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	 T	 17

Executive summary

GCC outbound tourism has grown ten-fold since 1990, with international tourism departures 

estimated to have crossed the 40 million mark in 2015. International tourism expenditure has also 

risen exponentially to cross an estimated USD 60 billion in 2015. 

Travel from the GCC to Europe has seen significant growth over the past several years. It was the 

ninth fastest growing long-haul source market for Europe over the period 2010 to 2015, recording 

16% growth in tourist arrivals and over 3% increase in tourism expenditure. Its contribution in 

terms of overnights is much more significant, due to the high average length of stay.

Even with modest growth, in the five-year period 2015 to 2020, the GCC is expected to remain one 

of the top ten contributors to visits and nights growth for Europe.

Long-haul travel to international destinations, including Europe, from the GCC is led by its citizens, 

although non-nationals (expatriates) also travel overseas, including to Europe. The majority are in 

the age group of 18–54 years, more males than females.

Holiday travel tends to largely be family-oriented with younger and older family members also 

forming the multi-generational travel party.  

Primary research conducted among GCC nationals reveals that the top five drivers to holiday 

in Europe are its scenic beauty and natural landscapes, good (cool) weather compared to the 

high temperatures in the GCC, diversity of cultural and historical attractions, diversity of holiday 

experiences and activities, and ease of accessibility.

Ease of multi-country travel with Schengen visa and shopping for high quality, luxury products are 

some of the other key motivations to holiday in Europe.

Among non-visitors to Europe, the top five barriers to holiday in Europe have been: lack 

of opportunity to visit, high cost of holiday, need for advance planning, perception of lack of 

availability of Halal food and difficulty in getting visa. 

In terms of image perceptions, Europe is seen as an aspirational holiday destination, especially 

by potential first time visitors, who consider it to be a prestigious, world-class destination, with 

positive high status connotations. 

Europe also attracts high repeat visitation, and the majority of visitors are satisfied with their visit 

and would highly recommend Europe to their friends and relatives. 
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Overall, Europe is well perceived for its natural beauty, diverse landscape, history, culture and 

good weather. It is well regarded as a destination that offers great diversity in holiday types and 

holiday experiences, and shopping for luxury fashion and designer brands. These are Europe’s 

main marketing strengths.

Ease of accessibility, well-developed transport infrastructure and ease of multi-country travel are 

other perceived strengths of Europe among potential visitors from the GCC. 

On the other hand, perceptions of lack of cultural affinity, safety and security concerns, fear of 

harassment, and high cost of holiday can be considered as Europe’s main marketing weaknesses. 

Lack of availability of Halal food and language issues (particularly in non-English speaking areas 

of Europe) are other potential negative aspects associated with holidaying in Europe.

The key opportunities for Europe lie in its strong appeal as a tourism brand that offers diversity 

in destinations, tourism products and holiday experiences, catering to the interests of different 

customer segments. 

Increasingly, GCC travellers to Europe are a mix of solo travellers, group travellers, couples and 

families, although families are still the dominant travel group among GCC nationals. As a result, 

opportunities exist for promoting multi-destination holidays and Pan-European thematic holiday 

experiences that would appeal to different customer segments.

The main threat for Europe comes from the intensifying global competition from short/medium 

haul as well as long-haul destinations in Asia, Africa, Middle East and the Americas. 

GCC destinations such as the United Arab Emirates (mainly Dubai and Abu Dhabi) and Saudi 

Arabia can themselves be considered as potential competitors for short holidays as they continue 

to invest in world-class tourism projects in a bid to encourage domestic and regional tourism. 

Factors such as fluctuations in currency exchange rates, natural or man-made disasters, political 

instability and economic downturn could also have negative impacts on tourism flows to Europe 

(at least in the short term), if cost, access and safety and security of visitors is adversely affected.

Recommendations for promoting Europe as a destination brand in the GCC

It is recommended that European tourism should focus on promoting specific tourism products, 

Pan-European themes and destinations targeting the ‘best prospect’ customer segments in the 

GCC, namely the family segment and the youth segment (millennials).

Given that the European Travel Commission’s marketing activity is principally focussed on 

promoting Europe through its visiteurope.com website and online social media channels, a number 

of e-marketing activities are proposed to reach the GCC consumers. These include:

–– Create original content: blogposts, photos, videos to inspire the GCC traveller;

–– Use Instagram to post inspiring imagery (nature, landscape);

–– Activate and maintain presence on all key social media channels;

–– Develop interactive digital maps, showcasing key attractions across Europe;
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–– Provide information on Halal gastronomy in Europe;

–– Launch online campaigns/contests to create awareness and inspire travel to Europe;

–– Use influencer marketing to promote tourism products and Pan-European themes;

–– Use local bloggers to create original content in native language; and

–– Harness user-generated content showcasing visitors’ first-hand experiences in Europe.

In addition, partnerships with traditional travel agents, online travel agencies (OTAs), airlines and 

other travel trade organisations to promote multi-country tourism packages to Europe would be 

recommended. 

Search engine marketing (Google) and social network advertising will further help generate high 

visibility for Destination Europe.  
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