
London 2012: Tourism Boom or Bust? 
 

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

tourism industry. This view has been supported by the results of two separate studies – one by 

Travelodge and the other by Oxford Economic for VisitBritain and Visit London - which have indicated 

that the total tourism value of the Olympics to the UK economy is likely to between £2-3bn over the 10 

years through to 2016. 

 

However, these results should be viewed with a degree of caution. First, the vast majority of tourism 

studies on previous Olympic Games were produced in advance of the Games to either aid the bidding 

process or a means of providing a rationale for funding once the Games had been won. Studies on the 

tourism benefits undertaken after the Games are much less common due to either the Olympic 

infrastructure being disbanded leaving no one to do the work, or there being little in the way of political 

will to look too hard at the financial impact of hosting the Games.  

 

Second, as the Olympics are held only once every four years there is a lack of a strong data set on 

which to base an analysis. It’s fair to say that only since the 1984 Los Angeles Olympics were the 

Games held in the era of mass international travel. And for each of the five subsequent Olympics, there 

were marked differences in the tourism status of the destinations that hosted them. For example, South 

Korea had little in the way of either domestic or international tourism before the Seoul Olympics and 

Atlanta was purely a domestic tourism destination. 

 

Third, it is very difficult to isolate the impact of hosting the Olympic Games from other events that impact 

upon tourism to the host destination. For example, Sydney is widely acknowledged to have hosted one 

of the most successful Olympics ever staged yet, because of the September 11
th

 bombings and SARS, 

tourism to New South Wales decreased markedly afterwards and only recovered to their 2000 level in 

2005.  

 

Yet there are some important findings that can be drawn from an analysis of the tourism impacts of 

hosting the Olympics.  

 

The first is that the Olympics can provide a catalyst for tourism growth to emerging destinations. 

Barcelona and Seoul show that hosting a successful Olympics can well and truly put you on the 

International tourism map. Conversely, Atlanta shows that if you hold an Olympics that is deemed 

unsuccessful, there is little hope of that dream becoming a reality. 

 

Second, if you are already a successful tourism destination, there is a risk that your usual tourism flows 

will be disrupted by hosting the Olympics and that total tourism expenditure will drop. Fears that Athens 

would be congested, full of Olympics related tourists and subject to price-gouging meant that regular 

tourists stayed away and total tourism to Greece dropped by 15% in 2004 as a result. Therefore, one of 

the most important aims in London must be to encourage additional tourists without discouraging regular 

visitors who will make up more than 95% of the visitors to the capital in 2012. 

 



Thirdly, and most importantly, the successful Olympics have been ones where the Government has 

shown real leadership by working with industry to resolve longstanding tourism issues, implementing a 

strong, targeted tourism strategy and providing a substantial tourism budget to maximise the tourism 

benefits that can be leveraged off the Games.  

 

The analysis of previous host cities shows that while gaining £2-3bn from the 2012 Olympics is not 

unrealistic, it certainly cannot be taken for granted. 

 

 


