
SUBMISSION FROM BOB DOWNIE 
 
A VISION FOR SIGNIFICANTLY IMPROVING SCOTTISH TOURISM 
 
1. (This paper was originally submitted to the Committee in 2008 and, if anything, the 
argument for this approach is even stronger) 
 
2. Whatever our ambitions to try and grow the value of tourism to Scotland, for example 
by the much heralded (and equally ridiculed) £2.2b between now and 2015, it is 
increasingly clear that the most sustainable route to growth will be by persuading those 
who already have a greater propensity to spend their time and money in Scotland, to do 
so increasingly more often and to recommend to their family and friends that they do 
likewise. 
 
3. In reality, for this virtuous cycle to succeed, either the price of our tourism and 
hospitality products need to become so low that it would be ‘daft not to’ spend your time 
and money here, or the superior quality of the overall customer experience on offer in 
Scotland gives us a competitive advantage over similarly priced destinations. However 
the economic reality of our labour market, and other relatively high fixed costs, is that 
the former option is simply not possible, leaving the latter route as the only realistic way 
forward assuming a blinkered do nothing different approach is unpalatable.  
 
4. In essence Scotland has to become ‘A destination of first choice, for a high 
quality, value for money, and memorable experience delivered by a passionate 
and skilled workforce’. 
 
5. It therefore follows that if our future success, or indeed survival of over 20,000 
businesses employing over 200,000 people, is reliant on the quality of the overall visitor 
experience then we must focus much more of our resources on managing and 
improving the overall visitor experience. We should also not overlook the fact that  50% 
of the customer experience is emotional, with regard to perceptions of hospitality and 
service, and has nothing to do with the actual ‘product’ that is being consumed. In doing 
so our most important, and collective, asset has to become the quality of the 
relationships that we have with our customers. Since they will largely determine what if 
any competitive advantage we have, and without this competitive advantage we will 
always struggle to fulfil our potential, irrespective how much money is spent on 
marketing a product that ranges from magnificent to mediocre. Indeed it is this very 
inconsistency of a quality experience that is our single biggest challenge.    
 
6. Given that, with a very few exceptions, customers are usually most tourist 
destination’s most scarce resource the onus is clearly on Scottish Tourism plc (private 
and public) to do much more to significantly improve the overall quality of our products 
and services in order to deliver real value to our customers, before we can ever expect 
to get more value from them. It is perhaps therefore no real surprise that, as a broad 
generalisation, the lack of a significant change in attitudes towards continuous 
improvement, the importance of quality standards and developing businesses (the 



buildings and the people) has to date resulted in, at best, a stand still position with 
regard to the value of tourism to Scotland ie approximately the same £2.1b per annum 
as was the case in 2005 when the original ambition to grow target was set. More 
worryingly early indications show that in 2008 it actually fell below where we were at in 
2005 and it is probably time to abandon showboating targets and instead concentrate 
on improving the quality and consistency of the products on offer and the money will 
follow.        
 
7. Much can be made, and probably always has been made, of extraneous 
extraordinary exceptional events elsewhere however the old adage that ‘you get the 
competition that you deserve’ has a worrying ring to it particularly when other 
destinations are doing much more to offer a superior quality of products, services and 
value for money. It is also true that customer’s expectations of quality service are 
accelerating much quicker than any (perceived) improvements in the quality on offer. 
Nevertheless both at the individual, business and the corporate Scotland level we have 
to embark on this journey or we will fall even further behind and it will take a greatly 
disproportionate effort to try and ‘play catch-up’.                              
 
8. So where do we start ? Having Best Practice as a common denominator throughout 
our industry the length and breadth of the country, is certainly a useful starting point. In 
doing so it would help engender a greater degree of employee pride and consumer 
confidence. However it would only be the starting point, perhaps even an essential 
prerequisite, before we can realistically expect any sustainable growth of the magnitude 
still envisaged. It is therefore quite a challenge - just to sustain existing values of 
tourism expenditure in an ever increasingly competitive marketplace.    
 
9. If the notion of Best Practice is incomprehensible to some, then the more basic 
fundamentals of Cleanliness, Friendliness, Good Service, and Good Value for Money 
(and time) must move much further up the agenda, and indeed become the bedrock of 
Scottish tourism. To date it has probably been too easy for some businesses to cite 
shallow excuses for failing to grasp that having the desire to display a customer focused 
hospitable attitude should have been one of the key reasons why they entered the 
industry in the first place. For those more doubtful of the logic of this approach perhaps 
the realisation that it costs five times as much to gain a new customer as it does to 
retain an existing customer may help the penny to drop faster and further.  
 
10. Having a consistently good product is in itself the best and most sustainable 
marketing campaign that any business, industry, or indeed country can have, yet 
proportionately Visit Scotland spends approximately ten times as much on traditional 
marketing activities as it does on raising quality standards. Whilst it would be too easy 
to buy into the old adage that ‘half the money we spend on marketing is wasted but we 
don’t know which half’ there has to be a much more serious discussion around why 
raising quality standards at a national level is not taken as seriously as would appear to 
be necessary and funded accordingly by the appropriate public agencies. 
 



11, Many might argue that it is for the industry to raise its own game and improve quality 
standards without the need for public sector assistance, be it simply advice or subsidy. 
However if the reality is that the projected ‘return on capital employed’ makes any such 
improvements commercially illogical, even if the funds were available from the banks to 
do so, then few businesses would undertake them and the status quo frustratingly 
prevails to the detriment of the national interest.    
 
12. In the past the old Scottish Tourist Board (STB) certainly had the statutory power to 
intervene more vigorously where there was evidence of ‘market failure’ but this power 
was taken away from them in 1993 and transferred to Scottish Enterprise (SE) where it 
remains as of today - albeit lost within a general Function to develop any industry and 
compete for internal resources accordingly. At that time (1993) it was almost certainly 
the correct decision because in the eyes of many the STB had lost some direction and 
the relatively new SE was still basking on the success of the old Scottish Development 
Agency (SDA) and the Highlands and Islands Development Board (HIDB). 
 
13. Since then much has obviously changed in the political landscape and Scottish 
Enterprise, no longer with its local enterprise companies governed by local business 
leaders, has effectively lost much of its micro economic development raison d’être to 
local authorities who themselves have little or no uncommitted finance, never mind the 
necessary industry borne expertise, to take a more hands on approach to improving 
individual tourism businesses. 
 
14. This leaves an uneasy void, with SE still having the statutory responsibility to 
develop Scottish tourism but in effect now only concentrating on larger projects of a 
‘national interest’ that can demonstrate significant Gross Value Added benefits . There 
is however probably an acceptable rationale for SE continuing to take the lead on very 
large tourism projects that are indeed truly of a national economic development interest. 
Similarly there is probably an acceptable rationale for local authorities taking an 
increased role in local economic development, local regeneration and also now 
managing the Business Gateway ‘advice shops’ that provide a one stop approach, 
primarily to encourage any new business start ups.  
 
15. So as a generalisation SE are no longer as directly interested in helping improve or 
develop individual tourism businesses beyond broad brush national programmes, and 
local authorities neither have the expertise nor financial resources to do so. It is 
therefore no surprise that Visit Scotland staff can often find themselves in an 
uncomfortable statutory responsibility ‘no man’s land’, torn between the failings of the 
businesses that they are dealing with (when gauged against the national interest in 
growing tourism revenues by 50%) and their organisation’s official remit not to get 
involved in business development.     
 
16. However this ‘market failure’ on the part of the public sector was highlighted by the 
Scottish Parliament’s own Economy, Energy & Tourism Committee Report in May 08 
when it recommended 
 



 ‘that the Scottish Government should give serious consideration to a closer alignment 
of tourism product development and investment within the national tourist board, which 
has the expertise and capacity in both areas. The separation of related funding such as 
quality/product improvements and marketing is simply not a good example of joined up 
thinking or integrated operations’.  
 
17. If the ambition to grow the value of tourism to Scotland by £2.1b over the next five 
years is still an economic and social regeneration priority then there needs to be a 
fundamental change to ‘who does what’ with regard to developing Scottish tourism 
businesses and improving quality standards therein. Driving this change process has to 
be a significant investment in developing managerial skills (why is it only 10% of tourism 
graduates enter the industry ?) and ensuring that the necessary funding support is 
available to improve the businesses that need to improve ‘for the greater good’ but can 
not afford to do so on their own.   
 
18. In an ideal scenario there would be a single Scottish Tourism Development Agency 
armed with the appropriate powers and budget to drive forward and stimulate this 
growth ambition. This vision is beyond the current Parliament, despite it being all but 
recommended by its 2008 Inquiry into Tourism.  
 
19. What is however within the gift of the current Parliament is to give Visit Scotland the 
statutory power and funding required to improve and develop the quality of Scotland’s 
indigenous tourism industry, including where necessary, direct intervention, grant 
support and soft loans.  Given the scale of economic benefits on offer, and the 
importance of tourism to the Scottish economy, I can see no downside to both Agencies 
having the ability to help us develop a world class tourism product.  
 
20. If anybody still doubts the necessity of this approach recent research undertaken by 
economic consultants Deloitte on behalf of Visit Britain in early 2009 concluded by 
stating that ‘ultimately the quality of the visitor experience and therefore ability to 
increase the value added premium depends upon coordination amongst agencies, 
targeted marketing, adaptability and investment in long term drivers that will help the 
Visitor Economy remain competitive, grow and in doing so strengthen its contribution to 
the UK economy. 
 
21. More worryingly it also recommended the establishment of a Visit England ‘charged 
with driving growth and excellence in England’. Today’s economic climate is not the 
time to be blasé about our perceived advantages over a destination from which we 
currently attract the majority of our visitors.       
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