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vA Guide to Intercity Visits

Message from the Authors

We are pleased to bring you A Guide to Intercity Visits: Community Development 
Through Leadership Exchange. This publication both highlights the value of intercity vis-
its for communities and provides a useful roadmap for launching a program. For cham-
bers that already have an intercity visit program, we hope this will be a useful tool to help 
evaluate and enhance your program. For those who have not yet taken the plunge, we 
hope this guide will encourage you to jump into the pool! 

Thank you to everyone who offered their insights and perspectives as we conducted 
research for this publication. The information contained here is based on many collective 
years of experience, and we greatly appreciate everyone’s willingness to share. 

We also want to thank our sponsors: Administaff, IBM and Jim Blasingame, Small 
Business Advocate. Without their generous support, the body of knowledge contained in 
this document would not have been chronicled. 

It is our sincere hope that this publication will not collect dust on your bookshelf. 
Instead, we hope this will help every step of the way as you launch your own program 
or begin planning for next year’s visit. We also hope that the discussion started here will 
lead to further exchange of best practices and lessons learned about intercity visits. We 
encourage chamber leaders to continue the dialogue online at http://www.acce.org/icv. 

Happy reading and safe travels!

Joan Mobley and Ian Scott
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city visits.

Aaron Nelson at the Chapel Hill-Carrboro Chamber of Commerce in North Caro-
lina for his candid remarks about the unique aspects of his chamber’s intercity visit pro-
gram. 

Bob Quick at Commerce Lexington in Kentucky for sharing his experience leading 
one of the nation's oldest and largest intercity visit programs.
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Chambers of commerce have conducted intercity visits for decades with great success, 
resulting in the sharing of ideas and fellowship among community leaders. Now, with 
this publication, associated website and other collateral resources, veterans of intercity 
visits are able to share their experiences and best practices of this outstanding chamber 
tradition with all who care about growing and improving their communities through a 
strong local chamber of commerce.

In this spirit of seeking excellence and high level of community leadership, Admini-
staff is proud to continue our support of ACCE and local chambers of commerce, and 
we’re honored to be able to co-sponsor the development, distribution and perpetuation 
of the wealth of information about intercity visits contained in this publication.
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Local chambers of commerce are the wellspring from which leaders of all disciplines 
and professions work together to improve and grow their communities and markets.  
One of the most exciting chamber programs over the years has been intercity visits 
among community leaders, which has resulted in a wealth of knowledge, experience and 
cross-community fellowship and goodwill.  

With the vision of ACCE and the cooperation of intercity visit veterans, this resource 
has been developed and is now offered in hardcopy and an associated website. As a co-
sponsor of this exciting resource, IBM is extremely proud to continue its work with 
ACCE and support the vital role chambers of commerce play in thousands of communi-
ties. 
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ixA Guide to Intercity Visits

The connection between chambers of commerce and the health of local markets – and 
indeed the strength of our national economy – is something that we feel very strongly 
about.  In fact our founder and president, Jim Blasingame, has been an active member of 
his chamber of commerce for more than 30 years.  We consider promoting chambers of 
commerce to be a very logical part of our work in support of small businesses.

Therefore, Small Business Network is very pleased to say that this year, part of our 
support for chambers is the co-sponsorship of the bound volume and the intercity visit 
website. We believe it will contribute greatly to the cooperation and goodwill among 
chambers and communities, and promote a 21st century dynamic that is taking place 
across the country: communities working together on regionally rather than locally.
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x A Guide to Intercity Visits

How to Use this Publication 

There are many ways to approach intercity visits, and this guide does not attempt to 
capture them all. Nor can this publication hope to contain a fraction of the value com-
munities have reaped by conducting these visits. What we will offer are two primary 
things: 

An in-depth, step-by-step guide to organizing and conducting intercity visits; 1. 
and 

A wealth of examples to illustrate why these programs are a worthwhile venture 2. 
for your Chamber and community.

For the novice intercity visit leader, the publication is intended to be a starting point. 
By providing a basic structural framework along with samples, suggestions, and lessons 
learned, we will give chamber leaders a foundation on which to build an intercity visit 
program that works in their unique communities. 

For experienced intercity visit leaders, we hope this publication can serve as a valuable 
tool to evaluate your program. We also hope you will uncover some new ideas to energize 
your future visits and discover new messages to communicate the program’s value to 
community stakeholders.

For the fi rst-time intercity visit leader: • Cover to cover, this publication is for 
you. Start by reviewing Intercity Basics (page 1) to get a fi rm grasp of what in-
tercity visits are, who they serve and why chambers organize them. Then check 
out our Program Profi les (page 8) to get a sense of how chambers conduct their 
programs and what value their members see in the visit. Finally, familiarize your-
self with Producing Intercity Visits (page 32). This section is an invaluable, step-
by-step tool that will help guide you from the program’s inception to wrap-up 
meetings after the visit.

Not sure an intercity visit is right for your Chamber? • If you are not sure this 
kind of program is right for your chamber and community, start by reading Why 
Intercity Visits (page 4). If you are still not convinced this kind of program is 
worthwhile, turn to the Program Profi les (page 8) to hear fi rst-hand from cham-
ber leaders, chamber members and program sponsors why the intercity visit is a 
valuable experience and a top priority every year.

For the experienced intercity visit leader: • You already understand the value, but 
perhaps you are considering making changes to your program? Maybe you want 
to take a larger delegation, stay an extra day, or make your fi rst cross-country trip. 
Check out the Program Profi les section (page 8) to read comments from inter-
city visit participants and have a glance at what other chambers are doing. As you 
prepare for next year’s trip, the Producing Intercity Visits section (page 32) can 
serve as a handy checklist to make sure you are covering all your bases. As you nar-
row down choices for your next destination city, use our Chambers on the Move 
chart available online at www.acce.org/icv to connect with other chamber leaders 
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xiA Guide to Intercity Visits

who’ve visited your top choices. You’ll also want to check out sample itineraries 
online to get interesting session ideas.

Think your Chamber is too small for an intercity visit? • If you think your cham-
ber doesn’t have the capacity to pull off a successful intercity visit, think again! Go 
to the Program Profi les section and read about the Chamber of Commerce of 
Walker County, Alabama (page 20) to learn how chambers of all sizes can benefi t 
from an intercity visit program. Also, Producing Intercity Visits (page 32) can 
help with some practical tips on how to work within your budget.
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1A Guide to Intercity Visits

Intercity Visit Basics

What is an Intercity Visit?

While the term might seem self-explanatory, many people we interviewed could not 
describe an intercity visit. Even among organizers, different motivations for conducting 
the visit led to different defi nitions. To avoid confusion, let us articulate the working 
defi nition we will use for this discussion.

An intercity visit is a regularly scheduled trip to another city or region taken by a di-
verse delegation comprised of leaders from a community’s public, private and nonprofi t 
sectors. The visiting delegation and leaders from the host community discuss challenges 
and opportunities their community is facing. The visit provides an opportunity for inter-
action among city leaders and facilitates exchange of best practices and lessons learned.  
These visits are often organized annually and thus serve as a regularly scheduled chance 
for collective community visioning.

There is an important difference between an intercity visit and a trade mission, or 
even a delegation conducting research for a specifi c project. While participants on an 
intercity visit may bring back new ideas for a proposed project or establish a new business 
connection in the host city, neither of those valuable outcomes is the primary reason for 
the visit. For our purposes, an intercity visit has two primary goals: 

 Sharing best practices and lessons learned; and1. 

 High-level networking among community leaders. 2. 
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2 A Guide to Intercity Visits

Who Conducts Intercity Visits? 

When we set out to chronicle intercity visits and create a guidebook for how to pro-
duce them, the fi rst step was to fi nd out how many communities already have a program. 
We also wanted to know the basics, such as destination cities, the number of people who 
join the visit, and the cost for participants. To help answer our questions, we conducted 
a survey of all ACCE member chambers to learn about their intercity visits. 

One hundred and sixty members, roughly 12 percent of ACCE’s total membership, 
responded to the January 2008 poll. Replies came from chambers in over 30 states as 
well as from Canada. Respondents represented some of the largest chambers in the coun-
try, such as those in Detroit and Cincinnati, each with over 40 full-time staff members 
serving metropolitan areas with millions of residents. We also received responses from 
chambers serving much smaller communities, such as Mount Airy, NC and Beaver Dam, 
Wisc. 

Half of the respondents to our survey indicated that they have an active intercity visit 
program. This ratio may not refl ect the activities of all 1,300 ACCE member chambers, 
but it suffi ces to say that many communities will conduct an intercity visit in any given 
year. 

Among chambers that do have an intercity visit program, roughly 65 percent organize 
a visit annually. According to our survey results, chambers of commerce are overwhelm-
ingly the lead organizers of intercity visits in their communities. On occasions when the 
chamber is not the lead, the visit is typically organized by an economic development 
agency or downtown alliance. It is also worth noting that some chambers partner with 
other chambers to conduct the intercity visit, particularly where they share elected of-
fi cials and community priorities. 

Our survey also shows that intercity visits are growing in popularity. A signifi cant per-
centage (34 percent) of chambers have conducted these visits for fewer than three years, 
and a majority (54 percent) have had the program for fewer than eight years. That said, 
there are also many chambers with a longstanding tradition of conducting intercity visits, 
and a handful that have run the program for over 25 years.

Delegation size varies widely. The highest proportion of chambers (43 percent) take 
from 75 to 125 people on their visit; yet 20 percent of chambers conduct their trips 
successfully with fewer than 25 people. The wide variance illustrates that there is really 
no magic number of delegates to bring. What’s more important is having a broad-based 
delegation inclusive of business, civic and elected leaders. It is also worth noting that very 
few chambers average over 125 participants on their visit. So while there may not be a 
magic number, our survey indicates that most chambers tend to keep their groups to a 
manageable size. 

As with delegation size, there is no magic number for the fee participants pay.  A 
majority (55 percent) of chambers charge between $1,500 and $2,500. This speaks to 
the sophistication of these programs and the importance participants place on the visits. 
However, 20 percent of chambers surveyed keep their cost per participant below $500. 
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This wide variation in participation fees suggests that intercity visit programs may look 
very different for different chambers. Chambers at the upper end of the price-per-partic-
ipant spectrum conduct multi-day trips to far-fl ung cities; their participation fees refl ect 
airfare and hotel costs. Chambers with a lower price for each participant may travel by 
bus to a nearby destination and return in the same day. The important commonality is 
that the programs foster an exchange of best practices and lessons learned between two 
communities and allow for high-level networking among community leaders. 

Anecdotally, autumn is the overwhelmingly preferred time of year to 
hold an intercity visit. Our survey shows that 60 percent of chambers go 
in the fall, compared with 20 percent in the spring, and only 10 percent 
in summer and winter. Weather is an obvious factor for choosing the fall, 
because intercity visits typically involve walking tours and sessions in locations all across 
town. State legislative calendars are another reason chambers typically prefer fall visits. 
Intercity visits are often organized through the chamber’s government affairs department, 
and since most state legislatures are in session in the spring, staff has more time to plan 
the intercity visit in the fall. 

The chambers that lead intercity visits are a very diverse group. Chambers of all sizes 
from all parts of the country have realized the value of this kind of program. In fact, it 
is incorrect to assume that all large chambers have an intercity visit program and that 
smaller chambers are less likely to have one. Some of the largest chambers that responded 
to our survey do not have an intercity visit program; while many smaller chambers, some 
with only one or two full-time staff, have made the trips.

Among respondents without an intercity visit program, when asked whether they are 
interested in building a program, 48 percent said “yes.” Those who are interested cited a 
broad range of challenges and perceived barriers. Some of the most common were:

I do not fully understand the goals of such a program.• 

Our members don’t understand the benefi ts of such a program.• 

We need interest from a broader group to be successful.• 

How do you make the trip useful with so many diverse viewpoints from individu-• 
als participating on the trip?

No time, no money, no idea how to go about doing it.• 

No available staff resources to devote time for researching and planning such a • 
trip.

Not sure that our community is large enough to benefi t.• 

Don’t have the fi nancial backing to do such a trip at this time. • 

Throughout this publication, we hope to answer these questions and allay these con-
cerns. 

60% of intercity visits occcur in 
the fall.
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4 A Guide to Intercity Visits

Why Intercity Visits?

The most tangible reason to conduct an intercity visit is to get new ideas. The visit 
provides an opportunity to introduce your delegation of civic leaders to innovative pro-
grams and impactful projects that may be adapted and implemented in your community. 
Candid speakers in the host city can also alert your delegation to the challenges and 
pitfalls with which they are currently struggling. You should select a destination city 
based on the specifi c issues facing your community. By choosing a destination where the 
citizens are dealing with similar issues, the visit can focus on best practices and become 
a true peer-to-peer learning experience. The lessons learned by delegates on an intercity 
visit can yield positive results in your own community.

Though perhaps less tangible than learning best practices, the net-
working and relationship building begun or cemented on an intercity 
visit is equally important for your community leaders. Through shared 
experiences and a common foundation of understanding, delegates be-
come a more cohesive team working to solve problems on behalf of the 
community. This teambuilding component provides the impetus for 
chambers to conduct these programs annually. 

 “The people who participate in the Music City Leadership Study 
Mission are some of our community’s most active leaders,” said Ralph Schulz, presi-
dent and CEO of the Nashville (TN) Area Chamber of Commerce. “They are the folks 

you know you can call on; they understand the issues our community is 
facing.” Harvey Schmitt, CCE, president and CEO of the Greater Ra-
leigh (NC) Chamber of Commerce, echoed a similar sentiment: “What 
is, perhaps, more important than the lessons learned is the relationship 
building among participants that leads to better cooperation and coor-
dination when folks come back home.” Jerry Mallot, CCE, executive 
vice president, economic development, of the Jacksonville (FL) Regional 
Chamber, added, “In my opinion, the greatest value from the intercity 
visit is the opportunity to bring top business leaders and government of-
fi cials together to discuss centrally important issues that we are never able 
to spend time on at home.”

Testimonials from hundreds of other delegates, organizers and hosts 
attest to the value of these trips. However, producing an intercity visit is a 
major initiative requiring time, money, and public support. Is it worth it 
for your Chamber?

Intercity visits will heighten the leadership profi le for your Chamber. 
They are important catalysts for economic and community development, 
and can be instrumental in garnering support for policy priorities. Intercity 
visits can also drive chamber membership and be an important source of 
non-dues revenue. If your Chamber would like to diversify its revenue, 
attract new members, strengthen its public policy and economic develop-

Through shared experiences 
and a common foundation of un-
derstanding, delegates become 
a more cohesive team working 
to solve problems on behalf of 
the community.

“ The people who par-
ticipate in the Music City 
Leadership Study Mission 
are some of our community’s 
most active leaders.”Ralph Schulz

President and CEO
Nashville (TN) Area Chamber 
of Commerce

“ The greatest value from 
the intercity visit is the oppor-
tunity to bring top business 
leaders and government 
offi cials together to discuss 
centrally important issues.”Jerry Mallot, CCE

Executive Vice President
Jacksonville (FL)
Regional Chamber
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ment activities, and bolster its position in the community, then you should defi nitely 
consider leading an intercity visit.

Leadership Role for the Chamber

ACCE’s National Chamber Image Campaign research showed that many chambers 
have diffi culty articulating their value proposition and do not have a strong public rela-
tions presence. The survey also revealed that many business owners and executives do 
not fully understand what chambers of commerce do or how the work of the chamber 
benefi ts the community and individual businesses. Conducting an intercity visit can help 
bolster the chamber’s image and reputation.

By taking the lead and convening a delegation of your community’s top elected, busi-
ness and civic leaders, the chamber’s profi le is heightened. The best practices sharing and 
relationship-strengthening that result from an intercity visit are tangible benefi ts that 
your members will notice and appreciate. 

Economic and Community Development

Economic development is no longer limited to offering tax incentives to attract new 
companies; it is about creating a climate that helps all to thrive. Companies that plan to 
expand their businesses are looking to invest in a city that will make it easier to attract 
and retain the skilled employees they need. 

 Skilled workers want things to do after work and on the weekends; they want to bike 
or bus to work; and they want to ensure that their children get a good education. Cul-
tural amenities, entertainment districts, public transit, downtown housing, green belts, 
jogging trails and quality public schools are all community development issues, and they 
are all issues appropriate for discussion on an intercity visit. 

Intercity visit trips yield new ideas, fresh perspectives and strength-
ened connections that translate to big wins for the enhancement of your 
community. Also, the trips provide an excellent opportunity to showcase 
the interconnectedness between economic and community development 
to sometimes skeptical leaders. Through an intercity visit, your organiza-
tion can be the catalyst for growth and development in your region. 

Membership Development

To be truly successful, an intercity visit program must be broad-based, including vari-
ous segments from across the community. Many chambers will have to reach beyond 
their core membership to convene an appropriately broad delegation. By reaching out 
to new segments of your community through the intercity visit program, you have an 
opportunity to connect with potential new members and expose them to the chamber’s 
other activities and benefi ts. Also, some chambers only invite members at a certain in-
vestment tier or dues level to participate. If this is the case for your Chamber, a popular 

Intercity visit trips yield new 
ideas, fresh perspectives and 
strengthened connections that 
translate to big wins for the en-
hancement of your community.

12841_Text_Pages.indd   512841_Text_Pages.indd   5 7/17/08   5:01:05 PM7/17/08   5:01:05 PM



6 A Guide to Intercity Visits

intercity visit program becomes an incentive for members to increase their investment 
level.

That said, the intercity visit itself is probably not an appropriate place to actively seek 
new members. The trip should be seen as an investment of time and energy in the com-
munity, not as an opportunity to make a sale. 

Issue Development and Support

Chambers of commerce exist to protect the interest of business, and as such, it is a 
chamber’s responsibility to speak up on behalf of the businesses they serve in the halls 
of government. This means developing an advocacy program and taking a stance on 

the issues that matter. Developing a stance on the host of complex is-
sues that will comprise your public policy agenda is not an easy task. It 
takes engagement from a well-informed delegation to craft and support a 
policy agenda. The intercity visit provides a unique opportunity to build 
consensus, frame the context of the issues, and bring the critical regional 
leaders to a common level of understanding and perspective. 

An intercity visit also provides your delegation the opportunity to see 
and experience what you envision for the future. Whether it’s a light rail 
system, state-of-the-art library, performing arts center, main street de-

velopment, new education program, or research park— before you try to sell your com-
munity leaders on a bold new idea, use the intercity visit program to help them visualize 
the end result.

The visit also provides the opportunity to present your delegates with background 
and reference materials to aid in the understanding of important issues. Furthermore, 
you can use the trip to gain valuable feedback and commitments from delegates. You will 
never again have the focus, energy, engagement and enthusiasm you can generate during 

the trip. The intercity visit can help you lay the groundwork to move 
your agenda ahead at home. 

Non-dues Revenue

The potential revenue generation of the intercity visit program is an-
other positive factor to consider. According to the 2006-2007 ACCE 

Chamber Operations Survey, membership dues account for approximately 40 percent 
of most chambers’ annual operating budget. The goal is to build a program that will, in 
time, cover all its costs and generate additional revenue for your bottom line. You have 
several options for generating net revenue: delegate fees, sponsorships, in-kind donations, 
grants, and underwriting. Each of these funding mechanisms is addressed in more detail 
in the Producing Intercity Visits section (page 32). Making Intercity Visits Profi table, 
from the August 2007 issue of Chamber Executive, also provides a detailed overview.

For more information on 
launching a chamber advocacy 
program check out Making 
your Chamber Make a Differ-
ence by ACCE President Mick 
Fleming, available to download 
online at www.acce.org. 

The intercity visit can help you 
lay the groundwork to move 
your agenda ahead at home.
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Program Profi les: First-Person Accounts

An old adage among chamber executives is that if you’ve seen one chamber, you’ve 
seen one chamber. The same holds true for intercity visit programs. Each program takes 
on unique characteristics based on the individuals who organize the visit and the com-
munities that participate. 

Having defi ned intercity visits and discussed their value for both chambers and the 
broader community, we will now profi le fi ve different intercity visit programs. The goal 
is threefold: we hope to paint a general picture of an intercity visit, draw out similari-
ties and differences between the programs, and capture the value these programs add to 
their respective chambers and communities. Our intent is not to champion any of these 
programs as the gold standard, although all of these programs are admirable and worthy 
of imitation. Instead we hope to illustrate some of the ways chambers have tailored the 
intercity visit concept to fi t their unique needs.

We will start with Chapel Hill, N.C., a quintessential college town where everything, 
including the intercity visit, revolves around the university. Then we’ll take a look at 
Raleigh, N.C., a city in the same region as Chapel Hill, but with a very different per-
spective. We will then examine Nashville, Tenn., a city of similar size to Raleigh, with a 
similarly long-standing intercity visit program. From Nashville we’ll venture to Walker 
County, Ala., a much smaller community that made its fi rst intercity visit in 2007.  In 
conclusion, we look at Lexington, Ky., a city with, perhaps, the longest running intercity 
visit program and largest delegation in the country.
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Chamber: Chapel Hill-Carrboro (NC) Chamber of Commerce
Community Size: 60,000
Chamber Staff Size: 9
Program Title: Intercity Visit and Leadership Conference
Years of Experience: 10
Average Delegation Size: 100
Program Frequency: Bi-Annual 

In March of 2008, Aaron Nelson, president of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro (NC) Cham-
ber of Commerce, graciously invited me to sit in on his board of directors meeting. One 
agenda item was a status report on the 2008 Intercity Leadership Visit. Many of the 
board members had attended the most recent trip to Madison, Wisc. in 2006, and they 
wanted to know what Aaron and his team had in store for this year. Aaron informed 
the group that while all the details were not yet fi nalized, they would be going to Ann 
Arbor, Mich., in September. Following the meeting, Aaron and several board members 
spoke with me about their community’s intercity visit program. From our conversations, 
I learned that the Chapel Hill-Carrboro community has a long history of intercity visits. 
Their story is distinctly rooted in the character of the town and its center of gravity, the 
University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill (UNC-CH). 

The Chapel Hill-Carrboro intercity visit program began in 1985 after a delegation 
from Lexington, Ky. visited the community the previous year and invited them to recip-

rocate. From the outset, the intercity visit program was not sponsored 
directly by the Chamber.  Instead, a separate group of community stake-
holders, including the Chamber, formed an organization called the Pub-
lic Private Partnership (PPP) to sponsor the visit. While the Chamber 
played an active role in organizing the trip and setting the agenda, it was 
the PPP that functioned publicly as the lead organizer. This dynamic was 
integral to ensuring participation from the university and other key com-
munity leaders who were unlikely to attend a Chamber event.

 After the fi rst trip to Lexington, the PPP led visits every other year for 12 years to 
various cities. They visited six college communities including: Bloomington, Ind. (Uni-
versity of Indiana); Boulder, Colo. (University of Colorado); Princeton, N.J. (Princeton 
University); Charlotte, N.C. (University of North Carolina at Charlotte); Champaign-
Urbana, Ill. (University of Illinois); and Ann Arbor, Mich. (University of Michigan). The 
Ann Arbor trip in 1997 was the last one organized by the PPP. Before the next trip, which 
would have been scheduled for 1999, UNC Chancellor Michael Hooker developed lym-
phoma and subsequently died in offi ce. With his death, the university’s commitment 
to the intercity visit program faded. Soon after, the PPP and its intercity visit program 
dissolved. 

It took nine years to summon the political capital needed to reinvigorate the once 
highly anticipated and well-attended visit, a testament to the primacy of the university 
in the community. In addition to securing renewed support from the chancellor’s offi ce, 

Commerce Lexington has one 
of the longest-running intercity 
visit programs in the country; 
2008 marked its 69th annual 
intercity visit.
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fi nding an appropriate organizational vehicle for the visits was vital groundwork needed 
to re-launch the program. The Community Leadership Council (CLC), formed in 2004, 
was the ideal choice.

The Community Leadership Council is underwritten by the Foundation for a Sus-
tainable Community, a separate charitable entity charted by the Chapel Hill-Carrboro 
Chamber. The Foundation was created to promote “the triple bottom line of community 
sustainability— environmental protection, social equity and economic prosperity.” The 
CLC was formed, in turn, “to advance sustainability issues, to prioritize objectives…, to 
develop a shared reference point among community leaders, and to plan and implement 
an inclusive intercity visit.” By being twice removed from Chamber governance and 
having a specifi c, community-focused agenda, the CLC had the necessary credibility to 
convene the intercity visit. In much the same way as the PPP had functioned initially, 
the CLC is an important intermediary to convene all stakeholders to plan for Chapel 
Hill’s future. 

 The 2006 trip to Madison, Wisc. was a triumphant return for the program; 102 
delegates attended. In addition to business and Chamber leaders, the participant list in-
cluded 16 representatives from UNC-Chapel Hill, 22 from city and county government, 
22 non-profi t leaders, and three media representatives. The three day (Sunday through 
Tuesday) trip included sessions on downtown development, workforce housing, arts and 
culture, town-gown (university) relations, environment and land use, and university re-
search parks. Featured speakers included several aldermen of the City of Madison, many 
University of Wisconsin offi cials, and the heads of various community non-profi t groups. 
The number of representatives from the business community was thin among the lineup 
of speakers, again refl ecting the broader community orientation of the program.

Nelson explained, “One of our biggest challenges is fi ghting a per-
ception of elitism.” He continued, “Skepticism about the Chamber and 
the business community in general is high here. For the intercity visit 
we have to work very hard to include everyone and be transparent.” To 
help ensure inclusiveness and participation from the non-profi ts, over 
$10,000 in scholarships was offered for the 2006 Madison trip. “No one 
is given a full ride,” said Nelson. “Everyone has some skin in the game.” 
“However,” he added, “we recognize that without scholarships, many im-
portant community leaders could not attend, and our delegation would 
not refl ect the diversity of the community.” 

The intercity visit is also very accessible to the media. “We are overly concerned that 
the trip may be perceived as a junket; as business people schmoozing university offi cials 
and elected leaders,” said Nelson. “To preempt those accusations we are very open about 
the visit with the media.” Local media are given information before the trip and invited 
to attend. Reporters from the Raleigh News and Observer, The Chapel Hill Herald, and 
local radio station WCHL 1360 AM made the 2006 trip. WCHL actually fi led hourly 
reports from Madison. After the trip, the Chapel Hill Chamber uploaded videos of each 

“ For the intercity visit we 
have to work very hard to 
include everyone and be 
transparent.”Aaron Nelson

President 
Chapel Hill-Carrboro (NC) 
Chamber of Commerce

12841_Text_Pages.indd   912841_Text_Pages.indd   9 7/17/08   5:01:06 PM7/17/08   5:01:06 PM



10 A Guide to Intercity Visits

session on a specially designed intercity visit website. To view the Chapel Hill-Carrboro 
Chamber’s intercity visit website, go to www.madison2006.com.

Another important part of allaying allegations of junkets is selecting the destination. 
“We are careful to pick a destination similar to Chapel Hill, but ten or fi fteen years ahead 
of us,” says Nelson. Selecting slightly larger college towns helps strengthen the case for 
University offi cials participating in the trip. Nelson added, “I personally believe that we 
could get value from visiting almost anywhere, but to keep everyone interested we have 
to pick someplace that serves as a guide for us as we continue to grow.” Nelson acknowl-
edged that the host city can’t be just any larger college town; it must be home to a top-tier 
university with active medical and scientifi c research programs. 

The Chapel Hill-Carrboro program is volunteer-intensive to produce. The planning 
committee for the Madison visit had 19 members and 4 honorary co-chairs: the mayor 
of Carrboro, the mayor of Chapel Hill, the chairman of the County Commission and the 
chancellor of UNC-Chapel Hill. Additionally, each session had a volunteer manager who 
was responsible for assembling the panel and working through content with the speakers. 
Despite all the volunteer help, Nelson admitted that the program dominates staff time. 
However, the hours that go into planning are vital because, as he says, “the potential 

embarrassment factor is extremely high.”

Barbara Jessie-Black, chair of the Parent Teacher Association Thrift 
Shop and chair of the Foundation for a Sustainable Community, de-
scribed the intercity visit as “the great equalizer for non-profi t organi-
zations.” “On the trip,” she said, “we are all thrown in as equals.” She 
recounted the story of how she met a former mayor on the 2006 trip 
when she stopped to help him at the airport self check-in kiosk. “We 
serve on several boards and committees together, but had never spoken,” 
said Jessie-Black. “After our connection on the intercity visit, we touch 
base at least once a month.”

John McKinney, regional director for BellSouth Telecommunications and a board 
member of the Chapel Hill-Carrboro Chamber, reiterated the networking value. “The 
intercity visit lets you build relationships in a condensed time frame,” he said. “Being out 
of the offi ce and traveling together creates opportunities to talk with people you would 

have never met at home.” He added, “It would take you six months to 
make the connections you get from a three-day intercity visit.” McKin-
ney, who also participates in the Raleigh Chamber’s annual visit, said, 
“Relationships forged on this trip go beyond just business, they are busi-
ness and personal. The experience gives you a common bond with other 
participants.” Aaron Nelson succinctly echoed McKinney: “It is hard to 
throw a brick at someone you’ve had breakfast with, and on an intercity 
visit you’ll have breakfast with dozens of community leaders.”

Besides networking opportunities, the 2006 trip to Madison yielded 
some important short-term wins. Nelson described a number of “a-ha” 
moments among the delegates. “I could see bulbs lighting up during our 

“ It would take you six 
months to make the connec-
tions you get from a three-
day intercity visit.”John McKinney

Regional Director 
Bell South Telecommunica-
tions

“ It is hard to throw a brick 
at someone you’ve had 
breakfast with, and on an in-
tercity visit you’ll have break-
fast with dozens of commu-
nity leaders.”Aaron Nelson

President
Chapel Hill-Carrboro (NC) 
Chamber of Commerce
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tour of downtown Madison,” he said. “People were realizing that ten-story buildings don’t 
have to be an eyesore.” Chapel Hill is very proud of its vibrant and charming downtown 
and is keen to preserve its low skyline. Nelson hopes that trips to other college towns 
with taller buildings will help mitigate the community’s aversion to developing upward. 
Another short-term win following the Madison visit was a new strategy for dealing with 
panhandlers. Both Madison and Chapel Hill have downtown homeless shelters, which 
contributes to having a large number of panhandlers. To address this challenge, Madison 
hired a social worker devoted full-time to managing panhandlers. She got to know each 
one individually and checks on them daily to make sure they are accessing services and 
seeking help. In the long run, her efforts have reduced the number of people begging on 
the street, and Chapel Hill hopes to replicate that success with its own dedicated social 
worker. The delegates also experienced vibrant public art in Madison, particularly the 
city’s painted cows exhibit. The exposure to public art helped win support for a collection 
of new bike racks that are both artistic and functional.

But Nelson is careful not to sell the visit as an opportunity to pick up new ideas for 
immediate implementation. In fact, his visit has no fi nal report and no stated objectives 
other than to learn. While some sessions are plenary, including the entire group, many 
are run concurrently so that delegates can learn about those topics that interest them 
most. The trip wraps up with something that Nelson calls a “Quaker-style” meeting, 
where microphones are placed around the room and participants are invited to make 
comments as they are moved to. This unscripted session provides the ultimate opportu-
nity for shared learning.

The Chapel Hill-Carrboro visit is organized around the needs and concerns of the 
communities’ number one stakeholder, UNC-Chapel Hill. Everything about the pro-
gram, from picking the destination to outlining the sessions, is done with the University 
in mind. This level of focus on a single entity would be unhealthy for most communities, 
but it is essential to creating a successful economic climate for Chapel Hill-Carrboro. 
Keeping the University at the forefront gives the community leaders an opportunity to 
come together and learn new ideas, which, in the end, is the primary goal for an intercity 
visit.

— Ian Scott

12841_Text_Pages.indd   1112841_Text_Pages.indd   11 7/17/08   5:01:06 PM7/17/08   5:01:06 PM



12 A Guide to Intercity Visits

Chamber: Greater Raleigh (NC) Chamber of Commerce
Community Size: 780,000
Chamber Staff Size: 51
Program Title: Intercity Visit and Leadership Conference 
Years of Experience: 19
Average Delegation Size: 100+
Program Frequency: Annual

Harvey Schmitt, CCE, and the folks at the Greater Raleigh (NC) Chamber of Com-
merce welcomed me along to chronicle their 2008 intercity visit experience from start to 
fi nish. I sat in on a planning committee meeting, joined their pre-trip reception, and met 
the delegation in Nashville, Tenn. for three intensive days of networking and learning.

I learned from Drew Moretz, IOM, vice president of government relations at the 
Raleigh Chamber,  that planning the intercity visit is a year-round process for his de-
partment. Moretz and his team serve as the lead staff organizers for the annual visit, a 
program that attracted 120 delegates in 2008. Offi cials representing 15 separate munici-
palities joined the delegation, including the entire eight-member Raleigh City Council, 
the mayor of Raleigh, the chair of the Wake County Commission, and most of the school 
board. Non-elected delegates included city and county managers, the superintendent 
of schools, the head of the downtown alliance, the head of the Convention and Visi-
tors Bureau, university and community college offi cials, and many community business 
leaders. With so many important decision makers involved, it was crucial to get all the 
details right. 

The process for selecting the upcoming year’s destination begins immediately after the 
current year’s trip is over. Moretz and his team review feedback from participants and 
devise a short list of fi ve to ten possible destinations for the following year. In general, 
the Raleigh Chamber prefers to go somewhere larger than its own community, but not 
too much larger. Previous destinations have included Albuquerque N.M., Minneapolis/
St. Paul, Minn., Jacksonville, Fla., Austin, Tex., Denver, Colo., and Phoenix, Ariz. “It’s 
important that we pick a destination that lets us compare apples to apples,” said Moretz. 
“If we pick someplace too large or too different, we risk negative press coverage.” 

Even after 19 years leading successful intercity visits, the Raleigh Chamber still battles 
perennial criticisms that the trip is a boondoggle; a junket for business leaders to rub el-
bows with elected offi cials. To help clarify the purpose of the trip, the Raleigh Chamber 
branded its program the Intercity Visit and Leadership Conference. “Adding the phrase 
‘Leadership Conference’ helps people understand that this is not a vacation. Like any 
other conference, it is an important learning opportunity for our community’s leaders,” 
said Moretz. Additionally, the Raleigh Chamber releases a one-page background sheet 
that covers the purpose of the current visit and the different projects and initiatives gen-
erated by prior intercity visits. For Raleigh, the list includes increased downtown housing 
(motivated by the Seattle visit), plans for a regional rail system (the Ottawa visit), and 
a new convention center (the Austin and Sacramento visits). This quick reference page 
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helps citizens and the media understand the tangible benefi ts the community has enjoyed 
through knowledge shared on intercity visits. 

Packing the agenda with important sessions is another way the Raleigh Chamber 
combats junket allegations. One look at the Chamber’s agenda, which has scheduled pro-
gramming from 8:30 a.m. through 6:30 p.m., dispels the notion that the visit is anything 
except an intense learning opportunity. 

As mentioned earlier, the intercity visit program is a year-long project for the Raleigh 
Chamber. The event is even integrated into the Chamber’s annual governance timeline. 
Each year, the incoming chair-elect of the board serves as chair of the Intercity Visit and 
Leadership Conference task force. The chair of the task force is not a fi gurehead; he takes 
an active role in the planning process, from helping select the destination city to extend-
ing personal invitations. The planning process gives the chair-elect an opportunity to 
work directly with chamber staff and volunteer leaders to better learn about the Cham-
ber. Furthermore, the intercity visit allows the chair-elect to help shape priorities for the 
following year. Bill Atkinson, CEO of WakeMed Health and Hospitals, is chair-elect 
for the Raleigh Chamber and served as chair of the 2008 Intercity Visit and Leadership 
Conference to Nashville, Tenn. Atkinson said, “This year’s trip to Nashville provided 
chamber members the opportunity to build upon existing relationships with our city and 
county’s elected offi cials and policymakers.” He added, “We were able, as a group, to take 
away best practices from Nashville in the areas of economic development, education, the 
arts, and transportation, which will only help us continue to make Raleigh and Wake 
County great places to live, work and play.”

Strong support and appreciation for the Raleigh intercity visit was 
universal among the delegates I talked with on the trip. At the opening 
session, Doug Vinsel, CEO of Duke Raleigh Hospital, explained, “In my 
role it is absolutely vital to know all of the people in the room, and be-
cause of the intercity visits I am on a fi rst-name basis with most of them.” 
This was Vinsel’s fi fth intercity visit, and he plans to continue joining the 
group every year. Denny Edwards is president and CEO of the Greater 
Raleigh Convention and Visitors Bureau, and the Nashville trip was his 
second intercity visit. His fi rst, to Albuquerque with the Raleigh Cham-
ber in 2007, was also his fi rst day as president of the Convention and Visitors Bureau. 
Edwards said of the experience, “The visit was a huge leg up; it allowed me to integrate 
quickly and start work already knowing most of the people across town.” He added, “I 
can’t imagine a better fi rst day on the job!” John Muter, vice president of Barnhill Con-
tracting, summed up the value of the intercity visit by saying, “This is, by far, the best 
Chamber investment we make all year.”

The 2008 trip to Nashville included a unique agenda item. On the evening of the fi rst 
day, following a welcome reception at the Country Music Hall of Fame, the delegates 
were treated to a private concert featuring two rising stars on the country music scene, 
Jason Michael Carroll and Jewel. The show was presented at The Stage on Broadway, a 
popular club located directly in front of the Ryman Auditorium, the original home of the 

“ This is, by far, the best 
Chamber investment we 
make all year.”John Muter

Vice President
Barnhill Contracting
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Grand Ole Opry. The venue and evening entertainment helped delegates understand the 
vibrant music and nightlife scene that makes Nashville such a hot destination for young 
professionals. The show was organized by WQDR, Raleigh’s country radio station, in 
cooperation with event management fi rm Deep South Entertainment. Phil Zachary, 
president of Curtis Media Group (the parent company for WQDR) and a board mem-
ber at the Raleigh Chamber, was given free reign when he pitched the idea of organizing 
evening entertainment for the intercity visit delegation. Zachary said, “There are lots of 
opportunities for sponsorship with this program, but since we were going to Nashville, 
the home of country music, WQDR wanted to do something really special.” He added, 
“We wanted to create a memorable, impactful experience, something that folks will still 
be talking about next year.” By partnering with Deep South Entertainment, a fi rm with 
offi ces in both Raleigh and Nashville, and by featuring Jason Michael Carroll, a Raleigh 
native, the show highlighted the connection between the two cities. Details of the eve-
ning were kept quiet in an effort to build anticipation, and Zachary and his team did not 
fail to deliver beyond everyone’s expectations.

This example underscores the myriad possibilities for special touches, unique experi-
ences and sponsorship opportunities that are possible on an intercity visit. For example, 
the Raleigh Chamber provided complementary porter service at the hotel. After a long 
day of programming, guests arrived at the hotel on the fi rst evening to fi nd their bags 
already in their rooms. Each delegate received a special gift bag stuffed with information 
and various distinctive sponsored items. The bags included a double CD featuring 30 
years of country music hits provided by the Nashville Convention and Visitors Bureau 
and a single-use camera with a pre-paid return envelope and free prints sponsored by 
Rex Healthcare. Sessions were held at venues that a casual visitor to Nashville might not 
normally be able to access, such as LP Field (home of the Tennessee Titans football team), 
the Nashville City Club, and the Schermerhorn Symphony Center. AT&T hosted the 
opening reception with Nashville Mayor Karl Dean and Raleigh Mayor Charles Meeker 
in its 27th fl oor board room, which offered a 360-degree view of the city. By being creative 
and open to ideas and sponsorship opportunities from members, the Raleigh Chamber 
crafted a unique experience that no regular tourist would be able to replicate on their 
own. I learned from experience that organizing distinctive events and providing special 
touches will endear your intercity visit program to both participants and sponsors. 

Another important factor for participants is logistical fl uidity. Throughout the trip, it 
was evident that every detail had been thoroughly planned in advance, allowing partici-
pants to focus exclusively on networking and learning new ideas to apply back at home. 
The delegates’ only concern was to be sure they got on the bus at the scheduled departure 
time because, as everyone was cautioned in the pre-visit reception and reminded again 
during the opening session, “the bus will leave you!” A small reception in the hotel lobby 
upon arrival helped alleviate congestion at the room key collection table and at the eleva-
tors to the rooms. Staggered buses to the opening session at the Nashville City Club on 
the second day helped mitigate long waits at the elevator and breakfast buffet. To help 
answer questions in advance, each delegate was given a packet of information including 
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speaker and session information, a map and brief historical overview of Nashville, and 
comparative demographic data between Nashville and Raleigh. This kind of insightful 
event planning is vital to ensure success. 

Thoughtfully-designed sessions are also key. On the Raleigh Chamber intercity visit, 
all the sessions are plenary – meaning that everyone is present for every speaker –  and 
there are no breakouts. Harvey Schmitt, CCE, Raleigh’s president and 
CEO, explained, “We want everyone from our diverse group to be on 
the same page. The intercity visit is a chance for us to frame the discus-
sion around important issues, and we want to have all the community 
leaders in the room for every topic.” The Chamber generally plans ses-
sions around relatively broad issues; for example, topics for the 2008 visit 
included urban development, education, transportation and economic 
development—all major concerns in every community. More tightly-fo-
cused sessions included unifi ed government, public art and green build-
ing. “We choose topics that concern everyone because we want everyone 
to see how they can be involved,” said Schmitt. 

As important as selecting the right topics is selecting the right speakers. Raleigh’s ses-
sion speakers included top community leaders from across Nashville, beginning with 
the Nashville Area Chamber’s president, Ralph Schultz, who provided a broad overview 
of the Chamber, the city, and where he believes the business community is headed. In a 
wildly successful breakfast session, former Nashville Mayors Jay West and George Cate, 
Jr., candidly discussed the city’s history with the unifi ed government. A session on educa-
tion featuring the interim director and executive director of curriculum for Metro Nash-
ville Public Schools was held in the auditorium of Hume-Fogg High School, Nashville’s 
fl agship downtown magnet school. Nashville Metro Councilman Mike Jameson talked 
about green building and Nashville’s commitment to attaining the Leadership in Energy 
and Environmental Design (LEED) Silver standard for all new public buildings. Before 
the lunch session was over, Jameson boldly challenged the Raleigh City Council, who 
were gathered together at one table, to adopt similar standards. The proposition drew 
applause from a number of delegates, especially Sig Hutchinson, chair of Triangle Tran-
sit, who introduced himself throughout the visit as “Mr. Greenjeans.” Across the board, 
Raleigh tapped top-level leaders to address the delegation. The real feat, however, is how 
they found speakers who were willing to openly discuss challenges as well as successes. 
While every presenter was outspoken about their confi dence in Nashville, no one offered 
a rote “blue sky” story. This accomplishment comes, in part, from selecting speakers who 
have been a part of intercity visits in the past and understand the value of frank discus-
sion. It is also attributed to an extensive pre-visit meeting, which allowed potential speak-
ers to meet and build rapport with the volunteer trip leaders from Raleigh. 

All of this programming and logistical planning requires a signifi cant commitment 
of staff and volunteer time. Seven members of the planning committee, including chair 
Bill Atkinson, along with Raleigh Chamber staff members Drew Moretz, IOM, Heather 
Blackley and Kathryn Wright, embarked on a three day pre-visit trip to Nashville to 

“ The intercity visit is a 
chance for us to frame the 
discussion.”Harvey Schmitt, CCE

President and CEO 
Greater Raleigh (NC) 
Chamber of Commerce
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scout potential meeting sites and meet possible speakers for various sessions. The day be-
fore the actual visit, Blackley, Wright, and fellow Chamber staff member Casey Verburg 
went to Nashville ahead of the delegation to double-check all the venues and make any 
last-minute arrangements. During the trip, a staff member was always one step ahead 
of the delegation to ensure proper set up and to troubleshoot any potential problems. 
Because each visit is unique, even experienced staff requires extensive time and thorough 
coordination.

— Ian Scott
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Chamber: Nashville Area (TN) Chamber of Commerce
Community Size: 1.1 million
Chamber Staff Size: 28
Program Title: Music City Leadership Study Mission 
Years of Experience: 17
Average Delegation Size: 150
Program Frequency: Annual

In April 2008, I had the pleasure of sitting down with Ralph Schulz, president and 
CEO of the Nashville (TN) Area Chamber of Commerce, to discuss his Chamber’s in-
tercity visit program. Ralph was able to approach my questions from a rare vantage point. 
Before taking on his current role as the professional leader of the Nashville Chamber in 
2006, Schulz was a volunteer chamber leader and an active member of the Nashville 
community as president and CEO of the Adventure Science Center. He participated in 
intercity visits long before he experienced them from the organizer’s vantage point.

From his perspective as a community leader and trip delegate, the visit 
offered an unparalleled opportunity for networking. “The intercity visit 
experience is a chance for deep network development,” said Schulz. “It 
gives participants the one-on-one exposure to other community leaders 
that is necessary to forge strong working relationships.” While network-
ing is key for many members, Schulz acknowledges that achieving the 
right balance of people is extremely important. “The value of the trip 
comes from community leaders getting together to discuss important is-
sues. If the trip has too many people who are out to make a sales pitch 
or lay groundwork for a deal, you will lose participation from the key 
players.”

From the chamber perspective, Schulz says that member engagement is the key benefi t 
of the intercity visit program. “The Chamber members who participate in the Music 
City Leadership Study Mission are some of our most active,” said Schulz. “They are the 
folks you know you can call on; they understand the issues our community is facing.” 

Membership upgrades are another plus. The visit is extremely popular among mem-
bers, but if it gets too large, much of the networking value is lost. Therefore, the Nash-
ville Chamber limits invitations to members at a dues level above basic membership. 
The program is also an important source of non-dues revenue through the support of 
sponsorships.  However, Schulz is quick to point out that the program cannot thrive if 
revenue generation is the primary motivation. “The intercity visit is about forming co-
hesive leadership around the community’s needs,” he said, “and this must always be the 
top priority.”

Aside from the networking that individuals enjoy and the member engagement that 
chambers appreciate, Schulz observed that the intercity visit program has deeper value. 
“[It] helps community participants become community leaders,” he said. “Delegates are 

“ The intercity visit experi-
ence is a chance for deep 
network development.”Ralph Schulz

President and CEO 
Nashville (TN) Area Chamber 
of Commerce
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exposed to new ideas and new strategies for addressing important issues; the intercity 
visit is a vital component of our community’s agenda-setting.” 

The Nashville Chamber can certainly boast of some important projects and initiatives 
that have come about as a result of its community visioning. The Alliance for Public 
Education is an independent charitable organization designed to promote public educa-
tion in Nashville. The Alliance was founded in 2002 after two intercity visits to Seattle, 
and now raises over $2 million annually in supplemental private funds to help Nashville’s 
public schools. In only six years of operation, the Alliance for Public Education has 
placed $1.4 million worth of musical instruments and science equipment in the schools.  
It has also built computer labs, sponsored debate team travel, and supported parent/
family nights. 

Nashville is extremely proud of its “Music City” moniker. At almost any time of day, 
live music can be heard blasting from the honky-tonks on Broadway and dozens of other 
venues, including the historic Ryman Auditorium (dubbed the “mother church” of coun-
try music), are booked with blues, jazz, rock, bluegrass and country acts almost every 
night. But until recently, Nashville lacked a symphony hall, despite having a critically-
acclaimed symphony orchestra for over 80 years. That all changed in 2006 when con-
struction fi nished on the new, $120 million Schermerhorn Symphony Center. Funding 
for the massive project came mostly from private contributions. Multiple intercity visits 
to cities with world-class symphony halls, such as Seattle, helped galvanize community 
support for the newest Music City landmark. 

Support for Nashville’s downtown public library, a 300,000-square-foot space that 
opened in 2001, was garnered in much the same way as the Schermerhorn. “Many of the 
cities we’ve visited have fantastic, multi-use, public libraries,” said Debby Dale Mason, 
the Nashville Chamber’s chief of staff, chief community action offi cer and all-around 
intercity visit expert. “We often used these libraries to hold sessions, and our delegates—
many of whom travel with us every year—saw fi rst-hand what a terrifi c asset these public 
spaces can be for a community. After several years of experiencing great libraries, Nash-
ville had broad-based support for its own new public library.”

The 2007 trip to Washington D.C. and Baltimore, Md. focused on waterfront and 
convention center development, among other issues. For the 2008 visit to Miami, public 
education, multi-modal transit, and hospitality industry development are a few of the 
key focus areas. For the Nashville Chamber, the intercity visit is an opportunity to discuss 
and then drive the community’s priorities. However, the Chamber does not set a post-
visit agenda; the only major action item following the trip is a list of universal talking 
points for delegates.

Despite years of experience producing successful intercity visits, this program is still 
time-consuming. “We strive for a seamless experience; no surprises,” said Mason. “For 
our participants, the trip is 72 hours of investment in the community. We work hard 
in the planning stages to make sure those are also 72 worry-free hours.” Planning starts 
eight months in advance because the visit requires so much time and focus to produce. 
To help mitigate demands on staff time, the Nashville Chamber works with a consultant 
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from the outset of the planning process. Staff from the fi ve-person community action 
department are involved in the programming and strategy of the program. Additionally, 
a few people from the programs and events department are involved on the logistical end. 
The consultant supports and coordinates everything. Each staff member gives varying 
amounts of time at different points during the process depending on the needs for the 
moment, but Mason estimates that planning the visit takes about 52 working days of 
staff time even with the consultant’s help.

Despite all the time and effort spent in planning, it is obvious from the list of benefi ts 
that the intercity visit is an integral part of both the Nashville Chamber’s annual agenda 
and the city’s overall community visioning. It is safe to say that Nashville would not be 
what it is today without the lessons learned and community cohesion gained from inter-
city visits.

— Ian Scott
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Chamber: Chamber of Commerce of Walker County (AL)
Community Size: 67,000
Chamber Staff Size: 1.5
Program Title: Intercity Visit 
Years of Experience: 1
Average Delegation Size: 13
Program Frequency: To be determined

The Chamber of Commerce of Walker County is located in Jasper, Ala., about an 
hour drive northwest of Birmingham. Here, agriculture is being replaced by services 
and retail as the community grows into a regional hub for surrounding rural areas in 
west central Alabama. A new interstate, I-22, connecting Birmingham with Memphis, 
Tenn., will have six interchanges in Walker County. When the interstate opens, Jasper 
will become more attractive as a bedroom community of Birmingham and is likely to 
experience a big surge in population. To accommodate the changes that I-22 will likely 
bring, Linda Lewis, the Chamber’s president, and other community leaders saw the need 
for a common vision. This need led them to launch the community’s fi rst intercity visit 
in 2007.

For this organization, the visit came about as a way to bolster support for a proposed 
fi ve-year community development plan and capital campaign. The plan, known as Focus 
Walker County, calls for county-wide concentration on four key areas: workforce devel-
opment and education, tourism and image, retail and commercial business attraction, 
and legislative/policy advocacy. The community development plan was created by the 
Chamber with help from a consultant. Over 50 one-on-one interviews and dozens of 
phone calls were conducted to create an agenda that could garner wide support. With 
an agenda to rally around, Lewis needed dedicated community leaders to spearhead each 
initiative and champion the fundraising cause. The intercity visit was a way to rally sup-
port. 

Lewis, who is also the 2008 chair of the Chamber of Commerce Association of Ala-
bama, leads a Chamber with only a part-time receptionist. When organizing the visit, 
she had to keep in mind the scale and capacity of the Chamber. She also had to consider 
the community leaders she planned to invite and their willingness to devote time, energy 
and fi nancial resources to the visit and the broader Focus Walker County plan. To that 
end, Lewis settled on Decatur, Ala., as the destination for her community’s fi rst intercity 
visit.

Decatur is located along Interstate 65 about 80 miles north of Birmingham and 25 
miles southwest of Huntsville. Travel time from Jasper to Decatur is roughly 90 minutes, 
making it accessible by bus without an overnight stay. The Decatur metropolitan area has 
a population of approximately 150,000, and its proximity to Huntsville and the interstate 
allowed interesting comparisons to Jasper. Decatur provided a realistic refl ection of what 
Jasper may look like several years down the road and was, thus, an ideal destination.
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Because it was the inaugural visit, and because there were clearly defi ned objectives, 
Lewis decided that the Chamber would foot the bill. Her invitation list was short and 
included only the top dozen public offi cials, civic leaders and active Chamber members. 
While the delegation was not large, and was not the broad-based coalition of community 
leaders that we would expect on an intercity visit, it met the specifi c needs of the com-
munity at the time.

Lewis worked closely with the Decatur-Morgan County Chamber of Commerce to 
organize the visit. In addition to leading a tour of the city, the Decatur Chamber helped 
identify speakers to lead sessions covering each of Walker County’s proposed initiatives. 
For many of the sessions, Chamber staff were presenters. For an entire day, the small 
Jasper contingent exchanged best practices and lessons learned with their counterparts in 
Decatur. By the time the bus got back to Jasper, Lewis had committed leaders for each 
of the four initiatives. 

It is not diffi cult to measure the success of this intercity visit. After 
returning home with a cohesive leadership team, Lewis raised over $1.25 
million for the fi ve-year Focus Walker County campaign. If your jaw just 
dropped, you are not the fi rst person to have that reaction. The campaign 
exceeded its ambitious goal of $1 million and has set the county well on 
the path toward promoting positive growth. 

In April I had the opportunity to visit Walker County. Besides experiencing true 
southern hospitality fi rst-hand, I was able to meet nine out of the 13 people who were on 
the fi rst intercity visit. They were happy to tell me about their inspiring campaign and 
the role the visit to Decatur played in their success.

Paul Kennedy, director of the Walker Area Community Foundation and co-chair of 
the tourism and image initiative, said, “The trip to Decatur really sealed the capital cam-
paign.” He added, “The energy was palpable.” After the trip, Kennedy signed on to lead 
the tourism and image initiative. Walker Wilson, executive vice president of the Bank of 
Walker County, said, “The trip helped us see the value of this effort.” Wilson volunteered 
to take on the retail and commercial attraction initiative. “Going to Decatur gave us en-
couragement,” said Brian Kennedy, editor of the Daily Mountain Eagle and chair-elect of 
the Chamber’s board. “It showed us that we could do it.” He added that Decatur was an 
ideal destination because it helped the group clearly visualize their desired results. Carol 
Alexander, president of White Pepper Real Estate and a former board chair, appreciated 
the time to network. “The bus ride was key,” she said. “We all serve on different boards 
and associate in different circles, and the trip gave us all a chance to bond.”

Jack Scott, mayor of Cordova, a neighboring town in Walker County, said he never 
realized how important the Chamber could be before the intercity visit. Jasper is the 
county seat of Walker County and draws most of the economic investment, while many 
outlying areas are struggling. Most of the windows along Cordova’s one block main street 
are boarded up and the town has very limited resources to contribute to the Focus Walker 
County initiative. However, Lewis was careful to include the entire county in the initia-
tive, and welcomed Mayor Scott on the visit to Decatur. “Donating an entire day to ride 

Lewis raised over $1.25 mil-
lion for the fi rst fi ve-year Focus 
Walker County campaign
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on a bus is a big time commitment, but I realize that getting involved with the rest of the 
county is important,” said Mayor Scott. He also indicated that he was looking forward 
to picking up more new ideas on the next trip.

Lewis is obviously thrilled with the success of the visit. Not only did the trip help 
secure program leaders and fi nancial support for the Focus Walker County initiative, it 
also provided a foundation to build a broader, more inclusive program in the future. But 
Lewis is careful to recognize the challenges ahead. “Change won’t happen overnight!” she 
said. “Raising the money was the easy part. Keeping our motivation high to sustain the 
program over the long haul will be hard.” While I was in town, Lewis was brainstorming 
potential destinations for another visit. “If you miss a year you will let the progress die,” 
she said.

— Ian Scott
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Chamber:  Commerce Lexington: The Greater Lexington (KY) Chamber of Commerce
Community Size: 470,000
Chamber Staff Size: 22
Program Title: Commerce Lexington Leadership Visit 
Years of Experience: 69
Average Delegation Size: 200+
Program Frequency: Annual

Commerce Lexington is one of the pioneers of the intercity visit concept; 2008 marks 
the Chamber’s 69th consecutive annual intercity visit trip, undoubtedly one of the lon-
gest-running programs in the country. Over the years the delegations have visited dozens 
of cities from all across the country. They frequent fellow college towns like Ann Arbor, 
Mich., Boulder, Colo., and Chapel Hill, N.C. However, they have also visited state capi-
tals like Richmond, Va. and Providence, R.I., tourist destinations like Boca Raton, Fla., 
and major metropolitan areas like Houston, Tex. and Washington D.C. From Tucson to 
Tulsa to Tampa, the delegation from Lexington has traveled coast to coast, and lately they 
travel with big numbers.

While 100 delegates is considered a sizeable group for most chambers, Commerce 
Lexington took 275 people on their trip to Austin, Tex. in June2008. They charted two 
commercial jets to transport the group. Even more impressive is that registration sold 
out in a mere 10 days, and 38 people on the wait list had to be turned away. I called Bob 
Quick, CCE, president and CEO of Commerce Lexington, to learn more about this 
phenomenal accomplishment. He explained that the program’s long history of success 
contributes to its popularity, and he also highlighted ways the Lexington trip is different 
from most others in the country.

Most intercity visit trips, including those profi led here, are open only to those who 
have an invitation. The Chamber responsible for organizing the visit creates an invitation 
list that includes elected and appointed offi cials, non-profi t leaders and a select group 
of Chamber members. The list may well comprise two hundred people, but there are 
generally some qualifi cations that must be attained, such as level of seniority or Chamber 
membership at a certain dues level. Commerce Lexington, on the other hand, opens 
registration to anyone from the community. Anyone interested in making the trip is wel-
come to join. The Chamber does have a one week pre-registration period during which 
board members and certain elected offi cials have an opportunity to sign 
up in advance. Anyone who was left on the wait list the previous year is 
also invited to sign up during the pre-registration week.

Regarding this open registration policy, Quick explained that they 
view the trip not only as an opportunity to bring current leaders to-
gether, but also as a way to develop future leadership. “You never know 
who may be your best community leaders down the road,” said Quick. 
“The leadership visit helps us identify rising stars.” By opening the reg-
istration, Commerce Lexington has a chance to engage potential future 

“ You never know who may 
be your best community lead-
ers down the road. The lead-
ership visit helps us identify 
rising stars.”Bob Quick, CCE

President and CEO
Commerce Lexington
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leaders who may not have received an invitation under a traditional intercity visit model. 
But Commerce Lexington doesn’t just wait for new leaders to sign up; they actively seek 
a younger crowd.

Beginning in 2006, Commerce Lexington set up the 30/30 program with the inten-
tion to attract 30 people in their thirties to join the intercity visit. Recognizing that many 
younger professionals don’t have the fi nancial capacity to participate, the 30/30 program 
offers scholarships. The program is run by a special committee completely independent 
of the Chamber. That committee solicits private contributions from area businesses and 
selects scholarship winners from a pool of applicants. By having the program separate, 
Commerce Lexington avoids the slippery slope of subsidizing or discounting the par-
ticipation fee for anyone. This year ten people under age 40 joined the delegation on 
full scholarships; in past years the committee has awarded more scholarships. The 30/30 
program has successfully raised the profi le of the visit among younger professionals. In 
only three years they have far exceeded their goal of attracting 30 young people; this year, 
the Lexington delegation included 58 people under age 30.

Lexington’s open registration policy and commitment to including young people does 
not diminish the high-level networking value of the intercity visit. The delegation regu-
larly features all the top leaders in the community. This year the attendee list included 
the mayor, the speaker of the Kentucky House of Representatives, all 15 members of the 
county council, the president of the University of Kentucky, the police chief, members of 
the school board and dozens of top executives from various industries. Quick pointed out 
that networking is still a key outcome. “Because the trip gets leaders together and alone, 
the networking is at a completely different level,” he said. “By spending time together 
on the trip, our leaders forge a bond and level of trust that really helps when they come 
back home.” 

Beyond the networking component, the intercity visit provides a shared frame of 
reference for the Lexington community. Quick calls the intercity visit “the common 
denominator for city leadership,” and can cite numerous programs and initiatives across 
Lexington that germinated from past visits. One major economic development win for 
Lexington was the establishment of the University of Kentucky’s Coldstream Research 
Park.  Other big wins that are attributed in part to shared learning over the course of sev-
eral intercity visits include bike paths, curbside recycling, regional transportation plan-
ning, and downtown redevelopment. With a 69-year history, the list of wins is very long. 
To remind attendees of the trip’s value, each year the delegate notebook contains a one-
page list of programs that were implemented as a result of an intercity visit. 

While many chambers struggle with negative media coverage of their intercity visit, 
Commerce Lexington enjoys a relatively good relationship with local media. Since the 
invitation is open, anyone from the community, including the media, is welcome to 
join the trip. Representatives from several radio, television, and print news companies 
attended the 2008 trip to Austin. Like all other delegates, media participate at their own 
expense. Business Lexington, a local bi-monthly business journal, covered the intercity 
visit with pre- and post-trip articles. A columnist for the Lexington Herald-Leader, the 
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city’s major daily newspaper, even submitted daily reports from Austin about the trip for 
people at home to read. Commerce Lexington also posts a wealth of information about 
the intercity visit, including the full agenda and attendee list, on its website. Anyone 
curious about the visit and eager to learn what their elected offi cials were doing can fi nd 
a wealth of information from various sources.

To accommodate the wide variety of interests and still foster a common frame of refer-
ence among delegates, Commerce Lexington creates an agenda with both plenary and 
breakout sessions. For example, the fi rst day of programming for the 2008 visit started 
with welcoming remarks from the Chamber’s chair, the presenting sponsor, the mayor 
of Lexington, and Mike Rollins, CCE, president and CEO of the Greater Austin (TX) 
Chamber of Commerce. Welcoming remarks were followed by an overview of Austin’s 25 
years of transformation by Lee Cooke, Austin’s former mayor. Lynda Bebrowsky, senior 
vice president of marketing and member services and lead organizer for the Commerce 
Lexington Leadership Visit, said that, in her experience, former mayors make some of 
the best speakers for an intercity visit. After the overview, delegates were split into fi ve 
groups for a 90-minute discussion about Austin’s progress in fi ve key areas: growth and 
development, creative industries, lifestyle amenities, education, and entrepreneurship. 
These conversations, dubbed the “it” sessions (build it, play it, live it, learn it, and start 
it), allowed delegates to dig deeper into their area of interest and connect early in the trip 
with fellow delegates who have a similar interest. 

Plenary sessions dominated the morning on day two. For the 2008 trip, topics includ-
ed: creating twenty-fi rst century learning environments; creative industries and Austin’s 
self-proclaimed “weird” vibe; and developing a vibrant nighttime economy. After lunch 
on the second day, delegates had a free afternoon to conduct their own business in the 
host city, meet with fellow delegates, or join any number of elective tours and sessions 
organized by the Chamber. Elective sessions in Austin included a tour of city hall, a tour 
of the Mueller Airport redevelopment project, a guided downtown walking tour, a visit 
to greenbelt and revitalized areas in south Austin, and a tour of the George Washington 
Carver Museum and Cultural Center.

Commerce Lexington devoted the morning of the third day of their trip almost ex-
clusively to summation and refl ection. For each trip, they have used differing methods to 
organize the experiences and lessons learned on the visit. Their 2006 trip to Oklahoma 
City, for example, included a short “capture moment” at the end of each plenary ses-
sion. Commerce Lexington was in the midst of strategic planning for regional initiatives 
at that time and the “capture moments” helped the delegation relate the session to the 
proposed strategic plan. The Chamber has used other formats, such as facilitated group 
discussions and individual dialogue tables, to wrap up the trip and extrapolate salient 
points. For the 2008 visit, Lexington Mayor James Newberry led a session called “Where 
Do We Go from Here?” to relate the trip experience to Lexington’s strategic goals. A 
unique ending that delegates have come to expect is closing remarks from Reed Polk, 
a commentator for WKYT-TV and former preacher.  He has participated in Lexington 
intercity visits for 24 years and since 2000, before delegates load up on buses to head 
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back to the airport, Polk delivers his “Trip Memoir.” The jovial commentary about the 
trip and his fellow delegates always contains a kernel of knowledge and a heavy dose 
of inspiration.  Regardless of the format, the wrap-up process helps delegates apply the 
information they’ve learned.  

The trip to Austin was a fi rst for Eli Mertens, publisher of TravelHost of the Bluegrass. 
Mertens said, “I now understand why everyone has told me I need to attend. The op-
portunity to learn more about Lexington’s strengths and weaknesses by visiting another 
city was outstanding.” He also appreciated the networking opportunity, saying, “I spent 
a lot of time talking issues with some of the key business and political leaders of our com-
munity, an opportunity not usually available to most of us.” After participating in the 
intercity visit, Mertens was inspired to take a more active role in community leadership. 
“Because of this trip and my interest in continuing to make our city better, I’m planning 
on running for council during the next election cycle,” he said.

Douglas Kinsinger, CCE, chair of the American Chamber of Commerce Executives 
Board and president and CEO of the Greater Topeka (KS) Chamber of Commerce, 
joined the Commerce Lexington delegation in Austin. Kinsinger said he wanted to expe-
rience fi rst-hand the intercity visit program that attracted 275 participants, and see how 
the Commerce Lexington staff could handle logistics for a delegation so large. Kinsinger, 

who has led intercity visits for the past 11 years with the Topeka Cham-
ber and the Pensacola (FL) Chamber of Commerce, was thoroughly im-
pressed with the program. “Attracting a group of 275 people is impres-
sive, but even more impressive is that they had the right 275 people,” he 
said. “Including the right elected offi cials and business and civic leaders 
is as important to any intercity visit as creating the right agenda, and 
you could tell that this was the group who could make things happen 
for their community.” Dave Adkisson, president and CEO of the Ken-
tucky Chamber of Commerce, also traveled to Austin with the Com-
merce Lexington delegation. He, too, gave high praise to the program, 
saying, “Commerce Lexington has been at this intercity business for 69 
years, and they’ve clearly mastered the art. The 2008 trip to Austin broke 

records for total participants, major employers involved, participants under age 30, and 
elected offi cial involvement. And above all, the content of the program was just as im-
pressive as it is every year.”

—Ian Scott

“ Including the right elected 
offi cials and business and 
civic leaders is as important 
to any intercity visit as creat-
ing the right agenda.”Doug Kinsinger, CCE

President and CEO
Greater Topeka (KS) Cham-
ber of Commerce
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Additional Insights

For the chambers profi led in depth here, there is no doubt that the intercity visit is 
one of their most important programs. Intercity visits fuel economic development and 
public policy agendas with new ideas and best practices. They are often integrated with 
the chamber’s governance calendar and are a primary source of leadership development 
and volunteer engagement. They are important sources of sponsorship revenue and often 
a key incentive for members to join at a higher dues level. For many chambers, intercity 
visits are so interwoven into the fabric of the organization that they have become an 
absolutely essential program.

The chambers we’ve profi led are not alone in their appreciation of intercity visits. 
Many chamber leaders across the country value these programs. Here are some exam-
ples:

“I am a fi rm believer in the value of intercity visits. The exposure to another commu-
nity, the networking and the camaraderie that is developed on the trip are huge assets for 
a community and its leadership. I consider the visits a ‘core offering’ of any chamber that 
is growing and helping their communities look beyond their own borders.”

—David Adkisson, President and CEO, Kentucky Chamber of Commerce

"When we introduced the intercity visit concept over 20 years ago, there was much 
skepticism. As a matter of fact we had to twist a lot of arms to get 45 people to commit! 
But since that time, we’ve fi lled every seat on every trip. Our community’s leaders value 
the intangible results of improved communication and stronger relationships as much as 
they do the lessons they learn from cities we visit. Visitors to Mobile often comment on 
how our city’s leaders seem to be on the same page on major issues. We think our Leader-
ship Trips have had a lot to do with that."

— Ginny Russell, Vice President, Community and Governmental Relations, Mobile 
(AL) Chamber of Commerce

“Our study missions to North American and international cities have fueled our 
thinking and energized us to make our region the best that it can be. We’ve been inspired 
by people addressing similar urban challenges and seizing opportunities in their commu-
nities, and have developed some wonderful long-term relationships with many of them. 
Benchmarking and stealing best practices are a key part of Greater Seattle’s competitive-
ness strategy.” 

— Steven E. Leahy, CCE, President and CEO, Greater Seattle (WA) Chamber of 
Commerce

“In 2008 the Charlotte Chamber will conduct its 53rd annual InterCity Visit. Our 
destination: Chicago. One hundred and thirty business and public leaders will take three 
days out of their schedules to explore the successes of the Windy City. We will bring back 
new ideas for things to try in Charlotte, and we will likely learn a few things to avoid. 
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The educational component will be invaluable. Just as important is the bonding that will 
take place as leaders from throughout Charlotte get to know each other and share the 
experience. 

Over the years, the InterCity Visit has helped us build consensus for major projects 
such as the building of a new convention center and the need to invest in transit. It has 
affi rmed our need to promote public/private partnerships to get things done. And it has 
provided worthy benchmarks as we seek to compete with and aspire to the levels of other 
great American cities.” 

—Bob Morgan, President, Charlotte (NC) Chamber of Commerce 

“The intercity visit is an eye-opening experience for local leadership. They see fi rst-
hand the progress that other communities have made and learn new ideas to implement 
at home. They also learn which ideas to discard and return home with pride when they 
see areas where we have succeeded and others have struggled.” 

— Roy Williams, President and CEO, Greater Oklahoma City (OK) Chamber of 
Commerce

“The City-to-City Leadership Exchange has a nineteen-year history among Denver 
area leaders. It is valuable to our community and to its sponsoring organization, the 
Denver Metro Chamber Leadership Foundation, for a number of reasons. The group 
of delegates that participate—numbering 160 and comprising private sector executives, 
state and local elected offi cials, and non-profi t sector executives—has the opportunity to 
learn about and experience issues that are relevant to our state and region in a new set-
ting. This fresh perspective provides a new fi lter through which to view our own issues 
upon our return to Denver. In addition, our leaders relish the opportunity to be together 
for several days, talking about ideas and issues important to quality of life, economic 
vitality, and civic engagement, and further strengthening their bonds to one another.”

— Maureen McDonald, Executive Director, Denver (CO) Metro Chamber Leader-
ship Foundation

“We fi nd intercity visits to be a great vehicle to benchmark Kalispell against peer com-
munities and to stay current with the latest trends and newest thinking in providing solu-
tions to our top economic, community, and workforce development issues. These visits 
have also been a terrifi c tool for building our team and a common agenda in Northwest 
Montana.”

— Joe Unterreiner, CCE, President and CEO, Kalispell (MT) Area Chamber of Com-
merce

“Intercity visits have been instrumental in the creation of specifi c initiatives in Green-
ville. The Corporate Partnership for Operational Excellence (a school-business coopera-
tive), continuous improvement process training for our school district, and riverfront 
and downtown development have all benefi ted from lessons learned on intercity visits.
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Intercity visits have also led our community leaders to embrace a new model for eco-
nomic development which includes entrepreneurship support, community branding, 
and tourism development. 

Overall, Greenville has enjoyed better cohesion and communication among commu-
nity leaders since the intercity visit, and the chamber has enjoyed an enhanced leadership 
role in the community. 

Greenville has also enjoyed being the host of numerous intercity visits to our com-
munity. This allows us not just to showcase all the great developments in our region, but 
also to develop stronger relationships with leaders across the country.”

— Hank Hyatt, Director, Economic Development, Greater Greenville (SC) Chamber 
of Commerce

“By visiting progressive communities, the intercity visits have helped our leaders visu-
alize how to improve our own community.”

—Carol Artz, President, Pearland (TX) Area Chamber of Commerce

“Our Metro Leadership visits to other cities are at the heart of our annual benchmark-
ing exercise and provide a well-established avenue for exploring initiatives that are just 
emerging on our regional ‘drawing board.’ 

I believe that our business, elected and civic leaders fi nd the benchmarking component 
of these trips to be signifi cant in responding to the following advancement questions: 

Are we effectively maximizing our metro area’s capacity to offer a dynamic and 1. 
competitive business platform? 

Are we advancing a community that is attractive to future capital and intellectual 2. 
investment? 

Do we have business environment and quality of place ‘blind spots’ that other 3. 
communities have successfully identifi ed and overcome in their respective envi-
ronments? 

Answering questions such as these prevents us from becoming insular and satisfi ed. It 
keeps us on the ‘cutting edge’ of metropolitan and regional development and collabora-
tion.

All major communities are ‘caught up’ in what is happening today. In many ways 
they are myopic with regard to charting their future course. Our Metro Leadership visits 
afford us the opportunity to hone and develop our region’s long-range vision and accom-
panying initiatives by purposefully choosing communities to visit that have successfully 
overcome a lack of discernment or long-range perspective in their metro area thinking or 
planning. These communities have been vigilant in crafting their long-range vision and 
are actively incorporating the steps needed to implement their plans. If you are learning 
from the best, it puts pressure on you to achieve at a similar level. We have come to value, 
and like, this pressure as an engine for signifi cant change.”

— Bryan Derreberry, President, Wichita (KS) Metro Chamber of Commerce
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“For the Chamber, the intercity visit has increased our visibility. We are seen as the 
conveners of a regional perspective and dialogue.  For the community, the trips strength-
en connections between the various players and are a catalyst for new ideas and partner-
ships.”

— Todd Klingel, President and CEO, Minneapolis (MN) Regional Chamber of 
Commerce

“An intercity visit program is an ideal beginning step in a city’s strategic planning 
process. Too often cities look internally when they begin planning; that is like an ostrich 
with his head in the sand. Intercity visits help the community take its head out of the 
sand and see what other cities are doing well.”

— Douglas Kinsinger, CCE, President and CEO, Greater Topeka (KS) Chamber of 
Commerce
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Producing Intercity Visits

Hopefully we have convinced you that an intercity visit program can be extremely 
valuable for learning best practices and fostering high-level networking. They are a tre-
mendous boon to the organizing Chamber and yield long-term benefi ts for the entire 
community. If you have decided to explore launching this type of program, we applaud 
your decision and are here to help you get started. 

This section of the book provides an overview of the organizational groundwork and 
logistical planning that goes into launching a successful, new intercity visit program. It is 
organized chronologically to shepherd you through from the program’s inception to the 
post-trip evaluation. Even if you have experience organizing an intercity visit, we hope 
this work will be a useful planning checklist as well as a source of fresh new ideas.

If you have read the program profi les in prior chapters, you are already aware that 
intercity visits can take on very different qualities based on the unique communities 
they serve. No two programs are exactly the same. With that said, however, we will use 
a three-day/two-night trip experience as the standard model for this discussion to keep 
things simple; this is a popular timeframe and format among long-running, success-
ful intercity visit programs. We also frame this discussion around a target delegation of 
70 participants. Some chambers average many more, others far fewer. You can have 40 
people or fewer in your fi rst year and lay the foundation for a very successful program. 
This section will provide you with tips and suggestions that have relevance regardless of 
your program’s duration and size. 
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Preliminary Questions

Before you get knee-deep in planning your inaugural intercity visit, there are some 
important questions to ask of your organization and community. Spending time to care-
fully consider these questions at the beginning will allow you to shape a program with 
realistic objectives and help you avoid mistakes down the road.

Community Capacity and Demand

For chamber leaders who are new to intercity visits, you’re probably asking, “Is this 
right for our area?” The following questions will help you determine if your community 
has the will and capacity to do this program. 

Is my organization best suited to host the trip? • In most communities, it is the 
chamber of commerce that produces and hosts this program. In other communi-
ties, an economic development agency or downtown alliance may serve as the 
primary host. In some instances, it may be wise to partner with other organiza-
tions to ensure success and broad-based participation. Some questions to ask to 
determine if you need to partner with another organization are: 

Can your organization’s leadership extend an invitation that will turn into • 
paying participants? If not, you may want to consider the value of a strategic 
partnership that could broaden your capacity and reach. 

Would an invitation from a key political leader in conjunction with the • 
Chamber’s business leadership be stronger? 

Would an alliance with an academic institution provide positive positioning • 
for this initiative? 

Would a partnership with your regional economic development group be the • 
right choice?

If you decide to partner to produce the visit, you should determine the specifi c staff-
ing structure for the project. Having one primary point person and a lead organization is 
critical. Claim this leadership role for your Chamber and community!

Can you identify the common issues that challenge your community? • Look at 
your Chamber’s program of work and public policy agenda, priorities for local 
government, and results of a visioning process for the region. If you can identify 
three to fi ve key common concerns for your community and region, you prob-
ably have the justifi cation for creating an intercity visit program. You will need 
to highlight those key issues and position the intercity visit as an opportunity to 
explore best practices and get everyone focused on possible solutions.

Does your city benchmark future development or potential projects with an-• 
other city? Ask issue experts in your community what cities they watch to fi nd 
out who is most successful at solving problems similar to yours. You will probably 
fi nd that they are tracking the best of the best and would value the opportunity 
to have other community leaders see the possibilities. Get examples of benchmark 
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cities in various areas of interest, including transportation, the arts, sports and 
recreation, health care, and downtown/waterfront development. 

Can you engage a broad-based delegation of your community’s leaders to par-• 
ticipate? The most important thing to consider regarding the participants on 
your intercity visit is having a strong mix of public, private and non-profi t leaders. 
This mix is important because the visit should be inclusive of diverse viewpoints 
from your community. Plus, relationship-building among people who might not 
otherwise meet is as valuable as the educational component of your trip. 

Our experience tells us that for a fi rst-year program serving a mid-sized community, a 
delegation of 70 to 80 participants is ideal and attainable. For smaller communities, an 
ideal group mix will be refl ected in a smaller delegation. Again, what is most important 
is having a broad mix of community leaders.

To make sure you reach an appropriately broad-based group, generate a list of the key 
individuals in the public, private and non-profi t sectors. Our bet is that you will easily 
identify over a hundred names of people in a position to infl uence your community. 
Some groups to consider are: the Chamber’s board, city council, economic development 
board, arts council board, regional planning commission, the school board, city and 
county elected offi cials, appointed government leaders such as the city manager or su-
perintendent of schools, the professional leaders of local non-profi t groups, the president 
or chancellor of your local community college or university, and the chairs of charitable 
agencies. Accounting for all community stakeholders will help ensure a successful, sus-
tainable program.

What time frame would work best for your leadership? • The time of year you 
choose to hold the visit will probably depend on your staff ’s capacity and other 
organizational priorities as well as state and local legislative calendars. As noted 
earlier, spring and autumn are more popular than summer and winter because 
most intercity visits include city tours and other outdoor activities. 

When considering the duration of the trip, it is important to respect your partici-
pants’ time away from work and family to join the visit. However, you also want to allow 
enough time for everyone to interact and begin digesting new ideas.  We have found a 2 
and a half day experience works very well. A Sunday morning departure and a Tuesday 
late afternoon return is a common structure; some chambers also use a Thursday through 
Saturday time frame. If traveling across country, an additional day may be necessary.

What are the fi nancial realities of the trip? • For most chambers, the goal for 
the fi rst year of an intercity visit program is to break even. This typically does not 
include the staff hours necessary to produce the visit. As the program develops, it 
can become a source of additional revenue, but net zero is a realistic goal in the 
fi rst year. However, do consider whether your potential delegates will accept an 
all-inclusive participation fee to join the visit.
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Organizational Capacity 

Once you’ve determined an intercity visit would support your goals, you will need to 
determine whether you have the capacity within your Chamber to lead an intercity visit.  
We contend that if you have the will, as evidenced by your responses to the questions 
above, then there is a way.  

To get the program started, you will need the following commitments at minimum:

Leadership support from the CEO, board chair and chair-elect:•  These indi-
viduals will become the champions for this program and will be instrumental in 
generating support and participation. Their time commitment will be commen-
surate with their interest in the program, but at a minimum, they should spend 
one day per month planning and then participate in the trip itself.  

Commitment from a senior chamber staff issue expert:•  Often this is the head 
of either public policy or community development, but this person should be 
someone with a broad understanding of the community’s strengths, challenges 
and assets who can connect with local issue experts to fi nd the correct focus for 
content sessions. If you have a charitable foundation, the executive director of the 
foundation sometimes assumes this role. If your Chamber has a separate founda-
tion, you may benefi t from having that organization host the visit. By conducting 
your program under the banner of a 501(c)(3), you can receive tax-deductible 
contributions, which might be attractive to prospective sponsors—community 

or corporate foundations in particular. You also can apply for tax ex-
empt status within the state you are visiting and thus reduce expenses. 
This person will provide the overall leadership for the initiative. The 
time commitment for this individual is the most extensive of anyone else 
in the Chamber. This project takes eight to twelve months to produce, 
with work intensity and time commitment increasing as the trip draws 
nearer.  

Dedicated administrative support from Chamber staff to manage data, corre-• 
spondence, and internal production: You will need someone to devote a major-
ity of their time over several months to supporting the intercity visit.

Participation from other staff and departments:•  Intercity visits typically cover 
a wide variety of topics. Based on the issues and focus of trip, you many need to 
pull in assistance from communications, research, membership, public affairs, or 
community and economic development to produce the visit. 

If your Chamber has a separate 
foundation, you may benefi t 
from having that organization 
host the visit. 
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Laying the Foundation

If you have asked all the hard questions and discovered that you are the right organiza-
tion to lead an intercity visit for your community, that’s great... it’s time to lay a founda-
tion for a successful, distinctive intercity visit.

Defi ning Your Goals 

It is very important for your leadership team to give thoughtful consideration to the 
goals and purpose of this program. There are a lot of important questions to ask that will 
shape all other aspects of your program. Is it your desire to create a regionally representa-
tive delegation? Should an invitation be tied to chamber membership at a certain dues 
level? What outcomes will identify this program as successful?

You should consider both internal and external goals. Develop goal statements to ar-
ticulate the purpose of the visit as decided by your leadership. These statements will help 
others understand your program. Here are some possible external goal statements:

Build social capital by pulling together a community of leaders for concerted ac-• 
tion.

Encourage community business leaders to recognize that they have the responsi-• 
bility to take a proactive approach to community growth and development. 

Explore the community’s strengths and weaknesses and identify tactics to better • 
align assets.

Better understand the community’s role and responsibilities as a regional center.• 

Rekindle entrepreneurial capacity within the community.• 

Gain perspective on the issues facing the region and explore potential solutions by • 
visiting a region grappling with similar concerns.

Strengthen relationships among key private and public sector leaders from the • 
region. 

Here are some possible internal goal statements:

Position the Chamber as the leadership organization in the region.• 

Create a value-added service for key levels of membership.• 

Develop new relationships that turn into new memberships.• 

Generate an additional source of non-dues revenue.• 

Identify potential programs for inclusion in the following year’s program of • 
work.

Establishing Policies

Establishing clear policies before you take this program public can save you time, 
minimize questions and eliminate confusion. Decisions you make in the fi rst year of the 
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program will impact future programs, so thinking ahead can make things much easier in 
the long run. Below are some of the areas that warrant consideration: 

Non-transferable invitation:•  To keep the delegation at the desired level of lead-
ership and seniority, most programs extend a non-transferable invitation. This 
policy should be clearly stated in the letter of invitation. Last minute confl icts or 
cancellations can be handled on an individual basis, but you need to decide what 
level of replacement will meet your needs.

Everyone pays to play:•  The old adage that people see more value if they have to 
pay for something applies to intercity visits. Each participant should be willing 
to commit both time and money to this venture, although there may be special 
considerations such as reduced rates for certain groups, such as elected offi cials 
or non-profi t leaders. You will be setting precedence in the fi rst year, so be sure 
your policy covers these situations. Also, don’t assume that someone doesn’t have 
the capacity to pay. The value of this program will justify the investment of time 
and dollars. 

Refunds: • Knowing ahead of time how (and if ) you will handle refunds helps keep 
everything clear. Include a non-refundable administrative fee and language that 
defi nes the refund policy on the registration form. If you decide to offer refunds, 
the timing and level of refunds should correspond to hotel and airline fi nancial 
deadlines and commitments. Based on those contracts, you can set the refund 
timeline and parameters. 

Spouses: • You will need to decide if spouses can attend. When considering this 
policy, keep in mind that one of the key outcomes of this venture is relationship-

building among your community’s leadership. The agenda is designed as 
a working trip—business on behalf of the community. Space is limited, 
and participants’ schedules will be packed. In general, the visit is not 
designed for spouse participation, but some chambers do allow spouses 
to attend. Of course, there will be cases in which couples attend be-
cause both people are invited in the context of their own leadership roles 
within the community. 

In-kind trade for registration fee:•  There may be business services that you will 
need for the production of this program that can be provided by a member of 
your Chamber who also is on your invitation list. They may suggest a “trade” of 
services to cover their registration fee. In some cases, this can be a win-win propo-
sition. Check with your accounting department to determine how these types of 
relationships are handled within your organization. 

Airline seating: • If you take a commercial fl ight to your destination, make it clear 
that chamber staff are not responsible for seat assignments on the plane. The air-
line assigns the seats, and you can’t make changes—after all, someone has to sit in 
the middle. If you charter a plane, you might choose to hold a random drawing 
for seat assignments.

The Nashville Metro Council has 
formally designated the Nash-
ville Chamber’s Intercity Lead-
ership Visit as an authorized 
expenditure.
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Uninvited guests:•  If you have decided to make the program invitation-only, de-
termine in advance how you will respond to those who hear about the trip and 
want to go but do not meet your participant criteria. Develop talking points for 
the chamber president, who is most likely the one who will have to deal with this 
issue and may have a diffi cult time saying “no.”

Creating Buy–In

For this program to be successful, you must have support from the top leadership of 
the community. The chamber CEO and board leadership must see this as a key initiative 
for the organization and be willing to commit the time and energy required to generate 
interest and participation. In addition, political leadership and issue experts are key to 
positioning this program at the right level from the beginning.

Take the time to nurture this level of support before taking this program public. Hav-
ing your CEO and board chair conduct peer-to-peer group briefi ngs (in some cases, one-
on-one) for selected leaders can go a long way toward gaining their commitment. Buy-in 
from top community leaders will help engage other participants.

Volunteer Advisory Committees 

When it is consistent with the volunteer structure of the organization, chambers may 
create a task force or advisory committee to assist in program development and imple-
mentation. This group is separate from the internal production team you will establish 
from your staff resources.  Yet other chambers reach on an as-needed basis rather than 
forming a standing committee.  

Take some time to determine where you truly need assistance. Keeping the group 
small and focused on your needs can be extremely valuable to the program. Creating a 
large group that wants to be involved in the “fun” can just complicate the process. 

Committee membership should be limited to those who will be on the invitation 
list meeting the required level of community leadership you have defi ned. Participants 
should be recruited for a specifi c role they will play in the defi ned purpose of the advisory 
committee. The chamber’s chair-elect is a natural candidate to lead the advisory commit-
tee. An intercity visit can help the chair-elect engage with chamber staff and bring back 
focused energy and new ideas for the following year’s program of work.

The advisory committee may have any or all of the following roles:

Marketing and participant development:•  refi ning invitation lists, crafting mar-
keting messages, extending personal invitations

Issue development:•  assisting in defi ning the issues on which to focus, bringing 
specifi c expertise to identifi ed issues, providing contact and introductions in des-
tination city within their area of expertise, connecting with speakers in advance 
to ensure content focus

Agenda oversight and development:•  serving as a sounding board along the way, 
reacting to suggested formats, fl ow, locations, etc.
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Sponsorship development:•  working with you to identify and solicit potential 
underwriters for the program

Identifying Key Issues

As we suggested earlier, reviewing the chamber’s program of work and public policy 
agenda, local government priorities, and results of a regional visioning process can help 
you identify potential topics for the trip. Another approach is to survey your chamber 
board of directors to determine what they consider to be the top three to fi ve issues chal-
lenging the growth and development of your region. You could also extend this question 
to other selected leaders in the community for a broader perspective. If you have already 
identifi ed key issues through your research, you might create a multiple choice or ranking 
survey to determine your community leaders’ top priorities. 

The Invitation List

After you determine the focus issues, you can refi ne your invitation list. Be sure to 
include leadership from the public, private and non-profi t sectors. Start with your board 
of directors and the leadership of any affi liate organizations. Make a list of all the organi-
zations, agencies, or commissions within your community that relate to your issues and 
invite their boards/leadership. Public leadership might include local, regional and state 
elected and appointed offi cials. Again, select public offi cials based on the purpose of the 
trip and focus issues. 

Based on your target number of participants, establish an “A” list of those to be invited 
fi rst. These may be the invitees that get a personal ask from the chamber president, board 
chair, chair-elect or members of your advisory committee. Securing commitments from 
“A” list invitees will help you attract others from your broader list of potential partici-
pate.

Timing

Depending on the desired outcomes, one season may be optimal. Most intercity visits 
are conducted in the spring or autumn – avoiding summer vacations, winter holidays 
and weather-related travel issues. Since it is often the chair-elect of the chamber who 
provides the volunteer leadership for this program, it is important to consider your lead-
ership cycle when selecting the time frame. Your internal planning cycle and staff time 
demands should help you to determine the optimum time of year to conduct the trip.

Once the general timeframe is determined, you will need to select specifi c date op-
tions. Identify and survey key leaders who need to be part of this venture, including the 
chamber CEO, board chair, chair-elect and mayor to fi nd possible dates in your month 

of choice. Find out if these individuals are willing to travel on a Sunday 
or take three business days for the trip. After you come up with dates that 
work for your key leaders, cross-check the possible dates against holidays 
or major community events to rule out confl icts. 

Favorable hotel rates can be 
secured with a Sunday-Tuesday 
timeframe.
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Destination Selection 

For this discussion, we will focus on travel within the United States; international 
destinations are often best explored after a solid base is established for the domestic pro-
gram. Some chambers—Seattle, Wa. and Greenville, S.C., for example—have added an 
international trip while they continue to conduct their annual domestic visit. 

If your political leaders are involved in the program, this is an important opportunity 
for engagement. You can save yourself a lot of time by getting a short list of cities they 
are interested in visiting. Earlier we discussed asking the issue experts in your commu-
nity who are they watching and against whom they benchmark themselves. This process 
should also give you an initial list of cities to consider.

As you begin, you may want to focus your destination selection within certain param-
eters, such as geographic region. Some chambers start close to home to minimize costs. 
As the program grows, they may venture further away. The Mobile Area Chamber of 
Commerce, which started their program 20 years ago, began by visiting fellow southern 
cities including Jacksonville, Fla. in 1987 and Charleston S.C. in 1988.   Since then 
they have branched out, hitting destinations coast to coast including Seattle, Wash. and 
Boston, Mass.  On the other hand, the chamber in Mankato, Minn. made the decision 
to venture outside the Midwest and selected Bellingham, Wash. as the destination for 
their inaugural visit.

Another potential selection parameter is population. Setting a range as to the size of 
the city or region you would like to visit will narrow down the possibilities. Many cham-
bers choose to visit someplace a little larger than they are to help participants envision 
their city after ten to fi fteen years of continued growth.

If you travel by plane for the visit, check fl ight options to see which destinations offer 
nonstop service. If you have to change planes, determine a reasonable time frame, keep-
ing in mind time changes. For the fi rst year, you want this experience to be as easy as 
possible. In future years, delegates may be more willing to take a few extra steps to get to 
a particular location.   

There is a range of available demographic data that can be used to assist you in your 
search. Check with your economic development department or state demographic center 
to see what data sources they might suggest. Helpful websites that provide a quick, com-
parative look are: www.city-data.com, www.bestplaces.net and www.census.gov.  Other 
resources include:

Creativity Rankings• 

Expansion Management Ranking of 5-Star Knowledge Worker Metros• 

Expansion Management Ranking of 50 Hottest Cities for Relocations• 

Expansion Management Ranking of 5-Star Quality of Life Matters• 

CNN/Money Magazine Ranking of 100 Best Places• 

Milken Institute Best Performing Cities Index• 
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There may be community features that are important to consider in selecting your 
destinations, such as an institution of higher learning, medical center, research park, 
capital city, a multi-cultural profi le or strong mayoral form of government. Creating this 
profi le can greatly assist in focusing the initial search.

Often certain cities, due to major events or developments, hit everyone’s radar at the 
same time. Be sure to check with the key organizations in a potential host city before 
you make your fi nal decision. Find out if they are hosting a major national convention 
that could limit hotel availability, or if there is a major annual event that will pull all 
local resources and make access to host city leaders, hotels and venues diffi cult. If a city 
has hosted a concentration of other intercity visits recently, its leadership may prefer to 
postpone hosting visiting delegations. 

Once you have selected a short list of potential cities, create a grid of comparative 
data. Providing a snapshot of each city will allow your leaders to rank the destinations 
and make a fi nal decision. 
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Program Fundamentals

Once you have established goals and policies, engaged key leaders, and narrowed down 
potential destinations, you have a solid base on which to build a successful program. The 
following sections cover trip logistics and communications.  

What to Expect from the Host City

It is not realistic to expect the host city to plan your site visits or your fi nal trip agenda. 
However, the following organizations are valuable resources that can be tapped for their 
time and expertise. In each case, you can leverage their networks of support to engage 
others in the community.

Chamber of commerce:•  The chamber in your host city can provide background 
information during the research phase and identify issue-specifi c contacts at your 
destination. They can also provide insight into hotel choices and unique meeting 
venues. Often the chamber in your host city is willing to meet with you on your 
fi rst site visit and may serve as a resource and sounding board throughout the 
planning process. If the chamber in your host city has an intercity visit program, 
the person heading that program can be an invaluable resource. This person has 
a broad knowledge of the community and can suggest leaders with whom you 
should meet. 

City/county/regional offi cials:•  City, county and regional offi cials provide much-
needed insights and may give time for background interviews during your site 
visits.  They may also provide introductions and access to other potential speakers. 
They may also have the authority to waive or reduce fees for use of city facilities.

Convention and visitors bureau: • The CVB in your host city can provide a meet-
ing planning guide that profi les hotels and unique venues for meetings or tours. 
It can also identify events going on in the city during your preferred dates, assist 
with hotel requests for proposals, and provide maps and brochures for inclusion 
in delegation briefi ng materials. Some CVBs also provide interesting local items 
for gift bags.  

University offi cials:•  If you have decided to partner with a local university to pro-
duce the program, you might want to identify a sister institution in your destina-
tion city. They may be able to access additional resources for your visit.

Extending the Invitation

As we discussed earlier, deciding whether your organization, an affi liate or another 
organization extends the invitation to potential delegates is important. It could be the 
chair-elect of the chamber as chair of the intercity visit; he or she could be joined by the 
mayor or other elected offi cial. The invitation could also come from an advisory commit-
tee for the visit, if you have one, or it might stem from the board of directors or president 
of the chamber. 
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Marketing materials for the program will vary depending on your budget, internal 
production capacity and potential member sponsorship. Some chambers brand their 
intercity visit program, creating a unique name such as: Birmingham’s “BIG TRIP” – 
Birmingham Innovation Group, or Nashville’s “Music City Leadership Study Mission.” 
Some also create a logo to identify the program. If one of your goals is to increase your 
chamber’s visibility, you may want to use your chamber logo and devise a creative name 
to brand the program as part of the chamber. 

The Mankato (MN) Chamber of Commerce had the benefi t of partnering with a 
major local printing company to produce marking materials for their intercity visit. The 
printer worked with the Chamber to create a special look for the trip invitations and all 
collateral material. Since many chambers won’t have this option, be assured there are 
cost-effective ways to get this program started. 

A well-done letter of invitation on chamber letterhead can work well. Communicat-
ing electronically, which we will talk about later on, can minimize costs and streamline 

efforts. Also, don’t underestimate the value of the personal “ask”. This 
is the most effective tool in getting support for this program in the fi rst 
year. 

Many mature programs send a “save the date” card or letter to all of 
the invitees six months out. For the fi rst year, you may decide not to use 
a save the date notice, but rather a more detailed, formal invitation that 
explains the program in more detail and requests a reply of interest. This 

would then be followed by the registration form and invoice. 

At four months out, now that you’ve already created a level of awareness about the 
program, send the formal invitation with registration form. By this time you should be 
able to include specifi c topics, key speakers and confi rmed key delegates in the letter.

Delegate Communications

Most communication with delegates can be handled electronically. From the cham-
ber’s perspective, you will need a single designated point of contact. For the initial year, it 
is important for this contact person to understand the breath of the program and be able 
to answer questions as they arise. To avoid miscommunication on the delegate’s end, we 
recommend asking for the delegate’s assistant’s contact information. Copying this person 
on all communications improves your chance of getting a timely and accurate response. 

You will likely have individuals who want to travel outside the group, or use frequent 
fl yer points to travel, or only come for part of the trip. There will probably be other 
special requests and people who want to choose and pay for elements of the program 
a la carte. When dealing with these requests, be clear about the intent of the program. 
Articulate that the budget is based on the full delegation taking part in each and all parts 
of the program and contracts have been negotiated from that perspective. As discussed 
earlier, giving thought to and setting policies ahead of time will help you handle these 
types of issues. But in reality, you won’t think of them all and will have to make some 
decisions based on what makes sense at the moment. We suggest that you give yourself 

For sample intercity visit 
materials and templates you 
can modify and use, visit 
www.acce.org/icv  
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time to respond to any question – “I’ll look into that” is always a good fi rst response. You 
may also call a chamber peer or reach out through the ACCE’s members only Intercity 
Visit the message board at www.acce.org/icv to fi nd out how others have handled the 
situation you are facing. 

Technology 

Of course, the internet provides unparalleled access to detailed information on every 
city and region in the country along with the organizations that serve them. Be sure to 
collect as much information as possible about your host city. This background work will 
help you plan discussion topics and improve the effectiveness of your host city pre-visit.

Some chambers have placed information about the trip online. Whether it is a collec-
tion of pages within your chamber’s website or a stand-alone site with a unique address, 
the trip site can be a valuable marketing tool and information source. Send delegates to 
the site for the latest trip information, background information on the content issues, a 
current list of registered delegates, travel details, and speaker profi les. The site can also be 
a forum for sharing post-trip summaries and evaluation results as well as speakers’ Power-
Point presentations. Think about opening a message board or blog for delegates to access 
after the trip. An intercity visit website also can be a resource for contacts and speakers in 
your destination city. Visit www.acce.org/icv for links to sample intercity visit websites to 
see how others have used this tool.

Scholarships

The participation fee may be out of reach for some community leaders, especially 
in the fi rst year when they have not budgeted the funds. You may wish to offer some 
fi nancial assistance to make sure key participants are able to join the trip. This, again, is 
a policy to determine ahead of time. We suggest that everyone pay something to partici-
pate. Here are some examples of how other chambers have addressed this issue:

General scholarship fund:•  Go to the top ten to 50 companies that will be on the 
trip and ask them to pay one-and-a-half times the registration fee. These funds 
can be distributed on a case-by-case basis, amounts determined by the lead staff 
person on a demonstrated needs basis. Language such as “limited scholarship 
assistance is available” can be included on the registration form with the contact 
person identifi ed.

Local foundations:•  Approach local foundations – both corporate and commu-
nity – for support. They may be willing to support the participation of identifi ed 
leaders or organizations within the community that will add to the diversity of 
your delegation. 

One-on-one sponsorship:•  Some organizations may not have the funds to partici-
pate in the fi rst year, but they are important to both the diversity and issue ex-
pertise of your delegation. Asking a corporation to sponsor an individual from an 
important organization can be an option. Work with the organization to review 
its board of directors to see who might be a potential candidate.
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Media Relations 

Including representatives of the media on your delegation brings both opportunities 
and challenges. Some chambers have local newspaper publishers or television producers 
on their boards of directors. In this capacity and as a leader in the community, he or 
she is invited to participate in the intercity visit. Whether you have a reporter along to 
chronicle the trip is another question. If you have a special relationship with a specifi c 
reporter, you may invite him to be a full participant in the program, paying the full 
registration fee. It is also possible to allow reporters along without considering them to 
be “delegates.” They would travel at their own expense and have access to sessions and 
delegates as you defi ne. Whether they travel with the group and stay at the same hotel is 
an important decision. It is not unreasonable for them to make their own arrangements. 
The opportunity to have stories on the airwaves or on the front page of your local paper, 
highlighting the value of this venture, can provide very positive positioning for your 
organization. Alternatively, you might also have a delegate who is willing to send stories 
back to your local paper on a daily basis. 

On the other hand, your leadership may decide that they do not want this level of 
coverage. The opportunity to have open discussions about sensitive issues may be more 
productive without media in the room. To accommodate both private sessions and posi-
tive media coverage, local media in the host city can be given interview opportunities 
arranged in advance. In some cases, live feeds can be set up through affi liate stations at 
specifi c times to cover the trip for the hometown market. Or, upon arrival home, your 
local media might meet with the delegation to get material for a story. Sometimes open-
ing your visit with a respected reporter or media personality as a speaker is a great way to 
get a candid overview on how things get done or don’t get done in the city. 

The key is having established policies about how media will be involved, and designat-
ing someone to manage the media relationship.

Sponsorship

Revenue from intercity visits can be an important source of non-dues revenue for 
chambers, as profi table programs typically offer a lot of sponsorship opportunities. 

There are four general funding models for an intercity visit program: 

Registration fees set at a break-even level 1. 

Registration fees and local foundation grant funding to break-even2. 

Registration fees augmented by sponsorship through cash or in-kind contribu-3. 
tions

The intercity visit is part of a comprehensive chamber sponsorship program4. 

Let’s take a closer look at each of these options:

Registration fees only• : As you look at the budget below, you will see the impact 
the number of delegates has on the fi nances of this program. What will your 
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community support? Is your Chamber willing to contribute fi nancial assistance 
to this project?

Registration fees and grant funding• : We talked earlier about the possible role of 
local foundations. As you fi nalize your budget, the gap you have after setting a re-
alistic registration fee will help you defi ne the need for additional support. There 
is signifi cant data on the value of these programs to the community and region 
that would allow you to put a strong proposal before any foundation. Once the 
program is established, the delegation will grow in size to alleviate the need for 
this level of additional support.

Registration fees and sponsorship:•  Every breakfast, lunch, dinner, baggage tag, 
pocket guide, or briefi ng packet can be a cash sponsorship opportunity. You 
can also create an option for the “Presenting Sponsor” at the highest level of 
cash contribution – the ABC Visit brought to you by XYZ Company. As you 
look at your program content, match potential sponsors with issues. For ex-
ample, your local transportation authority or a transportation consulting fi rm 
might appreciate the opportunity to host a breakfast if the discussion topic is 
transportation planning. Session sponsors may be asked to moderate the ses-
sion, giving them additional exposure for their sponsorship. A local bank may 
underwrite the pocket guide to have its logo on the back cover, or a local print-
er may contribute an in-kind sponsorship for the printing of the pocket guide. 
 It may work better for you to approach two or three companies to underwrite 
a specifi c part of the program. Also, look for opportunities to use existing items 
your delegates have that meet your needs. For example, luggage tags may come 
from an airline, hotel or a local travel company. For speaker gifts, one of your del-
egates may make something that is unique to your region that they would happily 
contribute in exchange for the recognition. Don’t overlook those companies with 
offi ces in both your city and your destination city. Very often they will co-host an 
event—a thank you reception for the leaders in both cities is often their choice. 
As you review the budget below, look at the potential sponsorship values. 

A comprehensive chamber sponsorship program:•  Some chambers have devel-
oped strategies to raise additional non-dues revenue support for all chamber pro-
gramming by designing a tiered dues level approach (Sustaining, Friends, Sup-
porters of the Chamber, etc.). These sponsors are given visibility throughout the 
year commensurate with their level of support, and the intercity visit is one of 
those opportunities for visibility. 

Budget

There are several key factors that affect your development of the budget for this pro-
gram. The primary factors are:

Number of delegates• 

Registration fee• 
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Costs in destination city – hotel, meals, ground transportation• 

Airfare or other transportation• 

The following sample budget is provided as a guide to the various components of the 
program and how each can affect the bottom line. 

SAMPLE 
BUDGET

Leadership 
Study Mission

BUDGET BUDGET BUDGET Budget 
assumptions

Potential
Sponsorship

 A B C

A/B/C

Attendees 50 70 100

Income

Participant fee $1,600 $1,600 $1,600  

Staff $3,000 $3,000 $3,000

Total 
Participant fees $70,400 $102,400 $150,400

44/64/94 delegates 
paying $1,600 ea.

Total $73,400 $105,400 $153,400

Expenses

Airfare $17,500 $24,500 $35,000 $350 

Room $20,000 $28,000 $40,000

Baggage $300 $420 $600

Sunday 
Opening Lunch $1,820 $2,520 $3,570 $35 pp - 2 guests $800/$2,500/$3,500

Sunday Dinner $4,680 $6,480 $9,180 $90 pp - 2 guests $4,500/$6,000/$9,000

Monday 
Breakfast $1,620 $2,220 $3,120 $30 pp - 4 guests $1,600/$2,000/$3,000

Monday Lunch $1,890 $2,590 $3,640 35 pp - 4 guests $1,800/$2,500/$3,500

Monday Thank 
You Reception $3,250 $4,250 $5,750 $50 pp + 15 guests $3,000/$4,000/$5,500

Monday Dinner $2,500 $3,500 $5,000 $50 pp $2,500/$3,500/$5,000

Tuesday 
Breakfast $1,620 $2,220 $3,120 $30pp - 4 guests $1,600/$2,000/$3,000

Tuesday Lunch $1,890 $2,590 $3,640 $35 pp - 4 guests $1,800/$2,500/$3,500

Tuesday snack 
for plane $500 $700 $1,000 $10 pp $500/$700/$1,000

Hospitality 
Suite $1,250 $1,750 $2,500 $25 pp $1,250/$1,750/$2,500

Ground 
Transportation $3,000 $6,000 $6,000

$1,000/day/bus - 
one/two buses

AV Misc. $5,000 $5,000 $5,000

General 
Printing $2,000 $2,000 $2,000 pocket guide $2,000

Offi ce Supplies $1,000 $1,000 $1,000
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Gifts (speakers 
& others) $1,825 $1,825 $1,825 

55 Speakers @ $35 
ea., 35 @ $5.00 ea. $1,825

Postage $500 $500 $500

Refreshments-
Breaks $1,250 $1,750 $2,500 $25 pp $1,250/$1,750/$2,500

Pre-visit trip $3,000 $3,000 $3,000
2 people - two 

pre-trips

Airport 
Refreshments $750 $1,050 $1,500 $15 pp 750/$1,000/$1,500

Signs $2,000 $2,000 $2,000 $2,000

Misc. $4,000 $4,000 $4,000

Luggage Tags $250 $350 $500 250/350/500

Luggage 
Transfer $500 $500 $500

Car Rental & 
Fuel $350 $350 $350

Total $84,245 $111,065 $146,795 

Excess of Rev/
Exp. -$10,845 -$5,665 $6,605

Potential 
Sponsors $28,425 $36,375 $49,825 

Potential net $17,580 $30,710 $56,430

The key is to be realistic about your initial assumptions. How many delegates are you 
targeting and how much will they be willing to pay for the experience? Framing an initial 
budget can help you to set the participation fee—or get a handle on additional dollars 
you will have to raise to break even. Vary the assumptions to devise a budget that is real-
istic and that meets your needs.  

Data Management

Giving thought to the end use of your data can assist you in designing the best system 
to capture all the information this program generates. It can be done through spread-
sheets, but a relational database could save you a lot of time. You may be able to utilize 
your chamber’s internal data management system to collect and track information rel-
evant to the intercity visit. Also, having someone dedicated to keeping up with data entry 
along the way will make things a lot easier. You will need to track and generate reports 
relating to the following:

Invitation lists• 

Delegate profi les• 

Delegate table and session assignments (if appropriate)• 

Name tags; place cards; table tents• 

Site visit contacts• 

Thank-you reception invitation list• 
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Speaker profi les• 

Venue/catering data• 

Contract deadlines• 

Hotel registrations• 

Airline manifest • 

Emergency contact information• 

Frequent fl yer numbers (if appropriate)• 
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Organizing the Trip

With a clear understanding of budget constraints, sponsorship opportunities, media 
relations and other must-know background information, it is time to get down to the 
details. The following section will take you through the planning steps you will take, 
from selecting a hotel through the fi nal wrap-up session. Along the way we offer expert 
tips and interesting examples to help shorten your learning curve and ensure that your 
fi rst intercity visit is a memorable one.

Site Visits

Once you have determined your destination city, ideally eight to 12 months in ad-
vance of the trip dates, you will want to conduct your fi rst site visit. The purpose of this 
fi rst visit is to inspect potential hotels and meet with issue experts to begin framing the 
issues for your agenda. Who goes on the fi rst site visit is determined by budget and inter-
est. If you have engaged an advisory committee, some of them may want to join you at 
their own expense. If you are using a consultant, he will most likely join you. For the fi rst 
trip, the chamber CEO will often join the staff project leader. 

As you learn about the destination, it is important to fi nd presenters who will speak 
candidly about the issues their community faces. We often say you don’t want the “blue 
sky story.” You want to know what it has taken to bring a city or region to a certain point 
in its development. Best practices are good, but so are lessons learned. It is equally im-
portant to know what could have been done differently as it is to know what was done 
right.

The pre-visit usually takes three to four days, including travel time. You will need two 
to three full days of appointments at a minimum. Block out one hour for meetings to 
discuss content with issue experts. Allow yourself plenty of time to get from meeting to 
meeting, and leave 90 minutes for meals and hotel tours. An internet tool like MapQuest 
can help you to develop an agenda that is most time effi cient.

Before your visit, create a list of people with whom you would like to meet. The list 
should include chamber leaders, a representative from the mayor’s offi ce, and any issue 
experts you can identify through research on the internet. Prioritize the list to make sure 
you secure meetings with the most important individuals fi rst. There is great value in 
having a face-to-face, confi dential interview; you can gain insights and perspectives that 
will help you understand how to best position the issue for your delegation. Willingness 
to meet in their offi ce can improve your chances of setting a meeting. Also, traveling from 
offi ce to offi ce will help you learn the city and possibly identify venues for sessions.

The local convention and visitors bureau’s (CVB) website can give you a list of hotels 
complete with room and meeting space capacities, as well as contact information. Use 
this list to identify the hotels you will inspect during your pre-visit. More information on 
hotels is provided in the next section.
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When prioritizing and scheduling meetings during the fi rst pre-visit, start with the 
CEO of the local chamber. The meeting will serve to both inform him about your visit 
and help you gain insights and contacts for your program. The chamber may also suggest 
possible hotels for consideration. Meeting with the CEO as well as specifi c department 
heads will be a good start to getting a broad overview of your destination city and devel-
oping a list of important contacts.

Meeting with the mayor and/or the chief of staff will provide you with the administra-
tion’s perspective on key issues and allow you to engage their support for your program. 
You also can identify how the mayor might like to be involved in the program. Possibili-
ties for mayoral involvement include: serving as the opening speaker to welcome the del-
egation, dinner speaker in a more formal setting, issue expert for one session, or closing 
speaker to tie it all together. 

From these initial meetings you will identify a whole new round of contacts and begin 
to focus in on potential speakers. These additional contacts form the basis for a second 
site pre-visit. 

On the fi rst pre-visit you will also get a sense of appropriate venues to hold each ses-
sion. When possible, you want to select a location that will enhance the conversation. For 
example, a session on sports teams may be held at a new stadium, or a session on land 
use may be held adjacent to a new city park. During interviews with issue experts, you 
should also discuss potential venues. For example, if you meet with the superintendent of 
schools, your conversation should include an exploration of possible sites for the session 
on education, perhaps the auditorium at a fl agship high school or new charter school. 
You should visit that site on the second site visit.

Within fi ve months of the trip date, conduct the second site pre-visit. The purpose 
of this trip is to secure all venues and meet with as many likely speakers as possible. The 
second visit will also give you the opportunity to review all details with the hotel.

Hotel Selection 

The convention and visitors bureau (CVB) can assist you in securing initial proposals 
from all CVB member properties or a specifi c group that you select. You also may want 
to make contact personally with each potential property to explain the nature of the 
intercity visit program. It is helpful to provide the hotel with a detailed profi le of your 
needs. 

Your fi rst contact with each hotel may be just to check room availabil-
ity during your preferred dates and to obtain an initial room rate quote. 
This is just a starting point – room rates are negotiable. Try to identify 
three to fi ve hotels that meet your needs. You will want to arrange a time 
for a site inspection of each during your fi rst pre-visit. It’s a good idea to 
visit hotels over breakfast or lunch, which allows you to sample their food 

and service. This is the opportunity to share with them the special touches you want for 
this VIP delegation – delivery of room keys prior to arrival, baggage placed in rooms 
before delegates get to the hotel, special items included with turndown service, robes in 

If you have a good relationship 
with a particular local hotel, fi nd 
out if they have an appropriate 
property in your destination city. 
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every room, and so on. Your delegates are giving their time and resources on behalf of 
the community, so special treatment that you negotiate with the hotel is a way of saying 
thank you. You should also ask one member of your site visit team to stay at each hotel 
you are considering if possible.  

After the fi rst site visit, each hotel should submit a revised quote. Hotel staff will gen-
erally ask what factors you are considering before making your selection. Typically these 
three factors will drive your decision:

Economics:1.  Basically, you will choose the hotel that offers you the best package. 
But don’t look at just the room rate. See if they will host a breakfast or hospital-
ity suite. Will they provide a reduced rate for baggage delivery, free internet, free 
turn-down service, complimentary work suite, or any other additional amenities. 
For you, it is the total package that they can put together that is important.

Location2. : As you get a sense of the program content and session locations, you 
should choose a property that will work best logistically. Will a specifi c property 
allow you to walk to certain sessions, thus reducing transportation costs? Will 
another enhance an aspect of your program, such as downtown redevelopment, 
waterfront development, or a convention center complex?

Do they get it?3.  An intercity visit is unlike most other conventions, 
meetings or seminars. You should choose the property that truly 
understands the value of this program and wants to partner with 
you to make it an exceptional experience for your delegates. 

When it comes to hotel contracts, everything is negotiable, and you 
won’t know what’s possible unless you ask. Once you select your preferred 
property, start working through the details with the hotel. It is reasonable to submit a list 
of the items you would like them to consider. Some properties can offer a very low room 
rate but add very few “extras”; others have to hold to a room rate established by their 
revenue manager, but can work with catering or marketing to add value for you.

Once you have settled all the details, your agreement will then be translated into a 
contract. Everything that was negotiated should appear in writing in the contract. Lan-
guage in the contract can be changed, so if you are not comfortable with it, ask for 
deletions or wording changes. Have your legal or fi nance department read through the 
document to ensure that you can comply with deadlines for payment, insurance require-
ments, liability, etc. It is not unusual to go through three to fi ve versions of the contract 
until you reach the fi nal version. 

When the delegates arrive in the destination city, they typically begin the program 
immediately, and usually not at the hotel. Check with the hotel to see if they will provide 
individual key-packs for you to distribute to the delegates before they arrive at the hotel. 
This will streamline check-in and help your tired delegates get to their room quickly after 
a long day of travel and programming. To do this, you must normally provide the hotel 
with a credit card number for each delegate in advance to cover incidental charges. Cop-
ies of the trip registration forms will usually suffi ce. 

A hospitality suite provides 
a place for the delegates to 
connect with each other in a 
completely social setting. 
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The baggage can be taken immediately to the hotel and put in the 
delegates’ rooms before they arrive at the hotel in the afternoon. Each 
bag should have a uniquely designed baggage tag, supplied by you, which 
clearly shows the delegate’s name. Be sure the hotel is prepared to have all 
bags in rooms before the delegation arrives. 

Baggage arrangements for departure from the hotel will depend on 
your agenda. The hotel should designate a location for the bags to be 
held on the morning of your departure until they can be loaded onto 

your buses. The hotel may suggest a “bag-pull,” which is where your delegates leave 
their baggage inside their rooms to be collected by the bell staff while the delegates are 
at breakfast. The bags are taken from each room to a pre-arranged location in the hotel 
for holding and then transferred onto your buses. We suggest that you not do a bag-pull, 
but rather ask each delegate to bring his or her baggage to a designated location. They 
can call for bell assistance if needed. This allows you to check off each person, ensuring 
the entire delegation is awake, checked out, and ready for departure from the hotel. This 
also allows you to divide the baggage for loading on the buses so delegates will be on the 
same bus as their bags for check-in at the airport.

Transportation

Once you have determined the air service that best serves your destination, you will 
most likely work through a group-booking reservation agent. If you have a local contact 
with an airline, perhaps a member of your board, start by reaching out to them. If more 
than one airline could work, get bids from all of them. Depending on the size of your 
group, and the size of the planes, you may have to split your delegation between two 
fl ights. Be sure to check deposit deadlines, deposit refund rules, cancellation clauses and 
deadlines for the fi nal commitment to seats. Also check to see if name changes are al-
lowed, and, if so, how they will be handled. 

Chartering is always a possibility. It provides the most fl exibility regarding timing and 
access, but the cost is prohibitive for most chambers. 

Meet with airline representatives in both cities to walk through the special arrange-
ments they can offer. Upon departure from your city, the airline might set up a special 
area at the ticket counter for check-in. This allows your staff to ensure that each bag has 
a trip nametag and allows for an accurate count of the number of bags that are checked 
and that all of your delegates are accounted for. Having clearly labeled trip nametags and 
knowing the exact number of checked bags is important upon arrival in your destination 
city, so be sure one staff member is assigned to this task. The airline might also host light 
refreshments for the delegation in the departure gate area. 

Arrangements for the delegation’s departure should be discussed in advance. Curbside 
bag check, for example, can be arranged ahead of time. To expedite the process, on the 
day before departure, send the airline a list of delegates with the number of checked bags 
for each.  

Some hotels may want to re-
serve the right to move any of 
your delegates to another hotel 
if they become oversold. You 
should work to remove this, and 
any other unacceptable clauses, 
from the fi nal contract. 
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Transportation Security Administration and Federal Aviation Administration require-
ments change frequently, but with enough lead-time and planning, any of the following 
is possible: 

Pick up boarding passes in advance to distribute to delegation before they arrive • 
at the airport

A special location for buses to discharge delegates at the airport• 

Special check-in location at the ticket counter• 

Special lane through security clearance• 

Refreshments or box lunches available for delegates inside security• 

Upon arrival at your destination, there may be an opportunity for special arrange-• 
ments as well. Again, each airport is different, but the following are possibilities 
for arrival:

Loading baggage directly from the plane onto a truck for delivery to the hotel • 
(thus the need for an accurate bag count!)

Bus transportation planeside to meet the delegation – bags could either be loaded • 
into the bays of the buses or handled separately

Advance team cleared through security to meet delegates at the arrival gate• 

Special location for buses to meet the delegation outside the terminal• 

Delegate Registration

The registration form should contain the delegate’s information and a signed agree-
ment of your cancellation policy. It also can serve as the trip invoice. 

Be sure your data system is in place to compile each delegate’s information and that 
someone is assigned to keep up with this task. Once you have reached your target num-
ber of participants, limits may be set by airline or hotel arrangements, so establish a wait-
ing list. You will almost certainly have cancellations.

Developing the Agenda

You may experience information overload after the fi rst site visit, but things will fall 
into place. You will start to see which issues truly have meaning for your community, 
what the focus of each issue discussion should be, and who will be the best presenters for 
your delegation. 

As you create your agenda, take a look at the samples provided online at www.acce.
org/icv as an example. Issues to consider as you set your agenda are:

Timing: • You must consider timing concerns like rush hour traffi c, sunrise and 
sunset, school hours (if you want to see students in class), and the effects of any 
time change. 

Program fl ow: • By looking at other trip agendas, you can get a sense of the pos-
sible ways the program can fl ow. For the fi rst year, it is suggested that the delega-
tion remain together for all parts of the program. In future years, breakout groups 
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or concurrent sessions are possible. Start by putting down your fl ight arrival and 
departure times and then fi ll in the schedule with general time blocks. For ex-
ample:

First Day

Noon arrival – lunch• 

Afternoon session• 

Arrive hotel• 

Dinner• 

Second Day

Breakfast session at hotel• 

Mid-morning session – new venue• 

Lunch – new venue• 

Afternoon session – new venue• 

Back to hotel – break/hospitality• 

Reception/Dinner – new venue• 

Day Three

Breakfast session at hotel• 

Mid-morning session – new venue• 

Lunch – new venue• 

Depart for airport• 

Presentation formats: • Determine which topics can be handled with a single 
speaker or over a meal function. Which topics will require several presenters to tell 
the complete story and thus need more time? Which issues would be enhanced 
by a tour or demonstration? If light rail and transit-oriented development are key 
issues, can you move the delegation by light rail to a location at a rail stop where 
you could have the presentation? 

Whether you have a single speaker or panel presentation, you will need to ensure that 
audio visual needs can be met. Make sure your site has a good sound system, clear lines 
of sight if your speaker will use a PowerPoint presentation, and a technician who knows 
how to use the equipment. If you are bringing your own equipment, make sure staff is at 
the site ahead of time to set up.

Venues Selection

The selection of venues is tied directly to the program content. The goal is to enhance 
the subject matter by selecting related sites. As you meet with issue experts, you not only 
want to fi nd out what the issues are and who would make good speakers, but also where 
sessions could be held. 
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Some examples are:

Topic Venue

Public education High School – presentation in
 auditorium, tour of facilities 

Cruise Ship/Port Development Lunch on board a cruise ship

Public Library Development Downtown library

Multi-modal transportation Ride on part of the system and 
 hear presentation in transit 
 agency’s headquarters

You may also want to include venues that are unique to the city, like the Space Needle 
in Seattle, or the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame if you are visiting Cleveland. “City Clubs” 
often give you an exceptional and rare view of the city. Don’t rule out space that would 
not typically be thought useable, such as the upper fl oor of an unfi nished building in the 
middle of a major downtown redevelopment project. If you have the resources to bring 
in seating and audio-visual equipment, this can be a wonderful space – generating inter-
est in new development!

There may be a facility fee for the use of certain spaces. Due to the nature of this pro-
gram, these fees are often waived, but you may be asked to cover security and cleaning 
charges. For some public venues, you may have to make a request to city hall to have 
certain fees waived. 

You want to be sure that locations meet the following needs:

Adequate space and seating for the delegation to be seated comfortably • 

A presentation environment that will support the speaker’s audio-visual require-• 
ments

Easily accessible at street level or by elevators• 

Handicap accessibility, if needed• 

Easy access for bus drop-off and pick-up• 

Can meet food and beverage needs (see catering below)• 

Adequate elevator service to move the group effi ciently• 

Catering 

For the three-day/two-night trip we’ve used as the model in this publication, your ca-
tering needs will most likely include two breakfasts, three lunches, two dinners, beverage 
service mid-morning and mid-afternoon, and a hospitality suite. 

Holding the breakfast sessions at your hotel makes for a manageable start to each day. 
It is easy for the delegates, avoids moving the delegation during rush hour traffi c, and 
facilitates baggage handling for departure on the second morning. 

Lunch and dinner locations will, as stated above, come from the content and program 
fl ow. For these events, you will either work with the venue’s in-house caterer or contract 
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with an outside provider. Venues such as museums and libraries often have a preferred ca-
terer list. You also can get suggestions from your local chamber, CVB or hotel contacts.

You will have to choose between a buffet or plated service. And if you go with plated, 
you’ll need to further choose between pre-set or served. Your choice will be based on both 
cost and timing. Buffet service gives you a broader choice of food offerings and often 
works better for the available space in some venues. Plated service allows everyone to be 
seated at the same time and conversation to fl ow as they are being served. An adequate 
number of wait staff is critical to ensure timely service. 

Accommodating special dietary needs can be a challenge. Knowing any special needs 
ahead of time is helpful to the caterer. Requests for any special dietary needs should be 
noted on the registration form. You cannot, realistically, match every diet plan, but most 
caterers do allow for a vegetarian alternative and can accommodate most food allergies 
(seafood or nuts, for example) if given enough notice. 

Speaker Selection

Speakers for this program generally give of their time and expertise willingly. Only 
on very rare occasions is an honorarium paid. You may offer to cover parking or mileage 
expenses if necessary. 

By the time you have fi nished your second site visit, you should have identifi ed your 
list of speakers. In some cases, you may have confi rmed their willingness to participate 
during an interview. Once you have the agenda fl ow set and the venues selected, you can 
begin confi rming speakers. Have in mind those sessions for which an alternate speaker 
would be acceptable if necessary.     

Once the speaker has confi rmed his participation, send him a speaker profi le form, 
which will include their assistant’s contact information as well as the presentation title 
and audio/visual needs. E-mail communication is generally satisfactory. Copying the as-
sistant on all communications can ensure a timely response to requests for biographies, 
photos, or audio-visual needs.

To assist the speaker in understanding your local perspective on his topic, you should 
connect him with your local issue expert to provide some background. At a minimum, 
you would want to provide each speaker with a set of outcomes you hope your delegates 
will get from the presentation.

As soon as the agenda and delegation are confi rmed, send your speakers a packet of 
information that includes the list of delegates, the full agenda, a summary of their pre-
sentation and any additional background information.

Briefi ng Materials

The pocket guide is the most-used piece of collateral material produced for the visit. 
Since your delegation will frequently move from venue to venue, binders may get left be-
hind. But a convenient pocket guide will be an easily accessible reference tool. It typically 
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contains a list of all the delegates (with or without contact information), the full agenda, 
and other important items such as a map and list of sponsors. 

The pocket guide can be as simple as an internally produced, GBC bound, one-col-
or piece, or as fl ashy as a professionally produced, full-color, glossy, stapled document. 
Clear, complete and accurate information is most important.

Meet with your internal communications staff or the company that is going to pro-
duce the guide to make formatting decisions and set deadlines for receiving information. 
The pocket guide is distributed at the airport at the time of departure. You will also want 
to produce extra copies. Many of your speakers will request a copy, and they are a good 
tool for marketing next year’s trip.

In-depth briefi ng materials can be presented in many formats as well. A three-ring 
binder provides a lot of fl exibility and allows you to easily make last minute additions 
and changes. Create a section for each topic session, providing background material on 
the issue. Some chambers create a white paper on the issue, comparing their city to the 
destination city so delegates are up-to-date on both cities’ perspectives.  Here is a basic 
list of requisite contents:

Welcome letter• 

Statement of goals and objectives • 

List of sponsors• 

Full agenda• 

List of delegates’ contact information• 

Destination city profi le data• 

Speaker Information, including bios• 

Venue profi les (if you are visiting some unique locations)• 

Blank pages of lined paper for notes• 

Additional items that should be included in the pocket of the notebook:

Leave behind sheet • 

Map – usually from CVB• 

Brochures or other informational pieces• 

The briefi ng book is typically distributed at the pre-trip orientation meeting. You can 
pass out any additions or changes to the book during the opening luncheon, if needed.

Pre-Trip Orientation Meeting

A month before your trip, send out a notice inviting the delegates to a pre-trip orienta-
tion. Hold the meeting within a week of your scheduled departure. The purpose of this 
gathering is to distribute trip materials, such as the briefi ng book and travel documents, 
and provide an opportunity for delegates to meet each other. This is also a chance to 
briefl y present the trip agenda and remind delegates about the logistical details for the 
day of departure. Use this time to highlight any special considerations, such as baggage 
tags, and allow time for Q & A. This is also an opportunity to recognize all sponsors. 
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These meetings are usually an informal reception. However, in the fi rst year of your 
program you may take a more formal approach, such as a seated session over continental 
breakfast. First year programs might also use the opportunity to do a brief presentation 
on each of your focus issues. Local issue experts can provide background information 
and local perspective to help your delegates get the most value out of the sessions during 
the trip.

Signage

Table signs, nametags, place cards, table tents and sponsor signs come into play in the 
production of this program. They can be created simply or with lots of bells and whistles. 
Budget is usually the deciding factor, as is time, particularly in the fi rst year. Here are a 
few points to consider for each of these items:

Nametags• : The most important piece of information on the nametag is the dele-
gate’s name. Everyone has a pocket guide to look up title and company. The name 
should be bold and easy to read. And the nametag should be placed where it can 
be seen. Lanyards are nice, but often awkward. Magnetic tags work well; they are 
easy to place and work with any fabric. However, they are more costly and have to 
be produced professionally in advance. The simple, plastic sleeve, pin or clip-on 
type of nametag can work just fi ne, allowing you to make last-minute changes. 
You can customize nametags with the trip logo, and you can make a double set of 
inserts, just in case one is lost. If your delegates are assigned to specifi c tables for 
certain meal functions or assigned to specifi c breakout sessions, you can include 
that information on the back of each nametag. 

Table signs• : Depending on the formats for your meal functions, you may need a 
variety of signs. Bring a supply of “reserved” signs for your speaker tables. If you 
have topic tables, bring signs that would easily fi t in a table stand with the title on 
each side. Clear, bold and simple type face works best.

Sponsor signs• : One way to recognize sponsors is to have a thank-you sign at each 
event. You can produce them locally and ship them to your hotel in advance. An-
other option is to work with a local copy center. They can work out all the details 
with you at home and then have the signs produced in your destination city. Your 
advance team would pick them up.

Speaker Gifts

It is customary to present each speaker with a gift of appreciation following their 
presentation. This can be a good opportunity to showcase something unique from your 
community or region. Locally-made items like chocolates or cookies work very well. 
Here are a few other examples:

Denver, Colo. – • Crème de Colorado Junior League Cookbook

Mankato, Minn. – Coasters of Kasota Stone• 
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Nashville, Tenn. – Gold Record; Crystal Guitar Clock• 

Raleigh, N.C. – Handmade Seagrove pottery• 

Sponsor Recognition

Talk with your potential sponsors to see what they value most. Depending on the level 
of sponsorship, all of the following are potential opportunities for recognition: 

First right of refusal for same level of sponsorship for subsequent year’s program• 

Logo in all broadcast emails relating to the event• 

Logo on event invitations• 

Logo on notebook/pocket guide• 

Logo on every program/agenda card• 

Letter from company’s CEO in notebook/pocket guide• 

Mentions in all opening/closing remarks• 

Opportunity to address audience (one time)• 

Opportunity to introduce speaker (one time)• 

Opportunity to distribute marketing materials to delegation• 

Logo on all trip signage• 

Logo on all table tents• 

CEO seated at head table (at least 2 meal functions)• 

Complimentary registration for one• 

Access to delegate registrant database• 

Recognition in the following places in association with this event:• 

Chamber newsletter 
Chamber’s lobby television 
Annual meeting  

Advance Team

Identify who from your team will go ahead of the delegation, who will travel with 
the delegation, and who will remain in the offi ce as your point person for last-minute 
issues. 

It is usually the intercity visit program director and one other staff member who go in 
advance. The chamber president and other senior chamber staff travel with the delega-
tion. Administrative support staff usually remains in the offi ce.

The advance team should allow at least two business days in advance of the delega-
tion’s arrival. If you are traveling to a destination with a signifi cant time change, you 
may want to give yourself an extra day to adjust to local time. Use this time to visit each 
meeting site, walk through all the fi nal details, and meet with the hotel staff to ensure 
a smooth execution of your group’s stay. If you shipped meeting materials or additional 
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supplies to your destination, the advance team should check all boxes when they arrive 
at the hotel. 

The hotel business center may also be able to meet these needs, although this may be 
a more expensive option.

In the sample staffi ng agenda (available online at www.acce.org/icv), you will fi nd a 
schedule of important pre-conference (pre-con) meetings. This schedule includes ap-
pointments with all venues and the hotel. During each of these meetings you need to 
establish good, open communications; unexpected things will happen and you’ll need ev-
eryone’s support. You will have established an amazing network of contacts and resources 
throughout the city which can assist in most any situation. A briefcase left on a city bus 
during a transit tour can be retrieved by a call to your transit contact, who can notify 
dispatch and have you meet the bus, now back in regular service, at a specifi ed stop – yes, 
it does happen. Let your contacts at each venue and your hotel know that you will keep 
them informed, and you ask them to do the same. 

At each venue meeting, review each of the following points to make sure your needs 
are met:

Time of delegation arrival and departure• 

Food and beverage arrangements• 

Room set-up• 

Audio-visual equipment• 

Bus access/parking/staging• 

Restrooms• 

Table for speaker materials• 

Cell numbers for key personnel contacts• 

For the hotel pre-con meeting, your agenda should include:

Review of total trip agenda – as it relates to time in the hotel • 

Final check of reservation list• 

Turn-down amenities• 

Baggage handling on arrival and departure• 

Hospitality suite• 

Breakfast details – review and fi nal count for Banquet Event Orders (BEOs)• 

Room check-out procedures and departure notice details• 

Key collection and room assignments• 

Parking pass for one car • 

Audio-visual equipment• 

Airline check-in• 

Where baggage truck should unload/load• 

Coffee for early arrivals in breakfast room• 
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Easels • 

Set-up times• 

Parking charges for guest speakers• 

Business center, other services• 

After all of your site meetings, make any fi nal changes or additions to the staffi ng 
agenda. Email the fi nal copy back to the offi ce for reproduction and distribution to staff 
going on the trip. This will allow them to read through the full agenda and review their 
individual assignments.

The other major task for the advance team is getting everything in 
place to roll out once the delegation arrives. We have found that having 
a bag for each individual session makes it easy to have everything you 
need in one place. Identify each bag by session and list the items needed 
for that session on the outside. Session materials may include: speaker 
nametags, bio and gift; introductory remarks; table and sponsor signage; 
place cards; and literature for distribution. Group the bags by day and in 
sequence. This allows you to easily gather the materials needed for each 
day. 

You also will want to create a “take everywhere bag.” This bag will have extra delegate 
name tags, pocket guides and gifts; tape, maps, a medical kit – anything you might need 
along the way. This kit should move with the team that advances each session. 

Work Suite

The lead organizer and support staff for your visit will need a place to work through-
out the trip. They will need to have access to the internet, materials and other equipment 
late at night and early in the morning because this is the time they will make any last 
minutes changes. A dedicated work suite is a good solution to this issue.

The work suite should be a room large enough to accommodate all session bags and 
additional supplies. This space is often complimentary; negotiate this in your hotel con-
tract. You also should request free internet access for this room. 

Staff Agenda

The staff agenda will be your “brain” once the trip starts. It should contain every pos-
sible piece of information you might need. The sample provided online (www.acce.org/
icv) gives an example of the recommended level of detail for this document. Basically, 
you can not include too much information!

The fi rst draft should be done before you leave for the trip. The week before departure, 
hold a meeting with all the members of your staff who will be on the trip. Walk through 
the agenda, reviewing each staff assignment along the way. The chief staff member re-
sponsible for the intercity visit should fi nalize the staffi ng agenda after all the advance 
team meetings are complete.

Paper shopping bags are ideal 
to organize materials for each 
session. A small roller suitcase 
works well for the “take every-
where bag.”
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Speaker Introductions

Identify and invite individual delegates to introduce each speaker. This may be part of 
your sponsor benefi t package or you may match your local issue expert with the appro-
priate session. As a courtesy to your delegates and to ensure a focused, brief introduction, 
provide a script to each person who will make an introduction. You can also attach the 
full speaker bio to the script.

You also need to determine the role of the trip chair. The trip chair is usually the chair 
of the advisory committee or the chair of the board. Will he start off each day with a 
welcome? Will he introduce and acknowledge sponsors? Will he provide closing remarks 
to wrap-up the trip experience? Once you have decided on the trip chair’s responsibilities, 
meet with him in advance to walk through the agenda. You may also want to provide a 
detailed script for your trip chair.

Wrap-Up

You will never again have the focus, energy and enthusiasm in the same room that you 
will have on this visit. Therefore, it is important to dedicate a block of time at the end of 
the trip to conduct some kind of group discussion to gather delegate perspectives. There 
are a variety of possible approaches for this type of session; you will need to choose the 
approach that works best to facilitate open discussion among your delegates. Several op-
tions are included for your reference online at www.acce.org/icv. 

 Evaluation

Feedback is the key to long-term success for an intercity visit program. Your delegates 
can help you set the issues for next year’s agenda and identify potential host cities. Struc-
tured feedback will also help you learn your delegate’s preferences regarding presentation 
format, meals and trip schedule. You may also generate some new ideas that will let you 
better tailor your program in other areas.

When collecting feedback, ask what you really want to know and be prepared to give 
your delegates a summary of the data you collect. The evaluation can be as simple or de-
tailed as you choose. It can be a tear-out page in the pocket guide, distributed at the end 
of the trip during the wrap-up session, or distributed electronically after the delegation 
returns home. Various samples are available online.

Post-Trip

Even after you get home, you are not quite fi nished. First, you should review all con-
tracts and ensure that all payments have been made. 

Based on feedback and the wrap-up process, you many need to hold a follow-up meet-
ing to track outcomes from the trip experience. Determine whether convening the full 
group is the correct next step. You might bring together those interested in a specifi c issue 
for a smaller, more focused gathering. These meetings may be handled by a different area 
within the Chamber or perhaps an organization outside the Chamber.

12841_Text_Pages.indd   6212841_Text_Pages.indd   62 7/17/08   5:01:10 PM7/17/08   5:01:10 PM



63A Guide to Intercity Visits

Be sure to send thank-you notes to the following people:

 Delegates – an opportunity to include a summary of feedback about the  
trip
 Speakers – an opportunity to include any insights delegates shared in their  
evaluations
 Sponsors – an opportunity to include list of delegates and positive feedback  
from delegates as to the value of the trip and thus the value of their sponsor-
ship; this will help lay the groundwork for sponsorship requests next year
 Others who helped along the way, including helpful executive assistants and  
hotel staff.

Using Outside Resources

If you are thinking about bringing in outside help to get your intercity visit program 
off the ground, here are some options to consider:

Travel agent• : You may have travel agent members who will offer their services to 
assist in the planning of the trip. It can be very helpful for a fi rst-year venture to 
have assistance dealing with the airlines, ground transportation and, perhaps, the 
hotel. This can be a great help to a small organization when there are many last-
minute travel changes that require precious time. Just be sure that you know up 
front if there will be additional fees for their services.

Destination Management Companies (DMCs):•  These companies, located in 
your destination city, are prepared to assist you with all the logistical aspects of the 
trip. However, due to the special nature of this program and the fact that session 
venues are generally content-specifi c, you most likely will not fi nd this type of 
service very helpful. Plus, you will miss out on building important relationships 
during the planning process that will help during the event. 

Local issue experts:•  You may be able to identify a person in your 
destination city who can assist you by doing research on your 
identifi ed issues and setting the appointment schedule for your 
site visits. Contracting for these services may help you expand 
your capacity if staff time is limited.

Turn-key intercity visit planning:•  If your leadership is deter-
mined to begin this program, but you lack the internal capacity 
to produce it, you may want to consider hiring an outside group to handle all 
aspects of this venture. You will still need to identify a lead staff person to oversee 
the process.

Teaching consultant:•  For the fi rst year of this venture, you may benefi t from 
working with a consultant well-versed in this program who is willing to teach 
your organization how to produce a successful visit right from the beginning. At 
the end of the fi rst year you can evaluate if and how an ongoing relationship could 
be benefi cial to your organization. As you build internal systems and production 
capacity, you can adjust the need for outside resources. 

While you may not use a DMC’s 
services, it is nice to have a 
name handy in case something 
crazy happens and you need to 
pull a rabbit out of a hat! 
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Ongoing consultant support:•  Some chambers have continued to use a consultant 
every year to augment their limited internal capacity. 

Special Touches

The following are some ideas for “special touches” to help distinguish your intercity 
visit program and keep your delegates registering year after year.

Turndown amenities:•  Each night of the visit, have a special item delivered to 
each delegate’s room along with the turn-down service. Often the CVB will pro-
vide an item for one night, such as a CD from a local musician or other promo-
tional item. The hotel might also provide an item, perhaps a special treat from 
the kitchen or a distinctive local product such as Tazo tea in Seattle. One hotel in 
Texas puts a yellow rose on each pillow for their intercity visit delegation guests. 
The hotel may charge for the delivery service or you might negotiate this as part 
of your hotel package.

Gifts for behind-the-scenes helpers• : We all know that these types of programs 
would never happen without the folks behind the scenes – the administrative as-
sistants who have gone above and beyond, the bellmen who were always there to 
help, the staff at each venue who made everything run smoothly. It is nice to give 
tokens of thanks to those people; remember, you may need their help again next 
year.

Tips/gratuities• : Most of your events will have gratuities built in due to the size of 
the group. You will also have pre-arranged for baggage handling for the full group. 
However, bus drivers, housekeepers, those who handled the baggage transfer from 
the airport, and others who went out of their way to help should be given a rea-
sonable tip.

Fun activities• : You may want to use the second evening of your visit to create a 
special event solely for your delegation. This is an opportunity for them to relax 
and network in a social environment. We have seen events ranging from private 
concerts to pizza and beer at a local brewpub to an evening at the ballpark. Any-
thing is possible. Use your imagination and contacts in the host city to come up 
with a interesting evening your delegates will appreciate.

Thank-you reception• : One opportunity to deepen networking between the two 
cities and to say thank-you to everyone who assisted in the program is to host a 
reception. The invitation list will include your entire delegation, everyone you 
met with during your site visits, all speakers, and anyone else who helped along 
the way. You can also ask delegates to extend invites to anyone they know in the 
city. The invitation list could also include the boards and commissions of the 
organizations that were part of your program, as well as local elected offi cials. 
The sponsor(s) of this event gets visibility in front of both cities’ leadership. A 
company with a major presence in both cities is a perfect host. The location for 
this event may be determined by the sponsor. It also could be a unique venue that 

12841_Text_Pages.indd   6412841_Text_Pages.indd   64 7/17/08   5:01:11 PM7/17/08   5:01:11 PM



65A Guide to Intercity Visits

will draw the local leadership, such as a newly opened baseball park or private art 
gallery.

Conclusion

You won’t have much time to rest after you return home. For many 
chambers, planning for the next intercity visit starts immediately. As you 
continue to host visits every year, your community leaders will grow more 
familiar with each other. They will look forward to the intercity visit as a 
chance to get together and reconnect. Hosting the program annually also 
allows your community leaders to compound their learning. They will 
be able to make comparisons between similar issues in various cities and 
bring the best ideas back to implement at home.

We hope you will make intercity visits an integral part of your Chamber’s annual cal-
endar. To support your ongoing efforts, ACCE is hosting an intercity visit website: www.
acce.org/icv. From this site you can download this publication, samples and templates of 
important documents, and fi nd out where other chambers are going on their intercity 
visits. You can also use the website’s message board to ask and answer questions of your 
peers. We also hope you will use the website to share your own thoughts, perspectives, 
insights and ideas as you develop experience leading intercity visits.

Visit www.acce.org/icv for sam-
ples, templates, and additional 
information about conducting an 
intercity visit
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is a member of ACCE, the Alliance for Regional Stewardship, the Alliance for Nonprofi t 
Management and is chair of the board of Artrain USA.

Ian Scott 

As public policy manager at the American Chamber of Commerce Executives (ACCE), 
Ian serves the membership by providing research and analysis on a variety of public 
policy and economic development topics. He also manages the Policy Clearinghouse, a 
web-based platform for ACCE members to learn and share information about emerging 
state and local policy issues.

Prior to joining ACCE, he worked for the American Chamber of Commerce in Shang-
hai, China (AmCham Shanghai), one of the largest and most active business associations 
in the Asia/Pacifi c region. As committee liaison at AmCham Shanghai, he worked closely 
with leaders from twenty industry committees to coordinate programming, communica-
tion, and government advocacy efforts.

Ian graduated from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill with a bachelor’s 
degree in political science. 

Administaff answers business owners' quests for a real competitive advantage
by providing administrative relief, big company benefits, reduced liabilities and a
systematic way to improve productivity. To see how far Administaff can take your
company, call 866-715-3553 or visit Administaff.com.

The key to being a champion is knowing where to turn for advice.

-Arnold Palmer
Golf Legend, Small Business Owner 
& Administaff Client
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IBM is a proud sponsor of the 2008 ACCE Annual Convention. We applaud Chamber Executives for supporting innovations

that impact our communities and our world.

To help small and mid-size businesses succeed and grow, IBM offers affordable and easy to manage solutions.

How can we innovate for you? Contact us: ibm.com/expressadvantage/us/innovate or call 1-888-IBM-5800 ext. innovate
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Jim Blasingame
The Voice of Small Business

on the airwaves,
in print,

on the Internet
and In Person!

Discover what Chambers across America know:

“Jim Blasingame will not only deliver a high energy
,world-class, 21st century message to your  members,

he’ll also help you develop and fund your event!”

Meredith Carruthers
Small Business Programs Manager

Greater Raleigh Chamber of Commerce

“His speech, his live broadcast, his books and his sincere 
advocacy for Chambers makes Jim Blasingame the 

best speaker decision we've made in a long time.”

Kim Vann
Small Business Manager

Joplin Area Chamber of Commerce

Chamber member
for over 30 years.

®

888-823-2366  •  dsb@jbsba.com  •  SmallBusinessAdvocate.com  •  AskJim.biz
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A Note about the Authors

Joan Mobley 

Joan Mobley is president and founder of JTM Consulting, Inc. 
Incorporated in 1994, JTM Consulting is a leadership-training fi rm 
specializing in leadership development for individuals, communities 
and non-profi t organizations. She has special expertise in the design 
and implementation of intercity leadership visits. Joan was instru-
mental in the creation and/or implementation of the intercity visit 
programs in such cities as Jacksonville, Fla.; Denver, Colo.; St. Louis, 
M.O.; Austin, Tex,; Birmingham, Ala.; Mankato, Minn.; Minneapo-

lis/Saint Paul, Minn.; Pittsburgh, Penn.; and Nashville, Tenn. She has participated in 
over forty-fi ve such exchanges.

Prior to forming JTM Consulting, Mobley served as senior vice president and chief 
operating offi cer for the Greater Denver (CO) Chamber of Commerce. She has also held 
executive positions with the Jacksonville (FL) Regional Chamber of Commerce, the Uni-
versity of North Florida, and the Municipal Museums of Baltimore (MD).

Mobley holds a bachelor’s degree in mathematics from the College of Notre Dame of 
Maryland. Her studies continued at the Chamber Institute of Organizational Manage-
ment in Athens, Georgia. In addition, Mobley has expanded her management learning 
through participating in the Women's Management Development Project at Goucher 
College, Towson, MD, Infl uence of Denver, Denver, CO and Leadership America. She 
is a member of ACCE, the Alliance for Regional Stewardship, the Alliance for Nonprofi t 
Management and is chair of the board of Artrain USA.

Ian Scott 

As public policy manager at the American Chamber of Commerce 
Executives (ACCE), Ian serves the membership by providing research 
and analysis on a variety of public policy and economic develop-
ment topics. He also manages the Policy Clearinghouse, a web-based 
platform for ACCE members to learn and share information about 
emerging state and local policy issues.

Prior to joining ACCE, he worked for the American Chamber of 
Commerce in Shanghai, China (AmCham Shanghai), one of the larg-

est and most active business associations in the Asia/Pacifi c region. As committee liaison 
at AmCham Shanghai, he worked closely with leaders from twenty industry committees 
to coordinate programming, communication, and government advocacy efforts.

Ian graduated from the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill with a bachelor’s 
degree in political science. 
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