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Explore Minnesota Tourism Council Meeting 
Tuesday, December 9, 2025 

Virtual Meeting 

Attendees 

Council Members: Xinyi Qian, Rachel Thompson, Courtney Ries, Beth Pierce, Ed Hoffman, 

Daniel Hartman, Heidi Swank, Laurie Staiger, Nicholas Leonard, Ashlee Ciora, Marianna 

Khauv, Erika Rivers, Frank Soukup, Mike Schwieters, Molly Luther, Sara Soli, Paul Larsen, 

Colleen Smith, Jana Webster, Cheyanne St. John 

Explore Minnesota Staff: Lauren Bennett McGinty, Dawn Blanchard, Kari Brumback, Devon 
Cox, Chelsea Fey, Lyndsey Hanson, Lisa Havelka, Beth Helle, Karina Hill, Nicole Lalum, 

Shannon Lukes Hauser, Mike Meyer, Gretchen Nussbaum, Derek Ramthun, Jen Schak, Kat 
Sutton, Glori Woolley, Nell Lawrenz-Wareham 

Approval of Minutes: 

• The Council voted to approve the minutes from the September 16, 2025, Council 
meeting. 

Explore Minnesota Q3 look forward: 

Travel + Livability Marketing (Marketing) 

• Marketing Committee meeting notes: 

o There was some reporting on the fall. The quick shift in seasons might have 

been helpful to drive traffic. Resorts may have taken advantage of a longer 

fall season. Snow has been helpful now as well. 

o Livability marketing has not been funded for the next year, but there was 

some compelling data to show the Halo Effect showing that tourism 

marketing and livability marketing support each other to boost the overall 

awareness of the state. 

o There were some very compelling results from the 2025 spring/summer and 

fall marketing campaigns. Results were especially good on social media 

platforms, including TikTok and Meta. 

o As Explore Minnesota looks to 2026, they will continue to highlight key 

events, shorten up the winter buy 2025 into 2026 and shift funding into 

spring/summer and fall to try to drive more traffic. 

• Marketing updates: 

o PR Update: Explore Minnesota signed a new PR agency of record, BVK. They 

have significant experience with travel, tourism and economic development 

PR. They also have national experience, which will help share the story of 

why Minnesota is a great place to visit, live and work. 

▪ PR strategy will also expand to support film and outdoor recreation 
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initiatives. 

o Places Project: Explore Minnesota’s digital strategy team, in collaboration 
with industry relations, is leading a new editorial content project. The goal 

is to create in-depth content about Minnesota’s regions to improve visibility 

and SEO, considering AI-driven search trends. 

▪ Work includes: Mapping regions and naming conventions based on 

research and search behavior; drafting cornerstone content for 

launch later this year. A similar project will be developed for Tribal 

Nations, including formal consultations and integrated mapping. 

o Bundled niches approach: Combining niche winter activities (ice fishing, 

snowshoeing, fat tire biking, etc.) into unified campaigns. Bundling cultural 

experiences (dining, performing arts, museums) for a holistic view of 

Minnesota’s winter offerings. 
o Video assets: New videos showcasing combined experiences are live in 

market. Leveraging assets gathered over the past two years for efficient 

storytelling. 

o Roku partnership: Explore Minnesota is testing long-form video ads on 

Roku City—possibly the first destination to do so. Early results are positive; 

campaign targets audiences outside Minnesota. 

o Opportunistic marketing: Explore Minnesota will focus more on 

opportunistic/event-based marketing in 2026. Past examples included 

billboard buys during major sports events (e.g., Timberwolves playoff run). 

Future approach: More strategic planning for marquee events (e.g., 

SummerSlam) to encourage extended stays and additional spending. 

o Livability marketing: Explore Minnesota will launch a small campaign with 

limited budget in April 2026. Tactics will include paid partnerships, audio 

placements, targeted Meta ads, retargeting. We will not produce any new 

assets—will repurpose existing content. 

Education + Industry Engagement + International Marketing (Destination Development) 

• Education Committee notes: 

o Explore Minnesota is developing an educational resource bank for the 

industry website (launch before the next council meeting). 

o The Tourism Conference in February: Scholarships for tribal nations and 

post-secondary students. EMN is also in need of additional mentors for 

scholarship recipients. For this year’s conference, we’ve added more 
networking opportunities based on feedback from industry members. 

o 2026 Continuing Education Series: Six webinars planned for 2026 (spring 

and fall). Topics include resident sentiment toward large sporting events. 

• Industry Relations updates: 

o Regional engagement: Ongoing monthly regional meetings for four regions. 

We have several meetings in various regions across the next few months. If 

industry members would like to hear from an industry relations rep, please 

reach out. 



3 

• Market Development updates: 

o Trade show season for leisure groups: American Bus Association 

Marketplace (Jan 10–13, Reno); Circle Wisconsin Midwest Marketplace (Apr 

19–21, La Crosse); IPW (largest inbound international show, May 18–21, 

Fort Lauderdale). 

o International marketing: EMN launched a BrandUSA campaign in France. 

There will also be a focus on less politically sensitive markets (Italy, UK). 

▪ The team launched a monthly international trade/media newsletter 

launched (400+ contacts). 

▪ Several FAM tours are planned for the coming year, including media 

FAM for German journalist Dirk Rohrbach. 

▪ Mississippi River Country: there is a planned India Trade Mission 

(Jan.), Japan Media & Trade Mission (Feb.), and California Sales 

Mission (Mar.). 

• Welcome Center updates: 

o Updating security systems, traffic counters, and computer systems at 

multiple locations. 

o Revising Welcome Center operations manual. 

o Distributing 2026 Minnesota Visitor Guide through: 

▪ 6 state-run centers, 3 partner centers, 61 affiliate centers. 

▪ Mall of America and MSP Airport brochure programs renewed. 

Outdoor Recreation 

• Developing a new 4-year strategic plan (completion by September summit). 

• Hosting statewide outreach campaign to share economic impact report and gather 

feedback. 

• Planning second annual Outdoor Industry Summit for September 2026 (goal: 

double attendance). 

• Big news: Outdoor Retailer trade show moving to Minneapolis—major boost for 

Minnesota’s outdoor industry. 

• Additional initiatives: 

o Business development toolkit for startups. 

o Placemaking toolkit for communities. 

Tribal Relations 

• Consultations: First round of tribal consultations nearly complete: 9 of 11 tribes 

participated; 2 declined (due to scheduling and federal obligations). Last 2025 

consultation scheduled with Red Lake Nation (Dec 15). 

• Follow-Up Engagement: Regional coordinators meeting with tribes to explore 

tourism partnerships and local collaboration. Tribes expressing interest in 

partnering with regional tourism groups and resorts. 

• 2026 Plans: 2026 consultations planning begins in spring. We will work to 

collaboration on Tribal film engagement and promotion of the Tribal Film Guide 

and Film Ready initiatives in 2026. Explore Minnesota in discussions with Outdoor 

Retailer to include tribal representation in programming (e.g., opening ceremonies, 
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showcasing tribal outdoor businesses) 

Film 

• Current Activity: There are 13 active film projects in Minnesota currently (up from 

previous count) and 18 film-ready communities across the state. 

o Major Productions: HBO scouting locations in Minnesota this week. 

o ABC’s American Idol filming in Fergus Falls. 

• Promotion & Outreach: Explore Minnesota Film team featured in media coverage 

(NPR, MSPBJ, upcoming St. Cloud Times and Star Tribune). EMF is also maintaining 

an active presence at film festivals and community events. 

o Planned participation at South by Southwest (SXSW) in Austin, Texas 

(March). 

Legislative/Administrative 

• Film and Tourism Council proposals are under review at the Governor’s office. 

• Session begins Feb. 17; expected to focus on policy, not a budget year. 

• Monitoring lodging tax issues and social district legislation. 

• Building a network of council members to connect with legislators. 

• Starting to research opportunities for more sustainable funding options to possibly 

introduce in the future (no statewide lodging tax or TID planned). 

Q&A 

• In-Person Meetings: Nick Leonard (Otter Tail County) raised a concern about lack 

of in-person council meetings. Suggested that in-person meetings foster better 

engagement and connection among council members. Proposed meeting at the 

Tourism Conference as an opportunity for in-person interaction. 

o Response from Explore Minnesota Leadership: Past attempts at in-person 

meetings had low attendance (10–12 people on average). Open Meeting 

Law requirements make hosting meetings at the conference complex. 

o Legislative proposal under review: Reduce required meetings to two per 

year and make them in-person for deeper engagement. September 2026 

meeting is planned as an in-person session with a legislative focus. 

o Additional Feedback: Dan Hartman agreed with the suggestion, 

emphasizing the value of in-person meetings for legislative advocacy and 

relationship-building. 

o Consensus: Two in-person meetings per year would be ideal. 

• Legislative Advocacy: Discussion highlighted the importance of council members 

acting as champions for Explore Minnesota during challenging budget times. 

Emphasis on building relationships with legislators and educating them about the 

impact of tourism. 

• Tourism Conference Promotion: Explore Minnesota requested short video clips from 

council members to promote conference attendance on LinkedIn. Instructions will 

be sent via email; videos should highlight why members value the conference. 
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Upcoming Council meeting dates: 

• Tuesday, March 10, 2026 (virtual – 10am) 
• Tuesday, June 9, 2026 (virtual – 10am) 
• Tuesday, September 15, 2026 (hybrid in person / virtual – 10:30am) 
• Tuesday, December 8, 2026 (virtual – 10am) 
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