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This study examines the data sources and collection methods employed for tourism statistics in
Malawi, evaluating their alignment with international standards, particularly the United Nations’
2008 International Recommendations for Tourism Statistics. The study utilised qualitative
research methods, including in-depth interviews with 42 key informants and document analysis.
The study reveals a reliance on traditional data sources, including border entry/exit points,
accommodation facilities, national domestic surveys, and the national population census.
Accommodation data, despite its importance, suffers from sampling limitations, the exclusion of
same-day visitors, and issues with double-counting. Border data collection, marked by manual
and automated inconsistencies, lacks direct digital transfer to the National Statistical Office and
neglects entry data. National surveys exhibit definitional inconsistencies in identifying domestic
tourists. The census, while providing demographic and economic context, is limited by its
infrequent nature and lack of tourism-specific depth. The study highlights gaps in stakeholder
collaboration and data dissemination, underscoring the need for improved institutional
coordination. Findings reveal a disconnect between current practices and the International
Recommendations for Tourism Statistics 2008 guidelines, emphasizing the need for
methodological refinement and enhanced data integration to ensure accurate and reliable tourism

imanuel@nust.na statistics for informed policy decisions in Malawi.
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Introduction

Tourism's multifaceted role in economic development underscores the critical importance of accurate and reliable statistical
data. For tourism planners and decision-makers, comprehensive statistics are essential for performance evaluation, policy
formulation, and strategic development (Chipumuro & Chikobvu, 2022; Volo, 2018). Recognizing tourism as a strategic
domain, it becomes imperative to leverage specialised statistical information as a benchmark for policy formulation and steering
the trajectory of tourism development (Adhinugroho et al., 2020). However, the inherent complexities of tourism, including its
diverse activities and the challenges of data collection, often impede the attainment of robust statistical insights (Oliveira &
Baracho, 2018; Saluveer et al., 2020). Issues like data duplication and the complexity of tracking tourism data further impede
the accuracy and reliability of statistics (Oliveira & Baracho, 2018). This is particularly evident in developing countries like
Malawi, where persistent challenges hinder the production of trustworthy tourism data (Lambulira & Bello, 2022; National
Statistical Office, 2020). While global efforts are directed towards enhancing tourism statistics through initiatives like Tourism
Satellite Accounts (Bregadze, 2021) and adherence to international guidelines such as the United Nations’ 2008 International
Recommendations for Tourism Statistics (IRTS), significant disparities often exist between recommended practices and on-
the-ground realities. In response to these challenges, a shift from traditional to modern statistical methods has been observed
(Saluveer et al., 2020; Vogelova et al., 2018).

While some scholars acknowledge the efficacy of internet-based tools in revitalizing tourism statistics, others caution
against merely superficial improvements, advocating for a deeper reconsideration of foundational concepts (Jigang, 2019). The
ongoing discourse underscores the necessity for continuous refinement of approaches and models to address shortcomings and
enhance the relevance of tourism statistics (Gajdosik & Gajdosikova, 2016). Nevertheless, emerging sources of information
hold promise in furnishing timely and accurate statistical insights (Garcia et al., 2016). In Malawi, despite the recognition of
tourism's strategic importance, a comprehensive analysis of the data sources and collection methods employed remains
unexplored. This lack of scrutiny raises concerns about the accuracy and reliability of the country's tourism statistics,
particularly about international standards. This study aimed to address this critical gap by conducting a thorough review of the
data sources and collection methods used to compile tourism statistics in Malawi. Specifically, it examined the efficacy of data
sources. The study evaluated these sources and methods against the principles and recommendations outlined in the 2008 IRTS,
identifying methodological challenges, gaps in data integration, and opportunities for improvement. By analysing these aspects,
this research provides valuable insights into the strengths and weaknesses of Malawi's tourism statistical framework, ultimately
contributing to the development of more accurate and reliable data for informed decision-making and sustainable tourism
development.
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Literature review

Tourism planning and development necessitate robust statistical insights to inform decision-making and drive sustainable
development (Laesser et al., 2020). Consequently, tourism statistics serve as a critical foundation for both operational tactics
and long-term strategic initiatives. Recognising this importance, extensive scholarly research has investigated the intricacies of
tourism statistical processes, aiming to identify deficiencies and refine methodologies (Volo, 2020). For instance, studies by
Ahinugroho et al. (2020) and Carrera et al. (2018) have focused on enhancing the efficacy of tourism statistics through process
analysis. Adhinugroho et al. (2020) explored strategies to mitigate bias in data collection by leveraging innovative techniques
such as web scraping, while Carrera et al. (2018) concentrated on augmenting the credibility of tourism statistics through
meticulous calibration of data collection mechanisms. Beyond process optimisation, ongoing scholarly discourse also centres
on refining the definitions and conceptual frameworks underpinning tourism statistics (Bregadze, 2021). These scholarly
exchanges are instrumental in fostering a deeper understanding of the nuances inherent in the measurement and interpretation
of tourism-related data, ultimately contributing to the advancement of the field.

Tourism statistics, as a discipline focusing on quantifying tourism activities, are broadly analysed from two
complementary perspectives: demand and supply (Abdullaesyeva & Nabiyev, 2024; EUROSTAT, 2014). These perspectives
delineate the flow of statistical information, with demand-side statistics encompassing the consumption of tourism services and
supply-side statistics assessing the provision of tourism resources (Abdullaeyeva & Nabiyev, 2024). Demand-side statistics are
increasingly recognized as essential tools for marketing decisions and demand forecasting, providing crucial benchmarks for
policy formulation (Li et al., 2019). However, challenges persist in defining key concepts such as the "usual environment™ and
tourism visits, which are fundamental for accurate interpretation (Antolini & Grassini, 2020). To enhance clarity, Chen et al.
(2020) suggest segmenting markets based on visitor characteristics and trip nature. Furthermore, Delaney & MacFeely (2012)
emphasize the critical role of demand-side statistics in forecasting trends within the inherently demand-driven tourism industry.
Conversely, supply-side statistics focus on the production, supply, and tourism-related products and services (EUROSTAT,
2014; Li et al., 2019; UN, 2010). These statistics encompass both private and public sector organisations that offer tourism
services (Aroca et al., 2017). Key analyses include evaluating production conditions, costs, and economic performance across
sectors such as accommodation, travel packages, food and beverage, transportation, recreation, culture, and shopping (Delaney
& MacFeely, 2012; Li et al., 2019; Mou et al., 2020; Stalmirska, 2024; UN, 2010). However, supply-side statistics face criticism
regarding the difficulty in accurately measuring and attributing tourist purchases to the overall supply of goods and services
within a nation (Aroca et al., 2017).

The diverse nature of tourism activities and the involvement of numerous stakeholders necessitate a wide range of
information sources for measuring both sectoral and extra-sectoral parameters. Technological advancements have significantly
expanded the landscape of available tourism data sources (Aroca et al., 2017; VVolo, 2018). This evolution spans from traditional
to advanced modern sources (Carrera et al., 2018; Vogelova et al., 2018), encompassing immigration borders, accommodation
facilities, tourism businesses, tourism offices, communication systems, search engines, business-generated data, and crowd-
sourced data (EUROSTAT, 2018). Notably, tourism and hospitality establishments, such as hotels, restaurants, and tour
operators, provide services to both domestic and international tourists, and their generated statistics are integral to
comprehensive tourism data (Murillo, 2018). Traditional data sources, primarily derived from national administrative records
and international organisations, represent the foundational data sources (Vogelova et al., 2018). However, these administrative
sources are often criticized for conceptual inconsistencies in defining tourism and related services (Antolini & Grassini, 2020).
In contrast, modern data sources, including communication systems, search engines, business process-generated data, and
crowd-sourced data, offer advantages such as broader sample coverage, real-time information, and nowcasting capabilities
(Meeker & Hong, 2014). For example, GPS data sources, such as Google Location History (GLH), provide detailed insights
into individual mobility while potentially enhancing data accuracy and privacy (Yu et al., 2019). Nevertheless, modern data
sources also present challenges. Search engines, for instance, struggle with the differentiation of genuine and duplicate data
(Antolini & Grassini, 2020). Similarly, web-based sources may suffer from data sparsity due to their reliance on voluntary user
input, which can diminish the data's overall value (Ayeh et al., 2013).

Data collection methods in tourism statistics

Accurate and timely statistical information is paramount for the sustained growth of the tourism industry. Volo (2018)
emphasizes the necessity of robust data collection methods for achieving precise tourism statistics, recognizing that the
qualitative and quantitative attributes of tourism are inextricably linked. Shafique & Hato (2015) assert that logical, appropriate,
and reliable travel and tourism data are contingent upon well-organised collection methods. Effective methodologies are lauded
for their ability to capture data without undue pressure on respondents, thereby ensuring both accuracy and reliability (Mariani
et al., 2018; Shafique & Hato, 2015). Numerous studies have underscored the importance of employing diverse data collection
methods in tourism statistics, including face-to-face interviews, paper surveys, telephone surveys, computerized surveys, GPS
tracking, web scraping, and social media monitoring (Mariani et al., 2018; Shafique & Hato, 2015; Volo & Giambalvo, 2008).
While traditional methods such as face-to-face interviews and paper-based surveys remain foundational, they require
modernization through the integration of contemporary techniques to enhance data accuracy (Shafique & Hato, 2015). Despite
advancements in modern data collection, challenges persist due to the expansive nature of tourism activities and their
interdependencies with other sectors (Shapoval et al., 2018). Volo & Giambalvo (2008) further highlight the variability of data
collection and reporting systems across different tourism markets, cautioning that the replication of methodologies from other
contexts can have detrimental implications. Consequently, a universally applicable standardized method remains elusive.
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The primary data collection instruments employed in tourism statistics encompass visitor arrival/departure cards,
accommodation statistics forms, questionnaires, interviews, visitor counting systems, surveys, and observations (Abdullaeyeva
& Nabiyev, 2024; UNWTO, 2017). Notably, accommodation data and immigration entry/exit data are frequently utilized in
the production of tourism statistics within developing countries (Prant & Tolkach, 2018). Accommodation statistics forms
facilitate the assessment of occupancy rates, room rates, guest demographics, length of stay, and other pertinent economic
indicators (Al Fahmawee & Jawabreh, 2022). Similarly, visitor arrival/departure cards capture visitor profiles and length of
stay data at points of entry and exit, such as international airports and immigration land borders (Onah et al., 2021). In specific
contexts, the collection of tourism statistics may necessitate the use of questionnaires, interviews, surveys, and observational
methods. Questionnaires, comprising a structured series of questions designed to elicit information from respondents, are valued
for their efficacy in measuring behaviours, attitudes, preferences, opinions, and intentions, particularly when dealing with
complex data sets (Kumar, 2020). Interviews, involving structured or unstructured dialogues between respondents and
enumerators, allow for controlled or free-form responses (Esner et al., 2022). Surveys, defined as instruments for gauging
thoughts, opinions, and feelings through predefined questions, represent another critical data collection methodology (Nayak
& Narayan, 2019). Finally, observational methods, involving the systematic observation and recording of phenomena, are also
utilized (Kumar, 2020).

Stakeholder collaboration in tourism statistics

EUROSTAT (2017) identifies two primary stakeholders in the production of tourism statistics: national statistical offices and
national tourism administrations. National statistical offices are responsible for interpreting and implementing standards within
their respective jurisdictions and guiding the collection and interpretation of tourism data (Mun’im, 2021). National tourism
administrations collaborate with these offices and other stakeholders to compile comprehensive tourism statistics (Nguyen &
Rui, 2021; Rossello et al., 2021). Collaborative partnerships among these stakeholders are essential for the compilation of
comprehensive tourism statistics, given the diverse range of activities and entities involved in the tourism sector. Effective
collaboration promotes consistency in reporting and enhances data accuracy (Turker et al., 2016). Furthermore, it facilitates
improvements and innovations in the foundational frameworks and benchmarks of tourism statistics (Nguyen & Rui, 2021).
While technological advancements offer significant opportunities for data collection, inter-stakeholder coordination is crucial
for addressing associated challenges and adopting advanced platforms (Ondigo, 2020). Rossell6 et al. (2021) underscore the
importance of collaborative efforts between national tourism offices, national statistics offices, tourism service providers, and
other stakeholders in mitigating deficiencies in tourism statistics reporting. Despite the critical importance of statistical
information in the tourism sector, numerous obstacles impede the attainment of accurate data, particularly in developing
countries. Challenges in the production of tourism statistics within these nations include inadequate funding, deficient
institutional frameworks, limited data coverage, a lack of specialised expertise, and inconsistencies in data collection
instruments (UNWTO, 2017; UNWTO, 2019; Yunus & Indrasari, 2017). These countries often struggle to maintain consistent,
reliable, and up-to-date data due to resource constraints and incomplete data coverage (Sa et al., 2020; UN, 2010). Furthermore,
inadequate infrastructure further complicates the collection of precise and timely data (Abdullah et al., 2014). However,
technological advancements and enhanced global networks present significant opportunities to improve the accuracy and
efficiency of data sources for tourism statistics in developing countries (Lorenzo et al., 2022; UNWTO, 2017). Modern data
sources, such as payment card data, web search engines, social media data, internet data, crowdsourcing, and mobile network
signalling, offer promising solutions to mitigate existing shortcomings in official statistics reporting (Lorenzo et al., 2022;
Saluveer et al., 2020; UNWTO, 2017; Vogelové et al., 2018). For example, web search data is increasingly utilized to analyse
and predict tourism activities, providing high spatial resolution insights (Antolini & Grassini, 2020; Wen et al., 2021).
Additionally, ongoing research focuses on leveraging geo-localised mobile phone data to enhance the granularity of tourism
measurements, offering real-time estimates for both domestic and international tourism (Raun et al., 2016; Saluveer et al.,
2020). These technological advancements offer a pathway toward more accurate and comprehensive tourism statistics, enabling
developing countries to overcome traditional data collection challenges.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative research approach, utilizing an exploratory design, to gain an in-depth, contextual
understanding of the challenges and dynamics impacting tourism statistics in Malawi (Priya, 2021). To ensure a comprehensive
representation of key stakeholders, the research focused on a diverse group of participants (Berndt, 2020). The stakeholder
groups included government officials, private tourism operators, tourists, and tourism experts from academic institutions in
Malawi. The sample for the study was 42. According to Cobern & Adams (2020), the saturation point is when there are no new
opinions from the respondents. Hennink & Kaiser (2022) suggested that saturation can be reached in 9-17 interviews. Cobern
and Adams (2020) suggested that 11 or 12 interviews achieve 95% saturation, while Hennink & Kaiser (2022) recommended
9 to 17 interviews for data saturation. Purposive sampling was used to select individuals possessing substantial knowledge of
tourism statistics, allowing for the capture of informed perspectives from those directly involved in tourism data collection and
analysis (Berg & Lune, 2004). Data collection was primarily conducted through in-depth, semi-structured interviews,
facilitating flexible and interactive exchanges with participants (Biggs et al., 2022). While the majority of interviews were
conducted face-to-face to foster engaging and personal dialogues, some were conducted via telephone or online platforms to
accommodate participant availability. In addition to primary data, secondary data were incorporated through a review of
relevant documents, such as the Malawi Inbound and Outbound Tourism Reports (2018-2021), the Malawi Domestic and
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Outbound Tourism Survey Report (2019), and the Malawi Population and Housing Census Reports (2008, 2018), providing
contextual depth and supporting evidence for the study's findings.

Before any interview, informed consent was obtained from all participants. This involved providing a detailed
explanation of the study purpose, methodology, potential risks and benefits, and the voluntary nature of their participation.
Participants were assured that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any time without consequence. To ensure
confidentiality, all data collected was anonymised, and identifying information was securely stored. Participants were assigned
unique identifiers, and any direct or indirect identifiers were removed from transcripts and reports. Access to raw data was
restricted to the research team, and all digital data was stored on password-protected devices. This study utilised thematic
analysis to systematically analyse qualitative data, enabling a detailed exploration of the challenges inherent in the collection
and reporting of tourism statistics in Malawi. The analytical process followed a structured methodology, encompassing
transcription of interviews, generation of initial codes, the grouping of codes into overarching themes, refinement and review
of themes, and mapping of findings to research questions and relevant literature (Braun & Clarke, 2019; Sundler et al., 2019).
Document analysis was also performed to evaluate policy reports, statistical guidelines, and institutional documents. This
process facilitated the contextualization of participant narratives by cross-referencing them with existing tourism data collection
frameworks and institutional reports (Bowen, 2009).

Results and discussion

Demographics of study participants

A total of 42 people participated in the study. As shown in Table 1, these participants were from the Department of Tourism
(DoT), National Statistical Office (NSO), Department of Immigration and Citizenship Services, Department of National Parks
and Wildlife, accommodation facilities, UN Tourism (TSA experts), international tourists, domestic tourists, Mzuzu University,
and the Malawi University of Business and Applied Sciences. The study took advantage of the UN tourism experts who were
on a mission in the country during the data collection at that particular time (hence the inclusion in the study). This resulted in
an eighty-four percent (84%) response rate. The diverse participant pool provided a broad spectrum of insights, enriching the
study's findings. 57.1% of the study participants were male, while 42.9% were female.

Table 1: Number of participants per stakeholder group

Stakeholder Group Pseudonyms Male Female Total
Department of Tourism DOT000 3 2 5
National Statistical Office (NSO) NSO000 2 0 2
Department of Immigration and Citizenship IMD000 1 2 3
Department of National Parks and Wildlife DNPWO000 3 0 3
Registered accommodation facilities (Hotels and lodges) ACC000 2 6 8
International tourists 1TM000 4 2 6
Domestic tourists DTMO00 5 3 8
Tourism experts (Mzuzu University and Malawi University of Business and Applied Sciences) TEMO000 3 2 5
UN Tourism (TSA experts) UNTO000 1 1 2
Total 24 18 42

Data sources and collection methods for tourism statistics in Malawi

The study’s findings indicate that Malawi’s tourism industry relies on a variety of traditional data sources to compile tourism
statistics. These sources include border entry and exit points, accommodation facilities, national domestic surveys, and the
National Population Census. These methods of data collection align with traditional sources and approaches (Carrera et al.,
2018; Vogelova et al., 2018). Among these, accommaodation data and immigration entry/exit data are the most frequently used
in Malawi, supporting the observation by Prant & Tolkach (2018) that these two data sources are commonly relied upon in the
preparation of tourism statistics in developing countries.

Accommodation facilities

Accommodation facilities serve as crucial sources of tourism statistics in Malawi. Participants in the study emphasized that
data from these establishments provide valuable insights into both domestic and international tourism trends. The DoT collects
data every month from licensed accommodation providers using a standardized statistical form. These forms are distributed via
email or in person to ensure broad participation. In line with prevailing tourism regulations, accommodation operators are
required to complete and submit these forms, which capture data on room occupancy rates, employment figures, income levels,
guest profiles, and the purposes of guests' visits. One participant highlighted the critical nature of this data source: “The
accommodation owners are supposed to record every guest they receive, and this information provides details about the guests
and their purpose of visit. It is these pieces of information that we use for tourism statistics” [Participant DOT003]. As Al
Fahmawee & Jawabreh (2022) noted, this data collection approach aligns with global practices, as similar forms are utilized in
other countries to document tourist behaviour and assess economic impact. Data from accommodation establishments are
typically analysed using a sampling approach, whereby 20 percent of establishments in each district are selected for inclusion.
This method facilitates the estimation of room and bed occupancy rates at the district level. The sampled units are randomly
selected, and the collected data are subsequently entered into Excel for cleaning, weight assignment, and analysis. While this
sampling technique enhances efficiency, it may introduce limitations concerning representativeness, as non-sampled units may
exhibit different characteristics from those included in the analysis. Gajdosik & Gajdosikova (2016) identified several
challenges associated with accommodation-based tourism statistics. One major issue is the exclusion of same-day visitors,
whose economic contributions to the tourism sector remain unaccounted for in accommodation data. In Malawi, this omission
is further compounded by the presence of unregistered accommodation facilities, which complicates the accuracy of tourism
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statistics. Additionally, the risk of double-counting arises when travellers stay in multiple establishments during a single trip,
with each check-in recorded as a separate visit. This can inflate visitor numbers and distort key metrics, such as the average
length of stay. These challenges are particularly relevant in Malawi, where no clear mitigation measures are currently in place,
potentially compromising the accuracy and reliability of the country’s tourism statistics. Utilisation of accommodation data for
tourism statistics in Malawi demonstrates a partial alignment with IRTS 2008. While the monthly collection of standardized
data from licensed establishments captures essential tourism indicators, significant deviations exist. The sampling approach,
limited to 20% of establishments per district, raises concerns about representativeness, contradicting the guide's emphasis on
robust methodologies. Critically, the exclusion of same-day visitors, the presence of unregistered accommodations, and the risk
of double-counting travellers directly oppose IRTS 2008 principles of comprehensive data collection and accurate visitor
counts.

Entry and exit border points

The collection of international tourism data in Malawi is primarily structured around entry and exit border points to the country,
where the Department of Immigration and Citizenship is responsible for collecting visitor information through exit cards for
non-residents. For decades, border-based tourism measurement has been a standard method for estimating international visitor
numbers (Frent, 2016). Malawi has twelve active border posts, with automated data collection procedures implemented at four
of the busiest points, including airports. The remaining border posts rely on manual data collection, where entry and exit forms
are completed using physical cards. In these border posts, a standard set of migration-related questions, such as country of
residence, nationality, occupation, purpose of migration, age, gender, and trip origin, is recorded alongside travel-specific data,
including length of stay, mode of transport, accommodation type, main destination, and expenditure. Until 2017, all border
posts operated manually, requiring visitors to fill out paper-based questionnaires at both entry and exit points, with immigration
officers responsible for data recording. The use of standardised exit cards enables the capture of fundamental demographic and
travel-related indicators such as sex, age, nationality, country of residence, and purpose of entry. However, contrary to Frent's
(2016) recommendations, Malawi does not employ such tourism-specific interviews to complement entry and exit card data.
Tourist surveys are required to successfully implement the Tourism Satellite Account (TSA) (Sharma & Olsen, 2005). The
high cost associated with such surveys (Frent, 2016) likely explains their absence, given the limited funding allocated to tourism
development in the country (Lambulira & Bello, 2022; Ntoi & Ndlovu, 2025).

Although Malawi asserts that its tourism statistics are collected and produced following UN Tourism guidelines,
significant discrepancies persist when assessed against the standards outlined in the IRTS 2008. The assessment of inbound
tourism statistics through entry and exit cards reveals methodological and operational weaknesses, particularly in data collection
and the estimation of total inbound expenditure. Reliance on manual data collection and limited digitisation has led to
inefficiencies and inaccuracies, while ongoing automation at border points has introduced further inconsistencies. The National
Statistical Office (NSO) lacks direct access to detailed digital databases from border control agencies and instead receives only
aggregated tables, preventing comprehensive analysis. Non-automated ports still depend on manual card counting, heightening
the risk of misclassification. Moreover, the NSO processes only departure data, leaving entry data unused, which hinders
accurate estimation of inbound tourism flows. The absence of a direct digital border database transfer exacerbates these issues,
while the misclassification of non-tourism travellers and failure to distinguish same-day visitors from overnight tourists further
undermines the precision required by the IRTS 2008.

National domestic tourism survey

Malawi introduced national surveys to measure domestic tourism as part of efforts to strengthen its tourism statistical
framework. Domestic national surveys are conducted jointly by the DoT and NSO. The first and only national domestic tourism
survey was carried out between 7 September and 4 November 2019 with financial support from the African Development Bank
(ADB). The ADB has played a crucial role in strengthening Malawi's statistical capabilities, directly influencing tourism
governance and policy formulation. Its financial support enabled Malawi to conduct its first domestic tourism survey, an
initiative that would have been unfeasible within the government's limited tourism budget. Lambulira & Bello (2022) emphasize
the constrained funds allocated to the Ministry of Tourism, highlighting that such a survey would not have been possible without
external assistance. Participants highlighted that the national tourism surveys aim to collect detailed information on trips made
by residents, encompassing both same-day visits and overnight stays. During the data collection process, both questionnaires
and interviews were identified as crucial tools for gathering information. A representative from the DoT commented on the
initiative: “We started conducting national surveys aimed at gathering data on various tourism-related activities. We typically
develop questionnaires administered primarily using hard copies, though we are exploring computerised modes of delivery.”
[Participant DOT002]. Participants expressed varying perspectives regarding the effectiveness of the survey. Participants
commended the initiative as a step toward improving domestic tourism statistics; however, concerns were raised about
methodological inconsistencies, particularly in defining domestic tourists. A key challenge identified was distinguishing
between tourism-related trips and routine travel. One academic participant noted that the survey tended to classify nearly all
domestic travellers as tourists, potentially inflating figures and compromising data accuracy: “I noticed that the report included
almost everyone as a domestic tourist, which compromised the accuracy of the findings. Perhaps this is an area where academic
institutions could contribute, especially during the survey design stage” [Participant TEMO002]. The issue highlighted reflects
broader methodological challenges in domestic tourism measurement, where differentiating tourism activities from general
mobility remains complex (Antolini & Grassini, 2020; Oliveira & Baracho, 2018; Saluveer et al., 2020; Romero Palop et al.,
2019).

1195


http://www.ajhtl.com/

African Journal of Hospitality, Tourism and Leisure, Volume 14 (5) - (2025) ISSN: 2223-814X @@@@
BY NC ND

Copyright: © 2025 AJHTL /Author(s) | Open Access — Online @ www.ajhtl.com

National population census

The findings of this study highlight the national population census as a critical source of tourism statistics in Malawi,
particularly for capturing demographic and economic data relevant to domestic travel. The DoT, in collaboration with the NSO,
strategically incorporates tourism-related questions into the census, ensuring that national tourism parameters are embedded
within the broader dataset. This integration underscores a growing recognition of the census as a multifaceted tool, not only for
population monitoring but also for assessing tourism dynamics. A participant from the DoT underscored the pivotal role of the
population census in capturing data relevant to tourism: “As a department of tourism, we are asked to submit questions to be
included during national population census questionnaires, and we use such data to prepare and predict travel patterns and
assorted demographic variables mainly for domestic tourism” [Participant DOTO004]. Since its inception, census methodology
in Malawi has undergone significant evolution. Initially reliant on traditional pen-and-paper methods, the adoption of
Computer-Assisted Personal Interviewing (CAPI) in the 2018 census marked a pivotal transition toward digital data collection,
enhancing both efficiency and accuracy. This shift aligns with global trends in statistical data collection, where digital tools
have demonstrably improved data reliability and reduced processing time (UNECE, 2020). However, despite these
advancements, the census remains primarily focused on core demographic indicators such as age, sex, education, migration,
economic activity, and housing, while tourism-related questions constitute a relatively minor component of the dataset. A key
strength of the national population census, as emphasised by study participants, lies in its capacity to provide valuable insights
into domestic tourism, particularly regarding the volume and profile of same-day visitors and other tourism activities that do
not rely on formal accommaodation facilities. Domestic tourism serves as the backbone of tourism demand in many destinations,
yet it receives comparatively less attention than international tourism in both academic and governmental research (Ragab et
al., 2020). Leveraging tourism data from the national census is especially significant given the challenges associated with
measuring domestic tourism, which often lacks formal records compared to international travel (UNWTO, 2020). Furthermore,
the ability to utilize economic data from the census to assess travel expenditure patterns enhances its utility in tracking the
socioeconomic dimensions of tourism. In this regard, Malawi’s approach aligns with broader international efforts to harness
existing national datasets for tourism monitoring, thereby reducing the cost and complexity of standalone tourism surveys. This
is particularly relevant in the development of tourism satellite accounts, which underscore the importance of integrating data
from multiple sources (Eurostat, 2019).

Nevertheless, several limitations of the census as a tourism data source were identified. A primary concern is the long
interval between censuses, typically conducted every ten years, which results in outdated statistics that may fail to reflect
contemporary tourism dynamics. Additionally, participants noted that despite the census data’s potential relevance, it remains
underutilized in tourism policy discussions, indicating a gap between data availability and its practical application in tourism
management. This gap reflects a broader challenge in developing countries, where institutional constraints and limited technical
capacity often hinder the effective use of statistical information (Jerven, 2013). In our attempt to compare Malawi's practice in
utilising population censuses as a source of tourism data, we noted that the IRTS 2008 does not provide detailed guidelines
specific to housing censuses and tourism statistics. Regardless, we made a number of observations based on the available
information inthe IRTS 2008. The inclusion of tourism-related questions within the census, facilitated by collaboration between
the DoT and NSO, aligns with the guide's emphasis on leveraging diverse data sources such as population and housing censuses.

Nature of collaboration when producing tourism statistics in Malawi
The study established the involvement of multiple stakeholders in the compilation of tourism statistics in Malawi, reflecting
the intricate nature of tourism as an economic sector that intersects with a wide range of administrative and research institutions.
Key players in this process include the NSO, the DoT, the Department of Immigration and Citizenship Services, the Department
of National Parks and Wildlife, and accommodation establishments. Each entity has a distinct and complementary role in data
collection, processing, or dissemination, forming a dynamic and interdependent network that drives the reporting of tourism
statistics. This aligns with existing literature, which underscores the collaborative nature of tourism statistics, where national
tourism administrators partner with national statistics offices and other stakeholders to collect, analyse, and report tourism data
(Mun’im, 2021; Rossell6 et al., 2021; Nguyen & Rui, 2021). Such collaboration is crucial for leveraging resources and expertise
from various stakeholders, each playing a unique role (Ondigo, 2020). The NSO and DoT play central roles in the production
and coordination of tourism statistics, providing the methodological frameworks that guide data collection and processing.
Their responsibilities extend beyond data compilation to ensuring adherence to standardised reporting protocols. The findings
indicate that these institutions are also actively involved in capacity-building initiatives, such as conducting training sessions
for stakeholders to ensure consistency in data collection methodologies. This structured approach mirrors global best practices,
where national statistical agencies serve as the backbone of tourism data systems, setting data collection standards to improve
the reliability and comparability of tourism statistics (UNWTO, 2022).

Collaboration between the NSO, DoT, and other stakeholders also extends to the dissemination of tourism statistics.
The findings show that finalized reports are made available via official websites and tourism offices, with some secondary
stakeholders, such as national parks, facilitating the distribution of these reports. However, the effectiveness of this
dissemination strategy is uncertain, particularly in ensuring that tourism operators and policymakers can access timely and
actionable insights. Similar concerns about gaps in tourism statistics dissemination have been raised in other contexts, where
such gaps have impeded evidence-based decision making (Li et al., 2005). Despite the evident collaboration, the study
highlights several operational inefficiencies that undermine the smooth production of tourism statistics. Participants noted
instances of delayed or incomplete data submissions, especially from data providers, which point to broader challenges in multi-
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agency data collection. As noted by one participant from the National Statistical Office: “We have made strides in our
collaboration with our colleagues to produce tourism statistics, although occasional delays or incomplete information from
other stakeholders remain challenges we must address” [Participant NSO002]. Gajdosik & Gajdosikova (2016) noted that
inconsistent reporting timelines and insufficient data quality control mechanisms are major obstacles to the accuracy of
statistical outputs in many countries. The finding that stakeholders in Malawi struggle to align their data collection and reporting
schedules signals that institutional coordination remains a significant challenge within Malawi’s tourism statistical system.

Conclusion

This study has provided a comprehensive overview of the data sources and methodological challenges inherent in Malawi's
tourism statistics collection. While the country utilizes a variety of traditional sources, including accommodation data, border
entry/exit points, national surveys, and the population census, significant gaps and inconsistencies remain. The analysis
revealed a critical misalignment with the UN’s IRTS 2008, highlighting the need for substantial improvements in data collection
practices, methodological rigor, and stakeholder collaboration. Key challenges, such as the exclusion of same-day visitors, the
lack of direct digital data transfer, definitional inconsistencies in domestic tourism surveys, and the infrequent nature of the
population census, impede the production of accurate and reliable tourism statistics. Moreover, the study underscored the
importance of enhanced stakeholder coordination and data dissemination to ensure that valuable insights are effectively utilized
for policy and planning. Moving forward, Malawi must prioritize the adoption of digital data collection methods, refine its
sampling techniques, and address the definitional ambiguities in its surveys. Implementing robust data integration strategies
and strengthening institutional capacity are also crucial for aligning with international standards. By addressing these
challenges, Malawi can develop a more robust and reliable tourism statistical framework, enabling informed decision-making
and fostering sustainable tourism development. Future research should focus on several key areas to improve tourism statistics
in Malawi. Investigating modern data sources, such as mobile phone positioning, GPS, and social media, could enhance data
accuracy and reliability. A comprehensive capacity gap analysis is needed to identify technical skill deficiencies within
Malawi’s tourism statistics workforce, facilitating targeted capacity-building efforts. Examining successful collaboration
models from other countries could provide valuable insights for improving stakeholder cooperation. Additionally, research
should explore whether underfunding of tourism statistics is due to budget constraints or issues related to prioritization within
the Ministry of Tourism. Lastly, a detailed examination of methodological challenges and opportunities related to supply-side
tourism statistics is crucial for gaining a more comprehensive understanding of the tourism sector in Malawi.
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