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Background

Edinburgh is now embarking on the process of developing the new Edinburgh 
Tourism Strategy 2030 and it does so with a strong track record of success and 
growth. However, the world has changed dramatically since the current 
strategy was developed and it is essential that the city and the tourism sector 
use this opportunity to take stock, look to the future, consider how to work 
differently, do things better, and build on the successes to date.  

With that in mind, in October 2018 the Edinburgh Tourism Strategy 
Implementation Group (SIG) initiated the process of  developing a new 
Tourism Strategy for the city. The first stage of this process has been to 
understand tourism in the city of Edinburgh today, and how it could develop in 
the future. The results of this study are presented in a full report, “Setting the 
Scene”, and the Executive Summary of that report is presented here. 
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The aim of the report is to start the conversation about the future of tourism in 
Edinburgh.  Using data and analysis from more than 200 sources, this report is 
intended to challenge thinking, highlight potential opportunities and issues 
and inform debate amongst the many stakeholders, partners, businesses and 
communities responsible for, and impacted by, tourism. The inputs collected 
in this study, and a wide-ranging consultation will feed into the Edinburgh 
2030 Tourism Strategy, due to be presented in January 2020.
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Global Context and Megatrends

The city of Edinburgh doesn’t exist in a bubble.  
As a thriving city, seat of political power, a cultural 
hub, centre of commerce and transportation in 
Scotland, trends and patterns of behaviour sparked 
thousands of miles away can quickly start to shape 
the city in a multitude of ways. The city’s tourism 
sector is also shaped by global trends and shifts  
in consumer attitudes.  

The diagrams opposite summarise a range of 
megatrends that have the capacity to shape tourism 
in Edinburgh in the period to 2030.

• The profile of visitors from Edinburgh’s biggest source 
markets will get steadily more diverse. Visitors will 
behave more according to ‘movements’ than to their 
nationality or age group 

• An ageing population will gradually require suppliers 
such as hotels and attractions to upgrade their 
infrastructure to support people with reduced mobility 

• Extreme weather events caused by climate change could 
disrupt city life more frequently 

• As visitor demand increases and the need to reduce 
congestion becomes greater, new demands will be put on 
public transport as well as on on-demand services such 
as ride, bike and car sharing 

• Edinburgh’s visitors will increasingly expect tourism 
suppliers to engage with emerging technologies. City 
authorities and tourism suppliers will also need to 
improve their handling of big data 

Key Implications

• Structural changes in the retail sector could 
force major changes in the city’s retail 
landscape 

• Edinburgh’s tourism providers will have to 
find ways to create experiences that are out 
of the ordinary in order to satisfy visitors' 
curiosity and their need to disconnect from 
busy lifestyles at home
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National Context: Key Issues & Implications

Key Issues Implications

Spending by UK and overseas visitors is expected to grow 
at 3.8% to 2025. Changes in UK consumer spending, and 
an exchange rate 'tailwind' are driving strong growth in the 
UK's tourism sector. 

A Growth  
Sector

Growth in the number of visitor arrivals and in visitor 
spend, from both domestic and overseas visitors to 
Edinburgh is expected to continue in medium term.

Scotland represents only 7% of trips to the UK, and 8% of 
spend(1). Meanwhile, Edinburgh accounted for 63% of 
overseas visitors’ overnight trips to Scotland, and 45% of 
their spending in 2017(2).

Unbalanced 
Tourism  
Demand

The concentration of visitors in Edinburgh vs. the rest of 
Scotland raises questions on the city’s role in promoting 
dispersal.

With 4 out of every 5 visitors to Scotland coming from 
across the UK (including Scotland), the country’s tourism 
market is highly exposed to trends in UK consumer 
demand for domestic travel.

Reliance on the  
UK Domestic 
Market

Tourism growth in Scotland, and by extension Edinburgh 
is highly influenced by UK consumer confidence and the 
interests and travel motivations of UK consumers.

Currently, half of all visitor arrivals and spending in the 
UK is concentrated in and around London. Complex 
ticketing and poor 'final mile' transport options often hold 
visitors back from exploring. Lack of digital connectivity 
still leaves some businesses off the map.

Transport  
and Digital 
Connectivity

The UK government’s strategic approach to transport 
connectivity and dispersing tourism (particularly from 
London), will affect visitors’ access to Scotland, and in 
particular Edinburgh as a potential destination during 
their UK visit.
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Key Issues
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Implications

Connecting skilled staff to businesses that need them 
remains an ongoing challenge: A large proportion of 
tourism businesses report that their staff are under-
utilised or over-qualified in relation to the jobs that 
they do.

Matching Skills 
to Demand

The concentration of Scotland’s tourism businesses in Edinburgh 
gives business access to a larger pool of skilled labour than other 
destinations in the country, however the disproportionately low 
level of tourism employees earning the Living Wage, or above, may 
hamper the tourism sector's ability to recruit and retain staff, 
thereby restraining productivity.

Tourism businesses (particularly accommodation 
suppliers) are disproportionately affected by the cost of 
energy and utilities(3).

Energy and 
Utility Costs

Edinburgh’s tourism businesses are affected by economic 
conditions nationally, in particular the cost of energy and 
raw materials (such as food). Further inflation in these 
areas will could create a challenging environment in which 
to do business.

In the future, the tourism sector could face challenges as 
the cost of labour rises following changes to the National 
Living Wage, while the supply of labour is restricted by 
changes to Freedom of Movement.  Currently, more than 
15% of the hospitality workforce is composed of EU 
nationals.

Workforce  
Supply

The end to Freedom of Movement following the UK’s 
withdrawal from the EU threaten to further reduce the 
supply of skilled labour in an industry that has a 
proportionately higher dependence on non-UK workers.

A number of Local Authorities and the Convention of 
Scottish Local Authorities have called on the Scottish 
Government to grant them the powers to levy a transient 
visitor levy (TVL), or tourism tax.

Tourism Funding 
and Taxation

Further pressures on public funding for local authorities 
will affect the City of Edinburgh and its ability to invest in 
the tourism sector going forward.
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The City of Edinburgh – Issues and Trends

The city’s economy is ‘full of success stories’. It has the lowest 
level of unemployment of any major city in the UK (3.8% in 
2017) and receives more foreign direct investment than any other 
city in Scotland. However according to the Edinburgh Economy 
Strategy (June 2018), future economic growth will have to be 
increasingly inclusive and innovative. 

Economy

Public funding for tourism in the city is currently facing major 
challenges, with the City of Edinburgh Council having decided  
to cut funds for economic development, as well as for Marketing 
Edinburgh.  
Separately, funding will be made available for some specific 
programmes through the Edinburgh and South East Scotland City 
Region Deal. These will include the Data Driven Innovation 
Programme and investment in the new IMPACT Centre.

Public 
Funding

The City of Edinburgh Council has announced plans to introduce 
a Transient Visitor Levy (a tourism tax) in the form of a 
supplementary charge on overnight stays in visitor 
accommodation. If approved by the Scottish Government, this 
could come into force around 2022. 

Taxation

According to VisitScotland, tourism employment rose by 22% 
between 2009-2017 and the tourism sector is a major employer 
in the city. However, there is a need to match jobs with skills, 
and encourage businesses to invest in skills such as leadership 
and digital marketing.

Employment 
& Skills

Image Credit: This is Edinburgh
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The City of Edinburgh – Issues and Trends

The expected growth in visitors and residents in 
Edinburgh will also create its own impact on the 
environment, in terms of waste, CO2 emissions and the 
use of extra resources, as well as competing demands for 
available land. In the future, tourism businesses will need 
to play their part in adapting to reducing waste and 
energy consumption. 

The 
Environment

As the city’s population grows, extra demands will be 
placed on the city’s transport networks. Commuters 
represent a large share of those using public transport on 
a daily basis. Measures such as the tram extension are 
expected to reduce commuter car traffic, as well as the 
removal of traffic from city centre streets.

Mobility  
and Public 
Transport

Since 2012 there has been some progress towards 
‘Extending the Footprint of Tourism’. New developments 
such as Edinburgh Marina are expected to draw visitors 
out of the city, however, there is an urgent need to 
increase visitor dispersal while respecting the needs of 
local residents set out under the city’s Locality 
Improvement Plans.

Neighbourhoods

As Edinburgh grows and demand increases for space and 
resources, it’s increasingly important for residents to have 
their say. In 2016 The City of Edinburgh Council launched 
Edinburgh 2050 City Vision, the biggest-ever programme 
of citizen engagement aimed at encouraging the city’s 
residents to create a new vision and describe the type of 
city that Edinburgh aspires to be. The Council also runs a 
Tourism and Communities Working Group. 

Citizen 
Engagement
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Visitors and residents in Edinburgh increasingly share the same 
spaces, use the same resources (such as water and energy) and 
modes of transport and spend their leisure time in similar ways 
too. The city’s outstanding architecture, cultural attractions, 
shopping scene and major events are a major attraction for both 
visitors and residents alike. In fact, tourism demand helps to 
sustain a range of amenities such as good air connectivity as well 
as a strong offer in retail, food and drink, leisure and culture that 
make Edinburgh a great place to live, work and study in, and 
which are strengthened by the demand from visitors. 

Edinburgh’s success is the result of the hard work of its tourism 
industry and substantial public and private investment. However, 
if the city is to maintain and build upon this success, it cannot be 
complacent. Edinburgh’s tourism stakeholders will have to work 
intensively in the future to maximise the benefits of tourism for 
the city and its residents, while reducing its negative impacts as 
far as possible.  

This study looked at the following aspects of tourism in Edinburgh 
and considered how future developments could affect tourism 
demand and life for local residents:

Tourism in Edinburgh – Key Issues and Implications

Key Issues
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Tourism in Edinburgh – Key Issues and Implications

Implications

• The city’s history, heritage and built environment are 
its biggest attraction. It is important to preserve 
these, and the feeling of authenticity in the Old and 
New Town through collective intervention 

• ‘Growing pains’ associated with the development and 
growth of the city as a whole may lead to increasing 
concern among local residents who could oppose 
tourism related developments in the future  

• Tourism stakeholders often have competing interests. 
In the future, navigating these issues and reaching 
consensus will require a more concerted effort 
towards proactive tourism management   

• The prosperity and urban environment of 
Edinburgh’s main retail areas is vulnerable to major 
structural changes occurring in the UK’s retail sector 

• Edinburgh Airport is expanding in capacity, and new 
hotels are being developed. This will increase the 
numbers of visitors who could reach and stay in the 
city in the coming decade

• Edinburgh plays an important role as a gateway city 
to the rest of Scotland, particularly for international 
visitors. There are opportunities to increase dispersal 
to the rest of the country  

• Peer-to-peer (P2P) platforms have added to the city’s 
accommodation supply, however they have also 
affected the supply of housing available in the private 
rental sector. More joined-up efforts between local 
authorities, platforms and national governments will 
be required to address this 

• Many visitors to Scotland seek quality food and drink 
experiences. While some new developments are 
expected, there are significantly more opportunities 
available to raise the value of food tourism to 
Edinburgh, identified by the Food Tourism Scotland 
Strategy 

• In recent years, group visits (especially from cruise 
ship calls) have increased, however these place 
particular pressure on visitor infrastructure. More 
research is needed to gauge their impact on the city

Image Credit: VisitScotland / Kenny Lam
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Tourism Demand in Edinburgh – Key Indicators

Top 6 Overseas 
Markets 2017 
By overnight stays and spend
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Tourism Leadership Governance & Delivery – Key Issues

Who’s involved 
The evidence reviewed for this analysis indicate that visitor  
demand is strong in Edinburgh and will continue to grow in  
the future. As a result, new demands will be placed on the  
various bodies responsible for tourism leadership, governance  
and delivery in the city.  

Since its inception in 2012, the following senior tourism  
stakeholders have formed part of the Strategy Implementation  
Group, tasked to oversee the implementation of the existing  
Edinburgh 2020 Tourism Strategy: 

• The City of Edinburgh Council 

• The Edinburgh Tourism Action Group 

• VisitScotland  

• Scottish Enterprise 

• The Edinburgh Hotels Association 

• Edinburgh Airport 


• Transport for Edinburgh 

• Edinburgh’s Cultural Sector 


• The Edinburgh Chamber of Commerce 


• Marketing Edinburgh

Looking Ahead 
Evidence from other European cities that have experienced a rise  
in visitor numbers suggests that for effective city management,  
the agencies involved should become better integrated. The creation  
of the Edinburgh 2030 Tourism Strategy offers the opportunity to 
evaluate the existing spread of responsibilities among key agencies,  
and to examine new ways of addressing these in the future.  

In preparing the city’s 2030 
tourism strategy, it will be crucial  
to ensure that: 

• There is appropriate coordination and  
collaboration across stakeholders 

• That the appropriate stakeholders are  
actively delivering in their specific space 

• There is clarity around gaps in delivery, and  
that  these gaps are addressed in a timely  
and effective way  

• Ensure the city’s approach to leadership and  
delivery creates resilience and flexibility in  
addressing new challenges and opportunities
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Key Takeaways

Visitor Demand 
• Globally, tourism is a growth sector, and during the lifetime of the 2030 

Tourism Strategy, the city can expect to see increased demand from its 
traditional and emerging markets. To meet this demand, during the period 
to 2030 both hotel supply and airport capacity is expected to rise by over 
30% 

• ‘Some markets have seen impressive growth since 2012 and evidence 
suggests that Edinburgh is benefitting from a current surge in overseas 
visitor demand to the UK. There is also a case for spreading demand more 
evenly across a wider range of overseas markets 

• For many overseas visitors, Edinburgh is Scotland’s ‘shop window’, but often 
they do not venture further. This underlines the opportunity for the city’s 
tourism suppliers to connect visitors better with the country’s food, 
landscapes, heritage and traditional culture  

• In the future, collecting data, managing it and turning insights into 
improved products and experiences will prove crucial if Edinburgh’s tourism 
businesses are to get better value from visitors and operate more efficiently 

The Business Environment 
• The story of the city’s tourism sector in recent years is one of success 

however this masks somewhat some structural weaknesses such as the 
mismatch of skills with available positions, under-utilised staff in unskilled 
positions, underinvestment in the workforce and a lack of career progression 

• Issues such as the seasonal imbalance of tourism demand and the rising cost 
of energy and raw materials (e.g. food) continues to hold back business 
productivity 

Managing the City 
• One of the biggest challenges for a growing city is to keep it moving. 

While reducing traffic in the city centre may inconvenience some 
visitors and businesses, it stands to benefit the general quality of life 
of local residents, and improve the urban environment  

• The need to ‘extend the footprint of tourism’ is now even clearer. 
Concerted action will also be required to ensure that both residents 
and visitors can benefit from improvements that are made to the city, 
and that extending the footprint of tourism is done in close 
consultation with local residents 

• The collaborative economy has added volume and variety to 
Edinburgh’s tourism offer, however the frequency of use, and scale of 
short-term P2P lets in particular remains unclear. Since it has the 
capacity to affect the supply of affordable housing and quality of life 
of Edinburgh’s residents, it should be better monitored and 
controlled 

• Festivals and events are part of the city’s identity, and bring benefits 
beyond pure economic value, however their growth should be 
carefully managed in the future  

• The leadership, governance and delivery of tourism in Edinburgh is 
currently spread across a range of public and private sector partners. 
Growing tourism demand at a time of urban expansion will put 
pressure on the various bodies involved for more frequent and 
collective intervention, (not less) in order to manage tourism demand 
with effective and measurable responses 
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This report was produced on behalf of theEdinburgh 
Tourism Strategy Implementation Group. For more 
information about the development of the new 
Edinburgh Tourism Strategy 2030 go to:  
https://www.etag.org.uk/edinburgh-2020/developing-
the-edinburgh-2030-strategy/
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