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1) How effective are government policies in supporting the growth, competitiveness and long-term resilience of the tourism sector?
UK government policies played an important role in supporting tourism recovery after COVID-19 through the Tourism Recovery Plan, business grants, furlough schemes and domestic tourism campaigns. The Recovery Plan focused on regional growth, sustainability, innovation and infrastructure, helping many tourism and hospitality businesses survive and adapt during the crisis. However, concerns remain about the UK’s long-term tourism competitiveness. Duty and limited international marketing investment have weakened the UK’s position compared with European competitors. Research also shows that future tourism competitiveness depends increasingly on sustainability, innovation and effective destination management rather than visitor numbers alone (Abdullah et al., 2024; Buhalis et al., 2022; Rahimi et al., 2026). Despite recovery support, ongoing issues around infrastructure, skills shortages and funding continue to limit the sector’s long-term resilience.
1(i) 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?
The UK’s main barriers to international tourism competitiveness include high travel costs, visa restrictions, labour shortages and uneven regional transport infrastructure. One of the most criticised policies has been the removal of VAT-free shopping for overseas visitors, which industry groups argue has diverted high-spending tourists to destinations such as Paris and Milan. Research also shows that tourism competitiveness now depends increasingly on sustainability, transport accessibility, digital innovation and integrated destination management rather than visitor numbers alone (Stylos et al., 2021; Rahimi et al., 2023; Taheri et al., 2022). Strengthening the UK’s global tourism position will require greater investment in regional destination branding, transport integration, sustainability and smart tourism systems, alongside policies such as simplifying visa processes, increasing international marketing and reconsidering VAT-free shopping. Stronger links between tourism, film, television, higher education and the creative industries could also improve the UK’s international visibility and competitiveness (Stylos et al., 2021). 
1(ii) How does the UK’s recent tourism performance compare with other major European tourism destinations?
The UK tourism sector has recovered steadily since the COVID-19 pandemic, but its performance has been less dynamic than several major European competitors including Spain, France, Portugal and Italy. London remains one of the world’s strongest urban tourism destinations, supported by its global reputation in culture, heritage, business tourism and the creative industries. However, countries such as Spain and France have achieved stronger growth in international visitor spending and regional tourism development. European competitors have generally benefited from more integrated tourism governance structures, stronger regional investment and more coordinated transport systems. Several destinations have also invested aggressively in experiential tourism, sustainable mobility, digital tourism infrastructure and smart destination management systems that improve both visitor experience and operational resilience. Destinations with stronger adaptive capability and innovation readiness are generally better positioned to respond to changing visitor expectations and market disruption (Buhalis et al., 2022; Rahimi et al., 2022). The UK retains significant strengths in cultural tourism, heritage tourism, higher education-related travel and the international influence of its creative industries. However, comparative weaknesses remain in regional visitor dispersal, transport integration, affordability and long-term destination investment. Strengthening competitiveness will therefore require greater investment in regional destination branding, sustainability initiatives, digital infrastructure and integrated tourism policy (Taheri et al., 2022). 
1(iii) What factors explain any divergence in growth trends between the UK and European countries?
Several factors explain the divergence in tourism growth trends between the UK and major European destinations such as Spain, France, Portugal and Italy. European competitors have generally benefited from more integrated tourism governance, stronger regional investment and lower travel and operational costs. Many European countries have also invested more aggressively in sustainable tourism, digital tourism systems, cultural infrastructure and transport integration, helping to improve visitor experience and regional tourism dispersal. In contrast, the UK continues to face challenges linked to high travel costs, labour shortages, transport fragmentation and uneven regional tourism development. Destinations with stronger adaptive capability, collaborative destination management and innovation readiness are better positioned to respond to changing visitor expectations and market disruption. European destinations have increasingly focused on experiential tourism, sustainability and smart destination management, while the UK has often relied more heavily on the global strength of London and its cultural assets. Although the UK retains important advantages in heritage tourism, higher education-related travel and the creative industries, comparative weaknesses remain in affordability, regional connectivity and long-term destination investment. 
(iv) 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?
The main drivers of international tourism to the UK include cultural and heritage tourism, business tourism, higher education-related travel, major events, and the global influence of the UK’s creative industries. London remains the strongest driver of inbound tourism due to its concentration of museums, theatres, historic attractions and financial services, while destinations such as Edinburgh, Bath and Oxford attract visitors through heritage and cultural experiences. Business tourism and international conferences also contribute significant economic value, particularly in London, Manchester and Birmingham. In addition, UK universities generate substantial international travel demand through students and visiting families, while film, television and music tourism linked to productions such as Harry Potter, James Bond and Netflix series increasingly influence destination choice.  The value of these drivers can be increased through stronger regional tourism development, improved transport integration, digital innovation and greater international destination marketing. Experience-led tourism, digital engagement and collaborative destination management are increasingly important in shaping competitiveness and visitor spending. Greater integration between tourism, higher education, film and television, creative industries and cultural diplomacy could further strengthen the UK’s global tourism profile and soft power influence. 
2) How effectively do government structures and working arrangements support the tourism sector?
Responsibility for tourism in the UK is distributed across multiple departments, local authorities, destination management organisations and devolved administrations, which can create inconsistencies in strategy, funding and implementation. Effective tourism governance increasingly depends on collaborative destination management, stakeholder integration and adaptive policy structures. Destinations with stronger coordination between public authorities, private sector organisations, transport systems and cultural institutions are generally better positioned to respond to changing visitor expectations and external shocks. The UK benefits from strong institutional assets including its cultural sector, higher education system and global destination appeal, but governance challenges remain in areas such as regional tourism dispersal, sustainable destination management and long-term infrastructure planning. Strengthening government support for tourism will therefore require greater policy integration across departments, increased regional devolution, improved destination management capacity and more consistent long-term investment in tourism infrastructure, skills and digital systems. 
2(i) How well do VisitBritain/VisitEngland and Destination Management Organisations support the sector?
VisitBritain and VisitEngland provide important support to the UK tourism sector through international marketing, destination branding, research and business support. Campaigns such as “GREAT Britain” help attract overseas visitors, while tourism data and promotional partnerships support business planning and destination development. Destination Management Organisations (DMOs) also play a key role at regional level by promoting destinations, improving visitor experiences and coordinating tourism partnerships. In the West Midlands, organisations such as West Midlands Growth Company and Visit Shakespeare's England support tourism through marketing campaigns, event promotion and cultural tourism linked to attractions such as Stratford-upon-Avon and the Birmingham 2022 Commonwealth Games. However, support across the sector remains uneven because many DMOs face short-term funding and limited resources. In some regions, weak coordination between national and local tourism bodies can reduce the effectiveness of tourism strategies and destination management. Although VisitBritain and VisitEngland provide strong leadership, greater long-term investment, stronger regional cooperation and more stable funding will be needed to improve the UK’s long-term tourism competitiveness and resilience. 
2(ii) How effectively do the UK and devolved Governments work together to promote tourism and support the sector?
The UK and devolved Governments work together reasonably well in promoting tourism, particularly through joint marketing initiatives, major events and international branding campaigns. However, coordination between the UK and devolved Governments remains uneven in practice, particularly in relation to funding, transport policy, tourism taxation and long-term strategic planning. Differences in policy approaches across the devolved nations can create fragmentation in visitor messaging, infrastructure development and tourism governance. Industry stakeholders have also raised concerns regarding inconsistent investment levels and limited integration between tourism policy and wider areas such as transport, skills and regional economic development. Effective tourism competitiveness increasingly depends on collaborative governance structures, integrated destination management and coordinated policy frameworks across national and regional levels. While the UK benefits from strong destination brands and cultural assets across all four nations, stronger intergovernmental coordination, shared long-term planning and more integrated tourism infrastructure would improve the sector’s competitiveness and resilience (Buhalis et al., 2022). 
3) What opportunities exist to increase inward investment into tourism infrastructure and what changes may be needed to encourage it?
Growing international demand for experiential tourism, film tourism, eco-tourism and high-quality cultural experiences creates strong potential for investment across regions outside London. Major opportunities also exist through stronger integration between tourism, higher education, sports, entertainment and the creative industries, particularly in cities with internationally recognised cultural assets. Destinations with stronger digital infrastructure, collaborative governance and innovation capacity are more successful in attracting both visitors and investment. Inward investment could also support the development of smart tourism systems, sustainable transport networks and year-round destination economies that improve resilience and regional economic growth (Buhalis et al., 2022). However, several structural barriers continue to limit tourism investment in the UK. Investors frequently identify planning delays, fragmented governance structures, transport limitations, inconsistent regional funding and policy uncertainty as major challenges. Concerns also remain regarding labour shortages, rising operational costs and the lack of long-term strategic coordination across tourism, transport and regional development policy. Encouraging greater inward investment will therefore require more stable long-term tourism strategies, stronger devolved investment powers, improved transport connectivity, planning reform and greater fiscal incentives for sustainable tourism development. Increased collaboration between government, local authorities, universities and private sector stakeholders will also be important in supporting innovation-led tourism growth and attracting international investors. 
(i) Which areas have seen the biggest growth in inbound tourism and why?
London continues to dominate inbound tourism performance due to its global brand recognition, transport accessibility, cultural assets, higher education institutions, and business tourism infrastructure. Other destinations experiencing growth include cultural cities, heritage destinations, event-led tourism centres, and destinations investing in regeneration and experiential tourism.
4) How well is the visitor economy recovering from the COVID-19 pandemic and what challenges continue to affect business and destinations?
The visitor economy has experienced significant recovery since the pandemic; however, recovery remains uneven across sectors, destinations, and business types. Many tourism businesses continue to experience labour shortages, inflationary pressures, rising operational costs, workforce instability, and changing consumer behaviour (Rahimi et al., 2023). Despite the sector’s recovery, several challenges continue to affect tourism businesses and destinations. Labour shortages, rising operating costs, inflation and transport disruption remain major pressures across hospitality, accommodation and visitor attractions. Businesses also continue to face difficulties linked to recruitment, skills retention and seasonal employment patterns. In addition, concerns remain regarding affordability, sustainability and uneven regional investment. Destinations with stronger digital capability, collaborative governance and diversified tourism products have generally adapted more successfully to post-pandemic market changes (Buhalis et al., 2022). Long-term recovery will therefore depend not only on visitor growth, but also on investment in sustainable tourism infrastructure, workforce development, digital systems and integrated destination management. 
5) How effectively is the domestic tourism sector functioning across the UK and what factors are shaping current levels of demand and recovery?
The domestic tourism sector across the UK has recovered relatively strongly since the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly through increased demand for staycations, short breaks and rural or coastal tourism. Current levels of demand and recovery are being shaped by several economic, social and structural factors. Rising living costs, inflation and higher accommodation and transport prices have affected consumer confidence and discretionary spending, particularly among lower and middle-income households. At the same time, changing visitor preferences have increased demand for experience-led tourism, wellness tourism, nature-based tourism and flexible short-duration travel. 
5(i) To what extent have rising operational and workforce costs affected the affordability and viability of domestic trips?
Rising operational and workforce costs have significantly affected both the affordability and viability of domestic tourism across the UK. Tourism and hospitality businesses have experienced substantial increases in energy prices, food costs, accommodation overheads, insurance and wage expenditure, particularly following inflationary pressures and labour shortages after the COVID-19 pandemic. These rising costs have often been passed on to consumers through higher accommodation prices, transport fares and visitor attraction charges, making domestic trips less affordable for many households during the cost-of-living crisis.  Workforce pressures have also affected service quality, business capacity and long-term sector resilience. Labour shortages across hospitality, accommodation and visitor attractions have increased recruitment and retention costs, while businesses continue to report difficulties attracting skilled staff due to low wages, insecure employment patterns and housing affordability issues in tourism-dependent regions. 
5(ii) What targeted interventions could support domestic tourism businesses to stimulate demand and strengthen year-round visitor numbers?
Government interventions should prioritise workforce development, digital transformation, transport affordability, sustainability transition support, destination innovation, and SME capability development. Investment in digital capability, destination collaboration, smart tourism systems, and year-round tourism experiences would strengthen long-term domestic tourism resilience.
6) How can tourism better support regional growth, community prosperity and wider Government objectives?
Tourism possesses substantial potential to support regional regeneration, community development, employment creation, cultural sustainability, and inclusive economic growth. However, tourism policy has not always been fully integrated into wider regional development strategies. Tourism should therefore be understood not simply as a leisure sector but as part of wider regional productivity, cultural infrastructure, and regeneration policy.
6(i) What barriers prevent regions from capitalising fully on tourism demand and what opportunities remain overlooked?
Key barriers include transport inequality, weak digital infrastructure, fragmented governance structures, underinvestment, workforce shortages, and limited destination management capability. Significant opportunities remain underdeveloped in sustainable tourism, wellness tourism, nature-based tourism, creative tourism, and digitally enabled visitor experiences.
6(ii) Are transport links, digital connectivity and cultural infrastructure adequate to support regional tourism growth?
Transport connectivity, broadband infrastructure, and cultural investment remain uneven across many UK regions. Poor rail integration limited public transport connectivity, inadequate broadband access, and underinvestment in cultural assets continue to constrain regional tourism growth. Improved infrastructure investment is therefore essential for visitor dispersal, regional competitiveness, and long-term tourism resilience.
7) How can the Government and tourism sector maximise the potential of cultural heritage and creative assets to attract visitors?
The UK’s cultural heritage and creative industries remain among its strongest tourism assets. Greater investment is needed in museums, festivals, creative industries, screen tourism, heritage preservation, and immersive cultural experiences. Future competitiveness increasingly depends upon destinations’ ability to combine culture, creativity, technology, and sustainability within integrated tourism experiences.
8) What are the key issues facing the tourism workforce?
The tourism workforce faces persistent labour shortages, recruitment difficulties, skills gaps, retention problems, and workforce instability. Seasonal employment patterns, limited career progression, and changing labour market expectations continue to affect workforce sustainability. Greater investment is required in training, digital capability, leadership development, workforce wellbeing, and long-term career pathways.
8(i) How have immigration and employment policies and legislation affected the tourism sector?
Immigration changes and labour market disruption have significantly affected workforce availability across hospitality and tourism sectors. Many businesses continue to report shortages in accommodation services, hospitality operations, food services, and seasonal tourism work. At the same time, rising labour costs and operational pressures have increased financial strain on tourism SMEs. The sector therefore requires a more balanced workforce strategy integrating domestic skills development, workforce quality improvement, and targeted approaches addressing persistent labour shortages across tourism and hospitality industries. 
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