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Introduction 

Pennsylvania’s official travel and tourism website, VisitPA.com, divides the state into 11 

distinct regions, each with its own unique character and attractions. The Alleghenies Region – 

the western range of the Appalachian Mountains nestled in central Pennsylvania – is known for 

its landscapes and vistas, historic Victorian towns, covered bridges, and tree-lined waterways. 

Centre County, named for its location as the geographic center of the state, is the largest 

tourism-generating county in this Alleghenies Region, according to the Pennsylvania 

Department of Community and Economic Development. In 2016 alone, the travel and tourism 

industry generated around $750 million in revenue and supported 5,000 jobs in Centre County, 

based on a report from Oxford Tourism Economics in 2017.  

While also home to several historic towns, including Boalsburg, Bellefonte, and 

Philipsburg, Centre County is perhaps best known as the home of the Pennsylvania State 

University (Penn State). The University Park (or “main”) campus at the heart of Centre County 

serves an annual population of 46,000 undergraduate students, and is the hub for an additional 

19 physical campuses as well as Penn State’s online World Campus, as reported by Penn State 

Admissions. Penn State offers numerous attractions to students, alumni, and residents alike, 

including a beautiful campus, theaters and performing arts venues, and well-known Penn State 

sporting events. An alumni base of nearly 700,000 Penn State graduates provides a continuous 

visitor base through pilgrimages to visit their alma mater. As such, Penn State serves a key role 

in the tourism industry of Centre County.  

Dominated by academic calendars and weather patterns, Centre County’s tourism 

industry experiences strong seasonality. Though visitation to Centre County flourishes during 
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the summer and autumn, thanks to a full lineup of festivals and sports games, it faces difficulty 

during winter due to lack of events and harsh weather. Thus, the objective of this qualitative 

research project is to determine tourist motivations for visiting Centre Country outside of the 

summer and university football seasons. As a key contribution of the study, a possible solution 

to increasing tourism visitation and revenue during these low seasons is the mobilization of the 

strong alumni customer base.   

An understanding of Centre County visitors – a key share of whom are Penn State 

alumni – is essential to the healthy and successful development of the tourism and hospitality 

industry in Centre County and beyond. This study, conducted in collaboration with the Central 

Pennsylvania Convention and Visitors Bureau (CPCVB), aims to contribute to this 

understanding. Key outcomes sought by this qualitative research include alumni visitors’ travel 

behavior, wants, and needs, as well as motivations and feelings around visiting during typical 

low seasons, such as winter. Such information is critical for strategic planning efforts, 

developing effective marketing campaigns, improving the quality of service within the local 

tourism industry, and increasing overall levels of satisfaction during the off-season. 
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Research Methods 

The graduate students of RPTM 510, a course on Tourism Behavior, completed the data 

collection. This team of students designed and conducted in-depth, semi-structured phone 

interviews with Penn State graduates on the topic of a current or recent trip the informant had 

made to the Centre County area. These interviews sought to identify activities, objects, and 

places attracting informants back to campus, to best understand the meaning that Penn State 

and the State College area hold to these alumni. In addition to reviewing the return trip in 

question, interviews also touched on different stages of the interviewees’ lives, including 

upbringing, college experience and memories, and life experiences after graduating. 

The phone interviews were audio-recorded. Each interview was later transcribed into 

written text by the same research team member who conducted the interview. Both structural 

and thematic coding was then applied to the interview transcriptions, using codebooks 

established jointly by the research team. This coding resulted in emerging themes and trends in 

the interview data, from which analysis and recommendations will be derived. 

 

Research Procedure Overview:  

1. January 31, 2018: discussed research topics and research methodology in the class of 

RPTM510; 

2. February to March 2018: recruited interviewees via the Departmental Facebook page, 

the College of Health and Human Development (HHD) Facebook page, faculty member 

referral, and graduate student personal referral; 

3. March to April 2018: conducted interviews through phone conversations; 
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4. April to May 2018: developed coding method and themed coding by graduate students; 

5. May to September 2018: coded the transcriptions, conducted the analysis, and wrote 

the report. 
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Results and Discussion 

 The following section of this report will convey the team’s preliminary research findings. 

These results are organized into the following categories: 1) informant demographics, 2) 

primary trip motivation and planning process, 3) in-destination behaviors, 4) in-destination 

emotions, and 5) the overall meaning held by Penn State hold within informants’ lives. An 

appendix at the end of this report contains tables with further details in each area of the results 

presented here. 

 Following the presentation of data within these five categories, we provide further 

discussion of the conclusions we have drawn from the data. We end by elaborating on several 

marketing and managerial implications derived from this research and analysis. 

 

Informant Demographics 

Of 14 key informants, the study team interviewed seven females and seven males; their 

ages range from 25 to 62, and their graduation years from 1977 to 2015. Their areas of study 

while at Penn State include sciences, engineering, education, business, and health and human 

development. They ranged in their post-college careers, including an engineer, a consultant, a 

social worker, retiree, and more. Thus, the interviewees represent a wide spectrum of age, year 

of graduation, career, and study areas of Penn State alumni.  

The visits to the area took place from December of 2017 to April of 2018, all in the 

winter months; as such, they provide a representation of winter alumni visitors to the area. 

Understanding their motivations for visiting Centre County during the winter will contribute to 

our greater understanding of how to increase low-season tourism. 



8 
 

 

Motivation and Planning 

  No two interviewees articulated the same motivation for visiting Centre County, even 

though two of the interview informants are married, and were interviewed separately about a 

single trip that they took together. Many informants indicated that they visited Centre County 

to meet a friend, family member, or acquaintance in the area. Other motivations included 

business trips or work. They usually combined more than one motivation – for example, 

business trips that included components of recreation.  

Most of the informants indicated that they had done very little in the way of planning 

their trip. In total, 5 of the 14 informants did not plan at all. Many of the rest consulted some 

form of social media while making plans, while others searched the internet and used online 

travel agency websites. Interestingly, among the 14 interviewees, only two indicated familiarity 

with the Central PA Convention and Visitors Bureau, mentioning either the website, brochure 

or visitor center. 

 

Visitor Behaviors 

Most interviewees had recently traveled to Centre County with family and friends. Even 

those who did not indicate that they had met up with family or friends in the area. Their trips 

ranged in length from a few hours to nine days. Almost everyone used his or her car as a 

transportation mode. Most of them stayed in hotels, while some stayed with friends or families. 

Their activities included a wide range of dining, spectator sports, campus visits, recreation, 

shopping, and business activities. Interestingly, most of the places they visited were places 
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toward which they held feelings of nostalgia – places that they used to visit when they were 

living in the area as college students.  

 

Visitor Emotions 

Almost every interviewee felt happy, joyful, fun, and sometimes nostalgic during the 

trip. When asked about the dislikes of the trip, most interviewees could not come up with any. 

A few mentioned circumstances over which the tourism industry has no control, such as having 

limited time, being cold, and rainy weather. However, many also reacted negatively to what 

they observed as overdevelopment of the downtown area, including new stores and high-rising 

apartment buildings. A few informants felt sad or nostalgic about these changes in the 

downtown skyline. Others were more positive, mentioning that such change was inevitable 

given the growth of the University.  

 

The Meaning of Penn State 

When describing the meaning of Penn State, the alumni used a variety of emotional 

keywords and metaphors. They believe Penn State offers a quality education that instilled great 

values in them. “Fun,” “happy,” and “proud” were the most popular adjective keywords; 

“home,” “family,” and even “cult” are the metaphors Penn State alumni used. Penn State was a 

source of identity formation, during a time when informants transitioned from their teenage 

years to young adulthood. Notably, several informants mentioned the Sandusky scandal and its 

negative effect on Penn State’s reputation.  
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Conclusions 

Penn State has one of the largest alumni networks and certainly the largest alumni 

association in the country, according to Penn State Admissions. The alumni of Penn State 

continue to serve as a crucial tourist base for Centre County, PA. Understanding their 

motivations, trip planning habits, and lived experiences is an extremely important component 

of understanding the Centre County tourism market.  

Though 14 alumni make up a seemingly limited sample, this group covers a variety of 

majors and age groups, representing a general alumni experience when they travel back to 

campus.  Through systematic, thematic analysis of the interviews, we draw the following 

conclusions.  

1. The alumni formed a strong attachment to the area. The most devoted alumni most 

likely grew up in the commonwealth of Pennsylvania and found a career in the State, 

who can travel back easily and frequently. The motivations for visitation vary greatly, 

from visiting family and friends, attending a sporting event, to business trips. 

2. Alumni travel back frequently for a variety of reasons, usually a combination of more 

than one. They usually know someone in the area, either a friend, a relative or a 

colleague. Their visits usually involve visiting them. Their visit usually involves visiting 

those places they frequented when they were living in the area.  

3. Alumni conducted little trip planning before their trips, due to their familiarity with the 

area. Alumni have kept in touch with the area with a variety of social media channels. 

However, they are not necessarily using CPCVB related resources. They mentioned the 

social media channels of the local newspaper and the university more frequently. They 
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did very limited travel planning before their trips, partially due to the frequency of 

traveling and familiarity with the area. They did use the event calendar more frequently.  

4. Alumni usually have a good time and are happy with their visits. They saw continuous 

growth and urbanization in the area. They sometimes feel sad or nostalgic, but some 

feel it is inevitable.  

5. Penn Stater’s devotion to the University can be compared to religious fervor: they use 

“pride,” “home” and “family” to describe what Penn State means to them; they felt 

happy, joyful and nostalgic when traveling back; they found themselves, formed their 

identity, sometimes found their spouses while attending Penn State.  

 

Marketing and Managerial Implications 

Visitors want to see new unique attractions that can’t be easily replicated elsewhere 

and also new large unique events. The events that happen during the winter in the area are 

more of a community feel; there is an opportunity to elevate the profile of those to make them 

more appealing to someone traveling from a distance.  The challenge of this region has during 

this period is creating a compelling reason for someone to get in their car from more two hours 

away and drive through unpredictable weather. 

It seems that the alumni treasure the place, buildings, and environment during their 

college years. The nostalgia calls for increased preservation effort for certain iconic buildings, 

bars, and restaurants, or landscape. However, this particular subset of people is always a 

challenge between what they remember and the emotional attachment to businesses they had 

fun versus the current students wanting to check out new places and making memories there. 
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Some individual businesses downtown that have been important in the experience of multiple 

generations of Penn Staters (i.e. Family Clothesline, Penn State Bookstore, Shandygaff, the 

Phyrst, etc.). For Penn State as well as the county, we could build more touchpoints with this 

particular audience, particularly if we can start connecting with the students while they’re still 

here.  

If preservation is not possible, a way to preserve the past is the salvation for artifacts, 

images, or videos. Also, technologies could be used to juxtapose the past, along with the 

present. For example, some types of Augmented Reality (AR) applications can overlay the past 

images or text on current buildings/streets/landscape. 

Working with Penn State alumni office even more closely is very meaningful, due to the 

significance of this customer base. For example, designing Penn State-based tour activities 

during winter months, having past professors, and current students giving tours or lectures 

could be a way to bring the alumni back more frequently.  

The marketing of the winter season could focus on affordability: it is usually the low 

season, and alumni did complain about the high cost of lodging and traveling during the busy 

season. Winter marketing campaigns can focus on reliving their past golden age at an 

affordable price.   
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Appendix – Additional Interview Data 

Informant Demographics 

ID Gender Age Major Studied at Penn State Graduation Year Current Job Visit 
Month 

1 F 25 Economics and Human Development 
and Family Studies 2015 Consultant Jan, 18 

2 M 25 Chemical Engineering 2015 Engineer at 
pharmaceutical Apr, 18 

3 M 26 Mechanical Engineering (BS and MS) 2014 (BS), 2017 
(MS) Engineer Mar, 18 

4 M 36 Recreation, Park, and Tourism 
Management 2008 Park director Mar, 18 

5 M 36 Electrical Engineering 2004 Engineer at aerospace Mar, 18 
6 F 42 Business 1999 Real estate agent Feb, 18 
7 F 46 Education 1993 Corporate training Dec, 17 
8 F 49 Health Policy and Administration 1991 Caregiver for a parent Jan, 18 

9 M 49 Recreation, Park, and Tourism 
Management 1991 Financial advisor Mar, 18 

10 F 50 Human Development and Family 
Studies 1990 Social work Jan, 18 

11 F 50s Secondary education, English and 
history, minor in creative writing 

1989 (BS) 
2007 (MS) 

Unemployed, speaker on 
diversity Jan, 18 

12 M 57 Journalism 1982 Digital marketing 
manager Mar, 18 

13 F 62 College of Human Development 1977 Librarian part-time Dec, 17 
14 M N/A Microbiology N/A Hospital job Mar, 18 
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Motivation and Trip Planning 

ID Primary Motivation Trip Planning Process Familiarity with CPCVB 

1 Meet family and business 
recruiting 

None None  

2 Meet friends/family and 
tailgate 

Booking.com for hotels, Facebook group, no paper materials Not familiar, may have 
looked up art festivals 
online 

3 Visit in-laws and a professor Talking to in-laws, Facebook of a Christian ministry in State 
College, Rathskeller website 

None 

4 Give a guest talk and visit 
brother 

None None 

5 Building connections with 
student organizations 

None, Nittany Lion Inn helped, sometimes statecollege.com, 
alumni emails, Facebook  

None 

6 Birthday weekend Searched for hotel a few weeks ahead None, although probably 
been on website 

7 Trip coming together with 
friends and family 

Searched for events and restaurants online, PSU sports None 

8 Hockey game Through PSU alumni chapter organized it and email it; PSU, SC 
Facebook group; creamery Facebook group; CVB website 
social media, statecollege.com on YouTube, CVB sent a 
brochure 

Familiar with website, 
brochure, and social 
media 

9 Travel for work to south, met 
family and spend Easter 
together 

None Yes, has visited website 
and called 

10 Rathskeller closing Onwardstate on twitter, Facebook, Instagram None 
11 Rathskeller closing Alumni Facebook group, digital Collegian Heard of, has not visited 

website or social media 
12 Attend a conference and fishing None Visited visitor center 
13 Visit aunt and help her move to 

Vermont 
statecollege.com for events, sometimes Facebook group and 
Centre daily times 

Never heard of, but pop-
up 

14 On the way to son's home None Probably. Remembered 
as statecollege.com 

 

  



15 
 

Visit Behaviors 

ID No. Nights Travel Party Transport Lodging Activities 

1 1 With husband, meet two 
friends at SC Auto Atherton Walk around, Darkhorse bar 

2 2 Alone, meet dad and some 
friends, husband of Y1 Auto Hotels Irving's, library, Darkhorse, café 210 

3 2 With wife, met a professor 
and a friend Auto In-law's house Waffle shop on Atherton, Arboretum, 

Wing's Over 

4 Just an 
afternoon With two friends Auto If staying, brother's 

house Guest speaking, hiking 

5 Not asked With co-workers Auto 
Nittany Lion Inn, 
Hampton Inn, Hilton, 
Days Inn, Country at 
Marriott 

Japanese steak house, some 
restaurants downtown, Allen Street 
grill, sometimes Bellefonte 
campground 

6 2 With husband Auto Not asked 
downtown, Café 210, Primanti, 
shopping at clothesline, hockey game, 
basketball game, Allen Street Grill 

7 1 With husband and two 
kids, met some friends Auto Stay with friends cc peppers, Rathskeller, McLanahan's, 

wingman's for food 

8 2 With friends Auto Stay with friends 
hockey game, Champs downtown, 
creamery, shopping on South Allen St, 
Lions Pride, Moyer Jewelers 

9 A few days 
Alone, met wife and 
daughter (Penn State 
student) next day 

Auto Second home in town, 
Days Inn before 

Café 210, the cigar den, Weis market 
on Westerly Parkway, Mt Nittany 
hike, walked in town on campus with 
dog, Facia Luna 

10 2 With two friends Auto 
Days in on Pugh or Hyatt 
Place or Hilton Garden 
Inn 

Creamery, Rathskeller, Zenos, lion's 
shrine without ear,  veterans museum 

11 7 hours 
Alone, bump into some 
people; sometimes bring 
spouse and daughter 

Auto 
If staying, Days Inn, the 
Atherton, Autoport, 
Nittany Lion Inn 

LGBT center in Boucke Building, 
Rathskeller, Lion's Shrine, HUB 

12 2 Alone, meet colleagues Auto Penn Stater, or Comfort 
Suites Conference at Penn Stater and fishing 

13 9 Alone, meet aunt and 
friends and relatives Air Aunt's house Driving around with aunt, Haugh 

family sanctuary, Philly Pretzels 

14 1 afternoon With wife Auto 
Atherton downtown, 
Penn Stater, Steven's 
motel, Rodeway Inn 

People's choice festival, Tait farm, 
Myers, Waffle house, champs, Bryce 
Jordan Center, Pegula Ice Arena 
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Visitor Emotions 

ID Emotions Experienced Dislikes Observed Changes Needs improvement 

1 Excitement, fun, enjoyable, 
happy Cold Chemistry Engineering Building 

construction Easier parking 

2 nostalgia and joy None 
Rathskeller closing, chemical Engineering 
building construction (Sad but positive 
about changes) 

Affordable lodging; expensive 
wit football 

3 Celebrate birthdays for him 
and sister-in-law, significant 

No time to 
meet another 
professor 

Dickey's Barbecue (disappointed), new 
Ag Engineering Building, new 
construction downtown (larger than 
appropriate for State College) 

None 

4 Just normal None More buildings downtown (Not so good, 
too commercial for more buildings) Not too commercialized 

5 
Happy, excited, satisfied 
with enthusiasm, joy about  
the trip 

None None. Comes often Not asked 

6 Happy place Not asked Not asked Cheaper but still stuff to do, 
none to improve 

7 Glad None Football seat change, better concert and 
events, town growth, more diverse None 

8 Not asked 
Cold, big stores 
like H&M, 
Target 

High rises (Don't like) Affordable lodging 

9 Joy of togetherness, a big 
family 

Didn’t have 
time to 
American 
Legion, more 
snow 

Citizen bank closing, button place closing None 

10 Excited, peaceful, said 
(Skeller closing) 

Leaving the 
place 

More buildings, renovations on campus, 
development and different shopping 
downtown (Usually good), Rathskeller 
closing (sad) 

Not asked 

11 

 Trip - bittersweet, "I've 
changed a lot, students in 
never change", "I'm stuck in 
time" 

Raining, lacking 
personality, too 
many chain 
stores 

Stores closing, Rathskeller closing, wish 
hadn't happened, just stupid, change is 
the only constant 

Too many chain stores 

12 Always like going back 
there. 

Weather too 
cold 

New resident hall, new construction on 
322 

Better restaurants, more 
outdoor enthusiast speakers, 
or more outdoor 
opportunities 

13 

Nostalgic, happy to see 
friends, sad about aunt's 
health problems, 
gentrification between 
people live in State College 
and people who work there. 

None 
Old houses torn down, more high-rises, 
trailer park gone, do no like apartments 
(nostalgic) 

None 

14 Happy Too much 
development 

No trailer parks, so much development, 
lose some charms, should has height 
limit 

Keep old places 
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The Meaning of Penn State 

ID Alumni Association Comments on Penn State 

1 Not asked Great education and nice town  

2 Yes, but not active I made a lot of lasting friends, friendships and um, where it has a lot of things that I really enjoyed 
doing. So um, it's just a really fun place to go back to  

3 Yes So many close friends in close proximity, socially everything right there 
4 No A lot of fun 
5 Yes, life members Pride, value of society 

6 Yes 

It's just like our happy place kind of... Once you leave there and you get out in the real world...  then 
you go back and your memories come back to you. That's a lot of nostalgia. You have ton of friends 
you meet during college. We got married there so it's like our place. So I get this feeling of happiness. 
So I don't know, that sounds really, really cheesy. You must be thinking this lady is crazy. 

7 Yes It’s really my home. I wouldn't have my family and my career now if it weren't for Penn State and 
State College. 

8 Yes Being a Penn Stater is something that you can and should do for the remaining of your life.  
9 Yes, life member A big family, same belief and family like 

10 Yes, but not active  Who I was,  form my adult identity, probably, shape my future, solid foundation or for my future, 
accountability, handle my own, participate in my life,  learn to drive my life.  

11 Yes, life member School pride, first taste of freedom, discover myself, a huge family, "only big as you let it be", helped 
me find who I am, blue collar attitude, strive for excellence 

12 No Home away from home, my world really opened up, create new memories, good education, no more 
scandals 

13 Yes Become a mature person, give tools for employment, stress about Sandusky scandal. 
14 No Happy place…  I just kind of get a happy feeling when I go there.  See the old places 

 


