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Tourism Economics modeled two scenarios for the 
future of tourism in the UAE

Baseline Outlook 

Under the baseline outlook, visitor numbers are 
set to fully recover to 2019 levels by 2023, as will 
total visitor spending. Domestic visitor spending will 
recover one year earlier in 2022.

Opportunity Outlook: 

An increase in the use of digital platforms to meet 
source market preferences and match competitors 
will increase destination competitiveness and 
market share. Tourism Economics has estimated the 
potential gains in addition to baseline growth as a 
result of digital advances. 

Domestic and international visitor spending in the UAE economy 
directly contributed US$23.0 billion to UAE GDP and supported a 
US$49.8 billion total impact including indirect and induced impacts. 
The UAE travel and tourism industry represented 12% of total GDP in 
2019. This economic activity supported 766,000 jobs.

20,000
New Jobs by 2025 
(Direct, Indirect, Induced Jobs)

3.1M
Incremental Overnight Stays in 
Chile in 2025

$4.4B USD
Cumulative Increase in Tourism 
Spending Over the Five-Year period 

Potential Gains Attributable to Digital 
Advances

83%
of overnight stays in 
UAE in 2019 were 

booked or researched 
via a digital platform, 
up from 67% in 2014 

 12%
Between 2014 and 

2019, digital content 
drove a 12% net 
increase in the 

tourism economy

Incremental Visitor 
Nights in 2019

Incremental 
Contribution to 
UAE GDP in 

2019

Incremental Jobs 
in 2019

7.1M

$3.3B  
USD 

51,000

Travel and Tourism Industry  
Impacts in the UAE in 2019

$49.8B USD
Economic Impact

766,000
Total Jobs

12%

Digital Content Drives Travel 

Executive Summary

The Economic Impact of Tourism in the UAE

Opportunity to Accelerate the Recovery

Baseline Outlook and Potential Additional Growth Attributable to 
Higher Online Presence

The tourism industry has suffered more than any other sector due to COVID-19 and the resulting global 
economic recession; the challenges to a full recovery in travel are formidable. Digital content and 
platforms have been proven to drive growth in travel. This study seeks to identify how data and these 
online platforms can be leveraged to influence the recovery in travel and the economy. 
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E1  The Economic Impact of Tourism in  
      the United Arab Emirates

Tourism is a Growth Engine

From 2010 to 2019, the United Arab Emirates’ 
travel sector experienced strong growth. Domestic 
overnight stays rose 62% over these 10 years, while 
international visitation more than doubled.1 

In 2019, domestic and international visitor spending 
directly contributed US$23 billion to UAE GDP and 
supported a US$49.8 billion total economic impact, 
including multiplier effects, representing 12% of total 
GDP. This economic activity supported 766,000 jobs.

Tourism Has Experienced Massive Losses

Total visitor spend declined approximately US$16 
billion in 2020—a drop of almost 50% from 2019 
levels. The international market has seen the largest 
losses, with a fall in spending of 57%, while domestic 
spending is estimated to have declined 20%. The 
estimated reduction in visitor spending in 2020 
jeopardized more than half a million jobs within the 
travel and tourism sector and related industries.

E2  Digital Content Drives Travel  
      Activity

Digital content and online platforms can elevate the 
ability of a destination to reach travelers across the 
globe throughout each stage of the travel planning 
process: Dreaming, Planning, Booking, Experiencing, 
and Sharing. Travelers are accessible across all five 
stages of travel planning through a robust digital 
presence that inspires travel, produces confidence in 

the product, reduces friction in booking, and enables 
shared experiences.

The majority (83%) of overnight stays in the UAE in 
2019 were booked or researched via digital platforms, 
up from 62% of overnight stays in 2012. Economic 
modeling identified a causal relationship between 
increasing use of digital platforms and growth in the 
tourism economy. Increasing digital content use from 
2014 to 2019 contributed an additional US$3.3 billion 
to the UAE’s GDP in 2019 and supported 51,000 jobs. 
Over this relatively short period, digital content drove 
a 12% increase in the tourism economy, accounting 
for almost half of the growth. 

E3  The Benefits of Digital Platforms

When businesses adapt existing digital processes to 
best fit the environment and future of the tourism 
industry, they produce productivity gains that 
generate ripple effects across the economy. These 
digital investments encourage destinations to become 
more creative and competitive at attracting traveler 
demand, while simultaneously improving their own 
business practices.

More specifically, digital platforms provide the 
following benefits:

• Scalability. Easily share content and messaging to 
a large population at a relatively low cost.

• Agility. Quickly adapt content and messaging for 
the current  environment.

• Efficiency. Target travelers based on active travel 
intenders and other psychographic considerations. 

• Geolocation. Better understand how visitors 
travel throughout the destination and learn about 

consumer preferences, which can be leveraged 
to support investment decisions. The use of this 
technology should follow data privacy regulations. 
Technology platforms with geolocation capabilities 
should always ensure the user is aware of this use 
and that they can decline sharing their data.

• Marketing return on investment (ROI). Gauge 
the effectiveness or ROI of digital marketing 
campaigns, which can help refine and adjust future 
campaigns.

• Brand Development. Develop authentic brands 
that can be consistently used and easily adopted 
across the industry.

Many of the benefits of digital platforms are 
grounded in data analytics, which have become 
increasingly important to the tourism industry in 
recent years and even more so during the pandemic. 
Ultimately, data and research—the majority of which  
derive from digital platforms—serve as the basis 
for a destination’s marketing decisions and product 
offerings. 

E4  Recommendations for Recovery

Destinations, governments and private sector 
businesses affiliated with the tourism industry in the 
UAE must take immediate actions to support a robust 
recovery through digital transformation. Destination 
marketing organizations (DMOs) are adding a 
destination management function to their mandate, 
leveraging new technologies, and engaging with 
community stakeholders—all while operating with 
reduced budgets due to COVID-19. 

Although some of these new roles were starting 
to be implemented in recent years, the pandemic 
accelerated the transition, especially as it relates to 
leveraging new technologies and digital platforms. 
These important tools quickly allowed DMOs to 
shift their role and messaging from marketing the 
destination to promoting the health and safety 
protocols implemented throughout the destination, 
which helped to build consumer confidence and keep 
the destination appealing for future travelers.

Despite the current realities of reduced travel, the 
UAE must focus on recovery now, which will be 
largely driven using digital platforms, online content, 
and data analytics.

We recommend the following actions to 
support tourism recovery: 

1. Continue to build and reinforce a consistent 
brand through digital collaboration

Individual Emirati DMOs must continue to align 
marketing messaging with the private sector and 
relevant tourism stakeholders within their region. 
This should include maintaining already effective 
relationships between public entities, international 
digital platforms and local businesses to continue to 
develop a common vision and collective strategy for 
each destination. Digital tools can support branding, 
messaging and an integrated strategy  with common 
media platforms.

Stakeholder engagement suggests that the UAE 
performs well in terms of brand awareness and 
messaging on digital platforms, especially for the two 
largest DMOs—the Dubai Department of Tourism 
and Commerce Marketing (DTCM) and the Abu Dhabi 
Department of Culture and Tourism (DCT)—which 
have coherent and consistent brand messages and 
strong partnerships with private companies such as 
Emirates Air and Etihad. 

Nevertheless, such brand messaging must be 
maintained and adapted over time in what will be 
a highly competitive post-pandemic environment. 
Dubai and Abu Dhabi should use this messaging 
to encourage increased length of stay and gain 
market share. For the other emirates, the challenge 
is to raise awareness in the international market by 
collaborating to present a range of destinations that 
can all be visited during one trip. 

It will be increasingly important for DMOs to continue 
to form and sustain strong partnerships with other 
tourism stakeholders in their region to work together 
and share data to promote a more collective and 
coherent tourism strategy.

Along with the activities of individual DMOs, the 
UAE tourism industry should engage in marketing 
campaigns that highlight events and locations 
in the different emirates. This can be a highly 
effective strategy to increase visitor length of stay. 
For example, visitors to the Dubai Expo could be 
encouraged to travel to other emirates. The UAE 

Figure E1: Travel and Tourism's GDP Impact on the 
UAE, 2019

Figure E2: The Five Stages of Travel Planning

 The 7.1 million additional visitor nights resulting
 from the increased use of digital platforms and
 tools generated US$3.3 billion in GDP for the
UAE in 2019
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Ministry of Economy can lead this process by 
supporting the integration of individual emirates’ 
tourism offerings to develop a content strategy 
framework for messaging to audience segments 
across all channels of communication.

2. Continue to tell stories with the extended 
reach of digital platforms to support travel 
dreams

Travelers are still dreaming and ready to travel 
when it is safe and possible again. The UAE should 
focus marketing efforts on reaching these travelers, 
facilitating their dreaming, and actively promoting 
the country’s offerings. Digital platforms are uniquely 
able to keep the UAE a preeminent destination, 
especially via social media which can connect with 
consumers in an authentic and cost-effective manner. 

DMOs in the UAE should continue to encourage 
international travelers in particular, given the 
country’s reliance on those travelers to drive 
the tourism recovery. If combined with targeted 
destination marketing, this facilitation of their 
dreaming stage can lead to increased length of 
stay and multiple destination visits. Dubai’s hosting 
of Expo 2020 later this year presents an excellent 
opportunity to engage with potential travelers and 
build interest and excitement.

3. Utilize data analytics to support decision 
making

Data analytics plays a key role in marketing, especially 
as a large portion of destination marketing shifts from 
traditional media to digital media. Insights-based 
data from mobile devices, social media, online travel 
agencies, tech companies, local tourism businesses, 
and others will directly inform and refine marketing 
campaigns and strategic decisions.

Stakeholder engagement suggests that the Abu 
Dhabi DCT and Dubai DTCM are aware of the 
benefits of data analytics and have already made 
steps to leverage them. However, the key challenge 
is to implement and utilize data analytics efficiently 
and holistically. Tech companies and consultants are 
positioned to support DMOs in developing a data 
ecosystem with the key stakeholders of a destination 
to help create a single customer view. Emirati DMOs 
should explore whether data analytics could also help 
understand consumers and trends so they can adjust 
destination activities accordingly.

4. Continue to understand consumer expectations 
and address misconceptions

DMOs have increasingly created content that, rather 
than just promote the destination, informs consumers 
about safety measures, restrictions and other concerns  
associated directly with the pandemic—including 
information about vaccine distribution. This has been 
in response to changing consumer preferences and 
sensitivities. Building consumer trust and confidence 
is critical in the current environment. The Abu 
Dhabi DCT and Dubai DTCM both addressed these 
expectations in their campaigns throughout 2020, but 
they must continue to adapt to changing preferences. 

Alongside adjusting to customer preferences, Emirati 
DMOs should also use digital platforms—especially 
social media (including YouTube)—to address 
misconceptions about destinations in the UAE. 
Misconceptions can be difficult to change, and many 
Gulf destinations face the challenge of addressing 
confusion about permitted behavior for tourists. 
While visitors should be encouraged to respect 
local culture and traditions, messaging can clarify 
the extent to which these destinations are open to 
behavior normal in Western destinations (such as the 
consumption of alcohol, which is  permitted in many 
hotels and resorts). 

5. Focus digital messaging and virtual interaction 
on Expo 2020

Dubai’s hosting of Expo 2020—delayed until 
October 2021 through March 2022—is an excellent 
opportunity to use digital platforms to engage with 
potential travelers and build interest and excitement. 
Innovative virtual interaction and engagement should 
be utilized while physical travel is largely restricted 
to promote Expo 2020. Interest generated by this 
event can be leveraged to increase length of stay as 
well as encourage visitation to multiple destinations 
within the UAE, including Dubai and other emirates. 
The high-profile event can help  keep Dubai and the 

UAE an attractive destination for future trips and 
ultimately help to accelerate the tourism recovery.   

E5  Opportunity to Accelerate the 
Recovery

Tourism Economics modeled two scenarios for 
the future of the UAE’s tourism. The first (baseline 
outlook) assumes no change in strategy or 
adoption of digital content and platforms. The 
second (opportunity outlook) assumes that the 
UAE advances its digital strategy as outlined in our 
recommendations.

Baseline Outlook

The UAE’s visitor volumes are set to fully recover 
to 2019 levels by 2023, including total visitor 
spending. Domestic spending will recover by 2022 
and international will recover one year later in 2023. 
This outlook is consistent with past market share 
and expectations for source market demand. Total 
employment contributions from travel and tourism 
to the United Arab Emirates will remain below 2019 
levels until 2024. 

Key Recommended Actions

Baseline Outlook and Potential Growth Attributable to 
Higher Online Presence for Chile Digital platforms have played a critical role in

 the growth of the tourism industry and will
 continue to do so. In fact, digital will play a
 far greater role this year, and in the coming
 years, as the tourism industry recovers from the
pandemic

Continue to build 
and reinforce a 

consistent brand 
through digital 
collaboration

Continue to 
tell stories with 
the extended 

reach of digital 
platforms to 

support travel 
dreams

Focus digital 
messaging 
and  virtual 

interaction on 
Expo 2020

Continue to 
understand 
consumer 

expectations 
and address 

misconceptions

Utilize data 
analytics to 

support decision 
making
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Opportunity Outlook

The UAE can accelerate its recovery by aggressively 
leveraging digital tools in marketing, research, and 
destination management. 

A clear opportunity exists to reach a larger audience 
of both domestic and international tourists and 
influence their travel decisions. More widespread 
adoption of digital platforms and content, including 
the above recommendations, will produce increased 
reach, greater effectiveness, and significant economic 
gains. 

The current crisis presents an opportunity for the 
UAE to embrace digital technologies and realize 
their benefits. Extending the econometric model 
identifying the relationship between digital adoption 
and travel growth (outlined in E2), Tourism Economics 
considered the scope for increased use of digital 
platforms for travel planning as a result of new 
investment and other adoption of best practices 
described above. An increase in the use of digital 
platforms to meet source market preferences and 
match competitors will increase travel confidence, 
destination competitiveness and market share. 
Tourism Economics has estimated the potential gains 
in addition to baseline growth as a result of digital 
advances. 

This includes the following gains by 2025:

• 20,000 new jobs supported (direct, indirect, 
induced)

• 3.1 million more overnights in the UAE in 2025 
alone 

• US$4.4 billion cumulative increase in tourism 
spending over the five-year period. 

20,000
New Jobs Supported

(Direct, Indirect, Induced Jobs)

3.1M
Incremental Overnight Stays in 

the UAE in 2025

$4.4B USD
Cumulative Increase in Tourism 
Spending Over the Five-Year Period                                                

1 Introduction
The travel industry has suffered more than any 
other sector due to COVID-19 and the resulting 
global economic recession. Within this context, it is 
imperative that policymakers implement strategies 
that will accelerate the travel recovery. Digital content 
and platforms have been proven to drive growth in 
this sector. 

This study seeks to identify how data and online 
platforms can be leveraged to encourage the 
recovery in travel and the wider economy. This 
includes identifying public policies and government-
led business strategies or campaigns that will utilize 
digital transformation and online platforms to recover 
the tourism industry. This report was commissioned 
by Google.

Potential Gains Attributable to 
Digital Advances

An increase in the use of digital platforms to meet 
source market preferences and match competitors 
will increase destination competitiveness and 
market share. Tourism Economics has estimated the 
potential gains in addition to baseline growth as a 
result of digital advances. 

There are four strands of analysis considered in this 
study:

1. The economic importance of travel and 
tourism to the economy of the United Arab 
Emirates—assessing the economic value of travel 
activity and its contribution to the wider economy 
over the past decade as well as the estimated 
losses in 2020.

2. The role of digital content and online 
platforms in generating travel activity—
identifying the extent to which data and online 
platforms influence and change behavior, drive 
additional flows of people, and contribute to 
economic growth. 

3. How digital content and online platforms 
can support the recovery in travel—including 
recommendations for how destinations and 
businesses can leverage digital content to 
accelerate recovery. 

4. A scenario analysis that quantifies how online 
platforms can accelerate the recovery—
analyzing the historic relationship between travel 
growth and digital platform engagement to 
provide a basis for assessing the role that digital 
content can play in the recovery.  
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In 2020, we estimate that total visitor spend 
declined US$16 billion. 

International spend for 2020 is estimated to have 
dropped to US$10 billion, a fall of 57% from 2019 
spend. The estimated decline in domestic tourism 
spending in 2020 amounted to US$2 billion (or 
18% from 2019). Domestic spending is projected to 
recover quickly, but the overall recovery in tourism 
spend will be limited by ongoing sluggishness in 
international tourism.

Dubai visitor spend from day and overnight trips 
equated to US$18.7 billion in 2019, representing 53% 
of total tourism spend in the UAE. Of the US$18.7 
billion, international travelers accounted for 78%. 
In 2020, visitor spend to Dubai is estimated to have 
decreased 54% to US$8.6 billion. International spend 
declined 60% in 2020 and domestic spend fell 31%. 
As with visitation, total spend for Abu Dhabi (US$9 
billion in 2019) is estimated to have seen a smaller 
loss (48%) than Dubai, due to a relatively larger role 
of domestic tourism in Abu Dhabi.

2.3  Economic Impact

The economic impact of tourism in this analysis is 
expressed in terms of its annual contribution to GDP 
and the total number of jobs it supports.4  

This assessment begins with the impact of spending 
by tourists, but also considers the downstream 
effects of this injection of spending into the Emirati 
economy. This activity can be grouped into three core 
channels of activity: direct, indirect, and induced. 

2.2  Spending

In 2019, total visitor spending—which includes day 
visit spend as well as overnight spend—totaled 
US$35.4 billion.3   This was more than double 
the spending over the decade in nominal terms, 
representing annualized growth of almost 10%, 
according to the analysis by Tourism Economics. 

In 2019, the bulk of travel and tourism spend 
from day and overnight travel in the UAE was 
generated from international visitors. 

The international market therefore plays a key role 
in the economic impact of tourism in the UAE—
international tourism represented almost 70% of 
total tourism spend in 2019. From 2010 to 2019, 
international spend more than doubled, increasing 
US$14.6 billion over the period. Domestic spend 
also increased (albeit by less than international) with 
growth of US$5.7 billion over the same time period.

This chapter covers the state of travel across 
The United Arab Emirates from 2010 to 2020 by 
measuring visits and visitor spending, as well as the 
economic impact across tourism-related GDP and 
employment. This analysis was carried out using 
Tourism Economics’ existing forecast models—Global 
Tourism Service (GTS) model and Global City Travel 
(GCT) service.

2.1  Visits

From 2010 to 2019, tourism in the UAE 
experienced strong growth. 

Total overnight visits to the United Arab Emirates in 
2019 reached 24.3 million, almost double the 12.4 
million visits hosted in 2010. Overnight visitation 
increased each year between 2010 and 2019, with 
most of the increases before 2016. Gains were 
influenced mostly by international overnight stays, 
which more than doubled over the course of nine 
years. Domestic tourism accounts for only a small 
share of overnight visitation in the UAE—one-tenth in 
2019—though domestic visitation increased 62% over 
the period to 2.8 million in 2019. 

The spread of the coronavirus in 2020 has 
severely impacted travel and tourism across the 
globe. 

The first case of the coronavirus in the United Arab 
Emirates was announced on January 29, 2020. 
By the end of March, the UAE had imposed night 
curfews. The coronavirus pandemic depressed traveler 
sentiment while households were hit with increased 
unemployment and wage losses—Oxford Economics 
estimates real GDP in the United Arab Emirates fell 
almost 9% in 2020, while unemployment in key 
markets such as the UK, U.S. and Russia increased.2  

We estimate that travel demand in the UAE fell 
by over 60% in 2020, equivalent to 14.8 million 
fewer overnight visits. 

International overnight visits drove this estimate, 
falling approximately 63% to 7.9 million total 
overnight stays. The smaller domestic travel segment 
also declined significantly, with overnight visits 
estimated at 1.6 million in 2020, representing a fall in 
excess of 40% (or 1.2 million visits) from 2019.

 

The travel and tourism industry of the United Arab Emirates represented 12% of total GDP in 2019. 
Total employment generated by tourism totaled 766,000 jobs. The shock to travel brought on by the 
coronavirus pandemic could lead to long-lasting effects on the UAE economy. The estimated US$16 
billion reduction in visitor spending in 2020 will put over half a million jobs at risk within the travel 
and tourism economy.

The GTS model includes historic data and forecasts 
for economic growth and travel demand for all source 
markets and destinations worldwide, including country-
to-country flows. The GTS model allows the production 
of a range of forecasts from alternative assumptions. 
The GCT service tracks and forecasts travel for 310 
cities worldwide. This database was used to calculate 
the sub-national impacts for Chile. 

Figure 1: UAE Overnight Visit Levels

*Domestic visits relate to hotel guests and does not include overnight stays in 
other types of accommodations.

Figure 2: Total Visitor Spending in the UAE

2  The Impact of Travel in  
 the United Arab Emirates

 Travel demand in the UAE is estimated to have
fallen more than 60% in 2020

 Total visitor spend declined US$16 billion in

2020



Driving the Tourism Recovery in the United Arab Emirates14 15Driving the Tourism Recovery in the United Arab Emirates

The sum of these three channels creates the total 
economic impact. 

• Direct impacts occur through spending within 
a discreet group of sectors (e.g. recreation, 
transportation). This supports a relative proportion 
of jobs and GDP within each sector.

• Indirect impacts stem from supply chain 
spending, where each directly affected sector also 
purchases goods and services as inputs (e.g. food 
wholesalers, utilities) into production.

• Induced impacts are generated when employees 
whose wages are generated, either directly or 
indirectly, by travel and tourism spend those wages 
in the local economy.

Travel and tourism directly contributed US$23 billion 
to the UAE’s GDP in 2019, and US$49.8 billion in 
total including indirect and induced impacts. The UAE 
travel and tourism industry represented 12% of total 
GDP in 2019. 

Employment in the UAE directly supported by the 
travel and tourism industry reached 363,000 jobs in 
2019. Total employment supported by tourism (via 
indirect and induced impacts in associated industries) 
measured 766,000 jobs in 2019. Total employment 
supported by tourism increased 55% between 2010 
and 2019, an annualized rate of 5%. 

Without intervention, the shock to international travel 
brought on by the coronavirus pandemic could lead 
to lasting effects on the UAE’s economy. A US$35 
billion loss to GDP in 2020 alone will put more than 
half a million tourism-related jobs at risk. Our current 
estimates indicate that the number of tourism-
supported jobs fell almost 70% from 2019 levels, and 
the contribution of travel and tourism to the UAE’s 
economy declined to 4.2%. 

Figure 3: Travel & Tourism GDP Impact, 2019 Figure 4: Travel and Tourism's Total Employment 
Contribution to the UAE Economy, 2010 to 2020

Total tourism expenditure comprises all tourism 
expenditure of visitors, both resident and non-resident, 
within the economy of reference. It is the sum of 
domestic tourism expenditure and inbound tourism 
expenditure. It includes acquisition of goods and 
services imported into the country of reference and sold 
to visitors. 

Tourism direct GDP is the sum of the part of gross 
value added generated by all industries, net of 
purchases, in response to tourism expenditure plus the 
amount of net taxes on products and imports included 
within the value of this expenditure. 

The gross value-added contribution of an industry 
is defined as the value of its output minus its purchases 
from other firms of goods and services used in the 
production process. 

Tourism direct GDP measures the total economic output 
of the tourism activity within a country and can be used 
to judge the rate of growth of the tourism industry 
within an economy. 

Tourism GDP figures used in this research are consistent 
with the annual economic impact research published 
by WTTC (and produced in collaboration with Oxford 
Economics). Analysis is consistent with the UN-statistics 
division approved recommended methodological 
framework (TSA:RMF 2008) and benchmarked to 
detailed country accounts.

For further information on key tourism definitions see 
the UNWTO glossary of tourism terms web page.  

Tourism Spending’s Link to Tourism  
Direct GDP

friction (ease) and pricing transparency in the 
booking process.

4. Experiencing a destination is when a tourist is 
at their most impressionable state—when the 
accuracy and quality of digital content is examined 
in person. Though travelers spend time and money 
across online platforms dreaming, planning, and 
booking, the experience of travel itself can also 
be enhanced through digital means. Destination-
specific digital platforms can provide access to 
important information such as attraction hours 
and accessibility, health and safety protocols, 
emergency services, currency information, and 
local customs. Digital content can improve the 
quality of a visitor’s experience and increase their 
spending in the destination.

5. Sharing can be the most influential factor in 
defining a destination’s digital presence. The 
impressions given to a traveler across all stages 
of travel planning can be expressed by their own 
recommendations and endorsements through 
reviews on each digital platform used in the 
process or across social media channels. Social 
media reaches a wide array of audiences and can 

Digital content and online platforms support a range 
of benefits to travelers, tourism businesses, and the 
broader economy. This chapter presents the impact 
of digital content, tools, and platforms on the travel 
economy. 

3.1  Digital as a Catalyst for Travel

Digital content and online platforms can elevate the 
ability of a destination to reach travelers across the 
globe throughout each stage of the travel planning 
process: Dreaming, Planning, Booking, Experiencing, 
and Sharing.5  Travelers utilize diverse online resources 
to efficiently tailor an itinerary to their preferences. 
These stages of planning represent unique points at 
which curated digital content and online platforms 
can be used to influence the decision-making 
process.

1. Dreaming is the first stage of the travel planning 
process, where travelers think creatively on 
destinations they would like to visit. Digital content 
uniquely fuels these dreams through online 
searches that match potential travelers with stories, 
images, descriptions, and virtual experiences that 
explore specific destinations, cultures, cuisines, and 
more. 

2. Planning travel is the next stage for people who 
have decided on a general destination or multiple 
locations. In this stage, travelers analyze available 
transportation, accommodations, and experiences 
related to each destination. Online searches can 
help travelers find the best option that aligns with 
their preferences through reviews, online and social 
media presence, and online booking connections.

3. Booking is the third stage of planning which 
includes the first purchases made toward the 
travel experience. Travelers often begin this step 
by searching for easy-to-use digital platforms that 
offer quick and transparent transactions. Digital 
platforms provide the dual benefits of reduced 

3  The Role of Digital Content and  
 Online Platforms in Generating  
 Travel
Our research examines the relationship between increasing investment in digital platforms and the 
outward effect this expansion has on the tourism economy. Increasing strategic digital content use 
contributed an additional US$3.3 billion to the UAE’s GDP in 2019 and supported 51,000 jobs.

Figure 5: The Five Stages of Travel Planning
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serve as unpaid marketing for a destination to reach 
individuals who have never dreamed of visiting the 
destination before. The ways in which a destination 
interacts with travelers sharing their experiences 
on social media not only improves the relationship 
between destinations and travelers but encourages 
others to begin the travel planning process as well.

Travelers are accessible across all five stages of travel 
planning through a robust digital presence that 
inspires travel, produces confidence in the product, 
reduces friction in booking, and enables shared 
experiences.

3.2  Data Drives Performance

Data provide the foundation for insights. Digital 
platforms provide insights about aggregated online 
search records, traveler preferences, advertising 
effectiveness, visitor satisfaction, and tourist mobility 
tracking. Digital interactions generate data that can 
be used by businesses and DMOs to improve products 
and services for travelers and drive future growth.

Developing messages from data involves analyzing 
the travel data for trends, which will help destinations 
develop focused messages to travelers. Data analytics 
interprets existing data into new and productive 

business models based on real-time consumer 
behavior that can be tracked over time. Online search 
records can offer a real-time perspective on the 
popularity of various destination features. Traveler 
polling can help predict where relevant opinions may 
lie and help inspire destinations to develop solutions 
to address those concerns. Through mobility tracking 
destinations can measure which businesses are seeing 
shifts in traffic as visitation numbers climb.

Planning action from data brings strategic digital 
outreach and development to the forefront, where 
destinations act on knowledge gained about travelers 
to improve performance. This may translate into 
the development of additional marketing efforts for 
new target markets or changing the tone of existing 
messaging to match current sentiment and travel 
conditions. Encouraging additional digital engagement 
brings traveler perspectives to the forefront by 
aggregating what travelers share online and how they 
encourage others to visit the destination. Marketing 
strategies can also be adjusted based on digital 
key performance indicators (KPIs) for owned media 
(websites), social media, and paid media. Impressions, 
page views, click throughs, and bookings can all be 
tracked, as well as much more advanced indicators. 
This can allow businesses and DMOs to adjust 
messaging, customer targeting, and platforms in real 
time to maximize returns on investment.

 Digital platforms generate a range of benefits
for consumers and businesses

 Digital content and online platforms provide
 crucial data that informs business and
destination strategy

• The difference between the baseline and 
counterfactual scenario is the additional impact 
supported by increased and improved use of digital 
platforms and tools. 

This analysis was based on a combination of IPK 
survey data that identifies the search and booking 
patterns of travelers and ComScore tracking data for 
travel-related websites, along with data from Tourism 
Economics’ Global Travel Service (GTS) database.6  

3.4  Use of Digital Content and Online  
       Platforms in the United Arab Emirates

The first and second step of the analysis (presented 
above) indicated that 83% of overnights stays in the 
UAE in 2019 were booked or researched via a digital 
platform, up from 61% of overnight stays in 2012 
(Figure 6). Therefore, we can say that 83% of tourism 
spend, GDP and employment in the UAE was linked 
to online research and booking—i.e. most of the 
tourism activity in 2019.  

The proportion of travel and tourism activity 
organized online for the UAE—and, indeed, the 
estimated intensity of tourism researched online—is 
similar to that for the country’s source market average 
(Figure 7).7  More generally, the intensity of tourism 
researched online varies by region, with 

intensity the greatest in Europe by some margin, and 
the lowest in Asia. Relative to the Middle East and 
African regions, the UAE’s intensity is also slightly 
lower. 

By measuring search and booking patterns of 
travelers, we identified internet platforms where 
inbound travel to the UAE was commonly researched 

3.3  Digital Impact on the Tourism  
       Economy

Digital platforms generate benefits for both travelers 
and businesses. Tourism Economics has modelled 
the incremental impact of increased use and 
improvements to digital content and platforms on 
total overnight stays in the United Arab Emirates since 
2014. 

This analysis primarily focuses on the impact changes 
in traveler behavior as they use online platforms. 
It largely does not capture the positive effect on 
productivity that digitalization can have within 
tourism-related business and DMOs. 

The methodology can be summarised as follows:

• The first step was to determine the number of 
overnight stays in the UAE over time (“baseline 
scenario”)—including both domestic and 
international travel.

• Next, we calculated the share of travel researched 
or booked via digital platforms within the historical 
time frame. 

• We then developed an econometric model to 
calculate the extent to which increased use of 
digital platforms and online content impacted the 
number of overnight stays since 2014 (i.e. how 
much of the tourism growth was attributable to 
digital platforms). 

• The econometric model results estimated what 
would have happened to the number of overnight 
stays if visitors were not able to increase their use 
of digital platforms and online content to book or 
research travel (“counterfactual scenario”). 

Figure 6: Digital Travel Footprint Figure 7: Online Research Intensity Index Against 
Source Markets, 2019
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influenced both domestic and international travel. 

We then combined our estimates for the proportion 
of nights influenced by digital platforms and tools 
with the results of our econometric analysis to 
estimate how much lower the total number of 
overnight stays in the United Arab Emirates would 
have been if the use of digital platforms and tools 
had not increased and improved since 2014.

or routed from. As mentioned above, 83% of inbound 
travelers to the UAE used online platforms to research 
trips in 2019—a notable increase from earlier in the 
decade and making up the previous small deficit 
to the country’s source market average (Figure 8). 
Looking at specific platforms, the UAE is similar to its 
source market average for the most part, but notably 
ahead in terms of the use of Online Travel Agencies 
(OTAs), and ahead to a lesser extent for online price 
comparison and review sites (Figure 9). 

Although the UAE does not have a significant deficit 
relative to source markets for any of these platforms 
in terms of travel organized online (Figure 8)—there 
are still benefits to be realized from further increasing 
online interaction between travelers and UAE tourism 
providers. This is especially important as the UAE 
looks to capture market share and compete with 
more established destinations in Europe, where 
intensity of travel organized online is much higher 
than in the UAE. This increased online interaction will 
enable tourism businesses to reach potential travelers 
throughout all stages of the planning process and 
remain competitive. Expanding the use of these sites 
may also help to attract a larger number of travelers 
visiting destinations elsewhere in the region in 
addition to those already transiting via the UAE. 

 3.5  Analysis on Digital Content's  
        Dynamic Impact on Tourism Growth

Next, we used econometric modelling techniques to 
determine the extent that increased and improved use 
of digital platforms had on the number of overnight 
stays. This analysis confirmed that increasing the 
use of digital platforms and tools has significantly 

Figure 8: Digital Travel Footprint - UAE 
Conmpared with Souce Markets

Figure 9: Use of Online Sites for Travel, 2019

Econometric Modelling Approach 
Tourism Economics’ existing global model tracks 
historic travel flows and produces forecasts based upon 
fundamental economic drivers of demand. Tourism 
activity is modelled first by source market and then by 
destination taking changes in destination market share 
into account due to competitiveness factors. However, 
economic drivers do not fully explain all the observed 
growth over recent years and some trend factors are 
also included within modelling to cover a range of 
additional growth factors. This includes the contribution 
of online platforms to total demand by source market as 
well as to destination market share. 

By including indicators of online tourism activity in 
estimation of existing equations, the contribution 
to growth has been identified while accounting 
for all other growth factors. A series of elasticities 
was identified which can be applied to measures of 
online activity; robust coefficients were estimated 
using econometric techniques with a high degree 
of confidence. The proportion of the previously 
unexplained growth attributable to online platforms 
has been isolated. This analysis proves that use of 
online platforms has had a notable impact on growth 
in demand by source market and on destination market 
share. 

* Top source markets for the UAE in 2019 included countries such as: India, Saudi 
Arabia, the UK, China and Oman.

The confirmation of the positive influence of 
increased use of digital platforms and tools is visible 
in Figure 10. The counterfactual measure of nights 
holds the 2014 share of nights attributable to online 
activity equal through to 2019, whereas the baseline 
model depicts actual digital travel footprint increase 
during this time (Figure 6). As time continues, the 
counterfactual measure of nights increasingly slips 
away from the count of baseline nights. This confirms 
that the increased use of digital platforms and tools 
when booking or researching trips significantly 
contributed to growth in the actual number of nights 
booked in the UAE. Some of the developments in 
adoption of digital best practice by DCT and DTCM 
have yielded clear benefits.

3.6  Historic Additional Impact

The difference between the baseline and 
counterfactual scenario is the additional impact of 
digital platforms and tools over the period. In 2019, 
7.1 million additional overnight stays in the UAE were 
generated from the increase in digital platforms and 
tools, accounting for around half of the observed 
growth over this period. 

We then calculated the impact these additional nights 
had on GDP and employment (Figure 11) based on 
historic relationships. The additional overnight stays 
resulting from the increased use of digital platforms 
and tools supported US$3.3 billion in additional 
GDP, as well as 51,000 jobs. If the digital footprint 
of travelers did not increase from 2014 to 2019, the 
additional impacts would remain at zero.

Figure 10: Number of Overnight Stays in the UAE

* The counterfactual represents the number of overnight stays in the UAE if use of 
digital platforms and tools had not increased and improved since 2014.

Figure 11: Net Additional Impact of Digital 
Platforms in 2019

* The additional impact represents the net impact of increased use of digital 
platforms since 2014.
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In the previous chapter, we demonstrated the impact 
of increasing digital platform engagement on travel 
growth in The United Arab Emirates. In this chapter, 
we explore the opportunity to accelerate a recovery 
in travel with digital transformation and a wider 
embrace of online platforms. These services can aid 
the recovery by extending the marketing reach of 
destinations, providing clear messaging to a global 
audience to support a transparent and safe return to 
travel, and informing businesses about the current 
position and nature of the recovery in travel.

We focus on specific tools and provide an overview 
of the various content, platforms, and services that 
DMOs and tourism-related businesses can utilize to 
accelerate the recovery and conclude with related 
recommendations. 

4.1  Current Position of DMOs

Tourism Economics works with more than 200 
destination marketing organizations around the 
world each year as well as many of the largest 
global travel corporations. Our clients in every region 
are now developing strategic plans to produce a 
sustainable recovery in travel. The global spread of 

4 How Digital Content Can 
   Support the Recovery in Travel

the coronavirus pandemic has produced a historically 
challenging environment for DMOs, which often rely 
on visitors to fund essential operations (i.e. lodging 
taxes and tourism improvement district generated 
taxes). With the gradual reopening of cities, regions, 
and countries, DMOs are now looking to tap into 
pent-up travel demand through better use of digital 
platforms and online content. Assuring travelers that 
destinations are open for business and promoting 
pandemic safety measures have become the focus of 
destination marketing. 

DMO survey insights

In August 2020, we partnered with NEXTFactor to 
conduct a survey of nearly 400 DMOs to learn how 
they are responding to the current crisis. Below are 
some of the key findings:

• Destination budgets have been severely impacted. 
Only 11% of respondents believe that next year’s 
budgets will be the same or increase from pre-
COVID-19 budgets, while 20% of DMOs expect 
budgets to decrease more than 50% (Figure 12).
When asked about the importance of different 
customer engagement strategies, digital marketing, 

Destinations, governments, and businesses affiliated with the tourism industry in the United Arab 
Emirates, and globally, are taking immediate actions to respond to the pandemic and the ensuing 
challenges. Many DMOs are adding a destination management function to their mandate, leveraging 
new technologies, and engaging with community stakeholders—all while managing reduced 
budgets. Despite the current realities of tourism, destinations are focused on tourism recovery, which 
will be driven by using digital platforms, online content, and data and analytics.

about digital best practices and how destinations and 
consumers are responding to the pandemic. Findings 
from the discussion can be summarized into three 
key themes: DMOs evolving role, adoption of digital 
platforms, and better use of data analytics.

1. DMOs evolving role

The role of a DMO is shifting from destination 
marketing to destination marketing and management 
(DMMO)—a transition that started prior to the 
COVID-19 pandemic but has since accelerated given 
the current state of the tourism industry. 

Previously, DMOs were tasked with marketing the 
destination to prospective travelers. They developed 
traditional and digital media campaigns to attract 
new visitors to the destination, increase visitor 
spending and generate additional tax revenue for the 
destination.

More recently, a DMO’s role was expanded beyond 
marketing to also include destination management, 
which encompasses broader economic, product 
development and strategic initiatives.

To accomplish its enhanced role, DMOs are engaging 
more frequently with community stakeholders—
private businesses, government entities, and 
residents—to further develop relationships and 
collaborate on initiatives that will uplift the entire 
destination. More specifically, DMOs are working with 
the broader community on the following efforts:

• Economic development—creating local assets 
and opportunities that will foster community 
growth in terms of developing new jobs and 
attracting new businesses and residents to the area

• Destination branding—developing an authentic 
brand that portrays the lifestyle and culture of the 
community

monitoring data, and digital platform engagement 
were considered “Extremely Important” by 80%, 
65%, and 60% of respondents, respectively (Figure 
14).

• When asked about the importance of different 
customer engagement strategies, digital marketing, 
monitoring data, and digital platform engagement 
were considered “extremely important” by 80%, 
65%, and 60% of respondents, respectively (Figure 
13).

• When asked about the importance of community 
collaboration in the use of online platforms and 
content to reach visitors, 78% of DMOs indicated 
that community-involved digital strategies are 
important (Figure 14).

Stakeholder interview insights: global best 
practices

In addition to conducting industry surveys, we hosted 
one-on-one discussions with destinations, marketing 
agencies, and other tourism stakeholders to learn 

Figure 12: How Does Your Organization's Budget 
Next Year Compare to Your Pre-COVID-19 
Budget?

Figure 13: How Important are the Following 
Customer Engagement Strategies?

Figure 14: How Important is Community 
Collaboration in the Use of Digital Platforms to 
Reach Potential Visitors?
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United Arab Emirates Tourism Organization 
Structure

The Ministry of Economy is the government institution 
responsible for overseeing tourism in the United 
Arab Emirates. The Ministry has a wide range of 
responsibilities, one of which focuses on tourism. 

The Ministry is segmented into two undersecretaries: 
Economic Affairs and Foreign Trade Affairs. The 
Tourism Department is under the Undersecretary of 
Foreign Trade Affairs and is responsible for overseeing 
tourism branding, policy legislation and guidelines, and 
coordination of tourism across the Emirates.

In addition to the Ministry, there are DMOs for each 
emirate that are primarily responsible for destination 
marketing and development:

• The Department of Culture and Tourism – Abu Dhabi
• Dubai Department of Tourism and Commerce 

Marketing
• Sharjah Commerce & Tourism Development Authority 
• Fujairah Tourism & Antiquities Authority
• Visit Ras Al Khaimah
• Ajman Tourism Development Department
• Department of Tourism and Archaeology – Umm Al 

Quwain

The regional offices of SERNATUR work with local 
governments to promote and develop tourism in those 
specific destinations.

In addition to working with local governments, SERNATUR 
partners with the Board of Concessions in Protected Wild 
Areas, Transforma Turismo, the Air Industry Alliance, 
the Tourism Promotion Advisory Council, and other 
stakeholders.

DMO marketing priorities also shifted in response 
to the pandemic. Instead of just promoting the 
destination, DMOs are now providing information 
about safety measures and protocols. There is a 
greater emphasis placed on educating the consumers 
and gaining their trust and confidence. The target 
markets are also temporarily shifting from domestic 
and international travelers to local and regional 
travelers.

It is important for DMOs to focus on mid- and long-
term goals, despite the obvious need to generate 
travel in the short term, which might not always align 
with the DMO Board of Director’s priorities. The goals 
must consider the entire destination, including those 
stakeholders outside of the tourism industry.

2. Adoption of Digital Platforms

The pandemic accelerated the adoption of digital 
platforms and online content. Traditionally, DMOs 
primarily promoted their destination by exhibiting 
at trade shows and advertising on TV, billboards, 
radio, and in magazines. Although effective when 
used in conjunction with digital marketing, the 
pandemic highlighted some of the issues associated 
with traditional marketing platforms (refer to the 
“Stakeholder interview insights: digital platform 
benefits” detailed later in this chapter for further 
insights) and fast-tracked the shift of marketing 
funding from traditional media to digital platforms.

Although many destinations previously experimented 
with emerging digital platforms and online 
content—such as creating video and audio content 
(i.e. podcasts) or advertising on audio streams and 
Connected TV—there is increased adoption and a 
greater comfort level surrounding these technologies, 
as well as others.

DMOs are also leveraging more crowdsourced 
content, which appeals to both locals and outside 
visitors and helps the destination with storytelling. 
This user-generated content is generally posted on 
social media and provides consumers an opportunity 
to learn about the culture and lifestyle of the 
destination – one of the key roles for a DMO.

Though many DMOs reduced marketing efforts 
during the pandemic, it provided an opportunity 
for destinations to assess and enhance their digital 

• Enhancing the digital ecosystem—educating 
and assisting local businesses to enhance their 
digital presence and develop online content that 
aligns with the destination branding and messaging

In addition to highlighting the importance of 
community engagement, the pandemic accelerated 
the need for DMOs to focus on the consumer 
buying decision process. Specifically, it helped DMOs 
acknowledge that consumers leverage a variety of 
digital platforms when selecting a destination to visit. 
Consumers rely less on DMO recommendations (i.e. 
listings on the DMO website) and more on consumer 
recommendations (i.e. reviews on Google, TripAdvisor, 
Yelp, etc.) when making travel decisions. This concept 
enticed DMOs to work with private sector businesses 
to enhance the digital ecosystem for the destination.

 DMOs are leveraging more crowdsourced
 content, which appeals to both locals and
visitors from outside

ecosystem. DMOs are hosting webinars and one-
on-one virtual sessions with local businesses to audit 
their digital presence and provide guidance on how to 
enhance digital platforms and online content. These 
sessions will educate and digitally upskill the local 
workforce and ultimately develop the digital presence 
of the destination.

Digital platforms themselves also made updates due 
to the pandemic. For example, Google My Business, 
Yelp, and TripAdvisor all added new fields that allows 
businesses to provide information on safety measures, 
cleaning protocols, and updated hours, in addition to 
others.

3. Better Use of Data Analytics

Data and analytics continue to become increasingly 
important to the tourism industry, like many other 
industries. Data and research serve as the basis for a 
destination’s marketing decisions and helps to answer 
key questions such as:

• How should destinations allocate their marketing 
budget?

• What digital platforms should be used?

• What images and content should be incorporated 
in the marketing campaigns?

• What markets and demographics should the 
destination target?

It is even more critical to conduct research and data 
analysis during the pandemic given the reduced 
funding available for marketing and the fact that 
many consumers are unwilling to travel at this time. 
Destinations now need to understand the consumers 
propensity to travel and account for other active travel 
prospects. Additionally, it is in the best interest of 
the destination to target travelers that are following 
COVID-19 safety precautions, which requires an 
understanding of the current state of COVID-19 in 
feeder markets.

The current state of the tourism industry places 
greater scrutiny on budgets, especially as it relates 
to marketing. Developing a baseline understanding 
about the visitors’ impact on the local community—in 
terms of taxes, visitor spending, jobs, room nights, or 
other metrics—is essential. It will help destinations 
calculate the return generated by marketing 
campaigns and adjust future campaigns.

Stakeholder interview insights: digital platform 
benefits

In addition to providing insights about global best 
practices for destinations, the stakeholder interviews 
also helped to identify the benefits of digital 
platforms.

Digital platforms have played a critical role in the 
growth of the tourism industry and will continue to 
do so. In fact, digital tools will play a far greater role 
this year, and in the coming years, as the tourism 
industry recovers from the pandemic, given their 
increasing scalability and agility.

Scalability: Destinations can easily share content and 
messaging to a large population at a relatively low 
cost via digital platforms. Although there will always 
be a cost to produce content, the cost to distribute 
content has significantly as destinations continue to 
shift marketing dollars to digital platforms.

Agility: Digital platforms allow destinations to 
quickly adapt content and messaging for the current 
environment. For instance, destinations quickly shifted 
messaging during the pandemic from promoting the 
destinations to focusing on their approach to safety. 
Traditional media, on the other hand, requires a 
longer lead time and does not offer this flexibility.

Efficiency: Data and analytics used with digital 
platforms allows destinations to efficiently target 
travelers based on active travel prospects and other 
psychographic considerations. For example, digital 
marketing concepts, such as paid search, allows 
destinations to target consumers planning to travel in 
the near term. 

Geolocation: Smart phone technology enables 
destinations to better understand how visitors travel 
throughout the destination, which provides numerous 
benefits. Through geolocation, destinations can learn 
about visitor characteristics and preferences, which 
can be leveraged to support investment decisions.

Geolocation also allows DMOs to target travelers 
from nearby markets during times when long-haul 
travel is suppressed and to engage visitors while in 
market—this can be used to complement traditional 
media by understanding where to purchase billboards 
or other placed ads. 

 Digital platforms have played a critical role in
 the growth of the tourism industry and will
 continue to do so. In fact, digital will play a far
greater role this year, and in the coming years. d
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 DMOs and tourism-related businesses can use
 data to help identify movement trends, traveler
 preferences, and online searches that can help
them market destinations to the ideal audiences

and online platforms to observe the best strategies 
for destination reopening can foster further levels of 
trust between destinations and travelers, yielding a 
stronger and faster recovery. In this section, we set 
out some practical examples of how data can help 
DMOs and tourism-related business navigate the 
recovery.

Understanding what the new normal looks like 

Travelers and destinations alike are learning to adapt 
to travel conditions that are evolving on a day-to-
day basis. As a result of the coronavirus pandemic, 
consumer behavior adjusted in ways that immediately 
influence what destination marketing strategies are 
necessary. These adjustments range from temporary 
to long-term effects and can be identified through 
better and more efficient use of data content and 
platforms. 

Tracking consumer behavior changes is one way 
to gauge traveler preferences regarding post-
pandemic travel. Demand for additional health and 
safety measures, no-contact services, and other risk 
management plans are naturally higher following the 
arrival of a global pandemic. 

The use of this technology should follow data privacy 
regulations. Technology platforms with geolocation 
capabilities should always ensure the user is aware of 
this use and that they can decline sharing their data.

Marketing return on investment (ROI): Digital 
platforms allow destinations to track the effectiveness 
or ROI of digital marketing campaigns, as well 
as other key performance indicators and market 
intelligence, which is especially important during the 
pandemic due to limited budgets and the need to 
more accurately target consumers ready to travel. 
Tracking effectiveness also allows destinations to 
refine and adjust future campaigns based on the 
performance of past campaigns.

Brand Development: Digital platforms allow 
destinations to quickly develop authentic brands 
that can be consistently used across the industry. 
For example, a country can develop a country-wide 
brand and marketing campaign that, through digital, 
can easily and quickly be adopted by regions and 
local destinations throughout the country. In the 
past, it took years, even decades, for destinations to 
organically develop brands since it took longer for 
locations throughout the country to adopt the brand 
and messaging.

4.2  How Can Data Help DMOs and 
Tourism-Related Businesses?

For many destinations, questions remain on the best 
timing, approach, and new markets for reopening 
businesses. As highlighted in our consultation 
findings, DMOs and tourism-related businesses can 
use data to help identify movement trends, traveler 
preferences, and online searches to help market  
destinations to the ideal audiences. The demand for 
travel to return is growing, and so are expectations 
that destination businesses follow appropriate health 
and safety measures. Using additional digital content 

 As a result of the coronavirus pandemic,
 consumer behavior adjusted in ways that
 immediately influence what destination
marketing strategies are necessary

Key Recommended Actions

Data from the Google travel insights dashboard can 
assist in predicting the recovery in a multitude of 
ways.10  Figure 15 represents a rolling average of 28 
days of searches for flights and accommodation in 
the UAE compared to the same period in the prior 
year. From April to the end of 2020, flight and hotel 
searches were notably lower than those one year 
earlier for both international and domestic tourism. 
However, there was variation throughout the year 
and for each market segment. International searches 
were lowest in April at around 80% less than the 
same period in 2019, but subsequently recovered 
throughout the year, ending around one-quarter 
lower than one year earlier by the end of 2020. This 
is useful information for tourism to the UAE, given 
the country’s reliance on international source markets 
(particularly long-haul travel).

By contrast, travel search data suggests domestic 
tourism was somewhat more resilient, reaching a low 
of around 60% less than the prior year in April, and 
remaining around 20% to 30% lower for most of 
the second half of 2020. Indeed, by the end of 2020, 
domestic and international searches were seeing 
similar reductions.

Google travel data can also show how destination 
traffic has developed from a city (or emirate) 
perspective, by examining searches for flights to and 
accommodations within different parts of the UAE. 

According to a Bloom Consulting survey conducted in 
April 2020, almost half of respondents who planned 
to travel for leisure said they may change destinations 
from what they had planned prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic. When asked the factors contributing 
to the change in preferences, the most common 
responses were effective public governance and good 
health infrastructure (53%), followed by less crowds 
and extensive hygiene (39%).8  The nature of trips is 
also shifting, with a consumer preference of shorter 
haul trips that often remain domestic.

The strategic use of data content and platforms can 
help understand changes in consumer behavior at the 
destination level. Observing online flight searches can 
support the explanation that current travel conditions 
remain slanted heavily towards domestic and short-
haul trips. Consumer interests can also be mapped 
through the analysis of aggregated search engine 
searches, for example using Google Trends, related to 
various modes of travel or trip types, such as “road 
trips,” “remote destinations,” and “staycations.” 
Destination-specific health and safety information can 
be made available to travelers online and resulting 
web traffic can then be monitored to determine 
traveler interest and outreach effectiveness.

While the length of these behavioral changes 
is largely dependent on the state of the global 
coronavirus pandemic, it can be noted that the desire 
to travel after being travel-restricted is particularly 
high. Destinations can inform  travelers about the 
safety and preparedness of local businesses to meet 
consumer expectations. Inspiring travel through 
careful and curated digital content and messaging 
will increase the performance of a destination and 
improve its travel recovery.9 

Analyzing travel behavior shifts

As travel behavior adjusts to new patterns, measuring 
how temporary or permanent these developments 
become can be achieved though monitoring the 
potential use of various modes of transport, such as 
flights. For example, Google travel data can predict 
the markets that will drive the recovery in the UAE 
by demonstrating destination interest through online 
searches. 

 As travel behavior adjusts to new patterns,
 measuring how temporary or permanent these
 developments become can be achieved though
 monitoring the potential use of various modes
of transport, such as flights

 The strategic use of data content and platforms
 can easily aid in the diagnosis of changes in
consumer behavior at the destination level

Figure 15: Travel Interest in the UAE: Flights and 
Accommodation Queries in 2020
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4.3  Recommended Actions

Recommendation 1: Continue to build and 
reinforce a consistent brand through digital 
collaboration at the individual emirate and UAE 
level

Each emirate within the UAE has their own DMO 
responsible for destination marketing, development 
and increasingly—management. Individual Emirati 
DMOs must continue to align marketing messaging 
and tactics with the private sector and relevant 
tourism stakeholders within their region. This should 
include maintaining already effective relationships 
between public entities, international digital 
platforms and local businesses to continue to develop 
a common vision and collective strategy for each 
destination. 

Stakeholder engagement suggests that the UAE 
performs well in terms of brand awareness and 
messaging on digital platforms, especially among 
the two largest DMOs—the Dubai Department of 
Tourism and Commerce Marketing (DTCM) and the 
Abu Dhabi Department of Culture and Tourism (DCT). 
These DMOs have coherent and consistent brand 
messaging for a wide range of product offerings 
(including culture as well as outdoor and beach 
activities), and these brands are well-recognized. They 
also have strong partnerships with companies such as 
Emirates Air, Etihad Airways and major hotel brands 
and operators. 

Nevertheless, such brand messaging must be 
maintained and adapted over time in what will be a 
highly competitive post-pandemic environment. For 
Dubai and Abu Dhabi—which are relatively well-
known destinations—this is especially important to 
increase market share and length of stay, whereas 

the challenge for other smaller emirates is to develop 
their brand and messaging to raise awareness in the 
market.

Moving forward, it will also be important for DMOs 
to continue to form and sustain strong partnerships 
with other tourism stakeholders in their region to 
work together and share data to promote a more 
collective and coherent tourism strategy.

In addition to the activities of individual DMOs, the 
UAE tourism industry as a whole should engage in 
coordinated marketing campaigns that highlight 
events and locations in the different emirates. This 
can be a highly effective strategy to increase visitor 
length of stay and should involve some coordination 
between the different DMOs. The UAE Ministry of 
Economy can help lead this process by supporting 
the integration of individual emirates’ tourism 
offerings to develop a content strategy framework for 
messaging to audience segments across all channels 
of communication.

The UAE must effectively coordinate this across the 
multiple emirates (which can be a challenge since 
many are at different levels of digital and branding 
sophistication), while also allowing autonomy in 
destination marketing. 

There should generally be some degree of consistency 
with respect to branding, legislation and guidelines 

 Strong branding needs to be built on and
 reinformed by DMOs in Dubai and Abu Dhabi
in what will be a highly competitive post-

 pandemic tourism environment. Smaller
 emirates, however, must focus on developing
brand awareness across digital platforms. d

across the UAE. The UAE Ministry of Economy should 
lead and coordinate these efforts at a high level, 
while individual DMOs focus on branding and digital 
collaboration for their own emirate.

Recommendation 2: Continue to tell stories 
with the extended reach of digital platforms to 
support travel dreams. 

Travelers are still dreaming and ready to travel when 
it is safe. The UAE tourism industry should focus 
marketing efforts on reaching these travelers and 
actively promoting the Emirates’ offerings, including 
key events in the different parts of the country. 
Digital platforms are uniquely able to keep the UAE 
a preeminent destination, especially via social media 
which can connect with consumers in an authentic 
and cost-effective manner.

DMOs in the UAE should encourage international 
travelers, especially those from long-haul source 
markets. For these consumers, physical travel does 
not look like a possibility in the short-term. However, 
given UAE’s reliance on international visitors, they are 
a key market segment. Engaging with these travelers 
to keep the UAE an appealing destination can be an 
effective way to accelerate its recovery. This approach 
can also help inspire increased length of stay and 
frequency of visits. If combined with the multiple 
offerings (including from different emirates of the 
UAE), targeted digital information and marketing 
can help facilitate multiple destination stays once 
international travel resumes. 

During the pandemic, many destinations transitioned 
marketing efforts toward supporting travel dreams 
while travel restrictions remained in place. This 

included Abu Dhabi’s DCT, which ran a successful 
#StayCurious campaign during 2020 driving 
significant volumes of traffic, including website visits 
and video views, notably raising content engagement 
by over 300% compared with 2019 benchmark levels. 

The UAE can also learn from campaigns in other 
countries. For example, Discover Puerto Rico created 
the “All in Good Time” campaign, which included 
videos and Instagram Live sessions to keep Puerto 
Rico enticing to future travelers. This marketing 
approach was similar to many destinations around the 
world. What set Puerto Rico apart, however, was that 
it also launched live guided tours via Google Earth, 
the first destination to do so.

In addition, the Portuguese National Tourist Board, 
Turismo de Portugal, launched the “It’s time to stop” 
marketing campaign that messaged the importance 
of taking time to pause and “change our little world 
and calibrate the path of mankind.” 

Recommendation 3: Utilize data analytics to 
support decision making

Destinations around the world are increasingly 
understanding the importance of data and the 
benefits it provides when making strategic and 
marketing decisions. According to the OECD, “… the 

Figure 16: Digital Platforms Penetration Ratio Figure 17: Average Internet Connection Speed

 Use of online platforms is not just associated
 with the attraction of new tourists but also with
 increased length of stay. Carefully used, digital
 information combined with skilled marketing
can help facilitate multiple destination stays. d
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crisis has highlighted shortcomings in the availability of 
timely, comparable, granular data in quickly evolving 
situations. Reliable and consistent indicators are 
needed to evaluate the effectiveness of programs and 
initiatives, and monitor progress on tourism recovery 
and resilience.”11  

In terms of strategic decisions, data analytics can help 
secure tourism funding by establishing a baseline 
understanding about the visitor’s impact on the local 
community and also help determine how to allocate 
the budget among competing priorities.

Data analytics plays a key role in marketing, especially 
as a larger portion of destination marketing shifts 
from traditional media to digital media. Aggregated 
and anonymized data from digital platforms on 
consumer preferences and demographics help 
destinations determine target consumer groups, the 
most effective platforms to engage with those groups, 
and the appropriate message and content to best 
connect with various consumer segments. However, 
it should be noted that any search data needs to be 
aggregated to avoid privacy concerns.

High digital penetration rates for internet and social 
media in the UAE—relative to their source market 
mix with much faster average speeds compared 
to competitors—indicates that tourism operators 
and stakeholders in the UAE should be positioned 
to implement data analytics (unlike some other 

destinations where digital penetration and internet 
connectivity are barriers).

Stakeholder engagement suggests that the Abu 
Dhabi DCT and Dubai DTCM are already well aware 
of the benefits of data analytics and have already 
taken steps to  leverage these where possible. For 
instance, the DCT is partnering with Sojern to develop 
real-time travel audience targeting capabilities in 
order to better understand booking behaviors, which 
will in turn help refine marketing strategies.

However, the key challenge is to implement and 
utilize data analytics efficiently and holistically. Tech 
companies and consultants are positioned to support 
DMOs in developing  a data ecosystem with the key 
stakeholders of a destination to help create a single 
customer view. Emirati DMOs should explore whether 
this  support could help with other ways to apply data 
analytics.

The UAE can also learn from what other countries 
have done in this space. For example, in Singapore, 
there is a data analytics platform called the Singapore 
Tourism Analytics Network that allows users to view 
visualizations, perform analytics, and derive actionable 
insights from tourism data collected from the tourism 
authority and private operators in Singapore. Refer to 
the Annex for additional information.

Recommendation 4: Continue to understand 
consumer expectations and address 
misconceptions

As the pandemic has progressed, it became clear 
that countries that rely heavily on tourism as an 
economic generator needed to take strong action. 
As travel came to a sudden halt, destinations further 
leveraged digital platforms to remain engaged with 
stakeholders, either through new platforms or existing 
platforms with new approaches and campaigns. 

Building consumer trust and confidence is critical 
in the current environment. Stakeholder  interviews 
suggest that consumers have a greater tendency to 
trust marketing conducted by official organizations, 
which gives DMOs within the UAE an advantage, but 
also an increased responsibility to consistently develop 
(and fund) marketing campaigns and other messaging 
during both the up and down times. It also means 
that these DMOs need to provide high-quality and 
accurate information on current local conditions, and 
not just try to sell the destination.

Instead of just promoting their destinations in 2020, 
places like Abu Dhabi and Dubai, created content that 
focused more on informing travelers about safety 
measures, restrictions and other concerns directly 
associated with the pandemic in order to gain trust 
and stay viable to future travelers. The DCT and 
DTCM included that information in their campaigns, 
such as in Dubai’s “#TillWeMeetAgain” campaign in 
April 2020 and “#ReadyWhenYouAre” in July 2020 
to mark the return of international visitors to the 
emirate. Other ways to build consumer confidence 
include implementing the World Travel and Tourism 
Council (WTTC) Safe Travels stamp program—parts of 
the UAE, including Dubai, have already done this.   

Emirati DMOs must continue to inform prospective 
travelers about the health and safety protocols in 
the UAE, which helps to establish and maintain 
trust. As they build their reputations as sources of 
quality information, visitor trust and confidence will 
be fundamental in generating travel demand once 
conditions are appropriate. 

In addition to adapting to changing consumer 
sensitivities and preferences, Emirati DMOs should 
also use digital platforms to address misconceptions 

about the UAE as a destination. Misconceptions 
and perceptions of destinations can be difficult 
to change—consultation with stakeholders in the 
industry suggest that they tend to be ”sticky.” 
Destinations in many Gulf States, including the 
UAE, face the challenge of addressing inaccurate 
notions about permitted behavior for tourists—often 
misunderstood, by Western travelers. While visitors 
should be encouraged to respect local culture and 
traditions, messaging can clarify the extent to which 
these destinations allow activity considered normal in 
Western destinations. For example, the consumption 
of alcohol is permitted in many resorts in Gulf 
countries (in the UAE, most notably in Dubai and Abu 
Dhabi), though more heavily restricted in the wider 
community. Similarly, negative publicity about isolated 
incidents of misbehavior can be a difficult perception 
to move beyond. The Ministry of Economy must 
ultimately be on board with attempts to change such 
perceptions, as it must encourage emirate-specific 
information while also coordinating its broader goals 
for the image of the UAE as a country destination.

Recommendation 5: Focus digital messaging and 
virtual interaction around Expo 2020

Dubai’s hosting of Expo 2020, which was originally 
planned for October 2020 to March 2021 (but 
was subsequently delayed by one year), presents 
an excellent opportunity to engage with potential 
travelers and build interest and excitement—key 
functions of the “dreaming” stage of travel—in 
advance of the delayed event. Major events such 
as Expo 2020 help DMOs leverage visitation of the 
event to generate multiple destination visits within 
the country, as well as increased length of stay 
and positive memories that lead to future trips. For 
instance, benefits from visits and increased length 
of stay could flow on to elsewhere in the UAE (such 
as Abu Dhabi and Sharjah), especially since it’s not 
uncommon to visit multiple destinations within the 
Emirates on a single trip. Digital messaging can raise 
interest in these different destinations to accentuate 
multi-destination trips, as well as raise awareness for 
future travel. Interest and global exposure generated 
by such a large event should be leveraged to drive 
further interest and accelerate the tourism recovery. 

 Digital platforms can be used to address
 misconceptions about destinations—social
 media (including YouTube is particularly
effective

 Destinations created content that did not just
 promote the destination, but also notified
travelers about enacted safety measures
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Digital strategies should use Expo 2020 as a key 
pillar. This event  presents an excellent opportunity 
for innovative online and virtual engagement, such 
as augmented reality (AR) at a time when physical 
travel is restricted for most. A prime example of 
this approach is Abu Dhabi’s DCT AR activation in 
Piccadilly Square, London. This approach turned 
the Square’s screen into an AR escape showcasing 
Abu Dhabi’s famous sights in the heart of London. 
This attraction resulted in an increase in destination 
awareness and global exposure. 

4.4  The Future of Digitization in the 
Tourism Sector

When businesses adapt existing digital processes 
to best fit the environment of the recovery and 
future of the tourism industry, they bring additional 
productivity into their work that sees ripple effects 
across the economy. These digital investments 
encourage destinations to become more creative 
and competitive at attracting traveler demand, 
while simultaneously improving their own business 
practices.

Careful inclusion of digital best practices can position 
a destination to pursue strategies enabled by the 
increased use of digital content and platforms. 
Providing an up-to-date business model can stabilize 
the working environment while encouraging a 
smarter, more innovative approach to tourism. For 

example, the internal use of cloud computing creates 
a transferrable environment for destinations that 
can then be managed from anywhere with reliable 
internet access.

The external implementation of technologies such 
as artificial intelligence (AI) can assist travelers 
exploring or booking from destination websites 
through the use of chatbots. This expansion can 
provide a valuable source of data to destinations to 
measure how individuals interact with their website. 
In addition, collecting user-generated content from 
social media platforms can create a record of the 
image a destination has built among its travelers. All 
of these practices can contribute to the development 
of effective campaigns using insights gained from 
expanding the collection of traveler data content. 
As destinations understand their travelers more, 
through efficient data collection and monitoring, 
the relationship between tourism businesses and 
consumers can flourish.12 13   

 Expo 2020 in Dubai presents an opportunity
 to engage with potential travelers and build
 interest and excitement in advance of the
previously delayed event

 Careful inclusion of digital best practices can
 position a destination to pursue strategies
 enabled by the increased use of digital content
and platforms

The recovery in travel and tourism’s total 
contribution to GDP will accelerate in 2021, 
alongside the start of a recovery in international 
tourism.  

Travel and tourism’s GDP contribution decreased 
about 70% in 2020 but begin to recover in 2021. The 
GDP contribution of tourism to the UAE’s economy 
will subsequently increase and reach US$55.5 billion 
by 2024.

5.1  Baseline Outlook

Recovery at the global level will largely hinge on 
widespread control of the coronavirus pandemic, 
which continues to permeate and resurge in 
many countries. 

Supporting domestic and short-haul travel remains 
critical for near-term recovery, this includes ensuring 
that remote destinations are prepared to host 
visitor segments less interested in cities. Tourism is 
additionally being revitalized through the renewed 
movement of international travelers between 
countries where pandemic spread has become less 
intense. 

Overnight visits to the UAE are set to exceed 
2019 levels in 2023, reaching a total of 30.3 
million visits by 2025.  

This recovery will be largely supported by growth 
in international tourism. There will be a near-term 
shift toward domestic travel in 2021. However, it is 
estimated that international tourism will regain their 
2019 share of total visits—89%—by 2023, and this 
will increase in subsequent years. International visits 
are expected to recover 2019 volumes by 2023, and 
domestic will recover slightly later in 2024.

5 Travel Outlook
This chapter examines the outlook for tourism in the UAE under two scenarios. This includes a 
baseline outlook as well as an alternative “opportunity outlook” that incorporates the benefits of the 
combined recommendations highlighted above.

Figure 18: Overnight Visits Over the Forecast 
Period
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* Above baseline additional spending attributable to improve online activity.

Total employment contributions as a result of 
travel and tourism to the UAE will remain below 
2019 levels until 2024, when a total of 797,000 
jobs will be supported. 

Most of the recovery in the employment contribution 
will take place during 2021 to 2023, with a slower 
pace of recovery following up to 2028. 

Employment gains will lag growth in GDP over 
the years until 2028 due to expected productivity 
improvements. This will remain consistent with 
the trend of improved productivity in the travel 
and tourism industry and the wider economy over 
recent years. However, by 2024, total supported 
employment will have exceeded the former 2019 
level. 

5.2  Opportunity Outlook

The recovery profile of both inbound and 
domestic visitors varies significantly under 
alternative scenarios. Uncertainties surrounding 
these forecasts in part involve the degree at 
which the coronavirus pandemic continues to 
impact global travel. 

For example, wide vaccine distribution in 2021 and 
effective immunity against infection and transmission 
would allow current restrictions to be eased faster, 
facilitating a rapid recovery and limiting permanent 
damage on the global economy. This would drive a 
quicker return to 2019 peaks. However, if infections 
continue to rise and the distribution of vaccines are 
delayed (and/or effectiveness is less than anticipated), 
downside risks will become more likely. With the 
resurgence of travel restrictions in areas where 
infection rates began to spike again, forecasts for 
recovery can become increasingly volatile.

The recovery also depends on what actions 
governments, businesses, and individuals take in 
response to the crisis. 

Increasing control of the coronavirus pandemic 
will aid the travel and tourism industry’s recovery 
and support a quicker return to previous levels of 
visitation. However, depressed traveler sentiment and 
slower economic growth can create drags on the 
sector’s recovery even after travel restrictions have 
been lifted. Additionally, there may also be potential 
supply constraints, reflected in the closure of many 
providers as a result of the crisis. 

DMOs, tourism-related businesses and other 
travel industry stakeholders and policymakers can 
all play a role in mitigating these problems and 
supporting new growth. 

Proactive steps  include investment in travel 
infrastructure such as airports and local 
transportation; a review of tax policies and 
investment incentives to facilitate private sector 
investment in travel and tourism enterprises; and 
action to mitigating traveler risk aversion.

Better use of data and digital content and 
platforms will also be key in supporting the 
tourism recovery. 

Investment in extended use of digital platforms 
and other actions recommended above will drive 
an increased use of platforms. Modelling of the 
contribution of digital content to travel growth in 
sections 3.5 and 3.6 has been extended for the 
forecast period. A baseline outlook considers a 
constant use of digital platforms for travel planning 
over the next five years. An opportunity outlook 

Figure 19: Contribution of Travel & Tourism to the 
UAE Economy

Figure 20: Contribution of Travel & Tourism to 
Employment in the UAE

considers an increased use of digital tools by travelers 
for planning. This is facilitated by tourism service 
providers investing to meet any historic shortfall 
and match the increased demand for information 
and digital services. The associated boost in activity 
implied by historic trends and increased user and 
provider interactions has been calculated.

The proportion of travel to the UAE organized online 
has increased significantly in recent years and no 
longer lags the country’s major source markets. 
Nevertheless, there is still an opportunity to embrace 
best practices and drive additional travel activity. 

Under an alternative “opportunity outlook” 
that incorporates the benefits of the combined 
recommendations for the UAE we anticipate an 
even greater increase in the adoption and use of 
digital platforms. 

Under this scenario, the use of digital platforms 
would increase to match source market preferences 
and any higher use for benchmark competitor 
destinations. Based on the historic estimated 
relationship between digital use and travel activity 
a higher opportunity outlook has been quantified. 
Growth would exceed the baseline projections 
with a cumulative increase in tourism spending of 
US$4.4 billion over the next five years. This would 
create an additional 20,000 new jobs by 2025. 
However, as noted in chapter 3, these estimates do 
not fully capture the positive effect on productivity 
by committing to better adoption of the suggested 
digital strategies. 

Figure 23 summarizes the baseline outlook and the 
potential opportunity scenario for the travel and 
tourism industry in the United Arab Emirates. Our 

baseline outlook depicts the expected recovery from 
the coronavirus pandemic, including some continued 
online interactions based on the past level of digital 
activity. 

The upside scenario illustrates the potential 
opportunity from the combined recommendations 
highlighted in chapter 4. By increasing digital 
interactions, a competitiveness gain will be realized. 
Gains were estimated based on the historic estimated 
relationship between digital interactions and tourism 
sector performance, taking all other drivers of 
destination and source market demand into account. 

A clear opportunity exists to invest in the expansion 
of digital efforts that bring destinations closer 
to travelers and reach a larger audience of both 
domestic and international tourists. Key actions 
to meet increasing traveler use of digital tools and 
maximize the opportunity outlook include: 

• Continuing to tell stories with the extended reach 
of digital platforms to support travel dreams of 
international travelers, especially those from long-
haul source markets

• Utilizing data analytics to support decision making, 
including creating a data ecosystem with tourism 
key stakeholders

• Continuing to understand consumer expectations 
and addressing misconceptions

• Focusing digital messaging and virtual interaction 
on Expo 2020 

These actions will support a strong tourism recovery 
in the UAE and the long-term health of the industry, 
by establishing  a tourism market that is larger, more 
diverse, and faster growing.

Figure 21: Opportunity for Higher Tourism 
Spending in the UAE, 2021 to 2025

Figure 22: Opportunity for Higher Employment in 
the UAE, 2021 to 2025
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Figure 23: Baseline Outlook and Potential Growth Attributable to 
Higher Online Presence for the United Arab Emirates
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6 Annex
This annex includes case studies of the recommendations made in this report. Some of these are from competitor 
countries in the same region, while others are global examples. 

6.1  Case Studies: Continue to Tell Stories with the Extended Reach of Digital Platforms 
to Support Travel Dreams

Portugal – The Portuguese National Tourist Board, Turismo de Portugal, launched the “It’s time to stop” marketing 
campaign that messaged the importance of taking time to pause and “change our little world and calibrate the 
path of mankind.” The beaches, monuments, nature, and landscape will still be there waiting for visitors once the 
time comes.

The campaign consisted of videos that portrayed the landscape, nature, and beauty of Portugal. It also leveraged 
the hashtag #CantSkipHope, which built upon an earlier pre-pandemic campaign that utilized the hashtag 
#CantSkipPortugal.

Puerto Rico – At the start of the pandemic, Discover Puerto Rico created the “All in Good Time” marketing 
campaign, which included videos and Instagram Live sessions, to keep Puerto Rico appealing to future travelers. 
This marketing approach was similar to many destinations around the world. What set Puerto Rico apart, 
however, was that it also launched live guided tours via Google Earth, the first destination to do so. The live 
tours, which lasted about 30 minutes and could be viewed by Facebook users, rendered a 3D representation of a 
location based primarily on satellite imagery.

Discover Puerto Rico has committed to offering travelers ways to take vacations virtually, using the opportunity to 
highlight the work of some key tourism businesses on the island. 

6.2  Case Studies: Utilize Data Analytics to Support Decision Making

Argentina – Travel organizations in Argentina are participating in a government project to use artificial intelligence 
to help make decisions about where and when to lift the work and travel restrictions imposed due to COVID-19. 
The country is testing a predictive analytics engine built by Israeli startup, SparkBeyond, to identify which regions 
can relax restrictions early and which need to stay under lockdown. The project uses data from the local Ministry 
of Health as well as hundreds of external data sources, including travel organizations. 

Singapore –  Singapore Tourism Analytics Network or STAN is a data analytics platform that allows users to view 
visualizations, perform analytics, and derive actionable insights from tourism data collected from the tourism 
authority and private operators in Singapore.  

STAN provides a holistic understanding about visitor arrivals in Singapore, which is relevant data for many 
stakeholders in the tourism industry. For example, attraction operators can use the data to tailor their  
experiences to match consumer preferences of different visitor profiles. Likewise, travel agents can tailor tour 
offerings, hotels can improve revenue management frameworks, and event managers can direct their marketing 
efforts all with increased knowledge of visitor profiles.  

6.3  Case Studies: Consomuer to Understand Consumer Expectiations and Address 
Misconceptions

Qatar – The ”Qatar Clean” certification is an example of an effective response to the transformation in 
consumer behavior. The collaboration between the Qatar National Tourism Council, the Ministry of Public 
Health, and other stakeholders within the tourism sector was developed for hotels and restaurants but will soon 
be extended to other key tourism-related businesses. The certification is an effective way to build confidence 
in consumers, which is critical in the current environment. It can also be updated and adapted as consumer 
concerns change in the future.

International Organizations – In May 2020, the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) developed the Safe 
Travels stamp program to restore traveler confidence hindered by the COVID-19 pandemic. The stamp recognizes 
destinations that have adopted health and hygiene global standard protocols. At the end of 2020, more than 
200 destinations around the world had adopted the stamp.
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Economics. 

2    Note: All historic GDP and employment impact figures cited from World Travel & Tourism Council. Data for 
historic visits, nights and spend are from Tourism Economics databases. All forecasts are produced by Tourism 
Economics. 

3    Total visitor spend estimates do not include spending on inbound transportation. However, revenues from 
inbound transportation are included in our assessment of direct travel and tourism GDP, presented below.

4   Definitions presented in the blue box located at the end of this section were sourced from UNWTO glossary 
of tourism terms web page.    
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provides select measures of travel online search behavior and booking patterns, as well as demographic 
details. 

7    The index measures the ratio of digital platforms for travel planning relative to all information sources used 
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For example, if online platforms are used to the same extent for travel to both country A and country B, but 
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score. 
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