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1. Executive Summary 

In fall 2008 the Tompkins County Legislatureôs Strategic Tourism Planning Board engaged Chmura Economics and 

Analytics to develop a profile of visitors to Tompkins County, New York. The objectives of this research, as defined 

by the Tompkins County Strategic Tourism Planning Board, were primarily twofold. 

 First, to obtain a series of baseline economic and demographic measures that could be used in evaluating 

existing tourism programs and aid in business planning for current and future tourism-related ventures. 

 Second, to secure, for the first time, a sound estimate of the number of visitors to Tompkins County and to 

obtain a sense of visitor motivation, satisfaction and likelihood of repeat visitation.    

It is important to note that this study was designed to provide a baseline. It is the stated intent of the Tompkins 

County Strategic Tourism Planning Board to repeat this research every three to five years. It is also important to 

recognize that in some instances variations may occur between this study and other research conducted at the 

state or regional level. These differences are the inherent result of variations in study methodology,  

This study included a year-long intercept survey conducted at tourist attractions and lodging establishments within 

Tompkins County as well as a telephone household and a student survey. A supplemental survey was distributed 

to innkeepers and self-administered surveys were also made available at Visitor Center locations. In addition, 

previous studies were reviewed and synthesized and several tourism-related entities provided their data for 

analysis. The main findings of this study are summarized below. (Note that óvisitorsô are defined as persons visiting 

Tompkins County that do not live, work, or go to school there.) 

Tompkins County attracted an estimated 843,000 visitors in 2009 that generated tourism 

spending of $156 million.  

These estimates of visitor spending and volume are 2009 figures based on data from the surveys conducted for this 

study supplemented by other sources. The $156 million spending figure in 2009 is lower than the estimated $170 

million in 2008 estimate from Oxford Economics, due to the effect of the economic recessionðnational tourism 

industry sales in the first three quarters of 2009 were 9.5% lower than the same period in 2008. The Tompkins 

County tourism industry is estimated to have directly provided 2,366 jobs in 2008 and to have generated tax 

revenue amounting to $597 per household in the county. 

Forty-seven percent of visitors to Tompkins County make the trip for a university- or 

college-related purpose. 

Cornell University and Ithaca College are huge engines for drawing visitors to the county. This derives from 

travelers coming to visit family and friends who work or go to school at the university or college; prospective student 

tours; dropping off and picking up students; events such as athletics and graduations; and other purposes such as 

visiting museums or other attractions. Note that visitors traveling for academic reasons included both leisure and 

business travelers. 
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Among all visitors to the county, 75% are leisure travelers, 15% are business travelers, 

and the remainder travel for both leisure and business reasons. 

Among those staying in hotels or similar lodging establishments (motels, resorts, inns, or bed and breakfasts), 27% 

are business travelers while another 13% are traveling for a purpose that includes both leisure and business. 

Leisure travelers are especially predominant among those staying overnight with family and friends (accounting for 

87% of that group) and day trippers (82% of which are leisure travelers). 

Outside of the educational institutions, the attraction or characteristic of the Ithaca area 

that most motivated leisure visitors to visit the Ithaca area is the state parks and gorges. 

Motivators for travel to Tompkins County (with the highest motivators first) were the state parks, gorges, and 

waterfalls; the downtown area and the Commons; dining and restaurants; Cayuga Lake; arts, music, and theatre; 

and the wineries. Motivational factors vary according to the type of travelerðfor example, if they are staying with 

family or friends, making a day trip, or staying at a hotel or similar lodging establishment. Travelers staying at hotels 

and similar establishments are more likely to be in town for a university- or college-related reason.  

Over half of visitors to Tompkins County are from the state of New York. 

New York accounts for 53% of visitors to the county with another 22% coming from other US Northeast states. The 

top home metropolitan areas of visitors are New York, Binghamton, Syracuse, and Rochester. Among overnight 

visitors only, the top home metropolitan areas are New York, Rochester, Philadelphia, Boston, and Washington 

D.C. The New York counties supplying the most visitors to Tompkins County are the counties of the state metro 

areas as well as the rural counties bordering and close to Tompkins County. 

Sixty-nine percent of visitors to Tompkins County are repeat visitors. 

The high percentage of repeat visitors to the county are boosted by day trippers from  nearby localities, visitors 

staying with family and friends, and university visitors whose purpose of visit (such as dropping off and picking up a 

student) requires multiple trips. An estimated 40% of visitors average at least one visit to Tompkins County per 

year. Among those staying at hotels and similar lodging establishments, 41% are first-time visitors. In the intercept 

survey, the percentage of first-time visitors peaked in the June to August period. 

Visitor volume to Tompkins County peaks in the summer months of July and August. 

Seasonality patterns vary according to the type of visitor. The volume of travelers staying at households in the 

county peaks in December during the holidays while the volume of visitors staying overnight with students varies 

according to the academic year, peaking in fall and early spring. The overall visitor pattern, however, peaks in the 

summer with the smallest number of visitors coming in January and February. Events causing a spike in visitor 

volume include graduations in May and student drop-off in August.  
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Visitors to the Ithaca area are generally highly-educated and affluent. 

An estimated 41% of visitors to Tompkins County have household incomes of $100,000 or more with about half of 

those having incomes of $150,000 or more. These affluent visitors are more likely to stay at hotels or similar 

lodging establishments than with family or friends. Forty-one percent of visitors have a graduate degree. Both high 

educational attainment and high household incomes among visitors are due to the presence of the university and 

college as visitors traveling with purposes related to those institutions are more likely to have more education and 

higher household incomes. 

The average traveling party to Tompkins County consists of 2.9 people and the average 

visitor stays in the county for 1.4 nights.  

The average traveling party of 2.9 people consists of 2.4 adults and 0.6 children under 18 (these numbers do not 

sum due to rounding). Though the average overall stay is 1.4 nights, this figure includes those on a day trip; for 

overnight visitors only, the average stay is 2.3 nights. The average stay among visitors staying at hotels or similar 

accommodations is 2.1 nights. In the intercept surveys, the average travel party size was largest during the period 

from June to August.  

Forty-two percent of visitors to Tompkins County visit the downtown Ithaca-Commons 

area. 

While the activities of Tompkins County visitors vary by the purpose of their trip (business, leisure, academic), the 

Commons lives up to its name. It is just as likely to be visited by university or college visitors as by visitors traveling 

for other reasons. Visitation of the downtown area is more likely among travelers aged 18 to 35 and more likely 

among leisure travelers than business. Visitation to downtown Ithaca and the Commons is less likely among 

travelers aged 65 and over and less likely in the winter months. 

Thirty-nine percent of visitors to Tompkins County visited the parks, waterfalls, and 

gorges. 

These amenities are more likely visited by general travelers as opposed to those traveling for a university- or 

college-related purpose. The parks, waterfalls, and gorges are also more likely to be visited by first-time visitors to 

the area. Among general travelers, the parks, waterfalls, and gorges are more likely to be visited by those aged 54 

and younger, and more likely visited by traveling parties with children under the age of 18. Excluding university- and 

college-related visitors, likelihood of visiting these outdoor attractions is fairly even across all household income 

groups. 

Food and drink rank high in importance to Tompkins County visitors. 

As a factor motivating visits to the Ithaca area, ódining and restaurantsô was ranked number three behind ógorges 

and state parksô and ódowntown Ithaca and the Commons.ô Furthermore, 17% of visitors to the county said they 

visited a winery, the fourth ranked activity behind visiting Cornell; downtown Ithaca and the Commons; and the 

parks, waterfalls, and gorges. Visitors often cited specific food-related experiences as an aspect they most enjoyed. 

Specific visitor favorites include the Moosewood Restaurant and the Farmerôs Market. Wineries in the area are 

more likely to be visited by general overnight travelers than those overnighting for academic purposes and are 

more likely to be visited by those staying at a bed and breakfast than those lodging elsewhere.  
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Over half of visitors to the Ithaca area use the internet for trip planning. 

About 54% of visitors use the internet for trip planning to Tompkins County; among those staying at hotels or similar 

lodging establishments, approximately two-thirds use the internet. First-time visitors are more likely to use the 

internet than othersðespecially since repeat visitors are more likely to use past experience instead of a specific 

planning resource. According to responses from surveys at the Visitors Center, the top three websites used for 

internet research on the area are VisitIthaca.com (used by 52%), Cornell.edu (17%), and Ithaca.edu (13%). Other 

resources used for trip planning include none/personal knowledge, friends and family, printed materials, and AAA. 

The use of a travel agent was very low among survey respondents. 

Among visitor center survey respondents, the median average advance trip-planning 

time was one month. 

Among the survey respondents, one-quarter planned their trip seven days in advance or less. Thirteen percent 

began planning the trip less than a month in advance but more than a week. Forty-three percent made their 

decision between one and three months prior to the trip. Another 18% planned four months to a year out and the 

remaining 1% made the decision to travel more than a year before the actual trip. 

Travel to the county is primarily done by automobile. 

About 86% of visitors travel to Tompkins County by automobile. Twelve percent travel by airða figure that includes 

those traveling both by air and by auto. An estimated 5% of visitors come to the county by bus.  

Among visitors, an estimated 22% included the Ithaca area as part of a larger trip. 

Other destinations on such larger-trip itineraries included the New York State localities of Syracuse, New York City, 

Niagara Falls, and Rochester. Boston was also frequently listed as a destination, especially among those on 

prospective student tours (and so, presumably, may also have been visiting Harvard). Among overnight, leisure 

travelers staying at hotels or similar establishments, 27% were on a trip with multiple destinations. 

Half of Tompkins County overnight visitors lodge at a hotel, motel, or resort. 

Hotels and similar establishments ranked number one for overnight lodging, followed by lodging with family or 

friends which accounted for 31% of overnight visitors. An estimated 7% of overnight visitors stay at campgrounds. 

While some individuals stayed overnight outside of Tompkins County and took a day trip in for a visit, the reasons 

most often cited had nothing to do with cost or availability of lodging within the county. 

Satisfaction of visitors with their experience in the Ithaca area is extremely high. 

Nearly all visitors are satisfied with their visits to the area: 88% are very satisfied and another 11% are somewhat 

satisfied. Aspects of the area often cited by visitors as what they enjoyed the most or found most memorable 

included the natural beauty, one or more of the many aspects of Cornell University, the dining and food options, the 

people, and the feel of the areaðthe ambiance, diversity, the peacefulness, etc. Less than 1% of visitors are very 

dissatisfied, yet when asked what aspects of Ithaca they did not enjoy, 17% of survey respondents cited the roads 

and traffic; still others complained about parking and construction. Visitors demonstrated their satisfaction with the 

area by stating they would be likely to come back again; among first-time leisure visitors, 63% said they would 

probably or definitely come back to the area for a leisure trip in the next five years. 
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2. Tompkins County Visitor Profile   

Three primary surveys were conducted (visitor intercept, household, and student surveys) to capture all types of 

visitors to Tompkins County. Further information on these surveys and the methodology used is found in Section 3. 

From these surveys, along with other data, a complete visitor profile was developed which is presented in this 

section.  

2.1. Visitor Volume 

2.1.1. Total Visitor Volume 

Overall, there were 843,135 total visitors to Tompkins County in 2009.
1
 Among these, 33% stayed in local lodging 

establishments, 19% stayed with family or friends (on and off campus), 11% had other lodging arrangements, and 

37% were day trippers. The technical details for how these figures were derived are presented in this section. 

Total visitor volume for 2009 was estimated using the survey data and secondary, publicly available data sources. 

Data are projected over the whole county based on the numbers of households and students in Tompkins County 

in 2009, based on projections of census data. The percentage of visitors staying in hotels and motels is gleaned 

from the surveys and projected to the whole county based on 2009 total room-night data from Smith Travel 

Research. 

To estimate total visitor volume, visitors to Tompkins County were classified into the following four non-overlapping 

groups: 

 Visitors staying in hotels, motels, or bed & breakfasts (B&Bs) 

 Visitors staying with family and friends 

 Visitors making other lodging arrangements (campgrounds, dorms, etc.)  

 Day trippers (including those staying outside Tompkins County but taking a day trip in)  

The total number of visitors staying with family and friends is estimated based on data collected from the household 

survey. The surveyed respondents indicated that in 2008, 223 surveyed households had a total of 787 visitors. In 

other words, the average household had 3.5 visitors in that year. The number of households in Tompkins County is 

estimated to have been 37,918 in 2009.
2
 Based on the above information, total visitors staying with family and 

friends (excluding campus visitations) is estimated to have been 133,820 in 2009. 

Another group of visitors staying with family and friends are those coming to visit and staying with a friend or family 

member on a university or college campus. This group is estimated based on the data collected from the student 

                                                      

1
 Despite efforts to capture all visitors to Tompkins County, this number may still under count visitors coming to Ithaca at times 

and for activities which make them difficult to intercept via surveys. See the appendix for details on the timing and locations of 

the intercept surveys.  
2
 The latest Census data indicate that, from 2006 to 2008, there were 37,749 households in Tompkins County. The Census data 

also indicated that, from 2000 to 2008, the number of households in the county increased 0.5% per year. Assuming that the 

number households in the county continued to grow at the same rate, the number of households in 2009 is estimated to have 

been 37,918. 
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survey. The survey indicates that in 2008, 68 surveyed students had a total of 147 visitors,
3
 or each on-campus 

student had 2.2 visitors in this year. The number of county residents living in group quarters is estimated to have 

been 13,088 in 2009.
4
 Therefore, total visitors staying with students on campus is estimated to have been 28,078 in 

2009. Together, the total number of visitors staying with family and friends in 2009 is estimated to have been 

161,898. 

Table 2.1: Estimated Total Visitors to Tompkins County (2009) 

  Number Percent 

Staying with Family and Friends 161,898 19% 

Staying in Hotels/Motels/B&B 278,462 33% 

Other Lodging (Camping, Dorm, etc.)
5
 88,795 11% 

Day Trippers 313,980 37% 

Total 843,135 100% 

Source: Chmura Economics & Analytics 
 

The total number of visitors staying in lodging establishments is estimated with information from Smith Travel 

Research supplemented by a lodging survey Chmura distributed to Tompkins County inn keepers in 2009. Data 

from Smith Travel Research indicated that the 19 hotels and motels reported total room nights of 318,432 in 2009. 

A lodging list provided by the Tompkins County Convention and Visitor Bureau indicated that outside those 19 

hotels and motels, there were also 73 other lodging establishments in the county, a number predominantly 

comprising bed and breakfasts. It is estimated that the lodging establishments other than the 19 hotels and motels 

account for 11% of total hotel rooms in the county.
6
 The total room nights (including hotels, motels, and B&Bs) in 

2009 is estimated to be 357,895. Moreover, the supplemental lodging survey indicated that the average hotel room 

had 1.4 guests per room, and the average guests spent 1.77 nights in a lodging establishment. Combining that 

information gives an estimate of 283,779 persons in 2009 that stayed in a hotel, motel, or B&B. However, as 

measured in the household and student surveys in 2009, a small number of those were county residents or resident 

college students. Removing those, there were an estimated 278,462 visitors in Tompkins County staying in hotels, 

motels, and bed and breakfasts in 2009. 

The numbers of visitors in other segments were calculated via the following method. The intercept survey indicated 

that 11% of respondents stayed in other lodging establishments and the remaining 39% were day trippers.
7
 Since 

                                                      

3
  In this calculation, students who live off campus were excluded to avoid overlapping with the household survey. Total 

surveyed students numbered 101 with 68 living on campus. 
4
 Group quarters include residents in dorms and jails. Based on a report by State Commission of Correction, it is estimated that 

the prison population in Tompkins County is about 100. The latest Census data indicate that, from 2006 to 2008, there were 

12,957 group quarter residents in Tompkins County. The Census data also indicated that, from 2000 to 2008, the number of 

residents in group quarters in the county increased 1.0% per year. Assuming that the number group quarter residents grew at 

the same rate, this number in 2009 is estimated to have been 13,088. 
5
 Per data from the New York State Office of Parks, Recreation, and Historic Preservation, 18,791 non-Tompkins County 

residents stayed overnight at the state parks in the county. Note that this other lodging category includes these individuals as 

well as those camping at other locations in the county (such as the Pinecreek Campground and Spruce Row Campsite), those 

staying in dorms or on boats, and also those who stayed at more than one type of lodgingðfor example, in the intercept surveys 

several parties reported staying at several locations such as one night at a hotel and then one night with family and friends. 
6
 Based on the supplemental lodging survey, it is assumed that the average bed and breakfast establishment has 2.6 rooms.  

7
 The day trippers include those who were lodging away from home but outside Tompkins County. 
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the visitor intercept survey indicates that 35% of survey respondents stayed in a hotel, motel, or B&B, and since 

this group consists of 278,462 visitors as calculated above, the total intercept survey universe is estimated to be 

795,605ða figure that includes all visitors except those that could not be intercepted, meaning those staying with 

family and friends and not engaged in typical tourist activity that would enable them to be intercepted. As a result, 

the number of visitors using other lodging arrangements is calculated to be 88,795 while day trippers are estimated 

to have numbered 313,980 in 2009. 

2.1.2. Seasonality in Visitor Volume 

Strong seasonality exists in Tompkins County tourism. Average visitor volume is estimated to be 70,261 per month. 

As expected, the summer season, especially July and August, are the most popular of the year. These two months 

capture 28% of the total annual visitations. Monthly volume in July and August are about 70% higher than the 

monthly average for the year while the visitor volume in January is nearly half of the average monthly volume 

(Figure 2.1).  

 

There are significant differences in seasonality among different types of travelers. For example, while December is 

typically low season for hotels and lodging establishments, it is one of the top months for visitors (14% of total) who 

stay at the households of family and friends, as many people conduct such visits during the holiday season. Other 

peak months for household visitors occur in the summer season (July and August). Visitor volume of those staying 

with students fluctuates with the academic calendar. Summer months (June and July) have the lowest student 

visitor volume while fall and spring are the peak seasons for student overnight visitors. Hotel visitor volume peaks in 

July and August with October being the next-most popular month. 

-
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Figure 2.1: Total Visitors to Tompkins County by Month (2009)
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2.2. Visitor Characteristics  

Visitor characteristics include place of residence, demographic attributes (gender, age, and race), and 

socioeconomic characteristics, including household income and education background. All descriptions that follow 

in this section are based upon the respondents to the intercept survey which is described in detail in the appendix. 

Only one respondent was interviewed from any traveling party and only those 18 and older were surveyed. For 

purposes of the survey, only Tompkins County visitors were interviewed, a group defined as those visitors who do 

not live, work, or attend school in the county. 

2.2.1. Visitor Origin   

Over half of all visitors (53%) are from the state of New York (Table 2.2). Over a fifth (22%) of visitors are from 

other states in the US Northeast while a little less than an fifth (18%) are from other portions of the nation. About 

6% of Tompkins County visitors are foreigners with Canadians accounting for about half of these. There are 

significant residence differences among different visitor segments. For example, 78% of day trippers are from New 

York State and 16% are from other Northeast states. Visitors who stay in hotels and similar establishments are 

more diversified, with only 34% being residents of the state of New York. 

Table 2.2: Tompkins County Visitor Origins 

  
Stay with 

Family/Friends 
Stay in Hotels, 

etc Other Lodging 
Day 

Trippers Average 

New York State 42% 34% 46% 78% 53% 

US Northeast (Excluding NY) 23% 29% 23% 16% 22% 

US South 16% 14% 9% 2% 9% 

US Midwest 8% 9% 5% 1% 5% 

US West 4% 7% 7% 1% 4% 

Canada 4% 4% 4% 1% 3% 

Other Foreign Countries 3% 3% 5% 1% 3% 

Note: Numbers may not sum to 100% due to rounding. Source: Chmura Economics & Analytics 

 

Visitor origins also vary according to their purpose of travel. Leisure travelers are more likely to live close to 

Tompkins County than business travelers. Over half (55%) of leisure visitors reside in New York State (Table 2.3) 

as opposed to 37% of business travelers and 37% of those visiting Tompkins County for a university- or college-

related purpose. Note that traveling for a university- or college-related purpose was defined in the intercept survey 

to include such items as campus tours, campus events, dropping off or picking up students, and visiting family or 

friends who work there (see the intercept survey report in the appendix for more details). 
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Table 2.3: Tompkins County Visitor Origins by Purpose
8
 

  Business Leisure 
Business 

and Leisure 
University- or 

College-Related 

New York State 37% 55% 34% 37% 

US Northeast (Excluding NY) 24% 23% 27% 30% 

US South 11% 9% 17% 12% 

US Midwest 10% 5% 10% 8% 

US West 9% 3% 8% 6% 

Canada 4% 3% 3% 2% 

Other Foreign Countries 6% 2% 2% 4% 

Source: Chmura Economics & Analytics 

 

Table 2.4 lists the top twenty metropolitan areas of residence of Tompkins County visitors. The left side of the table 

includes the top origins of all travelers, a group that prominently includes the upstate New York metros which 

provide Tompkins County with many of its day trippers. The right side of the table includes overnight visitors only.  

The New York City metropolitan statistical area provides Tompkins County with 17% of all its visitors and 23% of its 

overnight visitors. For all visitors, four of the next five top feeder markets are New York state metros: Binghamton 

(9% of all visitors), Syracuse (7%), Rochester (6%), Philadelphia (3%), and Buffalo-Niagara Falls (3%). For 

overnight visitors, large East Coast metros are featured high on the list; following New York City are Rochester (6% 

of all overnight visitors), Philadelphia (5%), Boston (3%), Washington D.C. (3%), and Buffalo-Niagara Falls (3%).  

Table 2.4: Tompkins County Visitors by Top 20 Metros 

All Visitors    Overnight Visitors    

Metro Areas 
% of 

Visitors Metro Areas 
% of 

Visitors 

New York City 17% New York City 23% 

Binghamton  9% Rochester 6% 

Syracuse 7% Philadelphia 5% 

Rochester 6% Boston 3% 

Philadelphia 3% Washington, DC 3% 

Buffalo-Niagara Falls 3% Buffalo-Niagara Falls 3% 

Boston 2% Syracuse 3% 

Elmira 2% Albany 2% 

Washington, D C 2% Chicago 2% 

Albany 2% Los Angeles 1% 

Chicago 2% Miami 1% 

Los Angeles 1% New Haven 1% 

Poughkeepsie 1% Pittsburgh 1% 

New Haven 1% Binghamton 1% 

                                                      

8
 Note that these categories of purpose are not mutually exclusive; namely, the university- or college-related category overlaps 

with each of the other three. 



 

 13 

Utica 1% Baltimore 1% 

Miami 1% Poughkeepsie 1% 

Pittsburgh 1% Allentown 1% 

Allentown 1% Kingston 1% 

Bridgeport 1% Bridgeport 1% 

Baltimore 1% Atlanta 1% 

Source: Chmura Economics & Analytics 

 

Within New York State, 15 counties supply 72% of all in-state visitors to Tompkins County (Table 2.5). These top 

feeder counties include counties of metro areas in upstate New York (Broome, Monroe, Onondaga, and Erie), 

populated counties in the New York metropolitan area (New York, Westchester, Nassau, Kings, Queens, and 

Suffolk), and rural counties close to Tompkins County (Tioga, Chemung, Cortland, Steuben, and Cayuga). 
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Table 2.5: Top Fifteen Counties of Origin of New York 
State Tompkins County Visitors 

County Percent of State Total 

Broome 12% 

Onondaga 9% 

Monroe 8% 

Tioga 5% 

New York 5% 

Erie 4% 

Westchester 4% 

Chemung 4% 

Kings 4% 

Nassau 3% 

Queens 3% 

Cortland 3% 

Cayuga 3% 

Steuben 3% 

Suffolk 2% 

Other NY Counties 28% 

New York - Total 100% 

Source: Chmura Economics & Analytics 
  

2.2.2. Visitor Demographics 

2.2.2.1. Gender  

The overall gender distribution of Tompkins County adult visitors is approximately even, 51% male and 49% female 

according to weighted results from the intercept survey. There are some differences in gender distribution for 

subgroups of visitors. For example, more women tend to come to Tompkins County to visit family and friends; of 

those visiting family and friends, 55% are female and 45% male. On the other hand, male visitors account for a 

slightly larger percentage for day trippers, 54% as opposed to 46% of females. Male visitors also account for a 

larger proportion for business travelers, 55% of which are male.  

2.2.2.2. Age  

Visitors to Tompkins County include a high proportion of the upper-middle ages. Visitors in the 45 to 64 cohort 

account for a little over half (54%) of adult visitors (Figure 2.3).
9
 This cohort is especially prominent among visitors 

as it includes parents of university and college students who visit the county for purposes related to their childrenôs 

education. Among the other age groups, 24% of visitors are aged 18 to 34 and 15% are between 35 and 44 years 

old. The retired-age cohort of 65 years and over provides 7% of all visitors. These results are similar to Ithaca 

Downtown Partnership survey which found that half of downtown visitors to be between the ages of 36 and 55; in 

comparison, this study found 48% of visitors to be between the ages of 35 and 54.  

                                                      

9
 Age figures are based on results from the intercept surveys which recorded the age of the respondents. By survey criteria, only 

those 18 and older were interviewed. 
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 Younger visitors are more common among those staying overnight with family and friends. Visitors 34 and 

younger account for approximately 49% of those staying with family and friends compared to 26% of 

visitors overall. 

 Travelers aged 45 to 54 account for 41% of those visiting Tompkins County for a university- or college-

related purpose compared to 25% of those visiting for other reasons. 

 The 45 to 54 years cohort is also more prevalent among business travelers. Forty-one percent of business 

travelers belong to this age group compared to 29% for leisure visitors. 

2.2.2.3. Race and Ethnicity   

Visitors to Tompkins County have a racial and ethnicity make-up not too dissimilar to the resident population 

(Figure 2.4). Eighty-nine percent of visitors to Tompkins County are white, 6% are Asian or Asian American, and 

2% are black or African American. By comparison, the population of Tompkins County is 83% white, 10% Asian, 

and 4% black or African American.
10

 The surveys found little difference in racial and ethnicity make-up among 

different visitor segments.  

These results are consistent with some previous studies. For example, the Ithaca Downtown Partnership Survey 

found that 85% of visitors to the area are white.  

                                                      

10
 US Census Bureau 2006-2008 American Community Survey. 

18-24
9%

25-34
15%

35-44
15%

45-54
33%

55-64
21%

65+
7%

Figure 2.3: Age Distribution of  Visitors to Tompkins County
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2.2.3. Visitor Socioeconomic Characteristics 

2.2.3.1. Household Income 

Visitors to Tompkins County are generally affluent, a characteristic consistent with travel related to post-secondary 

schools. About 42% of visitors have an annual household income over $100,000 (Table 2.6) and 21% have a 

household income over $150,000. Below $100,000, the household incomes are fairly evenly distributed in different 

income brackets. The average household income of all Tompkins County visitors is estimated to be $90,931 per 

year. 

Table 2.6: Household Income of Tompkins County Visitors  

 Income Bracket 
Stay with 

Family/Friends Stay in Hotels, etc Other Lodging Day Trippers Average 

Less than $20,000 16% 3% 9% 6% 7% 

$20,000-49,999 26% 7% 14% 18% 15% 

$50,000-79,999 22% 14% 27% 27% 22% 

$80,000-99,999 11% 14% 19% 15% 14% 

$100,000-149,999 13% 26% 16% 21% 21% 

$150,000+ 11% 36% 16% 15% 21% 

Total 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 

Note: Numbers may not sum to 100% due to rounding. Source: Chmura Economics & Analytics 

 

White
89%

Asian or Asian 
American

6%

Black or African 
American

2%

Hispanic/Latino
2%

Other/Not 
Specified

1%

Figure 2.4 Race and Ethnicity of Visitors to Tompkins 
County
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 Those visiting Tompkins County for a university- or college-related purpose were more likely to have 

incomes of $100,000 or more. Forty-seven percent of visitors traveling for this purpose had household 

incomes of $100,000 or more compared to 28% of visitors coming to Tompkins County for other reasons. 

 Among visitor segments, visitors who stay with family and friends have lower household incomes than 

other groups. The average annual household income of this group is $68,598, about three-fourths of 

average overall visitor household income.  

 Visitors who stay in hotels and similar establishments have the highest average household income among 

the four visitor groups, $111,565 per year; 62% of visitors in this group have a household income over 

$100,000.  

 The average household income of day trippers is $85,638 per year, below the average for all visitors.  

Compared to the income distribution of households within Tompkins County, visitors are more affluent. In the 

Chmura Tompkins County household survey, only 13% of households reported an annual income over $100,000 in 

2008. Among visitors, 42% reported household incomes in excess of $100,000. Conversely, 49% of Tompkins 

County households reported incomes below $50,000 compared to 22% among visitors.  

2.2.3.2. Education Attainment  

Visitors to Tompkins County are highly educated, a characteristic consistent with high household incomes and 

travel for college/university purposes. A third (33%) of adult visitors hold a bachelorôs degree and 41% have a 

graduate degree (Figure 2.5). This is similar to the county resident population with 53% of adults aged 25 and older 

holding a bachelorôs degree or higher.
11

 By comparison, 32% of adults in New York State have a bachelorôs degree 

or higher.  

 

                                                      

11
 US Census Bureau 2006-2008 American Community Survey. 
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or Some High 
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Figure 2.5: Educational Attainment of  Visitors to Tompkins 
County
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 Eighty-three percent of visitors to the county who traveled for university- or college-related reasons had a 

bachelorôs degree or higher compared to 65% of visitors who traveled for other purposes. 

 Higher educational attainment and higher household incomes are more closely correlated to those staying 

at hotels and similar establishments compared to those staying with family or friends or day trippers. Nearly 

half (48%) of those lodging at hotels or similar establishments have a graduateôs degree or higher 

compared to 38% of those staying overnight with family and friends and 36% of day trippers.  

 Half (50%) of business travelers have a graduateôs degree or higher compared to 39% among leisure 

travelers. 

2.3. Purposes of Visiting Tompkins County  

This section focuses on the purposes of visiting Tompkins County: the general travel purposes of visitors, such as 

business or leisure, and the specific purposes of leisure visitors and university- or college-related visitors. 

2.3.1. Overall Purpose of the Trip 

The majority of visitors come to Tompkins County for leisure purposes. Leisure visitors account for 75% of the 

visitors to Tompkins County (Table 2.7). Business travellers account for 15% of visitors and 9% of visitors travel for 

both leisure and business purposes. 

Table 2.7: Purpose of the Trip 

  
Stay with 

Family/Friends 
Stay in 

Hotels, etc 
Other 

Lodging Day Trippers Average 

Business   5% 27% 14% 11% 15% 

Leisure   87% 60% 77% 82% 75% 

Both 8% 13% 9% 7% 9% 

      University Related 44% 69% 45% 30% 47% 

  Percent of Business Trips 50% 83% 69% 88% 81% 

  Percent of Leisure Trips 41% 58% 37% 18% 36% 

  Percent of Mixed (Both) Trips 77% 89% 60% 59% 76% 

Non-University Related 56% 31% 55% 70% 53% 

  Percent of Business Trips 50% 17% 31% 12% 19% 

  Percent of Leisure Trips 59% 42% 63% 82% 64% 

  Percent of Mixed (Both) Trips 23% 11% 40% 41% 24% 

Note: Numbers may not sum to 100% due to rounding. Source: Chmura Economics & Analytics 

 

 Business travelers are more common among those overnighting in hotels and similar establishments. 

Business travelers account for 27% of those lodging in such accommodations compared to 15% of overall 

visitors. 

 Cornell University and Ithaca College contribute significantly to the tourism business of Tompkins County. 

Forty-seven percent of all visitors to Tompkins County have travel purposes connected to either Cornell 

University or Ithaca College. Among visitors staying in hotels or similar establishments, the percentage is 

an even higher 69%. In contrast, only 30% of day trippers visit the county for university- or college-related 

purposes.  

 Eighty-three percent of business travelers are connected with the university or college, including those 

attending conferences and touring with prospective students. The detailed purposes of university- or 

college-related visitors are shown in Section 2.3.3.  
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 Place of origin influences the purpose of travel. For example, leisure travelers make up a higher 

percentage of those from New York State (82%) and Canada (74%) but smaller percentages of those from 

other foreign countries (62%) or the US West (56%). 

2.3.2. Purpose of Leisure Visitors  

Visitors who traveled at least partially for leisure were asked to rank eight attractions in terms of their importance in 

motivating travel to Tompkins County. Each of these attributes was ranked on a scale from one to five with one 

being ñnot at all importantò and five being ñvery important.ò Taking a four or a five as meaning at least somewhat 

important, a ranking of important attributes is shown below (Table 2.8). Gorges and state parks ranked the highest 

in terms of importance, followed by downtown Ithaca, and dining and restaurants. Though other attributes had 

lower scores, each attribute was important to a significant number of visitors among certain visitor segments. 

Table 2.8: Motivation for Visit - Percentage Ranking "Important" 

  
Stay with 

Family/Friends 
Stay in 

Hotels, etc 
Other 

Lodging 
Day 

Trippers Average 

Gorges & State Parks 38% 36% 67% 47% 44% 

Downtown Ithaca and the Commons 36% 36% 28% 36% 35% 

Dining & Restaurants 31% 33% 29% 38% 34% 

Cayuga Lake 23% 25% 32% 26% 26% 

Arts, Music, and Theatre 22% 17% 15% 20% 19% 

Wineries 17% 20% 31% 14% 18% 

Discovery Trail & Museums 8% 10% 11% 17% 13% 

B&Bs, Inns, & Resorts 2% 24% 12% 2% 9% 

Source: Chmura Economics & Analytics 

 

 A little less than a quarter (23%) of leisure visitors did not rank any of the eight attributes as ñimportant.ò 

This group, however, included university- or college-related travelers (35%) and travelers engaged in 

enrollment tours or student pickup/drop off (25%). Other portions of this group included event attendees 

and those visiting family and friends. 

 The intercept survey results showed cross-over interests between attributes. For example, those who rate 

wineries as important were more likely to rate Cayuga Lake as important and vice versa. Cross-over 

interests also exist between the Discovery Trail and museums and arts, music, and theatre; between dining 

and restaurants and B&Bs, inns, and resorts; between dining and restaurants and downtown Ithaca and the 

Commons; and between Cayuga Lake and gorges and state parks. (See the appendix for further details.) 

 In self-administered surveys at the Ithaca Visitors Bureau, respondents were asked in open-ended 

questions about their primary and secondary motivational factors for visiting the area. The primary 

motivational factors most listed were: Cornell/Ithaca College; natural beauty/scenery; waterfalls/gorges; 

Cayuga Lake/Fingerlakes; family; outdoor activities; and wineries. The top secondary motivational factors 

listed were: proximity/location; Cornell/Ithaca College; natural beauty/scenery; waterfalls/gorges; 

dining/food; wineries; and recommendations (that is, recommendations from friends, family, etc). 

2.3.3. Purpose of University- or College-Related Visitors 

Of travelers who visited Tompkins County for university- or college-related purposes, an estimated 38% visited 

friends and family members who work at a university or college (Table 2.9). In addition, an estimated 14% toured 

with a prospective student and 9% picked up or dropped off a student. There are considerable differences in travel 

purposes among the different segments of visitors. Among university- or college-related vistiors staying in hotels 


































































































































































































































