
Overseas visitor numbers
(000s)

1988

2425

4682

5007

5534

1996 1997 1998 1999

5943

CHALLENGING TIMES FOR IRISH TOURISM Business 2000
millennium edition

The remarkable growth in Irish tourism in recent years has brought

many advantages, including the creation of thousands of sustainable

jobs, improved facilities and an increase in foreign earnings. Irish

tourism has become a major player in the Irish economy. This

success is beginning to create new challenges. Those qualities that

put Ireland on the world stage – the core values of hospitality,

friendliness and unspoilt scenery - are being placed under

increasing pressure.

International tourism has never been more competitive. As

countries in this high stakes market vie with each other to attract

discerning and demanding visitors, the need to strengthen and

protect the unique tourism product that Ireland offers is critical.

THE CHANGING FACE OF
TOURISM WORLDWIDE

Changes in society have an impact on tourism. Factors such as wealth,

working conditions, education and cost of travel are changing people’s

holiday plans. Some of the major trends to emerge over the last 20 years

have directly influenced the way people plan and enjoy their leisure time.

During the middle of the 20th century, factories engaged in mass

production closed down completely once a year with everyone going on

holiday at much the same time. Now holiday patterns are more varied. 

In the current economic climate, many people are earning more money

than ever before. However, those with such wealth have less time to

spend it as they are working longer hours and are becoming time poor.

Increased disposable incomes, cheaper transport costs and a shortage of

leisure time has resulted in people taking three or four short breaks

over a year.

Changes in life cycles have had a major impact on leisure travel. People

leave home younger and marry later in life than they did in the 1950s.

With this increased independence and higher disposable incomes, people

are free to travel more extensively than they did in the past. People are

also fitter and living longer than fifty years ago. ‘Empty Nesters’, or those

people whose children have left home are a particularly important market

segment in the tourism and leisure industry. They have no major financial

commitments as their children have grown up, they have normally cleared

their mortgage and they usually have plenty of leisure time.

The development of information technology and the global expansion

of industries has broken down boundaries that used to exist in

society. Travel programmes are very popular on television and viewers

become better informed about faraway places. These factors can

result in the consumer seeking out more exotic and unusual

destinations. 

The development of transport in the latter half of the 20th century,

particularly air transport, has resulted in a “shrinking” world.

Destinations that were once regarded as being exotic and remote can

now be reached in a comparatively short period of time at relatively

affordable prices. This has created more competition for established

tourist destinations, particularly in Europe. 

The development of the internet and the use of email give potential

travellers an increased number of ways to select, plan and book their

holiday with far wider choices than were previously possible.

WHAT OUR VISITORS ARE
TELLING US

Bord Fáilte Éireann carries out regular research to find out about

overseas travellers’ views on Ireland. According to Consumer Journeys’

research in the USA, Germany, France and the UK and the Visitor

Attitudes surveys of overseas holidaymakers to Ireland, the core values

of Irish tourism are the friendly, spontaneous and hospitable people,

combined with a beautiful and unspoilt natural environment.

A Unique Selling Proposition (USP),

or Unique Selling Benefit as it is

sometimes called, shows why a

product is unusually interesting,

innovative or imaginative. In Ireland

the people are the biggest asset. They

are Ireland’s Unique

Selling Proposition

that competing

tourism

destinations

simply

cannot

match. 

The main experiences to
attract people to Ireland

Experience Germany USA UK France

People and spontaneity 30 33 27 30

Nature and environment 28 11 23 29

Regeneration 22 18 18 1

Art and culture 9 18 7 15

Food, drink and song 5 4 13 9

Mystery, magic and romance 1 2 8 5

Adventure 2 5 - 3

Source: The OTMI consumer research project in the above markets. This

table summarises the number in each country voting for each experience.

The 1999 Visitor Attitudes Survey shows that there are countless factors

that motivate visitors and highlights some important findings.

The survey showed that the primary motivation for visiting Ireland is

the quality of sightseeing and scenery. ‘Word-of-

mouth’ recommendation is of huge importance

while factors such as memorable experience,

friendliness of the people, safety and

security, and a natural unspoilt

environment are strong destination issues.

According to the survey, 60 per cent said

that their expectations of their holiday

were met while 31 per cent felt they were

exceeded. In the 1997 survey, the

friendliness of the Irish people scored best

but it now takes second place to

scenery. 
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About six per cent of visitors were disappointed with their holiday mainly

because of the weather, poor roads and driving conditions, over-

commercialism and litter. Visitors view the quality of the roads, the lack of

signposting, difficult driving conditions and weather as weaknesses

compared with some other holiday destinations. Price is the least well-

rated item across most product categories (e.g. transport, accommodation,

food, visitor amenities etc.). Ireland’s main advantages over other

destinations are the Irish people and scenery but the 1999 survey perhaps

shows the beginnings of doubt about the ‘uniqueness’ of the Irish. This is

evident in a decline in the number of visitors who mention the friendliness

and hospitality of the Irish people as the main advantage. 

Opinion of Visit Overall (%)

Exceeded Matched Did not Not
Expectations expectations live up to stated

expectations

Britain 28 63 6 3

USA 50 43 3 3

Germany 20 73 5 1

France 14 76 8 1

Italy 25 60 8 7

Netherlands 23 72 4 2

Scandinavia 37 59 3 1

Australia/

New Zealand 28 50 15 7

Total 31 60 6 3

MAINTAINING AND
STRENGTHENING THE

TOURISM PRODUCT

The phenomenon of mass tourism was a product of the 20th century.

The impact of increased numbers of travellers on the environment is

an issue that is becoming of great concern in the 21st. 

Many tourists have a desire to travel and experience unspoilt landscapes

and different cultures, but their very presence may have a negative impact

on the thing they seek. In order to protect a tourism product, it is vital to

maintain a balance between tourism, the environment and the society in

which it takes place. If this is not done, the qualities that have made a

destination attractive to tourists will be diminished. 

Ireland has experienced a decade of tourism growth at two or three times

the rate achieved in other European countries. By 2006 it is estimated that

visitor numbers to Ireland will reach eight million. Growing visitor numbers

and the unprecedented growth in the economy is leading to labour

shortages, increased development, intensity of peak-season business and

congestion in key tourism areas. To date, these issues have not impacted

widely on visitor satisfaction but there are signs that they are beginning to.

Ireland’s tourism is based on the interaction between landscape, culture,
heritage, way of life and friendliness of the people. It must be managed in a
way that does not harm the natural attractions of Ireland, the things that

are the core assets of the tourism product. It is generally agreed that any
tourism management programme should be rooted in local communities
as they are the guardians of our natural resources and they are the ones
who should enjoy the economic benefits of these resources. The concept
of ‘sustainable tourism’ hinges on the idea of managing tourism in a way
that is socially and environmentally sustainable whilst delivering long-term
economic benefits. 

If this can be achieved, a high quality tourism product that is in
harmony with our environment, that minimises the adverse impact of
increased visitor numbers and that supports and enhances social and
economic prosperity can be maintained. The National Development
Plan (2000-2006) will see huge investment in tourism. £150 million has
been allocated for strategic marketing in key areas; £100m will go into
improving the tourism product itself. Environmental initiatives and
regional ‘clusters’ of facilities and attractions are also included in the
programme. A cluster of facilities would be likely to contain:

• an attraction of scale, for example a heritage/interpretative centre

• a range of accommodation

• shopping

• entertainment

• restaurants

• other activities

• good infrastructure, i.e. roads, signposting, transport.

The Irish Tourist Industry Confederation (ITIC) manage a specific project
called People & Place to improve and protect the core values of friendly,
spontaneous and hospitable people and the unspoilt natural environment. 

PeoplE & Place project

The People and Place programme, managed by the Irish Tourist Industry
Confederation, was launched in November 1999. It was developed to
help sustain the key advantages that Ireland enjoys over competing
destinations. At the programme’s heart were six pilot projects, each
depending on voluntary input from the industry. The projects were
extremely successful and are capable of being mainstreamed.

The projects were:

Awareness Generation: a specially structured campaign was
developed to train and motivate tourism practitioners to be aware of
Irish tourism’s core values, (people, friendliness, environment) and to
be more proactive in sustaining them and reflecting them in their
everyday work.

Awards: a project was designed to reward organisations who
successfully introduce programmes to train and motivate their
employees to deliver to the tourist the core values of People & Place.

Public Authority/Industry Partnership: this project identified a
model for improving consultation, communication and joint action
between public authorities and tourism industry interests.

Education: this project focused on providing opportunities for
primary school children to become involved in concrete actions
regarding tourism’s core values. The model, which was tested in three
schools, could easily be rolled out nationally and offers significant
potential in terms of educating a future generation of environmentally
responsible and tourism friendly people.

Environment Initiative: a model of consultation and
communication was developed in a pilot locality. Actions taken in the
course of the pilot resulted in environmental improvements of benefit
to locals and tourists alike. The model could be replicated worldwide.

Regional Distribution: this project addressed the need to promote
a more even geographic spread of visitors, thus alleviating the physical
and social environmental problems caused by congestion.

On the basis of the best economic forecasts for world travel, the

successful growth pattern which the Irish tourism industry has enjoyed

over the past decade or so looks set to continue into the future.

This means that if we are to be in a position both to accommodate

the numbers we expect – eight million in 2006 – and deliver the

standards we promise, then clearly there are challenges that will have

to be overcome. These are:

• Congestion: for example overcrowding at popular visitor sites

• Seasonality: i.e. concentration of visitors in the ‘peak’ season period

remains one of the most difficult problems facing the industry

• Regional Distribution: it is critical that we ensure each region

of the country is growing to its full tourism potential

• Quality of Service: deterioration in service quality was

suggested in the Visitor Attitudes Survey. The current difficulty in

recruiting staff at every level exacerbates this problem

• Infrastructure: our visitors will be frustrated by the problems

that annoy residents namely traffic congestion, weaknesses in public

transport, signposting etc.

• The Environment: The landscape is under threat from

insensitive planning and development as well as inadequate levels

of sewerage facilities and poor water quality. Litter and traffic

pollution are also serious areas of concern.

LOOKING FORWARD

Global competition in tourism is at an all-time high, more and more
countries are investing heavily in the promotion and development of their
national tourism product. Sophisticated and demanding visitors have never
had better access to premium holiday destinations. The tourism market is
constantly changing and new communications systems are contributing to
improved accessibility and an increased range of options. Many people are
now time-poor in a way they never were before. 

The uniqueness of the Irish tourism product is under threat, as Ireland
becomes increasingly ‘the same’ as her standardised, affluent, European
neighbours.

Marketing challenges remain constant. The price of the tourism product
must be competitive and the product must be delivered to an
increasingly discerning tourist. Ireland has to identify its tourism market
and the segments within it both now and in the future. Settling on a
message that is appropriate to this market and using the best
communication tools available (such as ecommerce, advertising,
publicity and promotional materials) is key. 

It is estimated that by 2002, 35 per cent of all online internet sales will
be travel related. With the increasing sophistication of ecommerce, the
internet, and interactive digital TV the sheer scope and potential of
communications systems has never been greater.

Bord Fáilte Éireann is focusing attention on the need for a sustainable
tourism approach. Every effort is being made to spread tourism over a
far longer season and to encourage visitors to travel to parts of the
country that are not faced with the same pressures as the most popular
tourism spots. Bord Fáilte uses research such as the Visitor Attitudes
Survey to identify and highlight the environmental and infrastructural
obstacles to further tourism development and to argue for change
where necessary. The industry-wide People & Place project focuses on
the need to protect Ireland’s Unique Selling Proposition, the
friendliness and spontaneity of its people. 

Ireland has a tourism product to be envied. Much of its future success will
hinge on anticipating visitor trends and protecting those very qualities and
assets both environmental and person-based, that has seen visitor numbers
double and foreign revenue almost triple in the past decade alone.

Visit Bord Fáilte Éireann’s website at http://www.ireland.travel.ie

Tasks & Activities

Outline the key elements of the Visitor Attitudes Survey findings
and identify how these results have been used to shape the
People & Place initiative.

Draft a pilot scheme for the Hotel Industry for staff training to
strengthen awareness of the ‘core values’ highlighted in this study. 

Identify and highlight the environmental and infrastructural
obstacles to further tourism development in Ireland.

There are a number of communications systems available for
marketing Irish tourism. List and then review the advantages and
disadvantages of each option.

While every effort has been made to ensure the accuracy of information contained in this case study, no liability shall attach to either the Irish Times Ltd, Woodgrange Consultants Ltd or Bord Failte Éireann for any errors or omissions in this case study.
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Fireworks display - Custom House, Dublin.


