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For the third time ABTA has commissioned research into the 
economic contribution of outbound travel, and once again it 
demonstrates how the outbound sector, alongside domestic 
and inbound tourism, is an integral part of the UK’s vibrant 
tourism mix. 

Outbound travel’s economic contribution to the UK totals £37.1 
billion in Gross Value Added (GVA), which amounts to around 
1.8% of UK Gross Domestic Product (GDP). This includes a direct 
contribution of £15.9 billion (GVA), which is equivalent to around 
1% of GDP. The sector directly sustains 221,000 UK jobs – a 
higher employment figure than provided by the entire wholesale 
and retail distribution of motor vehicles and motorcycles, and also 
more jobs than the UK’s iron and steel or electrical equipment 
manufacturing industries. 

As we seek to define the UK’s economic future, it is imperative 
that policymakers acknowledge the UK tourism industry as a  
strategically important national asset, and recognise that each 
sector, inbound, outbound and domestic, is interconnected and 
interdependent, with shared infrastructure, shared products,  
and a shared consumer base. 

A decade on from the financial crash, outbound travel has fully 
recovered and surpassed pre-recession levels, both in terms of 
numbers travelling and expenditure on trips. This is true in every 
nation and region of the UK. In addition, total expenditure within 
the UK by residents engaged in outbound travel reached £45.7 bil-
lion in 2017. This document should lay to rest arguments around a 
UK “tourism deficit”, as spending by UK travellers here, before  
departure, exceeds the amount spent in every overseas holiday 
destination combined. This should dispel the myth that outbound 
travel is a negative for the UK economy.

Our industry possesses huge potential for growth. With the right 
policy and tax frameworks, travel and tourism can be a catalyst 
for further growth and job creation right across the UK. As we face 
an important national juncture, with policymakers set to use the 
coming years to establish an industrial strategy fit for the twenty- 
first century, and to determine our future trading relationships 
with partners in Europe and beyond, outbound travel, and the 
tourism sector as a whole, has an important role to play. 
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Jobs

221,000 
directly employed in outbound travel,  

supporting;

526,000 
jobs in the wider economy

Overall economic impact

£37.1bn 
to the UK economy (GVA) 

representing;

1.8% 
of UK GDP

Direct economic impact

£15.9bn 
to the UK economy (GVA) 

representing;

0.8% 
of UK GDP

Tax take and spend

Outbound travel contributes over  

£6.3bn 
annually to HM Treasury, with

£45.7bn 
in direct spend within the UK 

before departure

£££

£££



ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION
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The outbound travel sector is resilient, and has now surpassed 
pre-recession levels of GVA by more than 37%. This recovery 
has occurred in the face of significant challenges to global  
tourism, including the migrant crisis, terrorism and Brexit,  
and reflects the increasing importance that UK residents place 
on overseas travel, prioritising this expenditure over other  
discretionary spending items such as eating out. The sector’s 
GVA contribution now stands at £15.9 billion. Adding the  
indirect taxes to the sector’s direct GVA contribution means 
that in 2017, GDP linked to the outbound travel sector 
amounted to £20.8 billion, equating to 1% of UK GDP.  
This contribution exceeds both postal and courier services  
(including the Royal Mail) and the entire accommodation 
services industry. 

The economic impact of the sector is not confined to £15.9 
billion. Once the wider supply chain impacts of outbound travel 
sector spending are taken into account, we can see that every 
£1 of GVA created by the outbound travel sector, produces an  
additional £1.34 of GVA in the wider economy. This is through 
the supply chain supporting the industry, including manufacturing 
of travel products, IT, utilities and transportation.  

Accounting for the outbound travel supply chain, the total 
estimated aggregate GVA contribution of the sector is £37.1 
billion. This is equivalent to 1.8% of UK GDP in 2017. On this 
measure the sector has shown particularly strong growth in 
recent years, expanding by more than 36% since 2014 alone, 
which equates to an annualised average growth rate of 6.4% in 
the three-year period from 2015-2017. These figures highlight 

what a resilient and profitable sector outbound travel is, even 
during difficult economic times.

Alongside GVA growth, UK domestic expenditure on outbound 
travel has also increased notably, totalling nearly £45.7bn in 
2017. This is some 36.1% higher than in 2008. The majority of 
this growth took place in 2015 and 2016, although the upward 
trend continued in 2017. The slowdown in growth can likely 
be attributed to the Brexit vote and uncertainty, including the 
weakening of sterling, which has put a cap on the explosive 
rates of growth seen in the years before. This shows outbound 
travel’s close link with political stability, consumer confidence 
and household spending power. However, it also highlights that 
even when the economy and currency is weakened, the  
outbound sector still recorded growth in 2017 of 5.4%,  
which far exceeds many sectors within the UK economy. This 
demonstrates that outbound travel, if properly nurtured, can be 
a key driver of growth in the UK economy in the years ahead.  

It is also important to highlight how the findings around 
domestic expenditure dispel the myth that outbound tourism 
automatically creates a ‘tourism deficit’, with outbound trips 
having a detrimental effect on the UK economy. While  
spending abroad by UK travellers in 2017 totalled £44.8bn, 
domestic expenditure now exceeds this figure at £45.7bn. 
Once the wider value and impacts of outbound travel in tax 
take, GVA and employment are taken into account, it is clear 
that the UK economy is the major benefactor of UK outbound 
travel and that the sector has an important, and too often 
underappreciated, role to play within the UK’s tourism mix.  
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Figure 1: GVA generated by UK outbound travel 2008-17, £m current prices

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017

Source: Cebr analysis

27.0

22.3 22.6
24.8 24.9

27.1

30.8
32.5

35.6
37.1



5 Driving Growth: the economic value of outbound travel to the UK 

ECONOMIC CONTRIBUTION

Table 2: UK domestic expenditure on outbound travel by product category in 2017

Table 3: UK expenditure on outbound travel, 2014 – 2017, £m Table 4: Spend abroad 
v spend in the UK

£44.8bn

Expenditure overseas 
by UKresidents

Duty Free & Airport snacks and drinks

Clothes and shoes

Books, newspapers, magazines & entertainment

Sun-tan lotion, toiletries and pharmaceuticals

Consumer electronics, cameras & accessories 

Sunglasses and accessories

£5,567m

£1,615m

£678m

£824m

£1,784m

£994m

Source: TSAs, Cebr analysis
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Source: ONS Regional Value of Tourism dataset, Cebr analysis

£45.7bn

Expenditure on outbound 
travelin the UK before 
departure

Growth of 99% since 2014 
indicates sharp growth in consumer 

spending on electronic items, 
such as smartphones and 

digital photography



Outbound travel directly supports 220,700 jobs in 2017  
(Full-time Equivalent – FTE), which equates to 0.82% of total 
UK employment. This amounts to a total of some 262,500 jobs 
including some 173,200 full-time positions, 83,700 part-time 
employees and 5,600 self-employed workers in 2017. 

Apart from a minor decline in 2013, job numbers in the sector 
have continued year on year growth since 2011. In our 2015 
report, we estimated that employment would reach 2008 
levels by 2020. However, the sector has exceeded expectations, 
and in 2016, the number of employees overtook the level it 
was at in 2008, further cementing the sector’s recovery and 
importance to the economy since the economic crash. 

The outbound travel sector has higher levels of FTE employment 
than many other well-known important industries. For example, 
the sector sustains more jobs than the entire industry dedicated 
to wholesale and retail distribution of motor vehicles, and  
motorcycles and more jobs than the UK’s combined iron and 
steel manufacturing industries. 

However, the employment benefits of the outbound travel  
sector are not limited to its direct job creation. Once the 
impacts of outbound travel spending are examined within the 
wider supply chain, we see that the sector supports a total of 
526,000 FTE jobs in 2017. This aggregate jobs contribution is 
equivalent to 1.95% of total employment in the UK, and is 
19.5% larger than it was in 2014, with an annual growth of 
6.2% between 2015-17. Outbound travel’s aggregate  
employment impact is 12.2% higher than in 2008. 

The spending of the outbound travel sector creates a significant 
number of jobs in retail and the financial services. For every  
one FTE job in the outbound travel sector, an additional 1.39 
FTE jobs are supported in the wider economy through the  
supply chains supporting the sector. The outbound travel  
sector is hugely important for these households, paying £9.4 
billion in wages, salaries and other non-salary benefits. When 
supply chains are taken into account the sector’s aggregate 
contribution to household income was £19.7 billion in 2017. 

Accounting for direct and indirect taxes, outbound travel 
generated a significant £6.4 billion in revenue for the UK 
Exchequer in 2017. This equates to 1.1% of HMRC’s tax take. 
This revenue is made up of VAT, indirect taxes such as Air 

Passenger Duty (APD), and taxes on production, etc. 

The largest revenue intake linked to outbound travel is from 
indirect taxes, including Air Passenger Duty (APD), which 
contribute a combined £4.9 billion.  

CREATING AND SUSTAINING JOBS 

TAX CONTRIBUTION
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Figure 5: Employment supported by UK outbound travel (FTE), 2008-17 
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Figure 6: Tax contributions of the outbound travel industry 2017, £m

Indirect taxes (including APD)

Taxes on production (business rates, VED)

Corporation tax

Income tax and employees’ NICs

Total

                                                                     4,902   (2.2%)

343   (1.2%)

  529   (1.0%)

    610   (0.2%)

                                                                                               6,383   (1.1%)
Source: ONS, HMRC, Cebr analysis
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WEST MIDLANDS
32,326 / £1,559m / £2,144m

WALES
12,373 / £639m / £792m

SOUTH WEST
22,573 / £1,174m / £1,456m

LONDON
119,756 / £12,237m / £17,097m

SOUTH EAST
99,789 / £6,840m / £9,361m

NORTH WEST
74,428 / £4,330m / £5,687m

YORKSHIRE & THE HUMBER
17,088 / £841m / £1,047m

EAST MIDLANDS
13,342 / £667m / £856m

EAST OF ENGLAND
45,098 / £2,637m / £3,507m

NORTH EAST
13,824 / £748m / £1,065m

NORTHERN IRELAND
5,317 / £296m / £390m

SCOTLAND
28,291 / £1,871m / £2,287m

0,0 Aggregate employment contribution (Full Time Equivalent)

£m Aggregate GVA contribution

£m Regional spending 2014 Source: Cebr analysis

UK AT A GLANCE



ABOUT ABTA

Email: publicaffairs@abta.co.uk

Web: abta.com

Twitter: @ABTAmembers

ABTA Ltd

Post: 30 Park Street, London, SE1 9EQ

Tel: +44 (0)20 3117 0500

ABTA has been a trusted travel brand for over 65 years. 
Our purpose is to help our Members to grow their  
businesses successfully and sustainably, and to help 
their customers travel with confidence. 

The ABTA brand stands for support, protection and  
expertise. This means consumers have confidence in 
ABTA and a strong trust in ABTA Members. These  
qualities are core to us as they ensure that holidaymakers 
remain confident in the holiday products that they buy 
from our Members. 

We help our Members and their customers navigate 
through today’s changing travel landscape by raising 

standards in the industry; offering schemes of financial 
protection; providing an independent complaints  
resolution service should something go wrong; giving 
guidance on issues from sustainability to health and 
safety and by presenting a united voice to government 
to ensure the industry and the public get a fair deal.

ABTA currently has around 1,200 Members with a 
combined annual UK turnover of £38 billion. For more 
details about what we do, what being an ABTA Member 
means and how we help the British public travel with 
confidence, visit abta.com. 

ABOUT CEBR

The Centre for Economics and Business Research 
(Cebr) is an independent economics consultancy 
providing analysis, forecasts and strategic advice to 
major multinationals, financial institutions, government 
departments, charities and trade bodies. Cebr provides 
business solutions, using economics as a means to an 
end. Based on detailed and robust forecasts and analysis, 
we help clients take informed decisions, establish 
themselves as ‘thought leaders’ in their specialist areas 

and get their opinions across to government or other 
stakeholders.

In undertaking the study for ABTA, Cebr used the 
most up-to-date data available from the UK Office 
for National Statistics. All calculations and estimates 
were made using data from these official sources and 
combining them with Cebr’s economic methods and 
models. 

ABOUT THIS REPORT

This report was commissioned by ABTA – The Travel  
Association and compiled by the Centre for Economic 
and Business Research (Cebr). The data is from 2018 and 
demonstrate the value of the UK outbound travel sector 
to the countries of the EU27. Unless sourced otherwise, 
all data is from the report.

For this study, the Cebr has isolated those parts of the  
relevant broad sectors of the economy that are either 
(i) geared to the provision of the goods and services that 
form part of the outbound travel offering; or (ii) exist as  
a direct result of outbound travel or, rather, that might  
not exist if it were not for UK outbound travel.

CONTACT US


