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The ‘Grand Tour of Switzerland’ -  
A success story? 

Imagine yourself in this situation...
You are attending an international conference somewhere 
abroad and mingle with people during a networking 
event. 

As you are chatting away with a new acquaintance, 
telling each other where you’re from, your conversational 
partner is drooling over your homeland. Their family spent 
a wonderful vacation there and he/she recounts all the 
wonderful places they have visited and sights they’ve seen. 

A fair number of those places you know from hearsay -
you haven’t yet been there yourself. On the other hand, 
you could return the favour and tell them about all the 
gorgeous sights and places in their lovely country from 
your past vacation(s). Sounds familiar?

We work in the tourism and hospitality industry. We are 
supposed to know our country, right? Think again.  

If family or business doesn’t take you there, places closest 
to home are those you hardly ever visit - because you 
always could.  

In 2015, the Swiss Tourism Office started 
promoting the ‘Grand Tour of Switzerland’. 
Some people called it the Route 66 of 
Switzerland. It’s a 1,600 km long route that 
connects 44 major sights and attractions of 
this rather small country. 

The Tour is composed of 12 sections, leads across 
5 mountain passes and along 22 lakes, 11 UNESCO 
World Heritage Sites and two Biosphere Reserves. Along 
the way, one will experience all four languages spoken 
in Switzerland. 

We thought it would be a good idea to select a few of 
those wonderful places, put ourselves on the tourist’s 
trail to explore our own country and find out if this 
promotional tool Grand Tour of Switzerland has had an 
impact on the touristic demand.

http://www.horwathhtl.com
http://grandtour.myswitzerland.com/en/
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Eastern Switzerland 

Of course, there is more to see in Switzerland. Places that 
are not included in the Grand Tour such as the medieval 
town and castle of Werdenberg in Eastern Switzerland, 
where we started our personal tour. This small 13th 
century town never fought a war, never burned and never 
expanded. Therefore, it’s still mostly in its original state 
and definitely worth visiting, but remember that the castle 
is closed for visitors during winter months.

The first Grand Tour attraction we paid a visit were the 
Rhine Falls near Schaffhausen, which ranks among the 
three highest falls in Europe. At its banks you’ll find 
observation platforms, dining with a view in Wörth Castle 
and a youth hostel in Laufen Castle. You may even take 
a shuttle boat through the mist to the platform on the 
rock right in the middle of the falls. We found that visitor 
numbers at the Rhine Falls have increased from 1.3M in 
2014 to 1.5M in 2016.1 
1 Source: Koordinationsstelle Rheinfall

Time to find a place to stay the night, so the next stop on 
the Grand Tour route takes us to Schaffhausen. Honestly, 
we were completely taken by surprise. This place really 
rocks if you’re a history fan and love medieval old towns. 
Munot Fortification is towering over the historic city 
with its 171 oriel windows. A guard who used to live in 
Munot’s tower, daily rang the bell at 9 pm signalling the 
time to close the city gates for the night. Nowadays, the 
Munot Society holds historic dance events in the fortress 
on summer evenings. 

A look at the hotel market delivers an interesting picture. 
Schaffhausen’s hotel industry had experienced a 16% 
growth rate in arrivals and overnight stays 2014 over 
2013 and room supply had increased by 14%. In 2015, a 
29% increase in arrivals and 26% in nights was recorded 
while room supply was up another 35% that year. The 
following year 2016 growth rates slowed to +10% in 
arrivals and +11% in nights, room supply remained stable. 
Growth came mostly from domestic and German tourists.  
Comparing numbers YTD 09-2014 to YTD 09-2017 yields 
58% more room supply in the city along with a 52% 
increase in arrivals and 48% growth in nights. 

Bottom line: 
Schaffhausen profited from the introduction of particularly 
one new hotel under an international brand, less so from 
being part of the Grand Tour of Switzerland. However, 
growth in supply exceeded that of demand and, thus, 
room occupancy rates dropped from 61.3% to 58.9%.2

2 Source: Statistical Data: Federal Statistical Office

http://www.horwathhtl.com
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Western Switzerland 

After touring the capital city Berne, followed by an 
awestruck stroll through Estavayer-le-Lac (Have you ever 
heard of this place before? Check it out here) we settled 
in Gruyères for the night. Cheese lovers amongst readers 
might recognise the name of this charming town. Yes, this 
is where the famous and outrageously delicious Gruyère 
cheese comes from.  

It is a picture-perfect medieval town on a small hill with 
a castle and three totally different museums: In Gruyères, 
800-year-old regional history and culture meet Oscar-
winning aliens and Buddhist sculptures. 

Due to the town’s small size the hotel supply there is 
limited and rather stable in terms of room numbers. 
The majority of visitors go there for a day-trip, enjoy 
Fondue or Raclette, buy some cheese, crème de Gruyère 
and Meringues and maybe visit one of the museums or 
the castle.  Neither visitor numbers nor overnight stays 
have increased, on the contrary. Nights dropped by an 
annual average of 4.7% since 2014, partially owed to the 
fact that one group accommodation has closed down. 

Gruyères’ museums recorded a 1.6% average annual 
decrease of visitors. This despite the fact that Gruyères 
gets a lot more media coverage and attention through the 
Grand Tour of Switzerland than it did before. 

One third of all nights spent in Gruyères are attributable 
to vacation home owners and only 22% are consumed in 
hotels.

http://www.horwathhtl.com
https://www.estavayer-payerne.ch/en/Z3554
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Zermatt 
Zermatt is a chapter on its own in the Swiss tourism 
landscape. So much so that the tourism statistics are 
kept for the canton Valais (without Zermatt) and Zermatt 
separately. 

© https://s3.onthesnow.com

You haven’t been to Zermatt if you didn’t conquer 
Gornergrat which can be accomplished either hiking or 
riding Gornergrat Railway. Almost 690 thousand people 
acquired railway tickets in 2016. The company registered 
and annual average growth rate of 1.9% between 2014 
and 2016.

Trading figures of Zermatt’s hotels speak a slightly 
different language. A minus of 5.7% in nights in Q4-
2015 packed an additional 0.9 percentage points on the 
annual decline.  In 2016 it was the exact opposite, where 
a growth rate of 6.0% in Q4 saved the annual result. 
Year-to-date September 2017 figures have improved 

tremendously, and it seems Zermatt is heading for a 70% 
annual occupancy rate again this year – last recorded in 
2010.

In absolute numbers, Swiss people are the largest 
contributor to the additional nights (+15.5K) followed by 
US residents (+12.7K) and the UK (+3.6K).  Even though 
the Grand Tour of Switzerland is a welcomed additional 
publicity vehicle for Zermatt, their business thrives mostly 
on other factors. On one hand the Matterhorn attracts 
masses from all over the globe, and on the other hand the 
extra-ordinary ski area makes it to a Mecca for skiers from 
near and far. The mountain scenery is truly impressive.

Zermatt Rooms Nights Change
% Room 

Occupancy

2014 Total 3,254 1,274,181 - 67.2%

2015 Total 3,232 1,254,229 -1.6% 65.8%

2016 Total 3,162 1,247,852 -0.5% 65.3%

2014 YTD 09 3,386 1,056,902 - 67%

2015 YTD 09 3,397 1,049,409 -0.7% 66.5%

2016 YTD 09 3,301 1,030,690 -1.8% 65%

2017 YTD 09 3,385 1,127,579 9.4% 69.2%

http://www.horwathhtl.com
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Southern Switzerland 
Our last stop on this tour took us to Ascona at the Lago 
Maggiore in Ticino. If you are a fan of Italian cuisine, flair 
and lifestyle, paired with Swiss efficiency, this is your place 
to be.  

Ascona seems to be a destination able to profit from the 
Grand Tour. Where room occupancy rates were gradually 
dropping from 63% in 2007 to 54% in 2015, YTD 
September figures 2017 give rise to hope that the annual 
average will be in the sixties again this year.

Comparing markets of YTD 2015-09 and YTD 2017-09 
reveals that 81% of all additional nights (+62K) in 2017 
were generated by domestic tourists equalling a growth 
rate of 24%, thus, bringing their share of the total to 72%. 
Foreign markets grew as well, particularly France (+21%), 
Italy and Austria (+17% each) and Germany (+13%)3. 
The major demand drivers were, on top of the Grand 
Tour of Switzerland, a revised marketing strategy of the 
regional Lago Maggiore and Valleys Tourism Office, the 
implementation of the Ticino Ticket and the opening of 
the Gotthard railway tunnel. 

3 Source: Federal Statistical Office

Final Thoughts 
Even though this report covers only selective destinations 
along the route, it provides an insight on powers and 
limitations of national marketing campaigns. 

Jürg Schmid, CEO of Switzerland Tourism, says that 
“Individual travellers seek a maximized experience with a 
wow-effect that is easily accessible and offers the utmost 
travel convenience.  This perfectly describes the Grand 
Tour of Switzerland - a ‘best of’ Switzerland circular 
trip, continuously tagged. The demand has exceeded 
expectations. Especially Swiss residents explore their own 
country and its four different cultures.” 

Year-to-date September 2017 Swiss residents produced 
7.9% more arrivals and 5.3% more nights than during that 
same period 2014, and held a share of 46% of all arrivals 
recorded in Swiss hotels.  

On a more personal note, the Tour held some pleasant 
surprises. There are places we want to return to, to do 
more exploring and there’s a long list of places still 
waiting to be discovered. Regardless of what the 
target group was when the idea of the Grand Tour of 
Switzerland was conceived, it has raised awareness with 
the Swiss population of the beauty of their country and 
strengthened domestic tourism. This is a great success, 
especially in times of a strong Swiss Franc.

http://www.horwathhtl.com


Special Market Report

www.horwathhtl.com 7

Special Market Report

www.horwathhtl.com 7

Special Market Report

www.horwathhtl.com 7

Special Market Report

www.horwathhtl.com 7

AUTHORS:

MICHAELA WEHRLE 
Partner 
Horwath HTL Switzerland
mwehrle@horwathhtl.com

Michaela is a founding partner of Horwath HTL’s Swiss 
office, works as a Senior Consultant, and directs the 
market research team. She has been involved in numerous 
hotel and resort development projects, asset management 
and other advisory assignments throughout Europe and 
Africa.  

Her extensive management background in hands-on 
hotel operation prior to joining Horwath HTL, allows 
her to provide advice on all aspects of a hotel’s life cycle. 
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recognized as the founders of the Uniform System of 
Accounts which subsequently has become the industry 
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