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Events Industry Alliance
The Events Industry Alliance (EIA) is the unified voice of the UK’s business events sector, representing nearly 500 companies through the Association of Event Organisers (AEO), the Association of Event Venues (AEV), and the Event Supplier and Services Association (ESSA). Our members create, build and host world leading business events, attracting domestic and international visitors and exhibitors, across the four nations, at large event spaces such as the Scottish Exhibition Campus, ICC Wales, ICC Belfast, the NEC, and Excel London. The types of events can be broken down into trade exhibitions, consumer shows, and conferences with significant exhibition space.
Tourism from the UK business events sector is a distinct form of tourism that is commonly overlooked despite its greater economic contribution. A single sporting or cultural event may occur annually and generate around £50 million in economic value, while the business events sector delivers comparable economic activity every day. In 2025, exhibitions alone generated £11.5 billion in economic output and supported 126,000 jobs. 

This distinctiveness matters for competitiveness, as business events are shaped by practical operating conditions as much as destination promotion. Competitiveness is driven by the operating environment across the sector-Government engagement and coordination, regulatory consistency, and the costs created by post‑Brexit mobility and cross‑border logistics for people and equipment.



How effective are government policies in supporting the growth, competitiveness and long-term resilience of the tourism sector?
What are the main barriers to international competitiveness? How effectively does the UK promote itself overseas as a destination and what more could be done to strengthen its international profile? 
1. While the Government has focused on tourism in regard to holidays and cultural tourism, it is important to remember the role business tourism plays. In fact, VisitBritain’s Economic Value of Tourism January 2026 report identified business and blended leisure and business travel as the greatest tourism opportunity, with 60% of respondents citing it as an opportunity for tourism growth in the next five years. Despite the significant importance of business tourism, the Government has not provided sufficient support to anchor this kind of tourism – namely conferences, exhibitions, and other business events.
What factors explain any divergence in growth trends between the UK and European countries?
2. When competing for conferences and events that drive business tourism, the UK has developed a reputation for being too difficult to do business in, meaning events are either leaving the UK or are wary of coming to the UK. This is largely due to lack of Government support for events and lack of consideration for how business events – and the people who deliver them – require specific support compared to cultural events. By contrast and for examples of how support can be structured differently, competitor nations like Germany and Ireland have dedicated business event roadmaps up to 2030 and more coordinated “one‑stop shops” for engagement between Government and organisers, giving clearer points of contact and earlier certainty when bidding for and delivering events.

3. Current visa regulations also mean UK suppliers and services companies struggle to operate outside of the UK, and international suppliers and services companies struggle to operate in the UK. Overall, this makes the UK more expensive for events and means UK events cannot so easily attract international companies, making other European countries more attractive. 
What are the specific drivers of international tourism to the UK, what is the economic value of each of those drivers and how can their value be increased?
4. Business events and conferences draw in thousands of business tourists a year, as well as drive domestic tourism to regions around the country. The annual Economic Impact Report, prepared by Oxford Economics on behalf of the EIA, found that exhibitions (encompassing consumer shows and trade exhibitions) generated £5.1 billion of direct spending, supported nearly 61,000 direct jobs, and contributed £2.9 billion of direct GDP. Moreover, according to the ONS, in the first half of 2025, business was the listed purpose for 16% of overseas visitors – but accounted for 20% of overseas visitor spend, demonstrating the value of business tourism generated by exhibitions and events. 

5. While making operating conditions easier is always welcome, the easiest way for Government to support business events in securing further visitors and international visitors in particular is to send high level representation, and confirm this representation as early as possible. In European countries, this is treated as part of the support offer: early confirmation of senior attendance helps organisers secure international delegations and other senior decision-makers. By comparison, in the UK, even when ministers or similar do attend events, this is confirmed days or weeks beforehand, limiting the impact.

6. Often there is no attendance at all. Farnborough International Airshow is a vital shop window for British industry and exports, attracting a global audience. However, despite attracting representatives of other countries, including the US Department of War, at the time of writing it has still not received confirmation of attendance from the UK’s own government. While the Minister Peacock reported that the Transport Minister will be attending Farnborough, this has taken months to confirm. 
How effectively do the UK and devolved Governments work together to promote tourism and support the sector?
7. In the UK, the central government does not consider business events or business tourism in its promotional or strategic activities sufficiently. By contrast, the Scottish, Welsh, and Northern Irish governments all have specific events strategies that include business events as a specific, separate draws; in Northern Ireland’s case, Tourism NI even has an Integrated Business Events Strategy. This shows that the importance of business events is understood around the country; it also highlights that there is a huge gap for the regions of England when it comes to targeted business events support.

8. Critically, Government does not work well across itself when supporting business events. While cultural and similar events naturally sit in DCMS, business events cut across a number of priorities in DBT, yet receive little to no support from this department. In fact, given the goal of business events is to support businesses to increase their sales, exports, and networks, business events would be better served by being owned by DBT, particularly as they relate to the Industrial Strategy sectors (e.g., Tech Show London is critical for the tech sector in supporting them to drive investment into that sector, a strategic aim of the Sector Plan). 
How can tourism better support regional growth, community prosperity and wider Government objectives?
What barriers prevent regions from capitalising fully on tourism demand and what opportunities remain overlooked?
9. Business events support regional economies, clusters, and businesses. VisitBritain data (prepared by Tourism Economics, an Oxford Economics company) shows that business arrivals made up 78%, 71%, and 64% of tourism spend in Birmingham, Sheffield, and Manchester respectively, compared to 35% in London, in 2024. Moreover, business tourism helps regional visitor economies to become more resilient and less seasonal – two ambitions of tourism industries everywhere – as it is not dependent on weather, school holidays, or other contributing factors affecting leisure tourism. 

10. Such data demonstrates the importance of business events to tourism ecosystems, as well as overall business ecosystems. For example, the EIA’s Size and Scale Index for Exhibitions (SASIE) report for 2025 found that medical exhibitions (covering medicine, healthcare, and pharmaceuticals) were the second biggest sector in the market, with 13.7% of exhibitions, showing how important events are for key sector ecosystems. 

11. However, lack of wider Government support prevents these events from having an even greater impact on the industries outside of London. Regular and secure ministerial attendance at events outside of London and the South East is startlingly rare, but would demonstrate Government’s commitment to those sectors in the regions. It would grow the sectors’ presences on the global stage by raising the profile of the events to international businesses and investors who may be attending – or deciding whether to attend. 
What are the key issues facing the tourism workforce?
How have immigration and employment policies and legislation affected the tourism sector?
12. Business events and conferences are negatively impacted by UK workers’ inability to work on events based in Europe. From a supplier perspective, this includes practical barriers such as exhibition stand installers being treated as ‘unskilled’ for visa permit purposes in some EU countries, and UK-issued forklift licences not being recognised. Suppliers’ customer markets are thus naturally limited as they can no longer operate in Europe as previously, and organisers find it more difficult to hire suppliers.

13. On the other side, international exhibitors also now face increased costs and logistical hurdles when choosing the UK as a venue. The International Casino Exhibition, the world's largest gaming and technology trade show, relocated from London to Barcelona, with organisers citing rising costs and logistical burdens for EU-based exhibitors as a driving factor. This move has lost the UK economy £250 million annually. 

14. As the government continues its engagement with the EU on closer working post Brexit, an MRA for the events sector could support many more jobs and help the sector export to Europe. The UK–EU Trade and Cooperation Agreement explicitly provides for sector-specific MRAs, which could be used to reduce current regulatory and mobility friction for temporary cross-border work. Any agreement or support so that the EU recognises qualifications for, for example, forklift licences; eases visa restrictions for short-term passes; and makes it simpler to move goods and equipment in both directions (i.e., reducing friction for suppliers/contractors moving kit across borders) would help remove the stigma the UK has developed as a country difficult to host business events in, and support conferences looking to stay in the UK or even move here. 

15. Additionally, inbound business tourism and UK organisers are facing much larger – and mounting – overall costs due to constraints in the labour force and National Insurance costs specifically for those labour intensive industries such as hospitality and hotels. 

16. Taken together, increases in employer National Insurance Contributions, reforms to business rates, and the introduction of a Visitor Levy materially raise the cost base for the sector. For example, the introduction of the high-value business rates multiplier from April 2026 means that for major venues valued above £500,000, some members are reporting potential tax increases of up to 40%. 

17. International event organisers and exhibitors are highly mobile and make location decisions based on cost, ease of access and competitiveness. As costs in the UK rise relative to competitor destinations in Europe and beyond, the risk is not simply margin compression for UK businesses - it is the relocation of entire events. This brings with it significant economic loss, reduced international visibility, diminished trade opportunities, and reduced inbound business tourism. 



