
 

 

Outdoor trumps indoor as pandemic devastates 
Scotland’s visitor attractions 
 

• Latest data reveals an overall drop of over 47% on pre-pandemic figures  

• Slump in international visitors expected to last until 2025 

• Domestic market vital for the survival of Scotland’s leading attractions 
 

 
Outdoor visitor attractions fared much better than museums and indoor sites last year, as COVID-19 
continued to devastate Scotland’s visitor attractions sector. 
 
New figures, published today by ASVA, the Association of Scottish Visitor Attractions, in conjunction 
with Glasgow Caledonian University’s Moffat Centre for Travel and Tourism Development, reveal 
overall visitor numbers were more than 47% down on pre-pandemic levels. 
 
Last year’s most visited paid-entry attraction was Edinburgh Zoo, with 632,122 visitors, whilst 
perennial top free attraction – the National Museum of Scotland – was the year’s top free attraction 
once again, with 660,741 visitors. A drop in visitors of more than 1.5 million, when compared to 
2019 figures, however, illustrates that it was a very challenging year for this iconic venue, as it was 
for virtually all indoor attractions.  
 
Paid-entry attractions welcomed just over 9 million visitors during 2021, compared to over 20 million 
in 2019 (a drop of 55%), whilst free venues had just over 20.2 million visitors last year compared to 
35.5 million in 2019 (a drop of just over 43%).   
 
Outdoor, family-themed attractions, and sites with grounds and open-air activities, fared much 
better in general than predominantly indoor sites – reflecting continued consumer anxieties about 
infection transmission risks in enclosed spaces.   
 
Figures from attractions that offer primarily indoor experiences highlight the extent to which visitor 
numbers have been affected by the past two years of the pandemic. Stirling Castle had 148,581 
visitors in 2021 – an 88.1% increase from its 2020 total of 79,000, however it saw a 75.6% decrease 
from its 2019 total of 609,698. Glasgow’s Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum had 288,212 visitors in 
2021, an 84.3% drop from its 2019 pre-pandemic total of 1,832,097.  
 
Despite the fact that Scotland’s attractions sector had – and continues to have – the highest 
standards of COVID-mitigating measures in place, public health messaging recommending that 
people avoid potentially crowded places meant that it was impossible for much of the sector to 
trade to its full potential. For the vast majority of attractions, there was no opportunity for any 
business recovery from the pandemic last year due to continued COVID restrictions.  



 
Gordon Morrison, Chief Executive of ASVA, which represents more than 500 sites across Scotland, 
said: “Whilst visitor numbers in 2021 were up on the previous year, the latest figures highlight what 
a uniquely challenging time the visitor attractions sector, and wider tourism industry, has 
experienced over the past 12 months. This latest data provides clear evidence that our sector has 
been hit extremely hard for a considerably extended period of time due to the consequences of the 
pandemic. Although we’ve seen some very welcome positive signs that business at a number of 
attractions is beginning to bounce back, so many of our operators are still in survival mode, and the 
vast majority unfortunately still face a very long road ahead to recovery.” 
 
Professor John Lennon, Director of the Moffat Centre at GCU, said: “We don’t foresee overseas 
visitor numbers returning to pre-pandemic levels until 2025 – so attractions will continue to be 
heavily reliant on the domestic market. Business recovery will depend very much on the custom of 
the people of Scotland and the UK. Visiting Scottish attractions not only demonstrates support of 
them, it helps safeguard the future of a sector that’s a vital contributor to the country’s economy 
and also performs a crucial custodial role in protecting Scotland’s heritage, culture and identity.”  
 
To support attractions struggling to rebuild their businesses, ASVA – using data supplied by the 
Moffat Centre – has been lobbying the UK and Scottish Governments for additional assistance to 
stimulate recovery within the sector. The association is advocating measures including the retention, 
for the next financial year at least, of the reduced level of VAT for attractions, as well as a 
continuation of 100% business rates relief.  
It is also proposing a re-introduction of the VisitScotland-administered Days Out Incentivisation 
scheme. Created to stimulate domestic market visitation, and welcomed widely by the sector, the 
initiative’s positive impact was unfortunately impeded by the emergence of the Omicron COVID 
variant and the resultant return of government guidance regarding transmission risks in public 
spaces.  
 
Gordon Morrison, of ASVA, added: “With fewer overseas visitors, there’s never been a better time 
for Scottish and UK residents to discover and explore the world-class visitor attractions on their 
doorstep. Visitors can take advantage of the uniquely quieter conditions with more space to enjoy 
attractions at leisure, and they’ll have the opportunity to enjoy more in-depth, personalised 
interactions with visitor services staff. There really are many more opportunities now to benefit from 
a truly enriched, immersive visitor experience.” 
 
For the latest Scottish Visitor Attractions Monitor produced by the Moffat Centre, 647 attraction 
operators provided their visitor figures for 2021 together with comparable pre-pandemic statistics 
for 2019. Key results from the report were as follows: 
 
Attraction     Sample     2021 Visitors       2019 Visitors        Difference               % Difference  
 
Free                  313             20,206,442           35,551,821           - 15,345,379                        - 43.2% 

Paid entry       334              9,079,189           20,167,719           - 11,088,530                        - 55.0%  

Total                 647            29,285,631           55,719,540           - 26,434,909                        - 47.4% 

 



 

Scotland’s top ten attractions with paid entry in 2021, in descending order of their visitor numbers, 
were: Edinburgh Zoo, Edinburgh Castle, Glenfinnan Monument, Culzean Castle and Country Park, 
Highland Wildlife Park, Stirling Castle, Robert Burns Birthplace Museum, Crathes Castle, Urquhart 
Castle and Almond Valley Heritage Centre. The top ten free attractions in 2021 were: Royal Botanic 
Garden Edinburgh, National Museum of Scotland, Greyfriars Kirkyard, Riverside Museum, Scottish 
National Gallery, Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum, National War Museum, St Giles Cathedral, 
Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art, and Old Calton Burial Ground.   

The attractions’ visitor numbers in 2021, 2020 and 2019 are provided in the following tables. The last 
column, in red, highlights the % difference between the latest figures and those recorded prior to 
the pandemic in 2019. 
 

TOP 10 PAID ADMISSION ATTRACTIONS’ VISITOR NUMBERS 

 

Attraction 2021 2020              2019 2021/2019  

Edinburgh Zoo 632,122 292,631          545,562 15.9% 

Edinburgh Castle 423,866 276,950       2,167,366 - 80.4% 

Glenfinnan Monument 292,981 162,536          462,235 - 36.6% 

Culzean Castle and Country Park 228,911 128,328          333,965  - 31.5% 

Highland Wildlife Park 148,810 103,175          142,250    4.6% 

Stirling Castle 148,581   79,000          609,698 - 75.6% 

Robert Burns Birthplace Museum  141,805   88,976          261,283     - 45.7% 

Crathes Castle 138,099 103,209         153,217 - 9.9% 

Urquhart Castle 107,073   59,295          547,518 - 80.4% 

Almond Valley Heritage Centre 104,133   67,260          135,620 - 23.2% 

 

 



TOP 10 FREE ADMISSION ATTRACTIONS’ VISITOR NUMBERS 

 

Attraction 2021 2020                   2019 2021/2019  

National Museum of Scotland 660,741 445,217         2,210,114 - 70.1% 

Royal Botanic Garden Edinburgh 647,698 452,479            991,439 - 34.7% 

Greyfriars Kirkyard 487,445 332,317         1,273,113 - 61.7% 

Riverside Museum 312,386 246,933         1,364,739 - 77.1% 

Scottish National Gallery 302,929 304,560         1,583,281 - 80.9% 

Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum 288,212 259,978         1,832,097 - 84.3% 

National War Museum  277,359 124,327            805,934 - 65.6% 

St Giles Cathedral 209,897 168,884        1,217,991 - 82.8% 

Scottish National Gallery of Modern Art  152,086 148,181           508,090 - 70.1% 

Old Calton Burial Ground     99,410   76,125             287,500 - 65.4% 

 

 
 
 
The Moffat Centre Scottish Visitor Attractions Monitor summary report on ASVA attraction 
members’ visitor numbers is attached as a PDF, and copies are also available on request. 
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• Moffat Centre - Jonathan Paisley, Senior Communications Officer, Glasgow Caledonian 

University. Mobile: 07879 643205; Email: jonathan.paisley@gcu.ac.uk 

• ASVA - Ellen Drummond, Communications Manager. Mobile: 07305 045929; Email: 

ellen@asva.co.uk  
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