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INTRODUCTION 

Edinburgh is the UK’s most popular visitor 
destination outside London.   
 
Visitors come to experience Edinburgh’s unique and 
outstanding culture and heritage, and many go on to travel 
more widely in Scotland demonstrating the role the capital 
plays in the nation’s visitor economy.  
 
In 2019, Edinburgh welcomed nearly 5 million overnight 
visitors, with almost 50% being inbound international visitors 
and they directly contributed an average of £5 million to the 
city’s economy every day.  Alongside overnight visitors, the 
city also attracted nearly 20 million local day visitors, 
reflecting its role as a hub for the wider city region. 
 
Edinburgh’s visitors bring many benefits – economic, social 
and cultural, supporting 3,500 businesses and 34,000 jobs.  
They help support places to eat and drink, shopping, 
attractions, transport, festivals & events and many other 
services used and valued not just by visitors, but also the city’s 
residents, workers and businesses.  
 
They bring a vibrancy and a cosmopolitan atmosphere to the city, encouraging us to look outwards and ensure that Edinburgh has a global profile which 
punches far above its weight for its size and attracts investment, businesses and talent for the wider economy.  
 
However, after 10 years of growth, by 2019 it was clear that the success of Edinburgh’s visitor economy was creating some challenges.  In common with 
many other successful visitor destinations, the city needed to revise its approach to tourism in order avoid “over tourism” and the development of the 
Edinburgh 2030 Tourism Strategy very much set out to do that. 
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 THE EDINBURGH 2030 TOURISM STRATEGY 
 

Following a two-year intensive engagement and development process, including wide-ranging discussions with partners, 
input from industry and direct consultation with local residents, the Edinburgh 2030 Tourism Strategy was published in 
February 2020.   
 
The 2030 Tourism Strategy established a very new approach  - instead of driving growth the focus 
moved to managing growth, building on five pillars – People, Place, Environment, Partnerships and 
Reputation.  
 
With a strong, clear vision that put responsible tourism at the heart of growth and established the 
principle that the visitor economy must first and foremost work for the benefit of those who live, 
work and do business in the city – and it must take care of the special nature and characteristics of 
the city for current and future generations. 
A successful tourism sector working for a successful city. 
The goal is a successful tourism sector working for a successful city: 
 

 … in a place we call home  

 … an economic success story 

 … in the city and beyond 

 … for all seasons 

 … in a living, breathing city 

 …that works for all 

 … in a city that we can be proud of  

 

 

  

The Vision: 
To reinforce Edinburgh’s position as a leading global 

destination, promoting and preserving our 
celebrated cultural and historic city, supporting 
strong and sustainable economic growth whilst 

positively influencing the quality of life for the city’s 
residents and actively contributing to the success of 

the wider Scottish visitor economy. 
 
 
 
 

file:///C:/Users/mcneim/Documents/Identify%20key%20priorities%20relating%20to%20visitor%20congestion%20and%20develop%20interventions%20to%20improve%20visitor%20flows,%20visitor%20experience%20and%20reduce%20negative%20impacts%20for%20residents
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Pillar Strategy Statement 

 

The principal beneficiaries of this strategy should be Edinburgh’s people. Tourism should directly contribute to the quality of life in the 
city, with the city’s residents enjoying the benefits that a well-managed, responsible and thriving tourism sector generates. Nurturing 
people also means nurturing our visitors, ensuring that they receive a warm welcome and a fantastic experience as guests in the city by 
giving them outstanding, educational and enriching experiences, and encouraging them to care for the city. 

 

Edinburgh should be nurtured and developed as an excellent place to live and work, in doing so, this will help to make it a great place to 
visit. When residents have a good quality of life, and the built and natural environment is respected and protected, everybody benefits. 
Developing attractive spaces in and around Edinburgh means preserving and nurturing our outstanding world heritage and 
contemporary cultural offer, improving existing public spaces in the centre, while identifying, developing and connecting less visited 
parts of the city where both residents and visitors will want to spend time. 

 

Edinburgh’s tourism sector should lead the way as an exemplar in achieving environmentally sustainable urban tourism. Guided by the 
city’s commitment to achieve net-zero carbon emissions by 2030, all tourism stakeholders will be actively engaged in helping the city to 
meet this target. By adapting to and capitalising on major city developments such as the City Centre Transformation as well as the city’s 
unique landscape and green spaces, Edinburgh will help its visitors and businesses to make healthy and environmentally sustainable 
choices. 

 

Developing and nurturing strong partnerships at all levels is the key to ensuring that tourism in Edinburgh is able to effectively 
contribute towards the city’s long-term ambitions, as defined through the City of Edinburgh Council’s Economic Strategy Enablers of 
Good Growth. The city should build on its existing strong network of industry and stakeholder partnerships, and seek to extend these, 
to include residents, in particular. As a result, nurturing partnerships will help the city take more consistent, consensual decisions on 
tourism development, as well as being flexible in adapting to changing conditions in the future. 

 

Edinburgh’s best ambassadors are its residents, businesses and visitors. Therefore, we must work across a wide range of areas to 
ensure that the conversation around tourism in Edinburgh, both in the city and beyond is a positive one. We want Edinburgh to be well 
known for its progressive approach to managing tourism for the good of the environment and local communities, and the quality of the 
visitor experience.  A good reputation will encourage visitors to recommend the city to others and return in the future. Working with 
national and international partners, we must concentrate on building the city’s reputation among sectors that will most help the city to 
address the Eight Enablers of Growth; for example, economic sectors that are aligned with the city’s strengths, and the cultural sector. 
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THE CONTEXT 

The wider context for the visitor economy has changed, most obviously the impact of COVID19, but there are significant 
other developments since the publication of the Strategy. 

 
WHAT’S CHANGED 
 
After a hiatus of three years due to COVID19 implementation of the Strategy is gathering momentum.  What has not changed is the recognition that success 
will only come from working closely with the many partners and stakeholders at city, regional and national level and to achieve this requires open dialogue 
and committed partnership working.  This was central to the development of the 2030 Strategy – and it holds good for its delivery via this Action Plan.  
 
While much has changed as a result of the pandemic, much has remained the same.  People still want to travel, to 
visit new places and enjoy new experiences away from their everyday life, and the signs are that as a barrier to 
demand, the impact of COVID19 continues to decline.  While the city was particularly hard hit by COVID19, Edinburgh 
is a well-established visitor destination – it is Scotland’s capital, it has distinctive and well-known heritage and cultural 
experiences to offer, and it is relatively easy to get to from elsewhere in the UK and overseas.  Given these strengths, 
the city clearly is well placed to retain its position as the UK’s premier visitor destination outside of London. 
 
In the short term however, there are challenges facing the visitor economy as businesses deal with uncertainty 
around how long the recovery process will take, changes in the visitor market, increased financial fragility and 
significant shifts in the labour market which are creating huge challenges around recruiting & retaining staff. 
 
At the same time, the significant and rapidly changing economic environment means businesses are facing increased 
costs across their supply chains, and visitors are facing rising costs of living which will impact on holiday and leisure 
spend.  The public sector is also dealing with rising costs and reducing budgets resulting in cuts in the levels of support 
available. 
 
Overlaying all of this is the urgent need to tackle the climate crisis. 
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STRATEGY & POLICY 
 
Edinburgh’s visitor economy does not operate in a vacuum.  It is part of a broader and complex policy framework.  The alignment with city, regional and 
national policies, and their associated plans, programmes and funding streams was central to the development of the Strategy and remains central to the 
Action Plan.  A number of significant new policy documents have emerged since 2019 including in particular: 
 

 The 10-year National Strategy for Economic Transformation which focuses on a radical 

approach to economic growth with Net Zero, Just Transition and Fair Work at its heart, 

alongside a delivery driven focus 

 Scotland Outlook 2030 – the national tourism strategy which puts responsible tourism at the 

heart of growth 

 Edinburgh and Southeast Scotland (E&SES) Regional Prosperity Framework which identifies 

the priorities for regional growth, explicitly identifying the visitor economy & culture as key 

growth opportunities  

 Edinburgh’s Economic Strategy, the City Business Plan, Climate Strategy, City Centre 

Transformation Strategy with fair work, reducing poverty, just transition to net zero as key 

aims 

 The introduction of new Scottish Government legislation on Short Term Lets 

 The proposed introduction of new legislation to enable the establishment of a Transient 

Visitor Levy (TVL). 

  

https://www.gov.scot/publications/scotlands-national-strategy-economic-transformation/
https://scottishtourismalliance.co.uk/scotland-outlook-2030-overview/
https://esescityregiondeal.org.uk/regional-prosperity-framework
https://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/downloads/file/30727/2021-full-version
https://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/downloads/file/28919/our-future-council-our-future-city
https://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/2030climatestrategy#:~:text=The%202030%20Climate%20Strategy%20sets,to%20live%20and%20work%20in.
https://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/roads-travel-parking/city-centre-transformation
https://www.edinburgh.gov.uk/roads-travel-parking/city-centre-transformation
https://www.gov.scot/publications/short-term-lets/
https://www.etag.org.uk/support/transient-visitor-levy-tvl/
https://www.etag.org.uk/support/transient-visitor-levy-tvl/


EDINBURGH VISITOR ECONOMY ACTION PLAN 
 

 

 
 

    8 
 

ONGOING ACTIVITY  
 
While COVID19 may have delayed the development of the Edinburgh Visitor Economy Action 
Plan, improvements to the visitor experience have not stood still over the last three years. 
 
The city has seen significant new developments such as the St James Quarter, the Johnny 
Walker Experience and new hotel openings.  Work has continued on projects such as the 
extension of the Edinburgh Tram to Leith, Granton Waterfront, improvements to the National 
Galleries Scotland and the new IMPACT cultural venue, and there is a strong pipeline of 
future infrastructure investment.  These will ensure the quality and unique appeal of the 
city’s visitor offer continues to evolve and improve.   

 
Alongside physical infrastructure, the marketing 
and promotion of the city has been refreshed 
and updated via the rebranding of Edinburgh.org 
as Forever Edinburgh and the delivery of the 
“Story Never Ends” campaign.  This has included 
new activity focusing on local people, through initiatives such as Resident Rewards.  In business tourism, the 
Edinburgh International Conference Centre has taken on the delivery of convention bureau activities on an 

interim basis while a longer-term delivery model is developed.  
 
Promotional activity by VisitScotland (in which Edinburgh features significantly) has responded to circumstances and opportunities, while Edinburgh’s China 
Social Media Campaign has maintained its world top 10 ranking, ensuring the city is front of mind for Chinese inbound visitors as COVID19 travel restrictions 
ease.  And individual businesses have, of course, been actively promoting the destination in their own direct marketing activity.  
 
The Edinburgh Tourism Action Group (ETAG) has continued to engage with visitor economy businesses, stakeholders and partners providing a unique forum 
for discussion, a voice for the sector and a range of support activity, both directly and via signposting of partner support. 
 
While Edinburgh’s visitor numbers have yet to return to pre-COVID19 levels, they have recovered significantly as travel restrictions have been removed.  
Businesses have reopened and of course, the return of the Edinburgh’s festivals in 2022 has driven visits and profile. 
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THE ACTION PLAN 

The Action Plan is a proactive and practical ‘route map’ for delivering the Strategy.  It is focused on the short to medium 
term through to 2025, while also laying foundations for the years following through to the end of the decade.  
 

The Action Plan sets out the rationale, approach, priority 
Themes and associated Actions arrived at via a process of 
engagement, discussion and reflection, as set out below.  This 
is firmly focused on how it meets the ambitions of the Strategy 
while responding to the new operating environment and policy 
priorities set out above.  
 
The approach taken in the Action Plan is to build on current 
activity, identify gaps and create a coherent plan to support 
and develop the visitor economy.  The aim is to ensure that all 
the relevant partners are working effectively together towards 
a shared agenda.   
 
The key focus will be on delivery for 2023 – 2025, while 
undertaking the necessary groundwork for longer term activity 
and priorities set out in the Strategy. 
 
Underpinning this Action Plan will be a Management Plan 
setting out detailed, phased activity.  This will be a ’live’ tool 
which will be reviewed and updated regularly. 
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DEVELOPING THE ACTION PLAN 
 
The Action Plan involved three intensive stages of detailed research, 
review, reflection and crucially engagement, with input from city 
partners, stakeholders and industry between June and August 2022.  
 
The starting point was the Tourism 2030 Strategy, while taking into 
account the key contextual changes identified in the Chapter above.  
 
It was agreed from the outset that for the practical delivery of the 
Action Plan, the five strategic pillars (People, Place, Environment, 
Partnerships and Reputation) needed to be refined and translated 
into more clearly defined practical priority Themes & Actions. 
 
This process involved establishing a long list of potential actions drawn from the 2030 Strategy, local, regional and national strategies, best practice from 
comparator destinations and changes since the Edinburgh 2030 Strategy was published.   
 

This long list was then reviewed, tested and prioritised via a series of workshops and 1:1 consultations to reach the validated Themes and shortlist of 
associated Actions.  The Action Planning workshops and consultations included expert participants from more than 20 organisations (see Appendix 1) to 
make sure the final Themes and Actions which emerged from the process were endorsed by a broad cross section of partners, stakeholders and industry. 
 

Throughout all stages of this process action planning, the discussions were guided by criteria that actions should:  
 

 Build on the wide range of programmes, initiatives, and wider activity already in place, supported and delivered via an extensive partnership network 

 Make a tangible and measurable impact within the timeframe of the Action Plan 

 Be evidence based 

 Contribute to quality of life for residents – economic, social and cultural 

 Reflect and respond to changing visitor needs and demands 

 Support the broader reputation of city, region and Scotland 
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PRIORITY THEMES 
 
Six thematic areas form the core of the Action Plan.  These six priority themes – and why they have been chosen – are: 
 
 

 Towards Net Zero – the climate crisis is the defining challenge of our time and Edinburgh’s 

visitor economy must step up to play its role in reducing carbon emissions in line with the wider 

city and national policies  

 Fair Work, Recruitment & Retention – there is a clear need to shift tourism’s poor reputation as 

a career of choice in order to support staff recruitment & retention  

 Visitor Management – the city must recognise and address the negative impacts of the visitor 

economy and spread the positive benefits more widely across different neighbourhoods, 

working with residents in doing so    

 Destination Marketing and Promotion – the city cannot be complacent about its visitor 

economy in a challenging and increasingly competitive global market 

 Data & Technology – more data and better insights will support informed, evidence-based 

decision making and optimising new technology will drive innovation and productivity 

 Business Engagement & Support – an engaged, innovative and collaborative business 

community is essential to the city’s wider economic success and the ambition to ensure tourism 

benefits everyone in the city.  

  

PRIORITY THEMES 

Towards Net Zero 

Fair Work, Recruitment & Retention 

Visitor Management 

Destination Marketing & Promotion 

Data & Technology 

Business Engagement & Support 
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PRIORITY ACTIONS 
 
The Table below details the priority actions within each theme.  The 12 actions set out have been selected using the criteria listed earlier and will provide 
the focus for the next two years.  The focus is deliberately restricted to two actions for each theme to ensure that progress can be made and sustained – it 
is easy to have long lists of actions, but harder to deliver them.  Each of these Themes, and the associated Actions, has a contribution to make towards the 
five pillars of the Strategy.  In fact, the themes and the priority actions within each are not separate – success in one will contribute to another.  
 

Theme Action 1 Action 2 
Towards Net Zero 
Ensure Edinburgh’s Visitor Economy (EVE) is 
contributing fully to Edinburgh, regional and 
Scottish net zero ambitions 

Net Zero Action Plan 
Create and activate EVE Net Zero Action Plan – 
integrating fully with wider city, regional and national 
strategies and programmes 
 

Climate Change Champions (CCC) Network  
Establish EVE CCC Network to bring businesses, 
stakeholders and partners together to share good 
practice, inspire & signpost to support and funding, 
deliver training and events 

Fair Work, Recruitment and Retention 
Ensure the EVE community delivers high 
quality jobs and in doing so, support the 
sector to tackle the challenges around 
recruitment and retention  

Fair Work & Quality Jobs  
Develop an EVE Fair Work Strategy to support 
businesses, increase accreditation levels and 
contribute to Edinburgh’s ambition to be a Fair Work 
City  

Recruitment & Retention 
Bring together businesses, stakeholders and 
partners to share good practice, inspire & signpost 
to support and funding, deliver training and events 

Visitor Management 
Deliver visitor management that protects our 
environment, respects our communities, 
enhances the experience of our visitors and 
supports a thriving tourism sector. 

Active Management of Visitor Flows 
Identify key priorities relating to visitor congestion and 
develop interventions to improve visitor flows, visitor 
experience and reduce negative impacts for residents  

Dispersal 
Develop and deliver a dispersal strategy for the city 
that addresses both seasonal and geographic issues. 

Destination marketing and promotion 
Ensure Edinburgh retains its position as the 
UK’s most popular visitor destination outside 
of London 

Leisure Markets 
Promote Edinburgh as a responsible visitor destination 
to leisure visitors (local, domestic & international) via 
direct consumer marketing and engagement with the 
travel trade.   

Business Markets 
Sustain Edinburgh’s position as a leading destination 
for business meetings, incentive travel, conferences 
and exhibition in the short term and establish a new 
convention bureau model for the longer term. 

Data and Technology 
Edinburgh positioned as a leader in data 
driven destination development and the use 

Data  
Identify specific needs – what, why and for whom, 
commission research projects, learn from 

Technology for Tourism 
Ensure EVE businesses are aware of, and optimise 
use of, new technologies and at a destination level, 
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of new technology to support the visitor 
economy 

benchmarking and innovation, and establish a tourism 
data dashboard. 

EVE optimises and contributes to Edinburgh’s Smart 
City ambitions.  

Business Engagement & Support 
Sustain, support & develop the Edinburgh 
Visitor Economy 

Business Support 
Ensure EVE businesses are aware of, and optimise use 
of, existing support available via partners.  Identify and 
address gaps in provision to meet EVE specific issues 
and drive ongoing innovation to maintain Edinburgh’s 
competitive position. 

Engagement and Advocacy  
Build relationships, influence and respond across 
stakeholder groups and agendas eg enhanced 
resident engagement, Regional Prosperity 
Framework, National Strategy for Economic 
Transition 
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DELIVERING THE ACTION PLAN 

To support the delivery of the Tourism Strategy and Action Plan, a new destination development model has been 
established. 
 
This new “Hub & Spoke” model is designed to fully and effectively utilise the resources, expertise and networks that exist within Edinburgh and with regional 
and national partners.  It is a flexible model, capable of evolving and adapting in response to the changing needs of the Edinburgh visitor economy over time.   
 
The focus will be on defining and delivering the operational activity required to address the key priorities identified in this Action Plan.  This will be the role 
of the “spokes”, each of which will take the lead in a specific priority area.  Each spoke will vary in structure and operate independently but they will all work 
collaboratively towards the common goal of delivering the Action Plan.  
 
Effectively linking and optimising this network will be the role of a small central “hub” function, which will effectively operate as a programme management 
office.  The key roles of the Hub are: 
 
Communication - provide a central point of contact, ensuring that each of the spokes is fully aware of the work being undertaken by the others.   

Co-ordination – facilitate the co-ordination and collaboration between the various spokes, identifying synergies, tackling shared challenges, removing 

duplication of effort and addressing gaps in activity 

Partnership Working – represent the Edinburgh visitor economy at city, regional and national levels, work with current partners and identify new partners 

that have the expertise, knowledge and resources to support the delivery of the Action Plan  

Monitoring and Reporting - provide effective monitoring of, and reporting on, the delivery of the Action Plan and the longer term strategy     

Forward Planning – look beyond the lifespan of this Action Plan towards the longer-term ambitions of the Edinburgh 2030 Tourism Strategy and maintain 

an overview on emerging issues, trends, and competitor activity in the visitor economy which the city needs to respond to. 
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HUB

Towards Net 
Zero

Fair Work,

Recruitment 
& Retention

Visitor 
Management

Destination 
Marketing & 
Promotion

Data & 
Technology

Business 
Engagement 
& Support
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WHAT WILL SUCCESS LOOK LIKE? 

The move from driving growth to managing growth means the city must adopt a new approach to defining what a 
successful visitor economy will look like in the future, looking beyond the traditional measures of visitor numbers and 
visitor spend  
 
Going forward a new ‘balanced scorecard’ approach will be adopted, defining a broader 
range of measures and targets which reflect the longer-term strategic vision and 
established key outcomes to be achieved by 2030.   
 
Wherever possible these will also align with wider policy, strategy and partner objectives 
at the city, regional and national levels in order to demonstrate the extent to which 
Edinburgh’s visitor economy is positively and significantly contributing to these wider 
agendas. 
 
It will be the responsibility of the Hub to work with industry to finalise the proposed 
measures and quantify the targets once a base line has been established through data 
gathering and research.  Alongside that an ongoing monitoring and reporting system will 
be put in place. 
 
In addition, more detailed short term key performance indicators (KPIs), including 
activities, outputs, timelines and targets will be set out in the new Management Plan.  This 
will track the extent to which the key themes and actions set out in this 2023 – 2025 Action 
Plan are being delivered.   
 
 

 

STRATEGIC OUTCOMES PROPOSED MEASURES

Visitor spend per annum (£)

Accomodation Occupany, ARR & RevPar Rates

Edinburgh visitor rankings

No of Jobs (total)

Jobs paying Real Living Wage %

No of EVE businesses with Fair Work accredition 

EVE Physical Infrastructure investment (£s)

No of new EVE businesses

Investment in new products & services (£)

External ranking, such as Glasgow Declaration

No of EVE businesses with green accredition

# CO2 reductions via EVE activity

Positive resident attitudes to visitor economy

Resident engagement as "hyper local" market

Investment to improve visitor management (£)

Edinburgh Visitor Economy Balanced Scorecard 
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APPENDIX 1 CONTRIBUTORS  

This Action Plan was developed by the Operational Advisory Group (OAG), a sub group of the Edinburgh Tourism Strategy Implementation Group (SIG).  The 
management, facilitation and drafting were undertaken by Blue Sail Consulting Ltd, with funding support from Scottish Enterprise.   
 
OAG membership: 
 

 City of Edinburgh Council 

 Edinburgh Hotels Association 

 Edinburgh International Airport 

 Edinburgh International Conference Centre 

 Essential Edinburgh 

 Edinburgh Tourism Action Group 

 Festivals Edinburgh 

 Scottish Enterprise 

 VisitScotland 

 

 
 
 
 
Thanks are due to a wide range of public bodies, tourism industry associations and leading businesses who contributed their time and expertise to inform 
the development of the Action Plan. 
 
 

 Capital City Partnerships  

 Chamber of Commerce 

 City of Edinburgh Council – various departments 

 Courtyard Edinburgh Hotel 

 Creative Carbon Scotland 

 Edinburgh Napier University 

 Edinburgh World Heritage Trust 

 Green Tourism Business Scheme 

 Historic Environment Scotland 

 HIT Scotland 

 Mercat Tours 

 National Museums Scotland 

 Skills Development Scotland 

 The Capital Group/Lothian Buses 

 Transport for Edinburgh 

 TravelTech Scotland 

 UK Hospitality 

 Waldorf Astoria 

 VisitScotland -various departments 

 Zero Waste Scotland 
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