
Improving Productivity (or maybe Statistics) 

 

One of the key Government mantras at the moment is the need to improve the productivity 

of British businesses so that they can compete in the global market. This mantra has even 

made it into the Public Service Agreement targets for DCMS – these are the targets by 

which the Government judges the Department’s performance. This means that improving 

productivity is one of the main drivers for the Department’s policies for tourism 

  

The Government will judge the Department’s, and the Minister’s performance on how well it 

is doing as the Department responsible for tourism on the basis of tourism productivity rising 

or falling. It therefore matters to the Department that productivity increases. 

 

What the Department means by tourism productivity is a calculation of the revenue 

generated by the tourism sector divided by the number of people employed in the sector. 

Revenue rising faster than employees equals improved productivity. This calculated rise or 

fall of tourism productivity is then compared to national productivity to determine whether the 

tourism sector is either outperforming or under-performing the national average. 

 

So far, go good. 

 

The problem is that to do this you need good figures on tourism revenue and employment. 

 

Unfortunately, good tourism employment figures are almost non-existant. The two figures 

used most often – 1.4m Full Time Employees (FTEs) and 2.1m FTEs vary by 60% and both 

have fundamental flaws in their calculation (for example, one includes all restaurant workers 

as tourism employees and the other excludes half the people who work in hotels). 

 

The figures for tourism revenue are not much better. While inbound tourism and domestic 

tourism figures are reasonable, tourism day visitor figures are dubious. For a start, there are 

problems with defining what actually constitutes a leisure day visitor in terms that are 

generally accepted to encompass just tourism activities. As the expenditure day visitor 

expenditure constitutes over 50% of total tourism expenditure, it is important to the 

calculation of productivity that this accurate. 

 

In addition, these figures are calculated on an ad hoc basis every few years using different 

methodologies so it is almost impossible to calculate the annual figure for tourism revenue 

needed to determine productivity. 

 

So combine the inaccuracies of both the employment figures and the revenue data and you 

end up with a calculation for productivity that is essentially meaningless. 

 

And yet this is used as one of the Government’s key indicators of the annual state of the 

tourism industry. Until we can sort out basic figures for tourism – such as how many people 

work in the industry and how much revenue it generates – it’s hardly surprising that we can’t 

generate good tourism policy. 

 

  


