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ABSTRACT
This exploratory research provided an analysis of hospitality research centers throughout the United States. The study documents the experiences and insights of universities that host existing hospitality research centers, with a concentrated focus on the characteristics of those that serve a rural audience.  The successes of these centers are highlighted for potential implementation at a proposed hospitality research center at a university based in southern Utah. Website content analyses and telephone interviews were performed with directors from universities that host hospitality research centers.  Focus groups were conducted with hospitality stakeholders from the southern Utah area.  The information received in these focus groups served as the basis for the development of an on-line survey with the intent to reach a more generalized sample, and to allow for statistical analysis of stakeholders’ perceptions of the development of a rural hospitality research center.
INTRODUCTION & LITERATURE REVIEW
In conducting a literature review on hospitality research centers, it was determined that there was very little literature dedicated to the formation of a center.  There were many articles, however, that focused on how to manage and operate an established center.  Of particular importance to this study was Geiger’s work on research centers and how they have advanced research at universities throughout the United States since World War II.  During times when funding for research is limited and when many universities avoid organizing centers, Geiger suggests that there are still many benefits to be derived from the creation of a research center [4].

Stahler and Tash wrote about the issues research centers can create for universities that host such organizations.  Although centers are not easy to run, the benefits a research university receives from having a center highly outweighs the costs associated with it.  Therefore, they strongly encourage the creation of additional research centers [12].


Bozeman and Boardman discuss the point of funding as a major issue research centers face when trying to become established.  They state government funding has started to give less money to specific individual research projects and has started to redistribute money more towards funding research centers.  State governments are doing this because of the quantity of successful research that has come from university run research centers [1].
Following the literature review, a content analysis was performed on websites of universities that currently host hospitality research centers [2][3][7][8][10][11]. All of the schools selected had well established hospitality research centers with websites that provided a great deal of information about the missions of and the services offered by such centers.
After understanding how many of the leading hospitality schools operate their research centers, it was important to focus on hospitality research centers which specifically serve rural areas.  Therefore, in order to better understand these types of centers, the websites of schools that provide research services to rural regions were carefully reviewed [5][6][9].  Telephone interviews were conducted with directors from the respective hospitality research centers. The combination of website content analyses and telephone interviews led to many insights about how a rural research center is different from other types of centers, and thus proved to be very helpful in furthering research for this study.
METHODOLOGY

This research was guided by two objectives.  The first was to generate a comprehensive list of hospitality research centers and to perform website content analyses and telephone interviews on the respective centers.  The second was to gather information regarding stakeholders’ perceptions of the development of a rural hospitality research center in southern Utah.
The second phase of the study included both focus group research and an on-line survey instrument. The knowledge attained from the content analysis performed on existing hospitality research centers and structured telephone interviews with the respective directors, provided a foundation for the development of a focus group discussion guide. Results from the focus group research were used to create an on-line survey questionnaire.  The primary objectives of the focus groups and on-line survey instrument were to gain the stakeholders’ perceptions of the proposed hospitality research center’s (a) potential effectiveness, (b) preferred traits and services, and (c) overall interest in a hospitality research center.  
CONCLUSIONS
Data gathered through the website content analyses and director interviews provided many similar and valuable suggestions offered by universities with existing hospitality or rural research centers.  Findings indicate that focusing predominantly on the stakeholders of the center, with concentrated efforts on the faculty researchers, would be of utmost importance in the establishment and maintenance of the center.  Providing faculty with adequate time for research through course release time was considered an important characteristic of faculty participation.  The assurance of base funding was found to be essential when establishing and maintaining a research center.  It was also suggested that a research center should start slow and grow according to the demand for research and the capability of faculty to complete that desired research.  Another important point that arose due to the rural nature of the area that the prospective research center will service was the inclusion of the on-line capability the center should have in order to be able to report research and communicate with the center’s stakeholders.
Based on the results of Levene’s test for equality of variances, the quantitative data attained through the on-line surveys supported the opinions of focus group participants and other universities’ responses to what a hospitality research center should be.  This consistency throughout the interviews with the other universities, focus group participants, and on-line survey participants was important when determining what perceptions stakeholders’ possess of the development of a rural hospitality research center in southern Utah.  From these stakeholders’ perceptions and suggestions for the proposed hospitality research center, it was easy to determine what services were wanted and what was willing to be offered.  These services included the following: (a) visitor profile, (b) customer service training, (c) destination marketing assistance, and (d) competitive and market analysis; thus leading to the primary focus when establishing the research center.  Additional services may be offered in the future of the rural hospitality research center, but further studies will need to be conducted to determine the necessity prior to the expansion process.   
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