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BACKGROUND 
 

Two decades ago, then-Philadelphia Mayor Ed Rendell, then-Pennsylvania Governor Tom Ridge, and President 

and CEO of the Pew Charitable Trusts Rebecca Rimel had a shared vision of the “golden promise” of the 

Philadelphia region as a leisure destination. Recognizing that Philadelphia was being “outspent and outhustled” by 

nearby cities in the competition for hospitality dollars, these government and civic leaders founded the Greater 

Philadelphia Tourism Marketing Corporation (now Visit Philadelphia) as a three-year experiment with the goals of 

building the region’s image and getting more people to stay overnight.  

 

From this three-year experiment, Visit Philadelphia has grown over two decades into an industry leader, and 

Philadelphia’s profile as a tourism destination has grown. Since the organization began marketing in 1997, the 

region has welcomed nearly 700 million visitors, and increased the share staying overnight. This influx of out-of-

town dollars has led to increases in the city and region’s hotel product, and to growth in employment in tourism-

related businesses like attractions and restaurants.  

 

Importantly, the 1997-2016 period has broadly been a time of growth for the tourism industry, which has overcome 

the events of 9/11 and the great recession to post increases in industrywide activity and economic impact. Growth 

in tourism activity has also been seen in competitive east coast destinations like Boston, New York, Washington 

DC and Baltimore. This benchmarking report analyzes three key metrics to provide context for the growth of 

Philadelphia’s tourism sector relative to national growth and the performance of competitive east coast destinations: 

 

• Overnight leisure visitation growth, based on data from Longwoods International; 

• Hotel room night growth, based on data from Smith Travel Research 

• Tourism sector employment growth, based on data from the federal Bureau of Labor Statistics 

 

These comparisons of third-party data indicate that while the tourism industry provided a “rising tide,” 

Philadelphia’s growth exceeded the national benchmark on each of these metrics, and frequently exceeded 

growth rates in competitive destinations. These results demonstrate that the dedicated tourism promotion strategy 

envisioned by the organization’s founders has paid dividends for the Philadelphia region, attracting a greater share 

of activity in a highly competitive environment. These out-of-town dollars have served as a key component of 

Philadelphia’s economic development, supporting local employment and amenities, attracting further investment, 

and building the local tax base. 
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OVERNIGHT LEISURE VISITATION GROWTH 
 

Trends in overnight leisure visitation serve as an important indicator of the appeal of a destination. Attracting more 

discretionary visitors for an overnight stay indicates that a destination is increasingly seen as a place of choice. 

 

Visitation to Philadelphia by trip type (day, overnight) and trip purpose (business, leisure) has been tracked since 

1997 using a mix of traveler survey data from Longwoods International and industry metrics (such as hotel, 

attraction and transportation provider data). These data sets allow for a comparison of growth in overnight leisure 

visitation (among domestic visitors) to Greater Philadelphia with the national growth in overnight leisure travel.1 This 

comparison shows that overnight leisure visitation to Greater Philadelphia grew at more than 3x the national 

rate during this period: 

 

• Overnight leisure visitation to the Philadelphia region more than doubled over the twenty year period from 

1997 to 2016, growing from 7.3 million visitors in 1997 to 14.7 million in 2016. This means that the region 

saw an additional 7.4 million overnight leisure visits in 2016 relative to 1997, a growth rate of 101 percent. 

 

• In comparison, national overnight leisure trips grew by 31 percent over the 1997-2016, growing from 1.09 

billion in 1997 to 1.43 billion in 2016.  

 

 

Source: Longwoods International, Econsult Solutions 

 

Over this time period, overnight leisure visitation to Greater Philadelphia has grown faster than any other 

segment, and outpaced total visitation growth of 58 percent.  

                                                
1 Comparable overnight leisure visitation estimates are not available for competitive cities, since visitation reported through surveys has not been 
reconciled with other observed industry indicators in a comparable manner. The appendix to this report contains further detail on the data sources, 
definitions and geographies for each component of the analysis. 
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HOTEL ROOM NIGHT GROWTH 
 

Hotel industry performance represents a central benchmark of the health and vitality of an area’s tourism industry. 

Growth in hotel stays leads to increased visitor spending across the local economy (in restaurants, shops, 

attractions, etc.) and also triggers investment in new hotel projects by developers and hotel brands. This investment, 

in turn, generates more hospitality jobs and more out-of-town dollars injected into the local economy.  

 

Data provider Smith Travel Research tracks industry performance over time and across geographies, allowing for 

a comparison of growth in occupied room nights in Philadelphia and competitive destinations over the past two 

decades. This comparison shows that hotel room night sales in downtown Philadelphia grew at more than 2x 

the national average, and grew faster than major competitors:  

 

• Occupied hotel rooms nights in downtown Philadelphia increased by 77 percent from 1997 to 2016, growing 

from 1.79 million in 1997 to 3.18 million in 2016. This increase is more than double the national growth in 

occupied rooms (36 percent) over this period. 

 

• Philadelphia’s growth of 77 percent exceeded the growth rates in Boston (67 percent), New York (65 

percent), Baltimore (50 percent) and Washington DC (35 percent) during this period.  

 

 

Source: Smith Travel Research, CBRE 

 

Annual data from CBRE indicates that the leisure segment has fueled the overall growth in downtown room sales, 

growing from roughly 250,000 room nights in 1997 to more than 1 million in 2016. This increase of approximately 

750,000 room nights represents more than half of the total increase in downtown room nights over this 

period. Leisure’s share of occupied rooms grew from 14% in 1997 to 32% in 2016.   

Philadelphia + 77%

New York + 65%

Boston + 67%

Washington + 35%

Baltimore + 50%

National + 36%

-10%

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

80%

90% Growth in Hotel Room Nights, 1997-2016



 

 

  

 

4  VISIT PHILADELPHIA | BENCHMARKING PHILADELPHIA’S VISITATION GROWTH 1997-2016 

 

Econsult Solutions |1435 Walnut Street, 4th Floor |Philadelphia, PA 19102 |215-717-2777 | EconsultSolutions.com 

 

EMPLOYMENT GROWTH 
 

Employment trends in tourism-related sectors (such as accommodations, food service and entertainment) reflect 

the role of spending by out-of-town visitors in the local economy. This translates to growth in the local employment 

base, and to more amenities (like restaurants and attractions) available to visitors and locals alike. 

 

Tourism employment can be tracked and compared over time and between geographies through data from the 

federal Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). This comparison shows that despite lagging overall employment and 

population growth in the Philadelphia region, tourism employment growth has outpaced the national rate.  

 

• Tourism industry employment in Greater Philadelphia grew by 46 percent from 1997 to 2016 (from roughly 

123,000 in 1997 to 179,000 in 2016), exceeding the national growth rate of 42 percent. 

 

• New York and Washington saw more robust overall employment growth during this period, which helped 

to fuel above average increases in tourism employment. 

 

 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Survey 

 

Tourism employment counts are drawn from sectors like accommodations, food service, arts and entertainment 

that are supported by a mix of local and visitor spending. Therefore, growth in the population and employment base 

of a region will lead to increases in tourism employment above and beyond changes in the contributions of  out-of-

town visitors. 

 

Total employment growth for the 1997-2016 time period was just 11 percent for the Philadelphia region, slower than 

the national average of 17 percent, and below the growth rate in each of the competitive east coast destinations. 

Similarly, population growth in the Philadelphia region during this period was just 7.5 percent, well below the national 

rate of 18 percent, and slower than any of the competitive destinations. 
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To isolate demand generated by out-of-town visitors, it is useful to compare the rate of employment growth in the 

tourism sector to overall employment growth in the region. This comparison shows that the growth in tourism 

employment relative to total employment in the Philadelphia region exceeds the relative tourism growth of 

the nation and of competitive markets: 

 

• In the Philadelphia region, tourism employment grew 4.2x faster than total employment over the 1997-2016 

period. This ratio is well above the nation as a whole, where tourism jobs grew at 2.4x the rate of total jobs 

over this period.  

 

• Philadelphia’s tourism growth ratio also exceeds the relative growth of tourism jobs to total jobs in each of 

the competitive markets.  

 

 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics Current Employment Survey 

 

This indicates that Philadelphia’s tourism sector growth is disproportionately driven by growth in out-of-town visitors 

(rather than locals), and that tourism’s share of total employment is growing faster in Philadelphia relative to other 

regions. This underscores the crucial role of the tourism industry in helping the region re-orient its 

employment mix in a post-industrial economy. 

 

Notably, many of Philadelphia’s east coast competitors are major destinations for international tourism, which has 

grown significantly over the 20 year period. These international visitors represent a significant infusion of spending 

(in particular for New York, the nation’s top international destination, which saw international arrivals more than 

double from 5 million in 1997 to 12 million in 2016), helping to fuel growth in tourism employment. Philadelphia is 

more heavily reliant on domestic visitation, which along with the region’s slow population growth constrains the 

growth in tourism-related employment to some degree. 
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SUMMARY 
 

The past two decades have seen a reversal of Philadelphia’s positioning in the highly competitive leisure tourism 

market. A dedicated investment in tourism promotion has helped to attract more visitors and more investment, and 

helped to build the image of the region.  

 

This transformation has also attracted billions in capital investment that has assisted in refreshing and revitalizing 

Philadelphia, helping it to retool its economy and build its international image while still retaining its historic 

character. The tourism economy has also increased the quality of life for locals by supporting the growth in 

restaurants, attractions and retail venues that are enjoyed by tourists and residents alike. This vibrancy helps 

enliven key corners, commercial corridors and neighborhoods within the city, contributing to a virtuous cycle of 

continued visitor, resident and business attraction. 

 

Comparisons of growth trends in overnight leisure visitation, hotel room nights, and tourism employment over the 

past two decades show clearly that Philadelphia has outperformed national trends: 

 

PHILADELPHIA AND NATIONAL TOURISM GROWTH TRENDS, 1997-2016 

Metric National Philadelphia 

Overnight Leisure Visitation Growth 31% 101% 

Hotel Room Night Growth 36% 77% 

Tourism Employment Growth 42% 46% 

Tourism vs. Total Employment Growth 2.4x 4.2x 

Sources: Longwoods International / Econsult Solutions (visitation),  
Smith Travel Research (hotel), Bureau of Labor Statistics (employment) 

 

Philadelphia has also outperformed competitive east coast destinations Boston, New York, Washington DC and 

Baltimore in hotel room night growth, and in the growth in tourism employment relative to total employment. 

Philadelphia’s ability to grow its market share of visitors in a highly competitive industry (and amongst an 

increasingly attractive competitive set) has translated into a significant infusion of external dollars into the local 

economy, supporting employment for regional residents and generating local and state tax revenue. 

 

This benchmarking analysis demonstrates that the Philadelphia region has seen growth in tourism activity over the 

past two decades well beyond the trends seen nationally and in competitive cities. These results show that 

Philadelphia’s dedicated investment in tourism promotion through the creation of Visit Philadelphia has 

paid dividends for the region, its economy, and its residents.  
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APPENDIX: DATA SOURCES, DEFINITIONS AND GEOGRAPHIES 
 

Visitation Data 

 

The visitation analysis compares growth in domestic overnight trips to the 5-county Philadelphia region (Bucks, 

Chester, Delaware, Montgomery, and Philadelphia) to the total volume of overnight leisure trips nationwide. National 

travel estimates are provided by Longwoods International from their Travel USA panel survey, which has been 

conducted quarterly since 1990 and documents the travel activities of hundreds of thousands of Americans each 

year. Greater Philadelphia estimates are based on Longwoods estimates for visitation to the region, and are then 

adjusted using an index modeling approach. This adjustment, calculated by Econsult Solutions, takes into account 

local “on the ground” data on the performance of hotels, attractions, transportation providers as well as employment 

in tourism-related sectors to calibrate visitation estimates on a quarterly and annual basis. 

 

Longwoods defines an overnight trip is any journey for business or pleasure outside your community and not part 

of your normal routine, where you spend one or more nights away from home. Leisure trips are separated from 

business trips based on the trip purpose reported by the traveler. Total trip volume is measured in “person-trips,” 

which are defined as one trip taken by one visitor (such that a party with multiple travelers or a visitor that returned 

multiple times with a year would be count as multiple person-trips).  

 

Hotel Data 

 

The hotel growth analysis is based on a comparison of occupied room nights provided by Smith Travel Research 

(STR). STR is the leading provider of hotel performance data and benchmarking, based on an extensive network 

of agreements with hotel brands to provide confidential performance data. This database is available continuously 

back to 1987. 

 

The unit of analysis is occupied room nights (sometimes called hotel demand, or rooms sold). A single room night 

can have multiple occupants. However, if the same occupant and occupants stay for multiple nights, that will be 

counted as multiple room nights. 

 

Data for Philadelphia represents the central business district (CBD) hotel market, which is inclusive of University 

City. This area represented roughly 45 properties and 11,100 available rooms as of 2016, about 70 percent of the 

citywide supply. Similar CBD definitions (representing the majority of but not the complete citywide supply) are 

utilized for Boston and Washington DC. The New York CBD utilizes covers all of Manhattan, and excludes the other 

boroughs, while the Baltimore analysis covers the full city. Maps of hotels included in STR’s dataset are shown for 

each geography by zip code on the following page. 
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Boston CBD  

82 active hotels, 20,200 room supply 

New York CBD (Manhattan)  

439 active hotels, 93,500 room supply 

Washington DC CBD  

138 active hotels, 29,500 room supply 

Baltimore 

86 active hotels, 11,800 room supply 
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Employment Data 

 

Employment data is derived from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), a federal agency within the Department of 

Labor that produces the most robust and widely used analyses of the labor market (such as the unemployment 

rate). The BLS reports employment in the “leisure and hospitality supersector” on a monthly and annual basis within 

its Current Employment Statistics (CES) program. The supersector includes the Accommodations, Food Service, 

Arts, Recreation and Entertainment sectors. This data is tracked with a consistent methodology between regions 

and over time, and thus can be compared to understand relative growth rates for the 1997-2016 period. 

 

Since BLS data is not universally available at the city level, this comparison uses “metropolitan divisions” (as defined 

by the BLS) as the unit of analysis for each region. These divisions generally include the central city and immediately 

adjacent counties, and are smaller than the full Metropolitan Statistical Area (MSA). For Philadelphia, this is defined 

as the five county region (Bucks, Chester, Delaware, Montgomery and Philadelphia counties), which has a 

population of roughly 4.1 million as of 2016. Similar groupings are chosen for the other regions, which are shown 

(along with their 2016 population) on the maps on the following page. 

 
 

About Econsult Solutions, Inc. 

 

This report was produced by Econsult Solutions, Inc. (“ESI”). ESI is a Philadelphia-based economic consulting firm 

that provides businesses and public policy makers with economic consulting services in urban economics, real 

estate economics, transportation, public infrastructure, development, public policy and finance, community and 

neighborhood development, planning, as well as expert witness services for litigation support. Its principals are 

nationally recognized experts in urban development, real estate, government and public policy, planning, 

transportation, non-profit management, business strategy and administration, as well as litigation and commercial 

damages. Staff members have outstanding professional and academic credentials, including active positions at the 

university level, wide experience at the highest levels of the public policy process and extensive consulting 

experience.  
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Boston-Cambridge-Newton, MA NECTA Division 

Pop: 4.4 million 

New York-Jersey City-White Plains, NY-NJ 

Metropolitan Division Pop: 14.8 million 

Washington-Arlington-Alexandria, DC-VA-MD-WV 

Metropolitan Division Pop: 4.8 million 

Baltimore-Columbia-Towson, MD MSA  

Pop: 2.8 million 


