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Geo•tour•ism (n): tourism that sustains or

enhances the geographical character of a place –

its environment, culture, aesthetics, heritage, and

the well-being of its residents.

Geotourism MapGuide

How to develop a

What is a Geotourism MapGuide?
• It is a two-sided map-brochure of superi-

or quality, conveying geotourism informa-

tion in both map and accompanying text

blocks. 

• It is co-branded with the destination and

requires contributions from local commu-

nities. 

• It is intended for wide distribution,

preferably free. 

• It is funded by the destination. 

• If necessary, it can be supported  by

advertising, but without advertisers’ con-

trol of editorial content. 

Partners:
The National Geographic Society

(NGS) creates the map and 

provides editorial guidelines

A local geotourism alliance is

the initiating partner. An alliance

of local individuals and organi-

zations representing all facets

of geotourism—history,

nature, culture, cuisine, arti-

sanry, etc.—contributes local

content in consultation with NGS, solicits

advertising if needed, handles distribution

and possibly production. The local alliance

must take the initiative and so rightfully

earn pride in knowing that this is their

product.  Both partners’ names and/or

logos appear on the MapGuide. 



Purpose
MapGuide content should meet these

goals:

• Promote the types of tourism that best

sustain the natural and cultural attributes

of a place, especially by benefiting the

local communities.

• Better inform local residents about the

character of their locales, including cultur-

al, historic, and environmental assets and

how protecting and enhancing them can

provide tourism benefits.

• Similarly inform tourists, including the

supportive roles they can play while 

visiting.

• Provide this information at National

Geographic standards of editorial quality

and credibility. A Geotourism MapGuide is

not promotional advertising.

• Provide this information for free, in an

attractive way, superior in editorial quality

to the customary advertising-driven or

directory-style brochures often available in

tourist destinations. Provision for selling

MapGuides can also be arranged, provid-

ed sales support geotourism goals.

Standard Content
Each MapGuide has a number of consis-

tent features:

• Map notes, 5 to 30 words each, will be

the hallmark feature, jointly produced by

NGS and the local alliance.

• A “destination dynamics” text block,

100-250 words, describing the distinctive

characteristics of the locale, including

opportunities, threats, and the role of

tourism, such as the impact of visitor

spending. 

• Other text blocks can address such mat-

ters as “Nature,” “History,” “Aesthetics,” or

“Traditions” as appropriate, each providing

an overview. Text jointly produced by NGS

and local contributors. Topics will be cho-

sen and written by the local alliance mem-

bers or affiliates, with editorial review by

NGS.

• Guide to information sources, including

websites, other brochures, local publica-

tions, radio/TV, visitor centers, events,

books and novels about the area, etc.

• Tips for visitor spending and behavior

that supports the character of the place,

such as patronizing locally-owned shops

and local artisans. Additional tips on what

not to do in terms of etiquette and respon-

sible travel.

• Supporting advertisements only if need-

ed and clearly separate from editorial con-

tent. Advertisers are not promised identifi-

cation on the map itself.



Custom Content
MapGuide content is the responsibility

of the local geotourism alliance. The

content chosen should reflect and sup-

port the character of the place, while

de-emphasizing destructive or unsus-

tainable types of tourism. The content

should guide visitor spending accordingly.

The alliance’s task is to work with

communities to identify those attributes

most distinctive of, or unique to, the

locale. It is a good idea to tap many differ-

ent community sectors in this exercise, as

it can raise awareness about the value of

the area’s unique assets. Civic organiza-

tions and local publications may be good

sources to tap for suggestions. Center for

Sustainable Destinations staff will answer

queries and requests for advice from

alliance members.

Everything is a candidate; often

what seems normal and mundane to resi-

dents—a small family-owned restaurant

that’s been serving the local specialty for

generations, an annual festival honoring

cultural heritage—is fascinating to visitors

from afar. For that reason, it’s good, too, to

talk to visitors and potential visitors. 

Nominations for inclusion on the

map might include a public park, muse-

um, a historic site, as well as a private

enterprise such as a craft coop, a music

café or lodge with unique local attributes.

Schools, civic groups, newspaper editors,

librarians, naturalists, historians, commu-

nity elders, can all suggest nominations.

In any locale, people and organiza-

tions may disagree on sites or descriptions

for the map. National Geographic will

therefore make the final determination on

wording and selection. 

A test for inclusion on the

MapGuide is to ask, “Is this spot, attrac-

tion, business, or activity somehow dis-

tinctively ours?  Could I find this same site

in another region?” Here are some sample

sites, topics, and aspects to consider: 

Culture and traditions

• Food and drink, including local agricul-

tural products and methods

• Performing arts: music, dance, theater,

including street performances

• Arts and crafts, including non-franchise

local shops

• Festivals, including distinctive ways of

celebrating national holidays

Nature and environment

• Distinctive wildlife habitat, on land or in

the water; great birding sites

• Notable trees and flowers

• Links between local nature and local

culture – history, cuisine, events

Heritage sites

• Historic sites that provide some type of

interpretation or experience

• Archaeological sites with intrepretation,

especially those with community involve-

ment

Aesthetics

• Areas that have nice scenery, appropri-

ate lighting, freedom from billboards.

• Areas that are most pleasing to be in

• Businesses there that deservie support 

Visitor experiences

Tours or sites that combine any of the

above, including short, marked itineraries

or driving trail/routes that take in a variety

of businesses and attractions



For more information:
Jonathan B. Tourtellot

Director

Center for Sustainable Destinations

National Geographic Society

1145 17th St. NW

Washington DC 20036

(202) 857-7349, fax (202) 429-5712

e-mail: sustour@ngs.org

www.nationalgeographic.com/travel/sustainable

Funding, Printing, and Distribution
Because the MapGuide is offered free to

travelers and residents, it is the responsi-

bility of the local geotourism alliance to

secure funding for production.  This may

involve soliciting advertising or seeking

funding from donor agencies.

Advertisements may appear on the

MapGuide but are separated from the edi-

torial content. Advertisers may not review

editorial content.

The MapGuide is produced by the

Cartographic Division of National

Geographic Society, in consultation with

the Center for Sustainable Destinations. 

The MapGuide may be printed either by

NGS or at a facility more convenient to the

local geotourism alliance. Production must

meet National Geographic quality stan-

dards.

The local geotourism alliance cre-

ates a distribution plan with specific

strategies to target tourists both before

they travel and while they travel.

Forming a Geotourism Alliance 
The local geotourism alliance needs one

leader or organization to spearhead the

effort, maintaining communication with

NGS throughout map production.  Alliance

members should represent all aspects of

geotourism – they might work for historic

preservation, conservation, and environ-

mental nonprofits, or in private-sector

businesses and organizations that legiti-

mately support and practice geotourism.

Alliance members may need to include

someone who knows how to solicit adver-

tising or obtain grants. A local editor who

can refine site descriptions will keep costs

lower.

Alliance members are committed

to the in-depth process of map produc-

tion, which may take a year or more to

complete.  One major task of the alliance

is to help nominate sites for the

MapGuide.  Thus, the alliance is a bridge

between locals and NGS, gathering infor-

mation on sites nominated and consulting

with NGS on selection.  NGS accepts

responsibility for final selection in accor-

dance with editorial guidelines.


