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GROUP TRAVEL has long played a vital role in Iowa’s tourism economy—bringing together 
seniors, social clubs, students, and faith-based groups to explore our landscapes, experience our hospi-
tality, and contribute to our local businesses. These travelers don’t just pass through; they connect with 
our communities, stay in our hotels, dine in our restaurants, and return home with stories about Iowa 
worth sharing.

As group travel rebounds from the challenges of recent years, we are at an important juncture. Iowa Travel 
Industry Partners (iTIP), in collaboration with the Iowa Tourism Office, undertook this Group Travel Market 
Analysis to better understand where Iowa stands today—and what opportunities exist to grow this sector 
of the tourism economy.

This analysis represents a statewide effort to listen, learn, and synthesize information into recommenda-
tions. Through surveys, interviews, and in-depth research, we gained insight into who is currently visiting 
Iowa within group travel, where we have room to improve, and how we can better position our commu-
nities to meet evolving expectations. We heard clearly that while Iowa is celebrated for its friendliness, 
affordability, and location, there are key opportunities to enhance our offerings—especially in unique 
attractions and multi-region itineraries.

This analysis provides steps we can take to elevate the group travel experience—whether by modernizing 
motorcoach-friendly infrastructure, crafting compelling stories that reflect the range of Iowa’s destinations, 
or working together across regions to deliver memorable, seamless experiences. It also provides clarity on 
emerging segments—from student travel to faith-based tourism—where Iowa’s potential to grow group 
travel is strong.

At iTIP, we believe that tourism is both an economic engine and a means of building community pride. 
The insights and recommendations in this report reflect that belief—and the belief that when we work 
together, we can build a visitor and local economy that is stronger, more resilient, and more inclusive.

I’m grateful to all the suppliers, operators, and other partners who shared their perspectives to help shape 
this report. Your voices are critical to shaping Iowa’s future in the group travel market. I invite all of you 
to dig into the findings and recommendations, and consider how to grow Iowa’s reputation as a premier 
destination for group travel. I am confident that we can bring more groups to Iowa—and make sure they 
leave already planning to return.

Yours in Tourism,

Chelsea Lerud 
Executive Director 
Iowa Travel Industry Partners
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E XECUTIVE  S UMMARY

Iowa Travel Industry Partners (iTIP), in collabora-
tion with the Iowa Tourism Office, commissioned 
this analysis to evaluate Iowa’s competitiveness 
and potential in the group travel sector. With group 
travel regaining momentum post-pandemic, Iowa 
wants to position itself as a more appealing and 
accessible destination for group tours, and to bet-
ter understand untapped markets.

Inputs into this analysis include a survey that went 
to suppliers and group travel operators, interviews 
with stakeholders, and desk research. 

Recommendations to enhance Iowa’s compet-
itiveness and potential in the group travel sector 
are organized into four categories: 

Destination Development
	▶ Elevate destinations to meet group travel expe-

rience needs. 
	▶ Meet and exceed the specific needs of the most 

common type of group traveler 
	▶ Cultivate more dynamic and unique experi-

ences
	▶ Consider itineraries that will attract the next 

generation 

Marketing & Messaging
	▶ Tell a new and compelling story of Iowa 
	▶ Speak to emerging audiences 
	▶ Develop a trade show strategy 

Collaboration & Relationships
	▶ Invest in relationships 
	▶ Help the tour operator make their clients feel 

special 
	▶ Work together for all of Iowa 

Advocacy & Education
	▶ Provide education on the value of tourism, and 

of group travel in particular 
	▶ Advocate for incentives that make Iowa more 

competitive 
	▶ Support advocacy that supports the 

motorcoach trade 

This analysis provides a foundation for Iowa’s 
tourism stakeholders to make informed decisions, 
build meaningful partnerships, and unlock new 
market opportunities. By focusing on high-impact 
improvements and coordinated messaging, Iowa 
can expand its footprint in the group travel market 
and increase tourism-driven economic gains.
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INTRO D UC TIO N

For four years, iTIP has been working to better 
understand and position the state to attract dif-
ferent travel sectors. This analysis, supported by 
both iTIP and the Iowa Tourism Office, focuses on 
group travel, what types of group travelers may 
find Iowa appealing, what messages may resonate 
best with planners, and what types of investments 
would yield benefits for growing this market of 
travel and tourism. iTIP hired Whereabout, a 
destination strategy firm, to lead this analysis. 
Whereabout specializes in tourism strategy plans, 
destination development, sustainable tourism, 
and tourism-related research.

The group travel industry has seen some signifi-
cant challenges in the past few years. In 2019, there 
were 1,717 operators of 27,753 motorcoaches and 
approximately 536,000,000 passengers nation-
wide. Passenger count dropped to approximately 
125,000,000 in 2020 as a result of the Covid-19 
pandemic. A rebound has been happening, and 
in 2022, the most recent year for which data is 
available, there were 1,374 motorcoach operators 
utilizing 24,792 motorcoaches nationally, resulting 
in approximately 47,000 jobs in the U.S.1 

While the travel sector has been strengthening, 
new challenges have emerged. A spring 2025 
survey from the National Tour Association, Amer-
ican Bus Association, and Student & Youth Travel 
Association of their members demonstrates that 
just over half have seen lost business, bookings, 
or visitation to the US from Canadian and other 

international groups. This has been felt more 
strongly by sellers like DMOs and hotels than by 
motorcoach operators. The concern at the front of 
minds is economic uncertainty, recession risk, and 
consumer confidence.2

This analysis presents background information 
and recommendations for the Iowa tourism indus-
try to consider as it strategizes on how to grow 
this travel and tourism market. Some of the data 
and recommendations are shared at a state level, 
while some are shared at a tourism area level. 
The Iowa Tourism Office developed the concept 
of Iowa’s five tourism areas as a streamlined mar-
keting strategy to better reflect traveler behavior 
and strengthen the state’s tourism identity. These 
areas highlight the diversity of Iowa’s landscapes 
and experiences, helping both visitors and plan-
ners more easily connect with what each region 
has to offer.

Lakes & Land
Named for the Iowa Great Lakes and native prairie 
landscapes, this region features outdoor recre-
ation, music heritage, and wide-open spaces.

Loess Hills & Beyond
Centered on the rare Loess Hills formations, the 
name also nods to the cultural and natural experi-

ences that stretch beyond the hills.

Capital Country
Anchored by the state capital, this region blends 
urban energy with surrounding rural charm and 
iconic landmarks.

Driftless Area
Named for its unique, unglaciated terrain, this 
scenic region features bluffs, trout streams, and 
outdoor adventure.

Storied & Scenic
A mix of rich history and Mississippi River views, 
this area reflects Iowa’s cultural roots and natural 
beauty.

This five tourism area framework makes it easier 
to showcase Iowa’s distinct destinations and con-
nect them to group travel opportunities.

Capital Country

Storied & Scenic

Des Moines

Cedar Rapids

Davenport
Iowa City

Loess Hills 
& Beyond

Fort Dodge

Council Bluffs

Lakes & Land Driftless Area

Cedar Falls DubuqueSioux City

Mason City

Ames

Ottumwa

Marshalltown

Decorah

Carroll
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METHO D O LO GY

The information and recommendations contained 
in the report were gathered through the following 
activities, performed between December 2024 and 
June 2025: 

Interviews
We interviewed 10 group travel suppliers and 
11 group travel operators. Suppliers represent 
destination management organizations, conven-
tion and visitors bureaus, hotels, motorcoach 
companies, and attractions such as museums or 
high-profile restaurants. Operators include tour 
operators and guides. 

Desk Research
In addition to reviewing all background material 
provided by Iowa Travel Industry Partners and its 
team, we conducted internet research of orga-
nizations such as American Bus Association and 
the National Tour Association. This information 
provided a robust context for the work.

Survey
81 individuals responded to a survey shared with 
group travel suppliers and operators. Participation 
was incentivized for operators, a group that we 
believed to be harder to engage, by providing a 
drawing for a $100 gift card. While some questions 
were the same across suppliers and operators, 
there were sections unique to each. For suppliers, 
the survey asked about why they believed group 
travel came to their area, who they believe to be 
their competitor states, and their assessment of 
the quality of visitor experience for group tour 
participants. For operators, the survey asked 
about why they book group travel to Iowa, what 
improvements could be made to lead to more 
booked group tours to Iowa, and their assessment 
of the quality of visitor experience for group tour 
participants.

Statewide Benchmarking
We assessed Iowa against its six surrounding 
states across a set of attributes that pertain to 
the visitor experience. The purpose of this is to 
provide a broad brushstroke comparison of where 
Iowa stands against its primary competitive set. 

AT TRIBUTE S  OF  GROUP 
TR AV E L  IN  IOWA
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AT TR IBUTE S  OF  GROUP 
TR AV E L  IN  IO WA

Group Travel Participants
Of the 40 survey respondents who identified as a 
group tour operator or somebody who plans group 
coach tours that pass through Iowa, or whose end 
destination is Iowa, 39% plan for seniors. The next 
most common types of tours are for social groups, 
special interest groups, and religious groups. For 
the survey respondents who identified as part of 
the Iowa tourism industry, they indicate religious 
groups, seniors, social groups, special interest 
groups, and sports teams all make nearly equal 

tours to their region, with a range from 12% to 
22% of all tours.

Tour operators shared that the average tour length 
is 4-5 days, with the most common size of tours 
having between 30 and 49 participants. Tourism 
industry suppliers shared that the average tour 
length was over one day, indicating that they have 
an overnight component.

The number of tours planned for Iowa from this 
group ranged from none to more than 20, with the 
most common response being 1-2 trips annually. 

TOUR TYPES ACROSS TOURISM AREAS: AS REPORTED BY TOUR OPERATORS AND SUPPLIERS (N=49)
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For those 8 survey respondents who indicated that 
they do not book group tours to Iowa, 5 shared 
that there was little interest from their clientele to 
travel to Iowa; 2 are looking to visit in future years, 
and one indicated that they are located too close 
to Iowa.

Group Travel Draws
Tour operators take tours to all five tourism areas 
of Iowa. Capital Country was the most popular 
area and Loess Hills & Beyond was the least. 

The appeal of the destination amenities and 
attractions was the primary reason operators 
booked tours to Iowa, followed by proximity/
central geography for attendees. Tourism 
industry suppliers identified these two fac-
tors plus the affordability of the destination 
amenities and attractions as the top reasons 
that group tours are booked in or through 
their destination.

The quality of the visitor experience was ranked 
high throughout the state by tour operators, with 

QUALITY OF VISITOR EXPERIENCE: TOUR OPERATORS VS. SUPPLIERS (N=46)
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entertainment & nightlife and conference & meet-
ing facilities having lower scores from this group. 
By contract, tourism industry suppliers rated these 
dimensions of the visitor experience lower. 

When asked what improvements could be 
made that would lead operators to booking 
more group tours in Iowa, the top two cate-
gories of open ended responses related to 1) 
more assistance from the DMO; and 2) sharing 
unique and/or more activities for an itinerary.

While not quantitative, a majority of interview 
respondents indicated that seniors make up a 
significant portion of the group travel they lead or 
welcome. Interests included, and are not limited 
to: history & culture, movie sites, girls weekends, 
and agritourism. Anecdotally, more hands on, 
unique experiences are draws for group tours. 

Regional Attributes
As seen in the survey, all five tourism areas see 
group travel to varying degrees. The following pro-
vides additional anecdotal information on group 
travel attributes to each area, based on survey 
responses.

As a note, all areas see seniors, social groups, and 
special interest groups as their top three most 
common groups. The information in each tour-
ism area below specifies the next most common 
group type(s) as this presents an area of potential 
opportunity to grow group travel in the area.

Capital Country
For the 16 tour operators that have tours going to 
or through this area, the two most common types 
of groups after seniors, social groups, and special 
interest groups are religious groups and students. 
The appeal of the destination’s amenities and 
attractions was the most commonly identified 
reason for these individuals to book group tours in 
Iowa, followed by the proximity/central geography 
for attendees.

Nine tourism suppliers identified this tourism area 
as the location of their scope of responsibility. Stu-
dents are the most commonly seen type of group 
after seniors, special interest groups, and social 
groups. Only about half of the survey respondents 
that fall into this category indicated what they 
believe is the reason group tours are booked to 
this area, with proximity/central geography for 
attendees most frequently cited as the top reason.

Driftless Area
15 tour operators indicated that they have tours 

going to or through this area. The two most com-
mon types of groups after seniors, social groups, 
and special interest groups are religious groups 
and adventure/activity. The appeal of the desti-
nation’s amenities and attractions was the most 
commonly identified reason for these individuals 
to book group tours in Iowa.

Three tourism suppliers identified this tourism 
area as the location of their scope of responsi-
bility. Outside of seniors, special interest groups, 
and social groups, the most common group type 
are students. The most cited reasons they believe 
group travel is booked to their area include: the 

affordability of the destination’s amenities and 
attractions and the proximity/central geography 
for attendees.

Lakes & Land
For the 11 tour operators that have tours going 
to or through this area, the most common type 
of group after seniors, social groups and special 
interest groups is religious groups. The appeal of 
the destination’s amenities and attractions, as well 
as the proximity/central geography for attendees 
are cited as most commonly identified reasons for 
these individuals to book group tours in Iowa.

CAPITAL COUNTRY GROUPS: SUPPLIERS AND OPERATORS COMBINED (N=25)
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DRIFTLESS AREA GROUPS: SUPPLIERS AND OPERATORS COMBINED (N=17)
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LAKES & LAND GROUPS: SUPPLIERS AND OPERATORS COMBINED (N=15)
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Four tourism suppliers identified this tourism area 
as the location of their scope of responsibility. 
Outside of seniors and special interest groups, 
the most common group types are religious 
groups and sports teams. The most cited reasons 
they believe group travel is booked to their area 
include: appeal of the destination’s amenities 
and attractions, proximity/central geography for 
attendees, and the proximity to other things for 
attendees to do.

Loess Hills & Beyond
For the 7 tour operators that have tours going to 

or through this area, the most common group 
type outside of seniors, social groups, and special 
interest groups are students. The affordability of 
destination amenities and attractions is the most 
commonly identified reason for these individuals 
to book group tours in Iowa.

This region was not cited by any tourism suppliers 
as the location of their scope of responsibility.

Storied & Scenic
Of the 15 tour operators that have tours going 
to or through this area, the most common types 

of group after seniors, social groups and special 
interest groups are adventure/activity and reli-
gious groups. The appeal of the destination’s 
amenities and attractions is the most commonly 
identified reason for these individuals to book 
group tours in Iowa.

13 tourism suppliers identified this tourism area 
as the location of their scope of responsibility. 
Outside of seniors, social groups, and special 

interest groups, the most common group types 
are religious groups, students, and sports teams. 
The most cited reasons they believe group travel 
is booked to their area include: appeal of the 
destination’s amenities and attractions, and the 
affordability of the destination’s amenities and 
attractions.

LOESS HILLS & BEYOND GROUPS: SUPPLIERS AND OPERATORS COMBINED (N=7)
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STORIED & SCENIC GROUPS: SUPPLIERS AND OPERATORS COMBINED (N=28)
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STATE WID E 
BENC H MAR K ING

Iowa often considers the six surrounding states as 
its primary competitors: Illinois, Minnesota, Mis-
souri, Nebraska, South Dakota, and Wisconsin. We 
gathered data on how Iowa performs compared 
to these states on a few general attributes, as 
detailed below. The attributes examined include: 
infrastructure, hotel accommodations, restaurant 
rankings, and a “Happiest States” index. These 
were selected because they help to tell the story of 
how each state meets travel needs, or the general 
culture and climate of the state. These rankings 
are taken into consideration later in this analysis 
when presenting statewide recommendations.

Generally, Iowa’s strengths compared to other 
states are:

	▶ Road infrastructure
	▶ Being a “Happy State”

Generally, Iowa scores worse than the primary 
competitor states in:

	▶ Aviation infrastructure
	▶ Restaurant rankings

Infrastructure
The American Society of Civil Engineers develops 
statewide report cards for the quality of infrastruc-

ture. The scores for Iowa and surrounding states 
for quality of aviation facilities and road quality 
can be seen below.3 The grades consider capacity, 
condition, funding, future need, operation & main-
tenance, public safety, resilience, and innovation. 
Iowa’s aviation score is the lowest of the group, 
while its road score is the highest.

ASCE INFRASTRUCTURE REPORT CARD

State Aviation Roads

Iowa C- B-

Illinois C+ D+

Minnesota B D+

Missouri C D+

Wisconsin C+ C

Note: infrastructure scores were not reported for Nebraska or South Dakota

While ASCE considers the overall condition of 
Iowa’s aviation infrastructure as relatively stable,  
the organization notes that pavement conditions 
are showing some deterioration with age. Addi-
tionally, ASCE notes that while aviation funding 

has grown in recent years, investments are less 
than the need to replace or repair components in 
poor condition.

ASCE notes that a 2015 increase in the state fuel 
tax helped fund pavement improvements, result-
ing in a decrease from 29% to 25% since 2019 of 
roads in poor or mediocre condition. A similar 
improvement is noted in the condition of rural 
roads over the same time period, with a decrease 

from 15% to 6% of rural roads considered in poor 
condition.

Hotel Accommodations
By aggregating TripAdvisor scores and insights 
from the U.S. News and World Report, Iowa’s hotel 
accommodations rank 8.3 out of 10, fifth of the 
seven states seen below.4 

Factors that contributed to a lower score include: 
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limited luxury and upscale offerings compared to 
states like Illinois and Minnesota; a less diverse 
portfolio of hotels compared to cities like Chicago, 
IL or Minneapolis, MN, and limited national brand 
flagships, such as a Four Seasons or Waldorf Asto-
ria.

Factors that are strengths for Iowa are: 
unique boutique and historic lodging, a solid 
value for the money, and excellent marks for 
cleanliness and hospitality.

Restaurant Rankings
By aggregating Yelp restaurant rankings, Iowa’s 
restaurants receive 3.5 out of 5 stars, on par 
with Nebraska and South Dakota.5 Factors that 
contributed to lower Iowa’s score include: fewer 
high-density culinary cities; less diversity in differ-
ent cuisines offered, and variability in restaurant 
ambiance.

Factors contributing to a stronger score 
for Iowa include: the ability to source local 
ingredients and be farm-to-table, and value 
for price.

Happiest States
World Population Review is an online data 
resource that provides rankings and data on 
demographics and different world geographies. 
One such ranking is a Happiest State ranking, that 
evaluates 30 indicators covering emotional and 
physical well-being, work environment, and com-
munity & environment, such as job security, rate 
of adult depression, and income growth.6 Positive 
assessments on these types of attributes are what 
make a place a desirable place to live, and desir-
able places to live are more likely to be desirable 
places to visit. Iowa ranks 19th amongst all states 
with a score of 58.6 on a 0-100 scale where 100 is 
the happiest.

While Iowa did not score poorly in any one area, 
the study notes Iowa has less urban greenspace 
compared to peers.

Attributes in which Iowa is strong include: 
an overall very low unemployment rate, and 
a higher frequency of volunteerism which 
demonstrates a stronger sense of community 
and social cohesion. 
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STATE WID E 
REC OMME NDATIONS

Recommendations to make Iowa more compet-
itive in attracting group travel can be organized 
into four categories:

1.	 Destination Development: These recommen-
dations primarily focus on specific assets and 
attributes of the place.

2.	 Marketing and Messaging: These recom-
mendations focus on how to talk about Iowa 
and what to consider regarding messages that 
resonate with future visitors.

3.	 Collaboration and Relationships: These 
focus on how DMOs interact with each other 
and tour operators.

4.	 Advocacy and Education: These recommen-
dations address the macro-climate in which 
group travel exists, and potential advocacy 
positions.

Destination Development

1	 Elevate destinations to meet group travel 
experience needs

A hotel that can accommodate a larger 
group; motorcoach parking; and restaurants 
that can not only accommodate groups, but are 
enthusiastic about hosting groups. Tour operators 
we interviewed shared both great experiences and 

lackluster experiences to illustrate what groups 
need for tours to really work well. The great expe-
riences touched on exemplary customer service 
from DMOs, a warm welcoming by restaurants 
and attractions, and ease of maneuvering with a 
larger group. Similarly, group travel is possible 
only when the overall package pencils out. Having 
special group rates at hotels is one way to attract 
more overnight groups.

“We have senior groups, and it is important to drop 
them off close. That kind of parking is easier in Iowa 
than other destinations.” —Tour Operator

“If Iowa wants to get into tours better, they 
need to think like a group operator, not a 
government entity. And they need to train the 
frontline.” —Tour Operator

“Group dining gets tricky. Most of our communi-
ty’s restaurants cannot seat 50 people at once.” 
—Supplier

“...[I look for] Hotels that are motorcoach friendly. 
That means I can get a room block, baggage han-
dling, and motorcoach parking that is free. And the 
hotel will have a workable attrition clause.” —Tour 
Operator

“I want net pricing when I call hotels, but some 
give me the commissionable price. It doesn’t feel 
like there is training in the group travel industry.”  
—Tour Operator

2	 Meet and exceed the specific needs of 
the most common type of group traveler 

Seniors are the most common group trav-
eler to Iowa. Compelling itineraries and attractions 
can provide additional details on accessibility, 
including front-of-door drop offs, distance from 
dropoff to the destination, and the availability 
of benches. This demographic is also interested 
in ensuring there are sufficient restrooms at a 
location so that the time waiting in line is reduced. 
At the same time, this demographic is interested 
in remaining active and engaged; identifying 
attractions and activities that fit their needs is 
paramount.

“Most of my clients are retired, and the average 
age is 73. It is important to have the walkability 
factors known, like how long should we stay in a 
place? What are the walking distances? Can we 
drop off people at the front door? How much time 
will people be on their feet? Are there benches 
along the way?” —Tour Operator

“We see an older demographic, but they are 
more active than they used to be. They want 
more adventure. People don’t want shopping 
time as much. They want to be outside, to do 
hands-on [activities]. They want something 
that is more engaging. People don’t want to 
be thought of as an old person.” —Supplier

“We have up to 50 people in my groups. We need 
comfortable seating and sufficient restrooms for 
that many.” —Tour Operator

“It is important to drop our senior groups off close. 
This is easier in Iowa than in big city destinations.” 
—Tour Operator

3	 Cultivate more dynamic and unique expe-
riences

Multiple tour operators shared that rotat-
ing exhibits, hands-on experiences, and things 
that help to make the group feel special are 
selling points. Examples of special things include: 
having the Mayor or other elected official join 
and welcome the group to town, having special 
after-hours experiences that are not available to 
the general public, and being more than just a 
spectator of the place. 

“What feels like going above and beyond 
is when we are able to give our clients the 
things they don’t know about. They’ll know 
the iconic places, but we throw in the unique 
things.” —Tour Operator

“My people love it when the Mayor comes to meet 
them. They feel important. When we arrive, I want 
my people to feel special. It is as much about the 
feeling as it is the product.” —Tour Operator

“I love it when we can have an after-hours thing at 
a museum.” —Tour Operator

“They want unique experiences, hands-on activ-
ities, and things that are more than just a tour.” 
—Supplier

4	Consider itineraries that will attract the 
next generation

Group travel, especially in Iowa, is most 
commonly composed of seniors. That said, there 
is an opportunity to begin to attract the younger 
generations, especially for those tourism areas 
that currently see student groups and adventure/
activity groups. This can be done by incorporating 
more adventurous activities like kayaking, and 
hands-on experiences in agritourism.
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“As tourists get younger, we need different 
things—maybe not the cheese factory, but 
wineries, kayaking, more adventure.” —Tour 
Operator

“I love that Iowa is pushing outdoor recreation right 
now. We have great trails nearby. We need to get 
bike/kayak rentals set up.” —Supplier

“Iowa is a great place for student travel. We have 
the State Capitol, five Smithsonian affiliated muse-
ums, botanical gardens, and agritourism. We have 
so much that larger cities have, too.” —Supplier

“We will always be an agricultural state. Instead 
of shaking this, let’s lean into this. Dive into farm-
to-table. Foodie tours are great and people love 
them.” —Tour Operator

Marketing and Messaging

1	 Tell a new and compelling story of Iowa

It is no surprise that the common mis-
conception of Iowa is as a fly-over state, 

traditional, and full of corn and soybeans. This 
sentiment was shared repeatedly in interviews 
and through the survey. And while it is true that 
agriculture is important in Iowa, so many other 
facets of the state were shared in interviews and 
the survey that dispel this misconception. Iowa 
has gems that should not be hidden. From distill-
eries like Templeton, new development along the 
Mississippi River in Dubuque, and outdoor adven-
tures such as RAGBRAI, there is a story waiting to 
be shared.

“Iowa is simply not an easy sell. I’ve canceled more 
Iowa trips than I’ve run. I couldn’t get the numbers 
to pencil.” —Tour Operator

“For people who have never been to Iowa, they 
have an idea in their head of what Iowa is. They 
may not prioritize Iowa for their vacation. Iowa sur-
prised me with how much I love it. If you don’t have 
experience there, the general conception is ‘not a 
vacation place.’” —Tour Operator

“You don’t need an ad in the Super Bowl, but let’s 
get the word out.” —Tour Operator

“There is a nice variety in Iowa, but people 
think of Iowa as a group of farmers. But there 
is so much more. Iowa has contributed to 
music, inventions, and agricultural research. 
We have so many unique gems.” —Tour Oper-
ator

2	 Speak to emerging audiences

The three primary audiences for group 
travel to Iowa for all tourism areas are 

seniors, special interest groups, and social groups. 
Within each tourism area, there is some variation 
regarding the next most common types of group 
tour audiences, as evidenced by the survey results 
summarized below. These categories represent 
opportunities to attract emerging audiences. 
DMOs can consider itineraries that may appeal to 
these groups as a way to grow visitation.

Adventure/
Activity

Religious 
Groups

Students

Capital 
Country • •
Driftless 
Area • •
Lakes & 
Land •
Loess 
Hills & 
Beyond •
Storied & 
Scenic • •

“Most of my clients are seniors. But even-
tually, the younger generation will be older. 
Hitting it now and going for that 30-40 range 
is a good start and target market. As they get 
older, they will understand the importance of 
travel and start to bring their families along.” 
—Tour Operator

“Recently, I’ve seen more state and city DMO 
advertising on social media to younger people, 
and places are now emphasizing nature and the 
outdoors. That is so big right now.” —Tour Operator

“The person who wrote The Music Man was born 
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in Mason City. We have props from that movie in a 
museum. But there are no high school band trips to 
that place.” —Tour Operator

“Most everything here used to cater to older people. 
Since I started in 2021, I’ve been putting in hands-on 
exhibits for kids.” —Supplier

3	 Develop a trade show strategy

When trade shows occur, it will benefit 
Iowa to have a solid game plan in place 

ahead of time. There are a number of components 
that go into this kind of plan: 

	▶ Know the markets Iowa is seeking. First, there 
are three regular audiences for group tours, 
and three emerging markets for each tourism 
area as shared above. Next, it is important 
to keep in mind that Iowa is more of a drive 
market for group tours—it is less common for 
individuals to fly to Iowa to do  a group tour. 
Groups that originate on one side of Iowa—say 
to the east—are less likely to take on itineraries 
that go to the other side of the state.

	▶ Research and identify tour groups in surround-
ing states that align with those markets. This 
entails performing desk research to identify 
groups within a set driving distance to Iowa, 
their primary audiences, and identifying those 
operators most aligned with Iowa’s offerings.

	▶ Be ready to share pre-set itineraries that meet 
the interests of those markets. For example, 
pre-set itineraries in the Driftless area may 
focus on outdoor water-based adventures and 
sharing its unique geological history given that 
adventure is one of the emerging group tour 
types seen in this tourism area. 

	▶ Share itineraries that maximize the probability 
of increased overnights in Iowa by connecting 
activities and attractions in multiple Iowa com-
munities. By activating the relationship strat-
egy of working together, Iowa can make a more 
compelling case for groups to stay overnight, 
and thus have a greater economic impact.

	▶ Post-show, follow-up with a personal note 

within three days. Also consider connecting on 
LinkedIn, adding the individuals to newsletters 
shortly thereafter. To stay in mind, consider 
following-up two months later with any new 
seasonal pitch or an invitation to a FAM tour as 
appropriate.  

“When I met with Chelsea, she gave me every-
one’s profile sheet—who, what, when, where 
and why of each attraction at that show. I 
have eight books of these. This is my first 
quick reference. What she did impressed me 
greatly.” —Tour Operator

“We have to work together. We have to know what 
we all have to offer. Tours are spending multiple 
days. We have to know what the other offerings are 
and sell people on the whole state.” —Supplier

“When we go to trade shows, it may be just me, 
and I need to educate these planners on Iowa as a 
whole. I don’t want us to be a drive-through state.” 
—Supplier

“While we may not be as active in going to shows or 
maybe not showcasing Iowa enough, We find a lot 
of value in going to travel shows.” —Operator

Collaboration 
and Relationships

1	 Invest in relationships

The Covid-19 pandemic prompted some 
significant staffing changes at DMOs. Tour 

operators, however, have remained the same. 
Given staff turnover, it is increasingly important 
to make an effort to ensure continuity. This could 
be done by maintaining specific files on commu-
nications with each group travel supplier so that 
anyone in the office can pick up where someone 
else left off. Similarly, the experience a tour oper-
ator has with a DMO may make or break whether 
a group comes to that community. Communica-
tions need to be about relationship building, not 
just a transaction.

“It is all about relationships. You have to be easy 
to work with, quick to respond, and trustworthy.” 
—Supplier

“The hallmarks of the best experiences with DMOs: 
they don’t tell me to go to the webpage or send a 
catalog. They talk to me. They share their personal 
experiences. They talk about the venues that work 
well. They share the hidden gem. They create an 
experience. They do the story telling. They help 
make the tour authentic.” —Tour Operator

“I know quickly when a DMO ‘gets’ group 
travel. They help me brainstorm. They think 
beyond their area. They look across the 
boundaries. They want to become a destina-
tion, not just a pass through. They partner 
with other regions. They think beyond the 
box. They come to me. They follow up. I don’t 
have to hunt them down.” —Tour Operator

“I get that there can be staff turnover. When the new 
person comes on board, they need to be informed 

and be given an electronic portfolio about the tour 
group.” —Tour Operator

“We could do better to have our DMOs reach out to 
travel planning companies to let them know what 
we have. We need to show them what Iowa has to 
offer.” —Tour Operator

“[at our DMO] We don’t have anyone organizing 
group trips, and it may affect our ability to attract 
them.” —Supplier

2	 Help the tour operator make their clients 
feel special

While tour operators acknowledge that 
meetings & conventions and sports tourism are 
bigger drivers for DMOs and that group travel 
may be a lower priority, tour operators’ clients 
are their sole priority. There are several small 
things tour operators identified that help them 
make their clientele feel special. First, a DMO can 
identify hidden gems that may not be on a typical 
itinerary. A DMO can also take a standard itinerary 
and help tailor it to the unique needs of the group. 
Sometimes there are special events, or upcoming 
milestone events in the 1-3 year planning horizon, 
that could provide clients “bragging rights” by 
experiencing such exclusivity. Milestone events, in 
particular, are compelling to know about in that 
multi-year time frame as that coincides with the 
calendar planning of tour operators.

“I’m always looking for an elevated experience. 
Anyone can drive to a destination, but they come to 
the group because I’m going to elevate the experi-
ence. What elevates an experience is that we get to 
be the first when something opens. My people want 
the bragging rights.” —Tour Operator

“I’d like to develop a five-year tour plan for every 
state that was at the Midwest Marketplace.” —Tour 
Operator
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“Every demographic is looking for an expe-
rience that they could not get if they drove 
there themselves.” —Tour Operator

“Not all tours are the same. I like when DMOs 
spend time with me to understand the needs of my 
travelers, then we do a spin for my people.” —Tour 
Operator

“Some places will offer us a Welcome Box that 
we can give away on the coach, or they will 
send brochures to us before we depart. It helps 
us make a goody bag. Extra things mean a lot.”  
—Tour Operator

3	 Work together for all of Iowa

Repeatedly, tour operators shared that 
there are very few places in Iowa that war-

rant an overnight stay on their own. The overnights 
come when there are sufficient activities and 
attractions shared together to warrant the time. 
Often, no one place has this, but a collection of 
places will. To that end, DMOs can be prepared to 
sell a broader region to a tour operator by having 
familiarity with nearby activities and attractions. 
Further, DMOs can have some pre-built regional 
itineraries ready so they can be tailored to the 

unique needs of a tour group. 

“Have better marketing of ‘pre-built’ itineraries for 
our region. I know that’s hard to do, but even if we 
could pair up with different destinations within our 
tourism region to make promotional materials for 
these, I think it would be incredibly helpful.” ‚—Sup-
plier

“No one is coming to Iowa for one thing. Not one 
city. Not one destination.” —Tour Operator

“If you partner locations, depending on which 
direction a tour is coming from, you’ll see better 
success. I’ll be more apt to do the central to east 
side of the state based on my point of departure.” 
—Tour Operator

“If you don’t make a diverse enough itinerary, you 
won’t fill the coach.” —Tour Operator

“DMOs need to know their product and what 
is next door. They need to be willing to partner 
together and work together, I’ll work with the 
region that works together.” —Tour Operator

Advocacy and Education

1	 Provide education on the value of tour-
ism, and of group travel in particular 

Helping to bring in groups to stay at 
hotels, eat at local restaurants, and frequent local 
attractions is a way to maximize these existing 
assets mid-week when other types of visitation are 
lower. While interviewees shared that some policy 
makers get it, more information could bring more 
people on board.

“Group travel is often overlooked. They are the trav-
elers that are coming in [mid-]week booking 20-30 
rooms when we are looking for traffic. Our message 
needs to be out there.” —Supplier

“I helped a candidate win a seat in the state Sen-
ate this past fall. He had no idea about the state 
involvement with tourism. I don’t think electeds are 
as involved in this. They don’t look at the economic 
development impact. Iowa is more about agricul-
ture and farming.” —Tour Operator

“When I started, we had motor coach groups 
do day trips. It was my goal to get them to... 
work with our partners to get folks to expe-
rience more, and to inject some money into 
local businesses’ pockets. I stretch the time 
groups stayed here and the money spent here. 
Now they spend more time, and sometimes 
have 2- to 3-day itineraries.” —Supplier

2	 Advocate for incentives that make Iowa 
more competitive

While Iowa may see more meetings & con-
ventions come to the state because of incentives, 
those incentives may also benefit group travel. 
Meetings & conventions can be a person’s first 
exposure to a place and can be a hook to come 
back for leisure. As such, supporting the com-

petitive landscape for meetings & conventions 
can have a positive and indirect impact on group 
travel. Similarly, there are some incentives that 
directly benefit group travel, such as working with 
hoteliers to have set group hotel rates.

“The problem I see with group tour business is that 
it is considered third class. Everyone wants con-
ventions since that is where the big money is. Then 
people want sports. After that, it is groups.” —Tour 
Operator

“iTIP wants to help with interstate coordination, 
and we need money from the Legislature.” 
—Supplier

“Some destinations, like Louisville, Missouri 
and Richmond Virginia, incentivize overnight 
stays by giving us dollars back if we book over 
a certain threshold of hotel nights. This car-
ries on to our participants.” —Tour Operator

3	 Support advocacy on behalf of the 
motorcoach trade

In February 2025, the American Bus 
Association performed analysis of the impact 
of a potential 25% tariff increase imposed on 
Canadian imports to the motorcoach industry. 
It found that the U.S. would see an approximate 
$3.1 billion decrease in sales annually by 2026, 
and a loss of 14,460 jobs. Impacts would be felt on 
both the cost of obtaining motorcoaches and on a 
dampening of visitation.7 

This kind of advocacy and support can be achieved 
in a few ways. First, a DMO can share information 
to local stakeholders and elected officials to bring 
awareness to the issue and to describe a local 
impact. Next, a DMO can write letters of support 
for the ABA position. Last, a DMO can get more 
involved with state and national tourism organiza-
tions to grow their own awareness and to contrib-
ute to a larger and louder voice.
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TOURISM ARE A 
OP P ORTUNIT IE S
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The ratings of visitor experience above come from a combination of the research done for this report and 
the Meetings and Conventions Market Analysis report—representing 99 respondents, we averaged the 
scores for each facet of the visitor experience by tourism area, allowing us to see individual strengths. 
For example, Loess Hills & Beyond scores particularly high on Accommodations, Arts/Culture/History, and 
Wine/Beer/Spirits.

In the pages that follow, we’ve provided tourism area-specific recommendations based on the data above 
and the conversations we had with interviewees.

TO URIS M AR E A OPPORTUNIT IE S

The previous section of this report shares state-
wide strategies that will be useful to increase 
group travel to Iowa. However, within each of 
Iowa’s 5 tourism areas, there are specific avenues 
of strategic opportunity that present themselves, 
and this section of the report offers some sug-
gestions as to how each tourism area may work 
locally to improve its own group business. 

The table to the right indicates emerging audi-
ences for group travel by tourism area. These areas 
of focus will help to future-proof group business in 
each tourism area by strategically diversifying the 
group tours market. 

Adventure/
Activity

Religious 
Groups

Students

Capital 
Country • •
Driftless 
Area • •
Lakes & 
Land •
Loess 
Hills & 
Beyond •
Storied & 
Scenic • •

When we combine the survey inputs from both 
tour operators and the in-state suppliers (next 
page), we see which tour types are most common. 
Seniors is far and away the largest group, but 
demographic shifts may lead to a decline in this 
market over time. Specific tourism areas have indi-
vidual strengths—for example, Storied & Scenic is 
strongest with social groups and special interest 
groups, while Loess Hills & Beyond is strongest 
with student groups. 
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Driftless Area Opportunities

1	 Meet and exceed the specific needs of the most common type of group travelers in the Driftless 
Area, especially seniors and social groups

Seniors and social groups are the two most common types of group tour in the Driftless, and desti-
nations in this tourism area may want to ensure adequate accessibility, as well as assets and activities that 
are hands-on, but also easy-going for these groups—in contrast to the emerging audiences, below.

2	 Cultivate more dynamic and unique experiences, especially adventure/activity

With adventure groups identified as an emerging market for the Driftless Area, destinations in this 
tourism area should focus on the development of assets and activities that are geared toward a 

younger, more active lifestyle.

3	 Speak to emerging audiences in the Driftless Area, especially adventure/activity and religious 
groups

The unique landscape of the Driftless can be used as a strong marketing lever to build on the pop-
ularity of groups that prioritize outdoor recreational activities. Religious groups are identified as another 
growth market for the Driftless Area to communicate with. 

Capital Country Opportunities

1	 Elevate Capital Country to meet group travel experience needs, with a focus on agritourism

Among the five tourism areas, Capital Country has strengths in Agritourism and in Retail/Shop-
ping. Because agritourism is more activity-based, and because it’s something that plays to Iowa’s 

reputation (tourists can shop anywhere), we recommend a focus on developing and promoting agritour-
ism experiences that enhance group tour itineraries.

2	 Meet and exceed the specific needs of the most common types of group travelers for Capital 
Country: seniors, special interest groups, and social groups

Like the other tourism areas, Capital Country has a lot of senior tours, but special interest groups 
and social groups are also strong. A focus on destination accessibility for older groups, as well as hands-on 
activities that can be enjoyed by any of these three groups will help to continue attracting them to Capital 
Country.

3	 Speak to emerging audiences in Capital Country, especially religious groups and students

Religious groups and students were identified as emerging audiences for Capital Country, and 
these groups will likely have a younger average demographic, and the development of assets and 

activities for these groups is warranted to build future resilience for the group tours market in this tourism 
area.
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Lakes & Land Opportunities

1	 Cultivate more dynamic and unique experiences in the Lakes & Land Area, especially playing to 
the relative strength in dining and arts/culture/history

Of the five tourism areas, Lakes & Land rated highly for visitor experience in restaurants and arts/
culture/history. Thinking about these things in combination, experiences like farm-to-table might be 
strong and unique experiences to offer group tours, as well as more hands-on experiences such as cook-
ing classes or arts and crafts activities.

2	 Consider Lakes & Land itineraries that will attract the next generation, playing to relative 
strength in entertainment and nightlife

Lakes & Land also has a stronger rating for nightlife, which will help with the attraction of younger 
tour groups, and which is also a significant contributor to the economic impact of visitation. Nightlife, 
in this case, does not mean the kind of nightlife you’d see in a large city, but rather a broader selection 
of things to do (and spend money on) after dinner, which could include things like dance lessons, live 
acoustic music in restaurants or pubs, or evening ice skating in winter months. 

3	 Speak to emerging audiences, especially religious groups

Focusing the promotional messages about Lakes & Land toward those groups who might make up 
a larger portion of future group travel will support the strategic diversification of the group travel 

market in this tourism area.
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Storied & Scenic Opportunities

1	 Cultivate more dynamic and unique experiences, especially playing to strength in events & 
festivals

Storied & Scenic’s Events & Festivals scored higher relative to other tourism areas in the survey, 
and the development of unique and engaging experiences—especially focused on the demographics of 
the current group tour visitors and the emerging audiences—can help build loyalty with tour operators.

Loess Hills & Beyond Opportunities

1	 Cultivate more dynamic and unique experiences, especially playing to the Loess Hills & Beyond 
Area’s relative strength in beverage and arts/culture/history

Probably owing, at least in part, to the Templeton distillery, the Loess Hills & Beyond tourism area 
has stronger visitor experience scores in Wineries/Breweries/Distilleries. There is also an advantage in 
Arts/Culture/History, and the two combined can drive the development of experiences unique to this part 
of Iowa.

2	 Elevate destinations to meet group travel experience needs, and play to strength in accommo-
dations

The Loess Hills & Beyond Area also scored well on Accommodations, and strategic partnerships 
with lodging partners can leverage this to create truly memorable hospitality that will foster ongoing 
group tour business. 

3	 Speak to emerging audiences, especially students

An emerging group tour audience for Loess Hills & Beyond is students, and marketing strategies 
dedicated to this segment can begin to build momentum.
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2	 Meet and exceed the specific needs of the most common type of group travelers in Storied & 
Scenic: seniors, social groups, and special interest groups

The current group tour mix for Storied & Scenic includes Seniors, Social Groups, and Special Inter-
est Groups. Especially considering the higher frequency  of Senior visitors, measures to make assets more 
accessible and to include hands-on activities will support the operators bringing these groups. 

3	 Speak to emerging audiences, especially adventure/activity and religious groups

Emerging audiences for Storied & Scenic include Adventure/Activity and Religious. While these 
two groups will likely respond to different sets of marketing messages, the strategic promotion 

of some of these messages through local marketing channels will build for the next generation of group 
travel in this tourism area.

AP P E NDIX  A : 
SURV E Y RE SULTS
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Respondent Split: Tour Operators Vs. Hosts

N=81

49%51%

I am a group tour operator or somebody
who plans group coach tours that pass
through Iowa, or whose end destination is
Iowa

I am part of the Iowa tourism industry, and
my organization seeks to attract group
coach tours to our part of Iowa

To
ur

 O
pe

ra
to

r 
Re

sp
on

se
s

please indicate which region(s) of Iowa you your coach tours take 
place in or pass through (check all that apply):

Operators N=20

18%

11%

25%

22%

24%

Lakes & Land—Northwest 
Iowa

Loess Hills & Beyond—
Southwest Iowa

Capital Country—Central 
Iowa

Driftless Area—Northeast 
Iowa

Storied & Scenic—Southeast 
Iowa

The group coach tours I plan are for these kinds of groups (mark 
all that apply):
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How many participants do the group coach tours you plan or book 
most commonly involve?

Operators N=36
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How many days long is a typical tour you plan or book?

Operators N=36
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On average, how many group tours do you plan or book per year in 
Iowa?

Operators N=36
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• We currently have not had any interest from passengers 
wanting to travel to Iowa.

• We design completely custom tours based on our 
clientele.  They are typically choosing the destination 
they are going to based on an event or performance 
opportunity and then have us build an itinerary around 
that.  We also don't work with a lot of schools in the 
Midwest and the majority of our groups stay within a 10 
hour bus drive of their home.  Few of them fly into their 
destinations. 

• not enough draw. Guests aren't aware of the 
opportunities, so it does not sell well. 

• Our groups are ad-hoc. Visit to Iowa are very rarely 
requested

• We haven’t visited Iowa yet with our group but it is on 
our radar.  We tried to book for 2025 an issue arose on 
our end and we couldn’t make it happen.

• Too close 

• Just took over an existing business and they visited 
there last season.  Looking to try a tour in 2026.

• Haven't gotten an itinerary that sparks my interest yet.

You indicated that you do not plan or book any group tours in 
Iowa–what keeps you from choosing Iowa for booking or planning 
group tours?

Operators N=8
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What are the top reasons you book group tours in Iowa (check all 
that apply)?

Operators N=20
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how would you rate the quality of visitor experience for group 
tour participants across the following dimensions?
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What improvements could be made that would lead you to book 
more group coach tours in Iowa?
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Aside from the group coach tours you plan or book in Iowa, which 
of these states do you also plan or book coach tours in? (check 
all that apply)
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• I love Iowa - we just need a reason to bring performing 
arts students there and ideally probably work with 
schools much closer to Iowa. I had the pleasure of 
winning a trip there and it was absolutely amazing, 
every aspect of it.  I would love to plan a trip for myself 
and my friends and family in the future but not sure 
what that would look like. 

• If people know about your destination, tour operators 
will come. The more you can do to promote your 
destination to general public, the more groups you will 
get :).

• Restaurants that are group friendly are difficult to find. 
Hotel terms for coach tours need to be simple like a 
courtesy block. Education for businesses that want 
group travel is necessary. 

• With the cost of the rental of the motorcoach rising and 
the costs of hotels, dining and attractions, it is 
becoming difficult to offer patrons a good deal and 
have them participate in tours

• Suggested itineraries for the state or group incentives 
to overnight might be helpful

• Need tour ideas, sample itineraries, positive marketing

• We really like visiting Iowa.  We go east and west on I-80 
a lot!  We like to keep up to date on new things going on 
and unique businesses to visit.  

• Consistent communication.  Help with itinerary 
planning. Doesn't help when you ask and told will get 
back to and no one responds back. It's discouraging 
then. 

• The visitor centers in the different destinations have all 
been most helpful!  This is our first year offering our 
tour and we hope to make it an annual one.  

• Hard to get ahold of the DMOs sometimes

• I would love some multi day - detailed itineraries with 
unique events, festivals for our groups.

Is there anything else you think we should know that would 
inform our study of the group coach tour market in Iowa?

Operators N=11

Su
pp

lie
r 

Re
sp

on
se

s

Using the map above, please indicate which region(s) of Iowa your 
scope of responsibility is within (check all that apply):

Suppliers N=27
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The group coach tours in my region comprise these kinds of groups 
(mark all that apply):
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How many participants do the group coach tours in your 
destination most commonly involve?
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Suppliers N=27

How many days long is a typical tour within your specific 
destination?

Suppliers N=27
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On average, how many group tours are you aware of in your 
destination each year?
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What do you believe are the top reasons that group tours are 
booked in or through your destination (check all that apply)?
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What improvements do you believe would lead to more group coach 
tours being booked in your region?

Suppliers N=21
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Which of these states do you consider to be direct competitors for 
group coach tour business for your location? (check all that 
apply)
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What would you list as your top three competitive CITY OR TOWN 
coach tour destinations in these other states?
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how would you rate the quality of visitor experience for group 
tour participants across the following dimensions?
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• Love they are looking at Iowa as destinations to stop by 
and this year we have had a few that are coming 
multiple times due to our ABA marketing through iTIP! 
So we get to have them come and tour our area and 
stay in our hotel and then take off to another Iowa 
location! :)

• This was challenging for me. We are just now seeing 
group tours make a "come back" since COVID. I've only 
been in the industry for 2 years. We don't actively 
recruit group tours. We will assist with ideas when they 
reach out to us but we don't get very many. Other than 
giving them ideas or connecting them to attractions, 
etc., we aren't actively engaged with them when they 
arrive.

• It would be helpful to know what kind of groups have 
been turned away or went in different directions and 
why? What market are these groups from? How can we 
as a community, work together to more attractive and 
win these bids.

• Most of the tour planners I work with want 
recommendations on other options in Iowa, 
particularly NW Iowa. They find itineraries that include 
multiple days and destinations very helpful.  

• We are a historical site

• For us we want to figure out how with the Lincoln 
Highway and Great River Road, Clinton can better 
situate itself for group tours. But also, what is our 
capacity as a town? 

Is there anything else you think we should know that would 
inform our study of the group coach tour market in Iowa?
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Group Tour Types Planned by Operators: by Tourism Area
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Group Tour Types Reported by Suppliers: by Tourism Area
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Group Tour Types Reported: Suppliers and Operators Combined

N=49
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Lakes & Land Groups: Suppliers and Operators Combined
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Driftless Area Groups: Suppliers and Operators Combined
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Quality of Visitor Experience: Operators vs. Suppliers

N=46
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Tour Operators: Quality of Visitor Experience by Tourism Area

Operators N=19
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Tour Suppliers: Quality of Visitor Experience by Region

Suppliers N=27
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What’s important in Destination: Operators vs. Suppliers

N=43
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Top Reasons To choose Tour Destinations in Iowa: By Region
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top reasons that Tours are Planned in Your community: By Region
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