
ACC SUBCOMMITTEE ON STATISTICAL ACTIVITIES SA/2000/10/Add.3
Thirty-fourth session 17 August 2000
Washington, D.C., 20-22 September 2000
Item 12 of the provisional agenda

QUALITY ASSURANCE, ARRANGEMENTS WITH COMMON
QUESTIONNAIRES AND CONFLICTING STATISTICS

Note by the
Department of Statistics and Economic Measurement of Tourism

World Tourism Organization (WTO)

1. Presentation

The statistical task within the WTO Secretariat relates, among others, on the
following three main initiatives:

• to compile statistical data which allow to approach the work on international
comparability related to the economic impacts of tourism;

• to propose standards that might be used by the international community in
the methodological design of the System of Tourism Statistics (STS) and the
Tourism Satellite Account (TSA);

• to propose programs of technical assistance, in order that countries may
implement and develop those standards approved by the United Nations
Statistical Commission (UNSC).

Traditionally, the work related to the compilation and dissemination of data (that
is, the first of the three aspects mentioned above) has been realized by
obtaining the statistical data from the National Tourism Administrations or the
National Statistical Offices of the different countries through questionnaires
designed ad hoc. Due to missing information, some estimates had been
elaborated by the WTO Secretariat in order to obtain data at the regional and
world levels. The WTO Secretariat maintains a continuous contact with the
National bodies in charge of statistics, in order to avoid inconsistencies among
the data transmitted in response to the questionnaires and the data available at
the Database.

Recently, it has been decided to stop the publication of the estimated data for
different reasons:

• first, due to the criticism received in the Statistics Department from those
countries that observed that the official WTO publications contained data
which had not been sent by their official Statistical bodies.



• second, because these estimates were not elaborated according to a strict
and systematic procedure (in terms of statistical and/or econometric
methodology) used in all cases.

•  third, because it is felt that it does not correspond to the WTO Secretariat to
estimate those figures that are requested at a given moment but that can be
received after a certain delay from the time of the request.

(Nevertheless, it must be taken into consideration that the WTO Secretariat
elaborates estimates in order to publish regional and world totals. The
information provided has been modified in such a way that only those figures
provided by the Tourism Administration / Statistical Office in a country are
published).

Forecasts are not prepared on a regular way. At present, the WTO Secretariat
has published estimates on tourism trends for the years 2010 and 2020,
obtained through the use of an econometric model developed by a consultant.

2. Tourism statistics: some general comments

First of all it should be stated that the institutional role of WTO does not need
forecasts or estimated procedures on statistical data with reference to the
economic impact of tourism.

Moreover, it is a fact that the tourism phenomenon is more volatile than other
social phenomena (such as demographics) and that it does not exist a
contrasted and/or generally accepted economic theory on the formation of
tourism demand, since non economic variables have a weight of their own when
explaining tourism flows (such as “residents in the country of reference
- inbound tourism -, “residents of the country of reference” – domestic tourism –
and “residents outside the country of reference”).

In some way, theoretical limitations related to the analysis of tourism (such as
the phenomenon of economic transcendence) are also due to the fact that the
available indicators are practically based (at least for most of the countries) on
data of a physical character (arrivals, overnight stays, etc.). In fact, not even
monetary data (tourism receipts obtained from the Balance of Payments) can
be considered as a strict reliable estimate of the expenditure by non-resident
visitors in the country (due, in fact, to the limitations of information that the
statisticians in charge of the elaboration of the Balance of Payments have when
estimating these items).

All these circumstances make us realize that the international comparability of
data referred to common concepts and/or common indicators (number of
arrivals of non-resident tourists, overnight stays of resident and non-resident
tourists, average expenditure by non-resident visitors, etc.) is far from having a
rigurous statistical background.

3. Statistical data and international comparability: the tourism case



International comparability is an aim in itself and one that needs to be achieved
on a gradual basis for reasons that may appear obvious but are perhaps worth
specifying nonetheless:

• first, because it requires the prior establishment of specific
recommendations relative to the concepts, definitions and classifications
required to structure the frame of reference for the corresponding System of
Tourism Statistics (STS),

• second, because countries have unequal levels of statistical infrastructure,
as a result of which it would be unrealistic to expect to be uniform the pace
at which these recommendations are introduced and the actual coverage of
those applied to be uniform. In fact, national STS have been developed
without a global conceptual framework. Consequently, the comparability of
statistical data on tourism is affected by such a circumstance,

• third, because the specific operationalization of these concepts and
definitions by each country can condition, a posteriori, the accuracy of the
corresponding comparisons. For instance, the definition of tourism (“the
activities of persons travelling to and staying in places outside their usual
environment for not more than one consecutive year for leisure, business
and other purposes”) is both broad and general (broad because it includes
not only personal trips but also trips made primarily for business; and
general, because it does not attempt to operationalize the concept of usual
environment). Each country is therefore free to use its own criteria in order
to arrive at a practical application and reflects its own particular
circumstances. Consequently, the international comparability of domestic
tourism movements associated to second homes for tourism use (that, in
principle, by definition should be located in another municipality or
department than the one of main residence) has limitations for lack of
common criteria.

Another point refers to the fact that some tourism commodities are not
purchased only by visitors and it will be necessary to establish the share in the
value of the production of the different industries strictly associated to visitor
consumption. It is without saying that the measure of the economic impacts of
tourism through the Tourism Gross Domestic Product (TGDP), which is perhaps
the aggregate of greatest interest for the economic analysis of tourism, presents
difficulties when establishing the corresponding ratios.

Another consideration (and not necessarily the last one) relates to the
possibilities of international comparison of tourism expenditure by non-
residents. In fact, the absence of a statistical universe that may serve to extend
survey results (obtained through surveys to a sample of visitors) conditions the
meaning of national estimates.

This is the reason why the WTO understands that it is obliged to play an active
role in international comparability of the results of statistical operations. It is to
be recalled that statistical operations, even if they have a standardized



character (and this is a privilege that very few countries can take pride of), and
even if they use the same concepts and definitions, many times the results of
the operations are not comparable.

Consequently, on considering the level reached in the international
comparability of basic tourism statistics, the development of each national STS
provides an initial benchmark for analysing the extent of the progress hitherto
made in this field. Both WTO and EUROSTAT, for instance, have published
recently exercises in this respect, based on conventional approaches using
structured questionnaires to be filled in by the respondent and on the basis of
which it is possible to identify the general features of those statistical operations
used to estimate concepts and definitions.

For this type of exercise –this at least is how the WTO exercise was designed-
specific information on the statistical approach used to estimate the
corresponding variables is not generally collected. Both an analysis of the
questionnaires used in these operations and the procedures used to break
down and record the information captured, the actual generation of results, etc.
would make it possible to go one step further and would doubtless serve to
underline relevant differences regarding the way in which the concepts and
definitions that form part of international standards are operationalized.

WTO has launched a process of internal reflection on how to develop a more
active role in this field, both in relation to the specific tourism operations that are
essential for analysing tourism activity –as is the case with the demand surveys
used to quantify the characteristics of the three forms of tourism (domestic,
inbound and outbound)- and in relation to the reception and subsequent
dissemination of their results and those of other operations that the various
countries submit to the WTO organization on a regular basis.


