
London 2012: Golden Goose or White Elephant 
 

The Government expects that one of the main beneficiaries of the Olympic Games will be the UK 

tourism industry with Ministers and officials stating that they expect the Games to generate up to £2bn in 

additional tourism expenditure.  

 

However, the perception of a £2bn windfall for the tourism industry is based upon very little in the way of 

hard evidence. Indeed, the only official government study on the tourism benefits associated with 

London 2012 is a 2005 Price Waterhouse Coopers Study which quoted research from Nottingham 

University that estimates the total tourism-related benefit at £518m over 12 years. 

 

The reason for the lack of hard evidence is that the vast majority of economic impact studies on 

previous Olympic Games are prospective - that is, they are produced in advance of the Games to either 

aid the bidding process or a means of providing a rationale for funding once the Games have been won.  

 

Ex post studies conducted after the Games are much less common. The main reasons for this are either 

that the organisation that produced the prospective study was disbanded immediately after the Games 

concluded so there was no one to do the work, or there was little in the way of political will to look too 

hard at the impact of the Games on tourism.  

 

The lack of solid research on the tourism impacts of staging the Games means that most reports rely on 

looking at the destination's tourism growth rates pre and post the Olympics and trying to interpret the 

data to find if there is a change around the time that the Olympics were staged. 

 

The results of doing this are not conclusive because you never know what would have happened to 

tourism growth if the Olympics had not been staged - ie, there is no steady state model for comparison. 

 

Nevertheless, the tourism figures associated with the last four Olympics destinations make interesting 

reading. 

 

Athens 2004 

From recent figures it is difficult to see that the Games had any benefit to Greece's tourism industry. 

International visitor arrivals in Greece increased by only 2.2% from 2003 to 2005 (compared to an 

average of 8.5% for Europe as a whole) and Greece's ranking as a world tourism destination fell from 

12
th

 position in 2002 to 17
th

 in 2004. 

 

Sydney 2000 

The growth in international visitors to Australia exceeded the global average in 1999 and 2000. 

However, in 1997, 1998 and from 2001 onward, the growth in tourism to Australia has either been 

below, or just matching, the global average. This suggests that the Games generated a surge in visitors 

for two years but that this was short-lived. 

 

 



Atlanta 1996 

The less said about the tourism benefits associated with the Atlanta Olympics the better. Visitor 

spending associated with the Games was well below initial estimates with people staying away due to 

fears of price hikes and congestion. This was exacerbated by reports of traffic problems and the 

Centennial Park bombing. The net result being that both domestic and international tourism to Atlanta 

decreased as a result of the Games. 

 

Barcelona 1992 

Barcelona is the one recent Olympic Games were there is strong evidence that the Games had a 

significant long-term impact on tourism receipts. In the 10 years from 1990-2000, tourism numbers 

increased by 105% from 3.8 million to 7.8 million, making Barcelona the fastest growing tourism 

destination in Europe. 

 

However, even here much of the impetus for tourism growth is attributed to the Games being a catalyst 

for the city to sort-out its tourism infrastructure -  developing the harbour area, establishing the Turisme 

de Barcelona, providing a substantial tourism budget and implementing a strong, targeted tourism 

strategy. 

 

So, one success and one partial success out of the last four Olympics. While this gives no indication as 

to whether we will achieve the £2bn target for the London Olympics, it does indicate that we cannot take 

for granted that we will realise any tourism benefit simply by staging the Games. 

 


