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Did you know that over a  
million people a month visit 
a Web site that explains the 

workings of ordinary items (www.
howstuffworks.com)? Have you ever 
wondered how your organization 
could take advantage of people’s 
fascination with how things run?

A growing number of nonprofits 
are doing just that by creating 
tours, museums, and visitor centers 
for the public. Known as consumer 
experience tourism, this new form 
of marketing satisfies people’s  
curiosity while creating personal 
connections with them.

How can you use this marketing 
technique to bond with your orga-
nization’s stakeholders? Here are 
some suggestions:

GiVE toUrS to tHE pUBLiC.

Educate People. A tour provides 
a wonderful opportunity to reach 
out to clients. Blood donors, for  
instance, may be less resistant to 
giving blood after they’ve toured 
the blood donation and collection 
facilities. Or, a parent may be more 

likely to enroll a child in an af-
ter-school program at the Y after 
touring the premises and meeting 
the counselors. For that matter, the 
children may be more interested 
after seeing other kids enjoying the 
activities.

Tours are also a great way to  
inform potential supporters about 
your work’s impact. Prospective 
donors may better appreciate the 
plight of the homeless after inter-
acting with them in a shelter.  
Potential volunteers may be touched 
by the people who need their help 
and will appreciate the chance to 
inspect the work environment  
before joining the volunteer pro-
gram. Politicians or philanthropic 

givers may better understand the 
lack of resources available to fight 
a problem and have a more sympa-
thetic ear in the future.

Open Up Communication. Invit-
ing the media and influential mem-
bers of the community to tour your 
facility conveys an open communi-
cation style and proves you have 
nothing to hide. Such a tour  
may stimulate positive press and 
word-of-mouth buzz. Corporate 
partners may be drawn to organi-
zations that are more open in their 
approach, given the greater likeli-
hood of positive association for 
their companies.

If your organization struggles 
with negative publicity or stereo-
typing, tours can help you cultivate 
a positive image. For instance, a 
psychiatric hospital or home for 
troubled youth may create uneasi-
ness among local residents. Tours 
can showcase the positive outcomes 
of this work.

How to Get Started. First, identify 
groups in your region that could 

benefit from a tour of your facili-
ties. Translate their benefit into a 
benefit for your organization. For 
instance, a recycling center host-
ing school children may stimulate 
dinner-table discussions about the 
need to recycle. Tours of a women’s 
shelter may inspire greater gifts of 
food and clothing.

Some guidelines for offering 
tours:

• Solicit questions from the  
audience before the tour to identify 
specific concerns.

• Tailor the tour to the audience’s 
information needs. 

• Make sure your facilities are 
clean and organized for your guests.

• Confirm that tour guides are 
well-trained and understand the 
needs and interests of your guests.  
They must be able to tell your story 
clearly, concisely, and accurately. 

• Provide a hands-on experience 
to increase the tour’s effectiveness.

• Allow plenty of time for ques-
tions and answers both during and 
after the tour. Don’t make visitors 
wait until the end of the tour to ask 
questions. 

• Incorporate a multi-media pre-
sentation into the tour (or at the end) 
to tie the whole experience together 
for your guests.

• Provide visual materials, such 
as pictures or flow charts, after the 
tour to reinforce what was covered.

• Contact guests within a week 
of the visit to address any new 
questions.

CrEAtE A ViSitor CENtEr.

Instead of, or in addition to, 
holding tours, you may want to 
create a visitor center or museum.  
Such a center needn’t be large to 
have an impact. A 20 x 20 room 
could highlight your organization’s 

achievements and promote the 
need for continued support. Here 
are suggestions to follow when  
developing such a center:

• Be sure admission to the  
center is free or inexpensive.

• Provide free literature or give-
aways such as key rings or booklets.

• Maintain scheduled operating 
hours. Don’t require advanced  
reservations except for groups.

• Create a small shop, selling  
inexpensive snacks and merchan-
dise related to your mission.

• Give visitors the opportunity 
to watch a video that tells your  
organization’s story.

HoLD A VirtUAL toUr.

An especially cost-effective way 
to open your organization to donors, 
clients, volunteers, and other  
interested parties is through the 
Internet. With digital photography 
and streaming video, you can  
create a virtual tour, available any 
time the user desires. The National 
Association of College and Univer-
sity Foodservice, for example,  
provides virtual tours of nine 
benchmark kitchen operations 
over its Web site (www.nacuf.org). 

You probably already have photos 
and video you’ve used for fundrais-
ing.  Digitizing these images and 
loading them to your Web site is an 
inexpensive first step in opening 
your organization to others.  If you 
don’t have a site, get one. Commu-
nication specialists may provide 
this service at no charge as an  
investment in your cause. Or, con-
tact a local college for a computer 
science student interested in such 
work.

tAKE A toUr YoUrSELf.

Tours provide the opportunity to 
benchmark your practices against 
those of other organizations.  Visit 
the tours and visitor centers of 
nonprofits and for-profits in your 

area. The book Watch It Made in 
the USA profiles 288 tours, muse-
ums, and visitor centers located in 
all 50 states, the District of Colum-
bia, and Puerto Rico (see “Suggested 
Readings”).

EMULAtE tHE  
for-profit SECtor.

Marketers in the for-profit sector 
are forging relationships by hosting 
guests and highlighting their work 
(see “Suggested Readings” for ex-
amples).  Let’s do the same in the 
nonprofit sector. Our need to bond 
with consumers, donors, volunteers, 
politicians, and other interested 
parties is equally great. Consider 
inviting more groups to your facili-
ties. Go ahead, show off a little.

Suggested Readings

Arany, Lynne & Archie Hobson, 
Little Museums: Over 1,000 Small 
(And Not-So-Small) American 
Showplaces, Henry Holt Publishers.

Axelrod, Karen & Bruce Brum-
berg, Watch It Made in the U.S.A.: 
A Visitor’s Guide to the Companies 
that Make Your Favorite Products, 
John Muir Publications.

Berger, Jack & Eunice Berger, 
Inside America: The Great Ameri-
can Industrial Tour Guide: 1,000 
Free Industrial Tours Open to  
the Public Covering More than  
300 Different Industries, Heritage 
Publishing.

These books are available at 
www.amazon.com.

Mark Mitchell is chair of the Depart-
ment of Management, Marketing, and 
Law, Coastal Carolina University, 
755 Highway 544, Conway, South 
Carolina 29526, mmitchel@coastal.
edu. Dr. Mitchell earned a D.B.A. from 
Mississippi State University.  He has 
worked with a variety of nonprofit  
organizations and is an active speaker 
for service organizations. Sheila 
Mitchell, CPA, is instructor of account-
ing at the University of South Carolina 
Spartanburg. She earned her Master’s 
of Professional Accountancy from 
Clemson University. As an auditor, 
she has worked with many nonprofit 
and public-sector clients.
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