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Swing Low, Sweet Benefit – How the Rugby World Cup will  
benefit the UK economy

The Rugby World Cup is here. For the second time, England is hosting the tournament – although a couple of 
games will take place in Cardiff – and optimism is high that the only Northern Hemisphere country to have 
lifted the Webb Ellis trophy can give the Southern superpowers another run for their money. Six weeks of 
rugby may be about to kick off, but the economic impact will be long felt after the bruises fade, the fan zones 
are dismantled and the world of rugby returns to normal. How beneficial are sporting events for a country’s 
economy? Is it a case of ‘bread and circuses’ or bread of heaven?

The UK and England have a long tradition of hosting sporting events. London has hosted the Olympics three 
times in its modern guise – the only city to do so – while World Cups of football, rugby league, cricket and 
hockey are always being bid for and occasionally won by the wider UK. This year’s Rugby World Cup is set to 
be the biggest yet courtesy of an expanding fan base, greater television revenues, improved and larger stadia 
and modern infrastructure. The question we must ask is how much will this help the UK economy and maybe 
more pertinently, the towns and cities in which the games are taking place?

A Brazilian failure 
 
With the Rugby World Cup in its relative infancy – this is only the eighth ever and only the fifth in the 
professional era – extrapolating any decent trends from the results is difficult and prone to error. The largest 
recent comparable sporting event that we can take information from is last year’s FIFA World Cup in Brazil. 

Brazil did not win the World Cup in footballing or economic terms. On the field, the 7-1 capitulation to the 
Germans was difficult to swallow, but a loss in financial terms of around $6bn left a more permanent mark. 
Around $11bn was spent on the tournament - $13bn if you include FIFA’s commitment to the tournament’s 
operational budget – but only $4bn was taken in the form of revenues. The Brazilian government had forecast 
revenues 20 times that number; the importance of accurate and realistic forecasting is as important for a 
nation as having the key playmaker remain fit through the warm-up matches before the tournament. 

Jeremy Cook, 
Chief Economist

Hitting the line 
 
So where do we feel the economic impact? Much like a team move that takes the ball from one end of the 
pitch to the other, economic investment is a flow; from the preparation, through the delivery and finishing with 
legacy benefits. 

Obvious preparations are infrastructure based – expansion of stadia, improvement of transport links, planning 
and creation of value added services (fanzones plus pre- and post-game entertainment). These have been 
relatively few given the UK’s relationship with rugby and the high standard of infrastructure already in situ – 
forecasts suggest that only around £85m will be spent on these improvements. 

Fan participation is going to be heavier than any other previous rugby-based event in the UK – with the Rugby 
World Cup expecting over 465,000 spectators to arrive in the UK at some point during the tournament. 
This has led to the belief that over 95% of the 2,450,000 tickets available have been sold, despite some 
criticism that the average ticket price is too high for ‘ordinary’ rugby followers. The average ticket, throughout 
the tournament, is roughly £100. On the basis of pre-tournament spending and the expected revenues from 
tickets, you can see that the UK economy is likely to benefit from this tournament.
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World in Union – where are they from?

The Rugby World Cup is a lot smaller than its football 
counterpart. Qualification for the FIFA World Cup in Brazil saw 
207 countries compete to be part of the tournament. This 
Rugby World Cup has seen 95 – a big increase from 16 for the 
1987 tournament, but still considerably fewer. 

20 teams are taking place in this tournament with spectators 
from Europe, the Americas, Africa, Asia and Australasia 
joining us Brits to see how their boys fare. International 
visitors are the lifeblood of a sporting event as their spending 
is crucial as to whether the tournament ends in the black or 
in the red.

International visitors spend more money and contribute 
well to local economies. Your average fan is likely to have 
his team’s top and tickets but he/she will need to fed and 
watered – or fed and beer’d as it normally ends – as well 
as sheltered and transported when not at the game. This 
spending is extra to the economy – these consumers were 
not here last quarter or last year – and so represent a 
significant boost in spending and subsequent tax revenues 
for HM Treasury.

The impact out of London

While many of the big games – the semi-finals and finals – will be taking place at Twickenham in South West 
London, the vast majority of the games are spread around the country. Most have gone to cities that can boast 
the stadia and infrastructure needed for this kind of event but a fair few games are taking place in towns like 
Gloucester and Exeter that are rugby mad and would miss out on similar tournaments in other sports.

Exeter is staging three games of the Rugby World Cup; Tonga vs Namibia, Namibia vs Georgia and Italy vs 
Romania. While these games are more for the purists than the casual fan, the expected £3.5m of spending by 
those fans can be enjoyed by all. The increase in economic activity overall is set to hit £39m for the city alone, 
and for a city that only takes 7% of its revenue from tourism this is a significant fillip.

Similar news is expected from Gloucester, Birmingham, Leeds, Milton Keynes and Newcastle as the tournament 
moves forward like a rolling maul with more than half of the total boost to GDP to be seen outside of London.

“… spending will lead to 
increased employment 
locally as well with the 
tournament expected 
to produce over 
40,000 part-time jobs 
throughout its 6 weeks.”

The spending is not also just rugby related; fans are likely to take in local sights in the days before and after a 
game and contribute to local tourist industries as a result. This spending will lead to increased employment 
locally as well, with the tournament expected to produce over 40,000 part-time jobs throughout its 
six weeks. 

The fact that the tournament is taking place in England is also a spending positive. Welsh, Scottish, Irish, French 
and Italian fans are all within two hours of a match and can therefore make frequent and often trips to England 
to support their teams. The 2011 tournament in New Zealand saw less of a contribution to GDP than the 2007 
tournament in France – mainly due to the geography and costs of heading to Tarinaki as opposed to Toulouse.

Travel plans for these fans are well practiced from the Northern Hemisphere Six Nations tournament. The real 
spending is likely to come from those spectators who treat the tournament as one long trip.

Travellers from New Zealand, South Africa and Australia are travelling thousands of miles to see their teams 
play and, barring a series of shock results, are all likely to be see their team in the frame for the Webb Ellis 
trophy as the tournament reaches its crescendo. These fans are going to be here the longest and they will 
spend the most. 



The legacy

Six weeks is a short time in economic issues and in the grand 
scheme of things, a £2.2bn boost to the nation’s coffers is 
less than 1% increase in overall UK GDP. To ascertain the real 
impact of this tournament we must look at the legacy that it 
is able to provide to the UK as a whole.

While the legacy planning for the 2012 Olympics in London 
were obviously a lot larger, similarities exist. Of course, 
we have not seen a dedicated Olympic site/village built 
for the Rugby World Cup and so the legacy impact of the 
tournament is more likely to be felt in increased participation 
in the sport alongside increased corporate activity 
within rugby.

For the regional cities hosting games, the exposure as a host 
city is gold dust in a tournament that is expected to bring 
in a television audience of over two billion throughout the 
six weeks. Investors and businesses that may be priced out 
of London or larger metropolitan areas in setting up a UK 
operation may be tempted to set up elsewhere where games 
are being hosted. 
 

“… a tournament that 
is expected to bring in 
a television audience of 
over 2 billion throughout 
the 6 weeks.”

Full time - Benefit to the UK to last

The geographical benefits of having a ‘Home Nation’ as a host – as well as having the infrastructure already in 
place – makes the cost benefit analysis an overwhelming positive for the tournament. Visitors are set to stay 
for weeks at a time, spending cash in economies that were not as resilient as London’s through the recession. 
It stands to reason that the longer that England, Ireland, Scotland and Wales remain in the tournament 
then the better it will be for all, both in economic and sport terms. This festival of rugby is set to run until the 
beginning of November but the UK will feel a benefit for long to come.
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