is the piece of what we do that gets 

questioned, but it is also what I believe 

the most in because the state and different 

industries, they do not direct that funding 

to historical sites that we believe have 

value. And so, so much in Oklahoma, we 

talked about cultural and heritage 

tourism, and you know, the history, and 

we want to preserve that. I would love to 

see us come in and do that. And I say that 

not because I want us to come in and take 

over those sites. But I am a firm believer 

in people owning what they have. And 

that is like the biggest piece of site 

development for me is that we want to 

come in and be a true partner. The goal is 

for us to give you the resources and the 

tools to own what you have, and we want 

you to be proud of it, we want you to be 

sustainable." 

 

The stakeholder theory depends on the 

consideration being given to each stakeholder 

group, in this case, community, to ensure 

priority is not given to one stakeholder's 

interest over the others. Consideration is 

provided regardless of power or interest 

(Sautter, 1999). This is where the stakeholder 

theory and tribal nations disconnect. As 

sovereign nations, tribes have the legal right 

to operate and act independently. In 

Oklahoma, as tribal jurisdictions, the 
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dynamics are different from tribes who reside 

on reservations, as the web of integration is 

convoluted, however tribal nations ensure 

they are making decisions that never 

jeopardize sovereignty. Two interviewees 

acknowledged the tribes often operate in silos 

when it comes to making decisions; however, 

they desire additional community 

collaboration without waiving sovereignty. 

 

"While we have great relationships 

with our communities, as a tribal 

nation, we operate independently. 

We could do a better job bringing in 

outside voices to evolve the definition 
of success," per Tribe A. Tribe D went into 

further detail: "We have good relationships 

with local communities, but we still, meaning 

municipalities, the local chambers, we have 

great partnerships, but we still do our own 

thing in a way. The idea of working better to 

understand each other's goals, and bringing 

them to the table, and them (communities) 

bringing us to the table as well." This is 

where the missions of tribal nations override 

theory. Ultimately, tribes make decisions 

based on their missions of sustaining and 

growing the quality of life for their citizens 

and future generations. Due to history with 

federal, state and local governments, First 

Americans protect themselves and their 

resources, thus frequently making decisions 

within the tribal government structure and 

amongst tribal elders and citizens to ensure 

the rights and best interests of the tribe are 

always protected. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. Technology is the primary 

tool utilized by First 

American tribes to 

promote, market and 

share the tribal 

destination. 

 
Once a First American tribe has established a 

tourism department and ensured the 

destination is market-ready, communicating 

that the destination is open and available to 

receive guests is one of the most critical 

aspects of success. According to Trip 

Advisor, 73% of travelers use online sources 

when deciding on a vacation destination 

(Graft, 2019). Destination Analyst reported 

58.2% of travelers used any user-generated 

content to help plan, including hotel reviews, 

destination reviews, blog reviews and social 

media reviews (Graft, 2019). The power of 

the internet allows rural, remote, unknown 

destinations, such as First American nations, 

to invite the world to experience their 

destination in their voice. Online marketing 

allows limitless opportunities and no longer 

requires consumers and destinations to 

connect face-to-face. National and 

international visibility is vital. Per 

Phocuswright, travel brands are now 

spending 61% of their marketing budgets 

online (Manoukain, 2019). Xiang et al. 

(2015) explored information technology and 

consumer behavior in travel and tourism. 

They highlighted the importance of 

understanding how technology influences 

tourism consumer behavior is the foundation 

marketing and communications strategy that 

is effective and sustainable. Xiang et al. 

(2015) acknowledges the unknown lifecycle 

of technology and recommends businesses 

identify technology trends with the potential 

to impact long-term strategic initiatives. 
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Each of the interviewees discussed the 

impact of technology on the success of the 

department and destination. Tribe D stated, 

"Our website is key for us; social media is 

key for us. They allow us to get our message 

out, and it also allows us to be a resource for 

the potential guests coming. Social media and 

our website are our main components.” 

According to Sojern, digital advertising 

represented the most significant portion of ad 

spend for all global travel marketers in 2018, 

which is expected to grow (Manoukain, 

2019). Facebook Ads, specifically, were used 

by 79% of travel marketers, with predicted 

spend to increase in 2019 (Manoukain, 

2019). Ziang et al. (2015) recognize the travel 

and tourism industry as one of the early 

adopters of the internet. Tribe B 

acknowledged when talking about digital 

marketing and social media; everyone is 

fighting for the same viewership, 

highlighting the importance of creating 

relevant, impactful content and mentioning 

that it takes technology to accomplish. Tribe 

B went on to discuss a new employee they 

hired within the tourism department with a 

professional background as a TV host. The 

interviewee emphasizes technology 

provisions such as production cameras, 

drones and editing software for their new 

employee in order to create high-res 

production spots for tourism.   

 

Tribe C mentions the importance of tracking 

to justify the department's efforts, 

"technology is going to be the fastest-

growing way to be able to get some 

sort of data back that justifies what 
we are doing." They explained how 

technology provides data across the website, 

an app and recently, with the usage and 

integration of geofencing.  

 

"Utilizing pixels and different things as 

we go in, especially on the website, being 

able to track people from one page to 

another and seeing what they are 

interested in. We just launched like an 

app in a widget that further enhances the 

visitor experience and adds tracking 

ability to our side. And one of the biggest 

things that we are working on is the 

geofencing. So within the app, as they 

download it as we serve up ads, we are 

able to do it within like certain areas. So 

if they have the app, and they are 

entering, you know, a specific county and 

they are going by one of our sites, we can 

push messages out to them. And so I think 

that we are going to use that more and 

more as we are trying to not only get into 

our area but help control their experience 

as they go through. Because like I said, 

even though we want them to spend 

money in the area as a whole, we, of 

course, want to guide that. So they either 

spend it at our sites or at you know, 

something that benefits the community 

directly, maybe not like a corporate gas 

station, but our travel plaza or a mom and 

pop stop.”  

 

Tribe D also mentioned using website traffic; 

however, as a tool to understand keyword 

buys and time on site. "Do we need to update 

content if website traffic is not there long 

enough? Or if we are not getting enough 

traffic our way, do we need to change 

keywords? If our website visitation is down, 

we track the data and try to get it up." 

 

Tribe A’s realm of responsibility under the 

tourism department umbrella includes the 

restoration and operation of historic sites, 

museums and gift shops. The interviewee 

acknowledged that technology is integrated 

into all aspects of their department, from data 

management to communications to visitor 

feedback to safety.  

 

"So it is a piece of everything we do, I 

mean, It is simple from, you know, the 
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fire alarm went off in a building, and how 

can I get a mass communication out about 

it, that it is not an emergency. So there is 

the mobile aspect of it, that is just, you 

know, for communication. There is also 

all of our data. We rolled out a new point-

of-sale system with a data management 

component that collects zip code and 

email and can prompt some visitor 

questions and data. We also integrate 

technology through all of our museums. 

So our open new museum has an 

augmented reality through an iPad 

experience with it. So that has been well 

received, very well. But then we also use 

it for collection purposes. So we have, we 

just, we were spending staff time to go do 

collection reports on temperature, 

humidity, and all of our museums, every 

day literally somebody’s going logging 

them, and with our new museum, it has to 

be done twice a day. So we move to 

networked data, sensors for temperature, 

humidity, that report to a system. And 

then we compile that data there. So it is, 

it makes our lives easier, and it improves 

efficiency. And the technologies, the way 

people find us, most of our marketing is 

moving to digital, and meeting visitors 

where they are at whether they are on 

their phones at a soccer game. They are 

scrolling through Facebook, well, we 

want to be in front of them, and so 

technology is a huge part of the 

promotional aspects of what we do as 

well.” 

 

Technology in all forms is impactful to the 

visitor experience. Tribal tourism 

departments, like all other tourism 

destinations, recognize the impact of 

technology on the destination decision-

making process. Consumers today are 

technology-savvy travelers whose 

technology usage and behaviors evolve 

(Ziang et al., 2015). The global travel market 

is hungry for historical and heritage tours. Per 

TripAdvisor, popularity jumped 125 percent 

in 2017 (Manoukain, 2019). The four tribes 

included in the case study understand the 

potential economic impact technology has on 

the tribal tourism industry in Oklahoma and 

have already identified it as a tool for success. 

 

4. First American tribes are 

committed to tourism, 

though what tourism looks 

like in each tribe differs, 

resulting in varying levels of 

commitment. 
 

Each of the four tribal nations interviewed 

structured tourism differently. It is important 

to note because each tribal nation is a 

sovereign government, a functional structure 

for one tribe may not and likely cannot work 

for another, which is evident in the findings 

below. One interviewee acknowledged the 

complicated dynamic. “I think that it is 

different for every tribe. What makes 

sense for one tribe will not make sense 

for another one, just because tribes 

generally are not structured the 

same. But wherever it is aligned, it 

should have a connection to people 

who know a little bit about marketing, 

or a lot of it.” 
 

Tribe A is a cultural tourism department 

responsible for the management of seven 

museums, two welcome centers, three gift 

shops and public programming space. The 

department oversees the tribe's tourism brand 

and marketing. The brand and marketing 

focus on tribal and cultural destinations 

owned and operated by the tribe. The 

department also operates a tour program and 

various cultural programs and events for the 

tribe. One unique cultural program the 

department is responsible for is the one 



First American Tourism Paige Williams Shepherd   23 

percent law the tribe passed around 15 years 

prior. The one percent law dictates that every 

tribal project over $500,000 must dedicate 

one percent of the budget for art in the new 

project. The cultural tourism department 

employs a collection management team 

responsible for all artifacts at the tourism 

museums and all artwork across all casinos 

and health properties. The interviewee 

communicated the department is responsible 

for "about 8,000 pieces worth about $8 

million". The cultural tourism department for 

Tribe A is structured under business 

operations. The department has a dual 

reporting structure to business operations and 

tribal council, which is unique for the tribe 

and unique amongst the tribes interviewed. 

Due to dual reporting, Tribe A expressed 

integrated participation from leadership 

regarding the department’s objectives and 

accomplishments. These monthly 

interactions ensure cultural tourism is top of 

mind for operations and elected officials. 

 

Tribe D, also structured under business 

operations, mimics the structure of a 

destination marketing organization. The 

tourism department is responsible for 

promoting the entirety of the destination, 

whether the locations are owned and operated 

by the nation or not. The department 

designed and manages a destination website 

which provides in-depth information 

regarding the region including event listings, 

blog, suggested itineraries and featured 

towns. The department acknowledges they 

are viewed as a resource for visitors and the 

local communities due to the extensive 

amount of information provided via the 

website. In addition to the website, the 

department strategically engages in social 

media, including Facebook, Twitter, 

Instagram, Pinterest and YouTube. In 

addition to the marketing and advertising 

responsibilities, the tourism department 

operates four tourism information centers, 

which more than 1 million visitors annually, 

a First American art gallery, and manages a 

limited liability that functions as a receptive 

tour company selling group tour packages. 

“Elected Leadership wanted to 

create a department to connect all 

of the tourism assets the tribe was 

investing in under one identity, that 

was not the government brand. A 

brand owned and told by the 
Nation.” Unlike Tribe A, Tribe D receives 

limited, unstructured feedback. Leadership's 

unofficial policy is to hire capable, confident 

individuals who are well-versed and educated 

in their specific field, then trust and allow 

them to do their job. Reporting is constant; 

senior leadership feedback is minimal. 

 

The tourism department at Tribe C has lived 

in several places within the tribal structure 

and currently resides within the business 

operations structure; however, at the time of 

the interview, it lived within strategic 

development. In addition to structural 

changes, the department has experienced 

several tourism leadership changes since its 

inception. With each leadership change, the 

focus of the department has slightly changed. 

The interviewee mentioned two previous 

directors had led the program before they 

took over. Under current leadership, the 

department has focused on growing and 

developing the travel brand, working with 

communities around the brand and marketing 

initiatives, operating two welcome centers, 

one gift shop and an online store. 

 

Additionally, the department manages 

sponsorships in the local tribal communities. 

The interviewee ended the question stating, 

"if a task does not belong somewhere, it 

comes into our realm.” Interpreting responses 

throughout the interview, it is clear the 

department struggles to have a unified vision. 

The interviewee also identified “not having a 

clear unified vision" as the department's 
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biggest hindrance. "Not having a clear vision, 

you are not able to focus all your efforts in 

one area. I really feel that if we had, this is 

Elected Leaderships vision, and these are the 

steps that we need to take to get there. We 

could be a lot more successful. That is not to 

say we would not still pick up pieces of other 

tasks, but we would focus most of our 

resources on the best course forward." The 

interviewee reported the department receives 

no leadership feedback outside of an annual 

30-minute presentation to Elected 

Leadership. Oddly enough, the individual 

interviewed emailed shortly after the 

interview communicating the department's 

functions had split, and they were no longer 

the director of tourism. The tourism 

department and retail component were 

separated into two different departments, and 

she would now be leading the retail 

department. The change echoes the sentiment 

expressed during the interview and results in 

another leadership turnover for the already 

disconnected department.  

 

Tribe B, who recently structured under 

business operations, is responsible for 

tourism and recreation. The department 

oversees four main functions for the tribe; 

tourism, recreation, annual festival and the 

golf course. Under the tourism umbrella, they 

are responsible for managing the tourism 

brand and marketing the tribe's attractions 

throughout the region. One main 

differentiator is Tribe B Nation does not 

promote the entire tribal region as a tourist 

destination like Tribe C and D; however, it 

focuses solely on tribal businesses and 

destinations. Under the recreation umbrella, 

the department is responsible for managing 

the Attraction, which includes all 

surrounding fields and event space. The 

Attraction is a significant revenue stream for 

the department hosting tournaments for the 

local communities and academic institutions. 

Tribe B’s Annual Festival is the largest event 

hosted by the tribe, usually attracting around 

40,000 people, which takes place each 

summer. The event takes contributions by all 

nation departments, as nearly 900 volunteers 

are needed; however, the tourism department 

manages all planning. The annual festival 

includes arts and crafts vendors, food 

vendors, free concerts by national acts, a 

rodeo, sports tournaments, a parade, citizen 

ceremonies and more. Lastly, the department 

oversees operations of a golf course the tribe 

purchased several years back and recently 

remodeled. Tribe B communicates directly 

with the elected leader, receiving praise and 

opportunities for growth as a department 

when warranted. Additionally, the 

department interacts with Tribal Council, 

receiving positive and negative feedback, 

though always supportive. 

 

While each of the four tribes is structured 

under business operations, their roles and 

responsibilities vary. One sentiment rang 

clear; all departments were supported by 

senior tribal leadership and felt as though the 

administration had a clear understanding of 

tourism. One concern that clouds leadership's 

perception, as expressed by one interviewee, 

is the tourism department does not directly 

work with elected tribal officials. "Do I feel 

like I have someone that I can go 

hash out issues with or explain our 

perspective from a tourism goal or 

that will fight for what we need, no. 

That is not saying that Elected 

Leadership would not be that person. 

But we have layers in between there 

that do not allow us to jump to that 

level."  
 

There is a disconnect within First American 

tribes regarding the purpose and impact of 

tribal tourism, though there is support from 

tribal leadership. Outside of leadership, 

interviewees communicated varying 

disconnects regarding other departments 
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within each nation's understanding of 

tourism. While two tribes provided vague 

answers, two elaborated. "I think some do; I 

do not think everyone does. I think some 

people wonder what that is or why you know 

why it is done, but I think that they see we 

provide value to the tribe. They might not all 

know exactly what tourism means, but I think 

they know that as a department, what our 

functions are, and that we are doing good for 

our nation." 

 

Additionally, another interviewee provided 

context regarding why they believe other 

departments do not genuinely understand 

tourism.  

"They understand their view of tourism. 

Every department has its niche; 

communications focus is on marketing. 

They understand marketing and tourism. 

Tribal events understand how we go out 

to trade shows and community events. 

They each understand their piece to what 

they are willing to accept. And they 

understand what they see. They see us on 

social media going out to trade shows, 

having fun saying, “You guys come 

visit.” They understand it to a very 

simplistic level. They do not understand 

the depth of it. And what it takes to pull 

off an event or work with community 

partners on a regular basis.” 

 

5. Pride, destination affinity 

and feedback are the 

primary ways Oklahoma 

First American tribes 

measure tourism success, 

which differs from how 

States and Destination 
Marketing Organizations 

measure tourism success. 
 

Bornhorst et al. (2010) identify four 

determinants for destination marketing 

organization (DMO) success; 1) Supplier 

relations; 2) effective management; 3) 

strategic planning; 4) being focused and 

objective-driven. In addition to two inputs for 

success, which are human resources and 

funding. The predominant state approach 

utilized to evaluate tourism success is the 

economic impact of input-output analysis 

(Dwyer et al., 2004). Oklahoma uses input-

output economic analysis developed by Dean 

Runyan Associates (2019) to estimate 

spending, earnings, employment and tax 

receipts as input data to derive economic 

measures and secondary effects of the travel 

industry. Economic input from traveler 

spending is vital to states, destinations and 

communities across the country for tax 

revenues. "Travel-related tax revenues are 

pure profit, generated by visitors who do not 

require essential public services of a 

destination" (U.S. Travel Association, 2018, 

p. 3). Due to state and destination funding 

models, tourism tax revenue is often viewed 

as a measure of success for lawmakers and 

community leaders due to the diminished tax 

burden for constituents and financial leverage 

to fund essential community services. 

 

Tribal tourism funding models in Oklahoma 

do not rely on county or destination tax 

revenue, nor is such fee collected; thus, it is 

impossible to measure success in such a way. 

As communicated in finding one, tribal 

tourism in Oklahoma was established to 

promote tribal regions as tourism destinations 

and provide an authentic, educational 

experience, not to generate profit. Significant 

revenue for tribal governments in Oklahoma 

is produced by gaming. The revenues are 

then utilized to “provide services for citizens 

and to develop new tribal industries. Each to 

benefit the long-term welfare of the tribal 

citizens” (Dean, 2019, p. 9). Tourism is a 

benefactor of gaming success.  
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Conversations regarding the measurement of 

success of tribal tourism efforts resulted in 

three general themes from the four tribes: 

pride, destination affinity and feedback, 

internally within the tribe and externally from 

the communities, partners and visitors. 

Teresa Pinter (2005) identified that 

effectively planned and managed heritage 

(cultural) tourism can realize positive 

impacts, including building community 

pride. Tribe A communicated pride as a 

success factor in the opening of a new 

museum. "People feel proud and 

inspired when they visit. So it’s not just 

for the public; it is for our citizens as 

well. We use their pride and their 

response about how we are doing to 
measure our success." In addition to 

internal and citizen response, Tribe A also 

discussed the value of instilling community 

pride when measuring department success. 

Tribe D discussed pride in their department 

based on the satisfaction tourism team 

members receive from their relationships 

with the communities within the region and 

the personal connections established at travel 

and tourism shows. "We promote our area 

very well. We know our area very well. We 

take pride in getting into our areas and 

learning what is going on in them so that we 

can be the storytellers of the destination." 

Tribe D further elaborated that the 

department's tourism efforts are often the 

destinations only marketing. The pride, the 

individuals, feel being able to represent the 

entire community is immense. Tribe C 

discussed how instilling community pride 

was a central effort of the department during 

its inception. "A big part of what we did when 

we first started tourism was not only reach 

out to our communities, but it was instilling 

pride in our area of the fact that we have 

something to offer. As communities grow 

and branch out their tourism initiatives, we 

count that as a success, because it is not just 

us making the efforts. It is everyone as a 

whole." 

 

Awareness is essential for any brand. Tribe B 

identifies creating awareness for the tribe, 

cultural sites and amenities as the single most 

important goal of the tourism department. At 

the same time, Tribe C focuses on brand 

awareness, "how many people know our 

name, how many people know we exist." A 

strong brand delivers relevant content to the 

intended recipient and exposes new people to 

the brand, all while breaking through the 

noise of competition. Statista’s 2019 

advertising forecast predicted ad 

expenditures in the United States to amount 

to $240.7 billion. Even with so much money 

going into marketing and advertising, the 

intangible nature of branding makes it 

difficult to measure. The difference between 

brand awareness and brand affinity is sharp. 

"Brand affinity is where the real value is-the 

feeling and meaning created around a 

company or product will define its success or 

failure" (U.S. Travel Association, 2019, p. 

34).  

 

Tribal tourism marries perfectly with brand 

affinity as the objective of the destination is 

to create a meaningful connection with the 

culture, people, land, stories and history of 

the area. Tribal nations invite visitors and the 

world to share and experience an authentic 

journey that educates and encourages 

meaningful conversations and opportunities 

to grow as individuals. Oklahoma tribes do 

this by creating meaning for visitors but also 

understanding their visitors. "An 

understanding of who your visitor is 

and who it is not. Truly knowing and 

owning what we are and not trying to 

be everything to everybody. Trying to 

do what we do authentically and not 
what people want or what they 

expect, but being who we truly are."  



First American Tourism Paige Williams Shepherd   27 

This raw understanding allows the tribes to 

build brand affinity and loyal visitors. Tribe 

D mentioned getting people to consider 

Oklahoma as a travel and tourism destination 

is the hardest pitch. Once visitors experience 

the world-class destinations, the widely 

undiscovered National Park, the small-town 

charm and welcoming people, visitors 

establish feeling and meaning, resulting in 

brand success. Tribe A expressed the same 

sentiment, "trying to not only get 

yourself and your message above the 

crowd but to bring people to a state 

they are not familiar traveling to, that 

is an obstacle."  
 

Oklahoma tribal tourism departments create 

brand affinity and brand awareness through 

marketing and advertising, community 

engagement, sponsorships, management and 

ownership of tourism welcome centers, 

tradeshows and visitor interactions. Building 

a brand affinity for tribal tourism is more 

significant than one tribe working at the goal 

independently. The four tribes acknowledged 

the impact of working collectively as tribes 

within the state and across the Nation to 

create awareness. Tribe D said, "We work 

really closely with Oklahoma tribes. Also, we 

share knowledge and tourism development 

data with tribes nationally through speaking 

at conferences and through the U.S. Travel 

Association." Exposure of Tribe D on the 

national stage not only assists with increasing 

exposure for the individual tribal tourism 

brand but heightens the awareness of tribal 

tourism as a voice contributing to the national 

tourism conversation. 

 

 
 

Internal and external feedback received by 

the tribal tourism departments is the third 

way to measure success. “Primarily to 

measure success or failure of our 

department, we use feedback. 

Feedback from visitors, the 

community, our department, the 
Nation,” said Tribe D. Listening is 

culturally significant to First American 

tribes, dating back centuries. "When Native 

Americans do communicate, they put much 

more of an emphasis and value on listening 

rather than speaking" (Rice, “n.d.”, Listen 

Before You Speak, para. 1). Jones-Smith 

(2018) expressed how First Americans 

communicate differently. "A major 

American Indian cultural value is the dictum 

"listen before you speak" (Jones-Smith, 

2018, p. 271). First American culture uses 

silence as a tool to communicate. Cultural 

norms of First American culture create a 

foundation for measuring tourism success.  
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Listen or your tongue will make 

you deaf 

Native American Proverb 
 

While the channels of feedback have 

diversified and changed over the centuries, 

the wisdom gained is still equally as relevant. 

Tribe C listens across multiple platforms to 

external customers. “A lot of it is 

feedback. As far as comments we 

receive on social media, what we 

hear at tradeshows, if people come 

to visit and then how our communities 

feel. A big part of how we market 

what we do is really just listening to 

the consumer.” 
 

Tribe D elaborated on the importance of 

listening to the community, and the positive 

impacts a strong relationship has on tourism 

success. "If we have good relationships with 

businesses, they are willing to buy-in and 

participate in our tourism strategy. If we do 

not know what is going on with our 

destinations, we cannot accurately promote 

them. Having a personal connection and 

listening to our businesses allows them to 

understand that our objective is to bring new 

visitors to the entire region.” Tribe A 

emphasized the importance of community as 

well but acknowledged that measuring 

tourism success is difficult. “It is not black 

and white, but a big part of our measurement 

of success is our community response to what 

we have done. We have had some failures 

that we have had great community response 

for. We have learned from that. But we have 

resounding successes as well, where the 

community is vocal about how we have done 

has made them feel or whether it has instilled 

a sense of pride.” Tribe B, whose role is also 

to plan and oversee events, highlighted the 

importance of event feedback from vendors, 

attendees, volunteers and staff, however, 

expressed concern they did not do a sufficient 

job collecting data for measurement. 

 

Regarding the Annual Festival, "We know 

we have been successful. You can hear the 

entire community talk about it. There will be 

stores or restaurants in town that say, "you 

guys brought in a ton of people." If we can 

attract tourism to not just the tribe but also the 

community, you know we are helping 

everyone." Listening and reporting external 

stakeholder feedback to tribal leadership 

justifies the continued investment in tribal 

tourism.  

 

In addition to external feedback, internal 

feedback is a crucial component of tribal 

tourism success. Due to sovereignty, tribal 

self-determination and history, First 

American tribes traditionally prioritize 

internal feedback. Tribe B discussed the 

importance of listening to the tourism 

department team. "If they are not happy with 

what we are doing, how we are working, then 

we are not really successful." Tribe A 

focused on how internal feedback within the 

department is vital to the visitor experience. 

"We cannot do what we do without having an 

effective team. Having all of our sites 

working together, because one group that 

comes through will likely experience all the 

locations." The interviewee stressed the 

importance of tourism site feedback to ensure 

brand expectations are met across the 

destination, creating a positive visitor 

experience. Chen and Rahman (2018) noted 

memorable tourism experiences positively 

affect cultural tourism destination loyalty by 

tourists. 

 

Each of the tribes spent significant time 

discussing the importance of relationships 

with other tribal departments, none more so 

than the relationship between tourism and 

culture. Cultural department relationships 

vary across tribal structures, from reporting 
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to collaboration. Tribe A reports directly to 

the Board of Directors Cultural Committee 

and Tribal Council Cultural Committee in 

their dual reporting structure. Tribe D leans 

on the Department of Culture and 

Humanities, which operates the tribal cultural 

center and all tribal museums as a resource to 

tell the story of Tribe D peoples. Tribe D’s 

tourism department sees itself as a service to 

the Department of Culture and Humanities, 

assisting in sharing the history and culture of 

the tribe. While both Tribe A and Tribe D 

have cultural centers, Tribe C and Tribe B do 

not. 

 

Tribe C is currently building a cultural center 

and acknowledged tourism's relationship 

with culture moving forward would be 

significant.  

 

"But being a tribe, what is unique about 

us is the fact that we have like this entire 

culture that we can share with people. I 

mean, you hear again and again, that 

people want to learn about First 

Americans; unfortunately, they want to 

learn about like the Hollywood 

perspective. And so as we move forward, 

we definitely want to change that 

connotation. But to do that, we have to 

have a strong relationship with the 

cultural group. And as we develop the 

cultural center and different assets, I think 

we need them, and they need us because 

they have to realize that while we do not 

want to commercialize, we do have to 

take into perspective what the visitor 

wants. And really just like we hold all of 

our sites accountable for these quality 

standards, we need to hold ourselves 

accountable to that, whether it is parking, 

or restrooms, or what's in the gift shops, I 

think we can both lend each other a little 

bit of advice that will make it easier for 

both of us to bring people in.” 

 

6. Collaboration and funding 

are the most desired 

resources for First 

American tribal tourism 

departments. 
 

Funding and collaboration were identified as 

the top resources desired by the Cherokee 

Nation, Chickasaw Nation, Choctaw Nation 

and Muscogee (Creek) Nation to assist in 

tribal tourism efforts. Interviewee responses 

emulated State of Indian Country Tourism 

Spring 2019 national data from an AIANTA 

report, identifying inadequate/underfunded 

marketing as the most significant challenge 

facing tribal tourism enterprises followed by 

lack of coordinated regional tourism efforts 

and infrastructure issues which tied for 

second.  
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To grow tribal tourism, each interviewee 

identified additional department funding as 

the primary resource necessary to make an 

impact. While all tribes acknowledged they 

have adequate funding for current operations, 

failure to grow and missed opportunities 

were recognized due to current funding 

allocation. Aside from capital project 

expenditures and operational needs tied to the 

investments, tourism budgets have remained 

flat at each of the tribal nations over the past 

several years. While budgets have remained 

flat, the cost of doing business continues to 

rise year over year, in addition to short 

lifespans of digital marketing tools such as 

websites, apps and museum technology that 

continually require updating. Advocating for 

tribal funding is complicated. Tourism is 

completing for money against programs and 

services for citizens and businesses turning a 

profit. Tribe A details the complexities of 

why each tribal tourism budget has remained 

relatively flat. 

 

"I think the biggest challenge is just 

advocating for funding, even though we 

are well supported. We live in a political 

organization, and there are external 

factors. We are very blessed to be 

supported by the businesses. But you 

know, it tourism is not a huge 

moneymaker. Tourism is a big economic 

impact, but as a department, we are not 

highly profitable. So we are dependent 

upon the economy at large and are 

dependent on our businesses because they 

directly support us get funding.”  
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Tribe D discussed ways in which an 

increased budget would allow the department 

to grow tribal tourism. 

 

“We have identified ways in which we 

can grow our brand through research, 

partnership increased marketing spends 

and creative campaign strategies; 

however, every effort requires additional 

funding currently not available. Increased 

budget for headcount would also have a 

positive impact on the department's 

ability to grow the tourism brand. 

Currently, shared services or external 

vendors are utilized. While they are great, 

they lack the specific knowledge and 

expertise of the region to effectively tell 

the story of our destination in an authentic 

tone."  

 

From a staff and department oversite 

perspective, Tribe C employs the least 

number of tourism employees compared to 

the other three tribes and compared to other 

destinations across Oklahoma, according to 

the interviewee.  

 

"Yes, for if we were looking to grow and 

actually increase, like our awareness and 

what we are able to impact? I would say 

no, you look at a lot of different tourism 

departments and how the staff there is, 

even specifically within Oklahoma, and I 

would say that we are understaffed and a 

little under-budgeted. Specifically, I 

would say, as to our media budget, you 

look at any of our competition, which 

does not refer specifically to Oklahoma, 

or to the tribes as anyone trying to get 

those road trippers in our immediate 

vicinity. Compared to what they have, we 

are severely under-budgeted.”  

 

Tribes are essential to Oklahoma's tourism 

and economic success, which is none so more 

apparent than through the United for 

Oklahoma platform whose mission is the 

raise awareness of tribal impacts across the 

state. However, the four tribal nations 

acknowledged present and past collective 

efforts and expressed their desire for 

increased interaction and collaborative 

efforts to increase tribal tourism across the 

state. Tribe B mentioned changes to Inter-

tribal Council meeting format impacting 

consistent dialogue but hopes for increased 

time together and sharing of best practices. 

Tribe C elaborated on how specifically the 

tribes can work together.  

 

“Right now, we have a limited amount of 

time with each other. We see each other 

at a conference here or you know, 

something there. And we get that 

networking opportunity, and we get those 

connections. But I wish it was one of 

those relationships where we sat down 

and said, “This is our overall goal. This is 

our goal in the next year, three years, five 

years. This is what we are planning, and 

this is what we have rolled out. And we 

are able to compare. Not only are we able 

to say, "We tried that, and I would 

recommend you do X, Y and Z instead of 

this." It would also show where we 

overlap. Our goal is not just to bring them 

to our areas. It is to spread the love and 

send them to different locations 

throughout the state.”  

 

Tourism, while competitive amongst 

destinations, is collaborative. The reality of 

the tribal tourism disconnect has nothing to 

do with a decreased desire by any tribe but 

the lack of allocated time initially provided 

through the Inter-Tribal Council. 

 

Practitioners recognize the value of 

knowledge sharing through networks, not 

just within organizations, particularly the 

encouragement of partnerships within 

destinations (Baggio & Cooper, 2010). New 
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thinking shifts knowledge management from 

'knowledge is power' to 'sharing is power,' 

which creates 'communities of knowledge' 

within destinations (Baggio & Cooper, 

2010). Encouragement and collaboration of 

partnerships are essential not only among 

tribes but also within communities and the 

State of Oklahoma. Tribe D highlighted the 

power of sharing, "It would help if we had 

knowledge of future projects within our area. 

We are not always aware of projects, internal 

or external until they are made public. If we 

had the information prior, we would be able 

to support the initiative immediately." 
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RECOMMENDATIONS AND 

DISCUSSION 
 

Six key findings within the economic, 

cultural and social lenses resulted in four 

recommendations for the Cherokee Nation, 

Chickasaw Nation, Choctaw Nation, 

Muscogee (Creek) Nation and AIANTA. 

Each recommendation is a direct response to 

data collection and analysis. 

 

Recommendation one derives from finding 

one and finding four, focusing on the 

meaning and commitment to tribal tourism. 

The second recommendation, in response to 

finding two, highlights and grows the 

importance of community support. 

Recommendation three is a product of 

finding four and five, focusing on the 

outcomes and needs. The final 

recommendation originates from finding 

three and the importance of technology in 

tribal tourism success. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

1. Establish AIANTA tribal 

destination network 

chapters per state or 

region. 
 

The development of formal and informal 

collaboration, partnerships and networks to 

deliver a product is more prominent in 

tourism than most economic sectors (Baggio 

& Cooper, 2010). The report findings and 

Spring 2019 AIANTA survey both identify 

the need for formal collaborative tribal 

tourism efforts. Oklahoma tribal findings 

communicated informal efforts struggle to 

remain consistent since the dilution of the 

Inter-Tribal Council Tourism Committee. 

AIANTA's mission outlines define, 

introduce, grow and sustain as the pillars of 

the organization, aligning perfectly with the 

identified need. Establishing chapters across 
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the United States allows AIANTA to meet 

tribes where they are, opposed to requiring 

them to attend a conference to engage with 

the organization. The requirement could be 

the limitation that prohibits a tribe, business 

or individual from interacting with AIANTA. 

It is recommended that chapters represent a 

state or states, depending on the number of 

tribes per state, within the six identified 

regions. With 39 federally recognized tribes, 

Oklahoma should establish the first tribal 

destination network chapter, leaning on the 

four tribes interviewed for this study as 

founding members. 

 

Tribal destination network chapters should be 

utilized as an introduction and growth tool for 

AIANTA, including member and non-

member tribal nations, tribal enterprises, First 

American-owned businesses and individuals. 

Inclusion allows a network of tribal and 

community destination stakeholders based on 

interest, not on finances, power or previous 

participation. It is recommended that tribal 

destination networks meet monthly or bi-

monthly depending on chapter needs as a 

means to share knowledge, innovate, 

collaborate and remain competitive in the 

industry. In numerous economist and 

sociologist cases, it has been shown that a 

dense and well-formed network, particularly 

in unpredictable environments, favor’s a 

stakeholder's attitude to search for new 

opportunities and to share experiences 

(Baggio & Cooper, 2010). Sharing 

experiences, best practices and evaluating 

tourism opportunities creates an ecosystem of 

resources. As identified during the finding of 

this study, others within tribal organizations 

often struggle to comprehend tourism fully. 

Having a local network of colleagues within 

whom appreciate and understand the 

complexities of tribal tourism will be a 

valued sounding board for each tribal nation. 

 

Due to the current tourism economic 

environment, tribal destination network 

chapters will be vital in ensuring economic 

hardships do not alienate destinations that are 

unable to continue membership, unable to 

travel and are looking for tribal resources and 

support moving forward. Tourism will be 

different, moving forward. Tribal tourism 

will be different, moving forward. 

Collectively tribes and communities, through 

formal tribal destination networks, can lean 

on one another to grow and sustain. 

 

2. Develop and administer a 

community stakeholder 

survey through the tribal 

destination network to 

grow and enhance 

collaboration. 
 

Interview findings identified the importance 

of community partnerships regarding tribal 

tourism success, feedback as a critical means 

of measurement and the increased desire for 

collaboration as three key takeaways 

connected to a tribe's relationship with the 

surrounding communities. As each tribe 

identified; currently, there is not a formal 

process for communities or stakeholders to 

provide tourism feedback to the tribal 

tourism department. Once the tribal 

destination network is established, one of the 

first business orders should be developing a 

community stakeholder survey to elicit 

feedback from organizations and individuals 

connected to the tourism industry or 

impacted by the tourism industry. 

Destinations that have conducted tourism 

stakeholder surveys in the last five years are 

Destination BC, Tourism Richmond and 

Travel Oregon. Exploring each of these 

surveys would give the tribal destination 

network a solid foundation to assist in 

developing questions for tribal stakeholders 

in Oklahoma. The Travel Oregon example 
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shows how one survey can be applied to 

various regions throughout a state to ensure 

consistency while including region-specific 

questions. Addressing the needs of 

stakeholders is one component to signifying 

sustainable tourism (Waligo et al., 2012), 

which fits within the cultural beliefs of First 

American cultures. Sustainable tourism is the 

concept of visiting a tourist destination 

without harming the cultural, natural or 

recreational resources while trying to make a 

positive impact on the environment, society 

and economy. Freeman (1984) asserted that 

stakeholders can affect and are affected by 

the actions of one organization. 

 

The survey should be conducted online and 

distributed to community stakeholder 

databases managed by each tribe of the tribal 

destination network. The survey should be 

assessed every two years due to the vital role 

stakeholders play in the sustainable success 

of a destination. After collection of initial 

baseline data, the tribal destination network 

should set measurable and attainable goals 

regarding the community stakeholder 

surveys over the biennium to ensure the 

community partnerships remain healthy, 

feedback continues, and collaboration 

between tribal tourism departments and 

communities is increasing.   

 

3. Champion the value of 

tribal tourism.  
 

The tourism industry is expansive and 

complex. Findings identified individuals 

within tribal organizations do not fully 

comprehend the purpose, impact and 

opportunity tourism affords tribal nations. 

The story of tourism does not resonate with 

everyone. There is a lot to know, a lot to 

understand and no explicit channel of 

communicating the positive impacts of tribal 

tourism on communities, states, Indian 

Country and the United States. Championing 

the value of tribal tourism, collectively as 

tribal destination networks, highlights when 

entities work in tandem with other economic 

development strategies, tourism success can 

be achieved. Being a champion means telling 

the stories of our communities, the personal 

visitor experiences, the addition of new 

tourism destinations and businesses, leading 

to job creation and increased tourism activity. 

It means analyzing the information learned 

from the community stakeholder survey and 

being transparent with the data to allow 

others to utilize the results to guide tourism 

development decisions in the regions. It 

means sharing resources to assist tourism 

growth and understanding across tribal 

territories and within the organization across 

tribal departments.  

 

Working collectively with AIANTA, the 

tribal destination network should develop 

two toolkits to champion the value of tribal 

tourism, one for tribal tourism departments to 

use within tribal organizations and a second 

to be used externally for communicating the 

value of tribal tourism to communities, states, 

Indian Country and the United States. The 

toolkits fit within the mission of AIANTA to 

define, introduce, grow and sustain tourism 

that honors traditions and values through 

education, the heartbeat of their work. 

“Internal marketing techniques designed to 

inform residents of the economic and cultural 

benefits they receive from tourism may be 

helpful in gaining the host community’s 

support that is necessary for the development, 

successful operation, and sustainability of 

tourism” (Yoon et al., 2001, p. 370) Building 

strong tourism advocates comes from 

increasing the number of tribes, businesses 

and people who see themselves as part of the 

tourism industry. To build the industry, clear 

connections must be available between words 

and actions through the toolkits. The toolkits 

will be essential pieces of the dialogue 
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tourism departments utilize to assist others in 

understanding the industry. 

 

Understanding the value and positive impacts 

of tribal tourism assists with another finding 

within the case study, the desire for increased 

funding. A clearly defined internal and 

external communications strategy within the 

toolkits will lay the foundation for tribes 

seeking to establish a tourism department or 

grow tourism funding within an existing 

department. Playbook: Protecting Your 

Budget by the U.S. Travel Association 

(2018) has identified seven reoccurring 

message themes to be included in 

communication to safeguard or increase an 

organization’s tourism budget: 

 

 

 
 

 

While the U.S. Travel Association is a 

resource and tool for many states and 

destinations across the United States, 

creating invaluable information regarding 

tourism advocacy and policy, the resources 

are not specific for Indian Country and are 

based on U.S. Travel membership. Two of 

the interviewed tribes are members of the 

U.S. Travel Association and AIANTA; 

however, outside of those three entities, there 

is little representation of tribal tourism within 

the national organization. The four tribal 

nations interviewed, in collaboration with 

AIANTA and U.S. Travel Association, 

should collectively develop an external 

resource that can be utilized by communities, 

destinations and states. The toolkit should 

focus on growing cultural tourism based on a 
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shared understanding of the value of tribal 

tourism. 

 

In 2005, the National Association of Tribal 

Historic Preservation Officers designed a 

Tribal Tourism Toolkit Project: “Cultural and 

Heritage Tourism in Indian Country” 

intended to guide tribal nations through the 

tourism planning process, cultivating 

community collaboration and culminating 

with the launch of tribal tourism. The 10-step 

toolkit recommends the following steps: 

 

1) Form an Action Committee 

2) Plan and Complete a Tribal 

Community Inventory 

3) Conduct a Resident Attitude Survey 

or Hold a “Hopes and Horror” 

Meeting 

4) Analyze Your Current Market 

5) Establish Priorities and Goals 

6) Develop Strategies/Projects and 

Identify Resources 

7) Analyze Project Impacts 

8) Test Strategies in the Community 

9) Seek Formal Endorsement 

10) Implement Plan 

 

The toolkit encourages tribes to explore the 

economic impacts of tourism. It serves as a 

supplemental tool, working in collaboration 

with this case study analysis regarding 

defining and achieving success in tribal 

tourism through the lens of an economic, 

social and cultural framework. The 10-step 

process serves as a model toolkit specializing 

in tourism in Indian Country.  

 

4. Coordinate individual 

tribal tourism digital 

marketing efforts for 

greater collective impact.  
 

Technology was identified as the primary 

means of marketing tribal tourism 

destinations. Though each destination has an 

individual brand, mission and budget, 

collectively, they seek to increase visitation 

to tribally owned destinations and 

communities within tribal jurisdictions. An 

integrated marketing communications 

foundation ensures individual messages 

reinforce each other, creating a larger impact 

together than they would otherwise (Key & 

Czaplewski, 2017). Integrated marketing 

communication across tribal tourism brands 

can also impact visitor perception of tribal 

attractions in a positive way, as trustworthy 

destinations. Each tribal brand maintains its 

logo, marketing message and position; 

however, the communications strategy would 

be unified in such a way the brands would 

coordinate activities to seek to change digital 

consumer behaviors when searching for 

authentic tribal experiences. The hierarchy of 

effects model maps out the response process 

a recipient of a message goes through before 

behavior: awareness, knowledge, liking, 

preference, conviction and behavior (Key & 

Czaplewski, 2017). Results take time to 

produce outcomes; thus, the model clings 

tight to strict communications that can be 

enforced across multiple parties for extended 

periods. Channels in which coordinated 

efforts should span are advertising, direct 

marketing, sales, public relations and digital 

marketing. Seeing as case study interviews 

identified digital marketing as the primary 

means of promotion for tribal tourism, 

collaborative efforts should initiate and focus 

on the digital channel and grow into other 

channels when applicable. The essence of 

integrated marketing communications for 

tribal tourism in Oklahoma is developing a 

place brand based on shared positive values 

and perceptions.  

 

Integrated marketing efforts will save tribal 

tourism departments time and money. 

Currently, each tribe develops an annual 

strategy and campaign independently. 
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Unbeknownst to one another, multiple tribal 

destinations may focus on the same themes, 

such as cultural tourism, recreational tourism 

and rural tourism. Without coordination, 

digital marketing efforts would have tribes 

competing against one another for keyword 

buys, resulting in increased costs for all 

parties. If tribal tourism departments 

coordinated efforts to flight keywords at 

specific times, they would not be competing 

against one another for the same words. The 

amount of time that goes into the 

development of annual strategies and 

campaigns would be decreased if joint 

communication efforts were pre-determined 

and not adjusted after that. Additionally, as 

pointed out by Tribe C, integrated efforts 

would alleviate overlap, align three to five-

year goals and make recommendations based 

on experience. “If we were able to collaborate 

in that way, we would have the thread 

throughout all of us, rather than just one of us 

individually.” 

 

Upstream and downstream audiences utilize 

digital communications, meaning in addition 

to digital assets used by consumers 

(downstream) to assist in trip planning, they 

can also be used by tribal, state and federal 

entities (upstream) to influence change to the 

tribal tourism landscape. In this regard, 

digitally integrated marketing 

communication also affects 

recommendations two and three. When tribal 

tourism departments present a unified 

message based on positive shared values and 

perceptions, they collectively assist in 

moving the needle for tribal tourism, 

addressing multiple opportunities. 

 

 

 

 

 

STUDY LIMITATIONS 
 

Small Sample Size 
 

The small sample size and isolated 

geographical region of the tribal nations 

interviewed may limit the ability for the study 

to applied broadly across Indian Country.  

 

Selection Bias 
 

AIANTA selected interview participants 

based on tribal membership status and the 

existence of a tenured tribal tourism 

department. Consideration for tribal nations 

outside of Oklahoma was discussed with 

AIANTA; however, it was determined the 

four interviewed tribes' similarities would 

allow more detailed categorization. 

 

Personal Connection 
 

All individuals interviewed for the study are 

professional colleagues of the study author. 

AIANTA is an intimate organization whose 

members work collectively to enhance 

tourism across all of Indian Country. 

Collaboration between AIANTA and tribal 

nations has led to organizational success. The 

honesty of question responses may be 

questioned. To alleviate concern, interview 

protocol was followed precisely, which 

included an audio recording of each 

interview with participant agreement. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

First American nations in Oklahoma and 

across the United States are increasingly 

viewing tourism as a means of economic 

development and a way to share their tribal 

history and culture. This comparative case 

study interviews four First American tribal 

tourism department leaders in Oklahoma who 

are members of the American Indian Alaska 

Native Tourism Association to discover 

similarities, differences and patterns. The 

study seeks to glean common themes within 

the economic, social and cultural umbrellas 

to shed light on how First American tribes 

define and achieve success in tourism.  

 

Two guiding questions framed the case 

study; why does tribal tourism exist and what 

is the impact of tribal tourism on 

communities, tribal and non-tribal. Each 

question narrowed the lens of exploration, 

allowing the focus of the research to target 

outcomes and activities. Specifically, what 

does tribal tourism seek to accomplish, why 

are tribal destinations important, and how is 

tribal tourism different. Further, the case 

study explores how the benefits of tribal 

tourism are measured and the relationships 

between tribal tourism and communities.  

 

Four interviews with established tribal 

tourism departments, who had each been in 

existence for more than eight years, resulted 

in six key findings. First American tribes 

establish tribal tourism departments to 

promote tribal regions as a destination while 

providing an authentic educational 

experience. The communities within and 

surrounding First American tribal 

jurisdictions are key to tourism success; 

however, there is an opportunity to 

strengthen the partnerships and increase 

collaboration. First American tribes utilize 

technology as the primary means to market 

and promote the tribal destination. Tourism 

structure and operations within each tribe 

functions according to specific tribal need, 

which results in a varied level of 

commitment. Though commitment varies, 

each tribe is confident in tribal leadership's 

support of tourism efforts. Tribal tourism 

success is measured through pride, 

destination affinity and feedback from within 

the organization, its citizens, communities 

and visitors. Lastly, the greatest need 

identified for First American tribal tourism 

departments was increased collaboration 

internally and externally and additional 

funding. 

 

Findings brought to light four 

recommendations in which AIANTA and the 

Oklahoma tribal tourism departments can 

work collectively to increase, with the 

ultimate objective of increasing tourism 

participation across Indian Country. 

AIANTA, with the assistance of the four case 

study tribes, should establish tribal tourism 

network chapters, creating collaborative 

groups outside of the American Indian 

Tourism Conference for sharing information, 

data and resources. Tribal tourism network 

chapters should develop and administer 

community stakeholder surveys throughout 

tribal jurisdictions to increase community 

participation and understanding in tribal 

tourism efforts. AIANTA and tribal tourism 

departments should focus on the means to 

champion the value of tribal tourism to 

internal and external stakeholders as a way to 

bridge the communications gap and 

ultimately increase funding. Lastly, tribes 

should work collectively to establish 

integrated marketing communications to 

extend the value of marketing funds and learn 

from one another’s past and current efforts. 

Integrated marketing communications will 

save First American nations time and money 

as well as present shared values and a unified 

tourism perception. 
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Each First American nation operates 

uniquely according to their constitution and 

government structure. For these reasons, one 

cannot precisely define a superior structure to 

be utilized by all First American nations to 

achieve success. The comparative case study 

sheds light on economic, cultural and social 

themes that contribute to tribal tourism 

success. 
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APPENDICES 
 

Appendix A 

Interview Protocols 
 

How do First American tribes define and achieve success in tourism? 

Ice Breaker 

 How are you? 

 Are you a member of a tribe?  And, if so, what tribe do you most closely affiliate? 

 What tribe do you represent in an official tourism capacity? 

 What project(s) have you been working on lately? 

Background 

 How does the Tribe define tourism (i.e. gaming, outdoor recreation, tours, cultural 

center)? 

 Does the Tribe see their culture important to their tourism product/program?  If so, how 

does your tribal tourism program support the Tribe’s cultural perpetuation goals? 

 How long have you worked in tourism? 

 How long have you worked in tribal tourism? 

 Do you have any experience in tribal tourism outside of your current role? 

 Why did your tribe start a tribal tourism department? 

 When was the department created? 

 Who participated in the development of the department? 

 How many people work within the department? 

 What is the department responsible for within the organization? 

 Under what branch of the tribe does the department exist? 

Current Landscape 

 How does the Tribe tell its story through their tourism program and/or product? 

 What role do the keepers of the culture play in your tourism development and planning? 

 How is the department funded? 

 Is the budget volatile or flat? If so, up or down? Flat for how long? 

 Do you anticipate the department growing in employees or oversight in the next one 

year? Two years? Three years? 

 How do you define success?  

 Who participates in the process of defining success? 

 Who is excluded who should be part of the conversation of defining success? 

 How do you measure success? 

 Does the tribe contract with any vendors to provide ROI data? If so, who and for what 

data? 

 Does the department have an adequate budget? 
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 Does the department earn revenue? If so, how? 

 Is revenue earned directly by the tourism department measured? Important? Does it 

impact the budget?  

 Do you believe the department would exist if no revenue were earned? 

 What is the department’s single most important goal? 

 How do you measure the success of the goal? 

 What does the department do well? 

 What could the department do better? 

 What criteria do you use to measure the department's success (or failure)? 

 Do you receive feedback from leadership regarding the department's efforts? 

 Is there any information you currently do not have access to that would assist in the 

department's efforts? 

 Does the department have a strategic plan? Is the plan kept up to date? 

 Do you have clear, realistic objectives? 

 Do you have support for senior leadership? 

 Do you have good communication internally with partners? 

 Do you have good communication externally with partners? 

 Are other departments involved in tourism efforts? 

 Do other departments understand tourism? 

 Do other departments support tourism? 

 Do you have sufficient/well-allocated resources? 

 What additional resources would assist tourism efforts? 

 Is technology relevant to the department's tourism efforts? 

 How does technology impact success? 

 What internal relationships are most important to the department's success? 

 What external relationships are most important to the department's success? 

 What factors have you identified that assist in successfully marketing your destinations? 

 Are there any roadblocks to tourism success internally? Externally? 

 Do you collaborate with other tribes who have a tourism department? 

 What is most valuable from that/those relationships? 

 What, if anything, do you wish that/those relationships also provided? 

 Do you collaborate with other tourism entities? 

 What is most valuable from that/those relationships? 

 What, if anything, do you wish that/those relationships also provided? 

Imagery 

 Do you include native imagery in your marketing efforts?  

 Do you notice a difference between imagery that includes native images and those that do 

not? What? 

 Do you have any data that supports the belief? 

 What avenues do you use to promote your destination? 

 If budget were no issue, where would you advertise? 

Explore 
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 Where within the tribal structure, should tourism reside? 

 Expectations of the department? 

 What components should be under the tourism umbrella? 
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Appendix B 

Master Matrices 
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