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Festivals and events serve many 
purposes within a community.  
Most often, they are used as a  
catalyst for promoting a specific 
cause; created for celebrating  
special occasions and holidays;  
or produced with entertainment  
in mind such as music festivals,  
movie festivals, food festivals and 
more. Festivals and events are  
held every day, but how can you 
use them for an added benefit in 
your community? How can you 
strategically maximize their poten-
tial to enhance the destination  
appeal of your community or  
region, while at the same time  
setting your community apart in  
order to attract intentional travel? 

Events have become an integral part of The Woodlands and are 
created, promoted and produced by The Woodlands Convention & 
Visitors Bureau (TWCVB), a 27,000 acre master-planned community 
founded in 1974, located 30 miles north of downtown Houston, Texas. 
In the 1980’s, The Woodlands had about 8,400 residents. Today, having 
seen unparalleled growth, the current population is just over 90,000. 
Our combination of a natural environment and green spaces, excellent 
housing options, great schools, and an abundance of parks combine to 
make The Woodlands an attractive place to live, work and play. 

The mission of TWCVB is to position The Woodlands as a region-
ally, nationally, and internationally recognized tourist destination by 
developing quality marketing programs and events in order to attract 
visitors and stimulate economic development and growth. We drive 
demand for The Woodlands as a travel destination, creating new 
revenue for businesses, and increasing sales and hotel occupancy tax. 
Tax revenue generated by the tourism industry is invested back into 
improving The Woodlands’ infrastructure and community programs. 
In turn, the Bureau works with its community to create and maintain 
productive public and private partnerships while serving as a reliable 
and credible source for The Woodlands’ tourism industry. Our mission 
statement clearly states that we use events within the community as a 
platform for tourism. With increased visitors to The Woodlands, sales 
tax and hotel tax therefore, continues to increase.

At TWCVB, we strategically plan and position our events to the 
following groups to increase the reach, brand and awareness of 
both The Woodlands and each particular event: 
• Individual business travelers
• Companies hosting business meetings with overnight stays
• Professional trade associates hosting gatherings for their members
• Leisure travelers from Houston and southeast Texas seeking a 

nearby weekend getaway
• SMERF (S) (Social, Military, Educational, Religious, Fraternal, 

Sports Tournaments). 
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Doing this enhances the overall event 
and goes back to the mission; bring more 
visitors into The Woodlands. While we are 
essentially charged with producing events 
that have a regional participation, we have 
had to evaluate existing events and pro-
grams over the years so to shift our focus 
to create an ever-increasing destination 
draw. Among the elements evaluated were: 
• The date and time of the event. 

 ❍ Was it on a day of the week that was 
suitable for out-of-town visitors? 

 ❍ Did the time of day encourage our 
out-of-town guests to stay in a  
hotel, shop and dine within  
The Woodlands? 

• Did the event have a purpose beyond 
the residential audience for a broader 
appeal? 

• Was the event more resident focused or 
did it also have a regional draw? 

• And finally, how can the event become 
more visitor-friendly and focused while 
at the same time keeping the local 
residents pleased to promote a  
win-win situation?

Each of these questions was put to the 
test for every event we produced. From 
our signature events that have 25,000-
plus attendees to the smaller “weekly 
series” events that attract 500 plus, we 
continuously strive to make our events 
better for the attendee as well as keeping 
our mission in mind of bringing more 
visitors and attention to The Woodlands 
as a premier destination. 

What can you do to your festivals  
and events to become more regionally 
appealing and destination-focused?  
How can you successfully draw in more 
visitors to your community? Perhaps start 
by taking a look at what your current 
strategies are for each event. When  
evaluating and refocusing your events, 
consider the purpose and services they 
provide. Brainstorm how to position 
them to evolve through partnerships with 
vendors and sponsors; create unique and 
value-added experiences to appeal to and 
better accommodate the attendees; and 
grow to complement and reflect the  
development of your growing community. 

Below are some initiatives that we have 
added to our events at The Woodlands 
Convention & Visitors Bureau that may 
also work at your event. To see how these 
and the many concepts listed in this  
article were applied to events at TWCVB, 
see the sidebar at the end of this article.
•  Media Day – When announcing an 

festival/event, include other partners 
in the community to be a part of 
the announcement as well. They can 
introduce a new program, new event, 
partnership, or anything that can tie 
into your event. This is the best time 

to have all media in your community 
and region in one place for a grand 
announcement. The results from this, 
when done correctly, have proven to 
give high returns.

• Meetings for all local hotels in your 
area. Pulling these folks together in 
one place to share the exciting things 
your team has in the works for the next 
event is key. To have their excitement 
behind your event actually puts legs on 
the plan before reaching out to visitors. 
The hotels are the face to our visitors 
and their support behind a event is key 
to attracting additional visitors to your 
city and event.

• Reaching out to a community partner 
or leader for a more regional draw 
for greater participation. An example 
might be for a local food pantry to 
reach out to their sister food pantries 
in the area and partner together for 
one giant community food drive that 
would take place at your event. This 
would encourage all attendees to come 
to your event, bring their food drive 
donation and wherever the attendee is 
from, their donation would go straight 
to that food pantry. This could be 
made into a friendly competition or 
could even be done over a multi-week 
or month timeframe. Maybe leading up 
to your event for added promotional 
value. The ideas with this are endless, 
but the key is to think outside the box, 
with current partners that have a reach 
beyond your community. Non-profit 
organizations would love to be a part 
of a regional partnership. Why don’t 
you take the lead and pull the players 
together to benefit not only your event, 
but your community as well.

• Determine the right location/date for 
your event. Might your event be better 
suited for the region if it was moved to  
a specific holiday or celebration day? 
Holidays are a key time to produce events 
as attendees are typically looking for 
something to do and celebrate around 
that time. If you have an event that is 
not on a holiday, consider moving to a 
holiday/weekend if you think it would 
be better attended. For example, TWCVB 
produces four events over the holiday 
season each year. If these events were  
produced at different times throughout 
the year they would not have the same 
power behind them that they do  
currently. Positioning your event with 
other events and holidays is a perfect  
way to drive additional traffic into your 
community and directly to your event.

As we have found, festivals and events 
serve many purposes for a community. 
With strategic planning and thought out 
execution your event can give back so 

much more to your community than a 
fun activity for your residents to enjoy. 
Continue to think outside the box and 
reach beyond your typical planning ideas 
when producing your events. Partnerships 
with regional businesses, non-profit  
organizations and other groups that have 
an invested interest in promoting their 
area and cause will all open multiple 
doors to new ideas. And in return will 
broaden the reach and draw of your event. 
Utilizing these strategies will position 
your event as a great destination and set 
your community apart from all the others. 
So whatever the purpose your event might 
be, use it to add value to your community 
for added destination appeal.
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How The Woodlands Convention & Visitors Bureau 
Used Events to Position The Woodlands  

as a Tourist Destination
TWCVB has turned the focus from community driven events to more of 

regional appeal events in many ways. Starting in 1982, the annual Lighting of 
The Doves Festival kicked off the holiday season with an appearance from Santa 
Clause; performances by local church choirs; and the exciting flip of the switch to 
illuminate the large lighted display of the Doves. This event was created by and 
for the community on a Thursday evening, the week before Thanksgiving. But 
upon review, when TWCVB took over this event in 1998, (when TWCVB operated 
as the Town Center Improvement District), the event date was moved to Saturday, 
the weekend before Thanksgiving, for greater appeal. Additionally in the last four 
years, TWCVB has partnered the traditional Lighting of the Doves festival with a 
new and unique event . . . the International Winter on The Waterway (iWOW). 

iWOW was created to celebrate the recently emerging cultural diversity  
represented in The Woodlands and surrounding areas. This new event showcases 
countries from all over the world and their unique holiday traditions. From 
international foods, arts and crafts, to music and entertainment, iWOW adds an 
international flavor to The Woodlands holiday celebrations. There is not another 
community in the Greater Houston region that has an international holiday 
event. TWCVB is proud of this event as it grows bigger and better each year and 
continues to draw regional attendees.

Since TWCVB has taken over production of the Lighting of the Doves we  
have seen very impressive results. First, by moving the Lighting of the Doves 
event to a Saturday, it encouraged shopping, dining and overnight stays for  
out of town attendees, and second, by partnering this event with iWOW we 
have captured a new audience through its international flavor. With both of 
these festivals partnered together we have strategically created the ultimate 
holiday festival.  
Attendees can travel around the world at iWOW and enjoy international  
cuisine, authentic musical dances and create an original origami; then attendees 
can stroll through the Lighting of the Doves venue into the snow play area and 
build a snowman, watch the amazing ice carvers create masterpiece of art out of 
a block of ice, then enjoy a visit from Santa and his elves. TWCVB has strongly 
branded these festivals as “family-friendly” events and as a favorite tradition to 
official kick-off the holiday season in The Woodlands. 

At the 2010 Lighting of the Doves and iWOW festivals, TWCVB surveyed the 
attendees and found that 71% came from outside of The Woodlands, illustrating 
events can indeed bring visitors into the community for added economic  
support and to strengthen its destination appeal.

Another example of how TWCVB has turned a community-focused event 
into a destination draw is shown in the annual 4th of July celebration entitled 
the “Red, Hot and Blue Festival and Fireworks Extravaganza” held the 4th of 
July each year. This year’s event fell on the Monday of the three-day holiday 
weekend, therefore we partnered this event with other community activities 
for added destination draw. On Saturday evening there was a live music event 
called “Waterway Night’s at Waterway Square,” and on Sunday, attendees  
enjoyed a free Houston Symphony concert – the “Star Spangled Salute” at  
The Cynthia Woods Mitchell Pavilion. On Monday morning, visitors and 
residents enjoyed an All-American 4th of July parade, followed that afternoon 
by the main event – the 14th Annual Red, Hot and Blue Festival and Fireworks 
Extravaganza. This festival has grown significantly in the recent years through 
the enhanced partnerships with the other events mentioned above. 

The Woodlands Convention & Visitors Bureau packages and advertises The 
Woodlands as the Ultimate 4th of July Destination. At the 14th Annual Red, 
Hot and Blue Festival, we surveyed festival attendees for their zip code and the 
results showed that 80% came from outside of The Woodlands, again proving 
events, when strategically developed, are the perfect way to position your  
community as the newest destination spot.

Kelly	Ingram,	CFEE	is	the	Business	
Development	Specialist	for	The		
Woodlands	Convention	&	Visitors	
Bureau	in	The	Woodlands,	Texas.	As	
a	native	Texan,	Kelly	is	blessed	to	live,	
work	and	play	in	her	hometown	of	The	
Woodlands.		She	enjoys	and	takes	
pleasure	in	her	work	and	is	proud	to	
say	“I’m	a	memory	maker.”		Creating	
events	and	festivals	is	a	passion	and	
dream	come	true	and	she	looks	forward	
to	many	more	years	in	the	industry.	
Kelly	can	be	reached	at:	kingram@
thewoodlandstownship-tx.gov.
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