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UNIT 3. THE TERTIARY SECTOR 
 

The tertiary sector includes a wide range of activities. These include facilitating the flow of 

goods, people, services and information, financing economic activities, training and educating 

workers, providing healthcare and supplying leisure products.  

This sector has grown considerably for a number of reasons. Changes in industrialized societies 

over the past fifty years made it possible to shift labour from the farming and manufacturing 

industries to the tertiary sector. This has been accompanied by an increased standard of living 

for the general population and a greater demand for services by businesses. The growth and 

predominance of the tertiary sector is known as the tertiarisation of the economy or the service 

economy.  

 

This sector plays an increasingly important role in the global economy. However, its relative 

weight depends on a country’s level of economic development. There are significant differences 

between developed and developing countries in terms of the quantity and quality of the services 

provided. 

 

In developed countries, which rank high on the HDI, services tend to be located in large urban 

areas and tourist areas. They employ more than 60% of the working population. In major cities, 

like Madrid and Paris, the percentage employed by this sector is over 80%. The quality of the 

different services available gives the population a significant level of well-being. 

 

In developing countries, the number of people who work in the tertiary sector is less than 30%. 

The majority of people working in this sector are employed by the government or are engaged 

in low productivity activities, such as street vending. Social services are of a poor quality and 

most people do not have access to healthcare or education. 

GDP AND HDI 
Gross domestic product (GDP) is the total value of all the goods and services a country produces 

during a given period.  

The Human Development Index (HDI) is an indicator that measures life expectancy, health, 

education and standard of living. 

PUBLIC AND PRIVATE ACTIVITIES 
One of the most common ways of classifying tertiary sector activities is according to ownership: 

Public services: these are created and managed by the government in order to guarantee certain 

basic services to the general population, including the civil services, defence, justice, the fire 

services, education and healthcare. On the whole, these are the services which are part of what 

is known as the welfare state or social welfare. 

 



 

Private services: these are created and managed by private companies with the aim of obtaining 

financial benefits, such as a newspaper. Private companies may produce services that are also 

provided to the public sector, although this is normally regulated by the state 

SOCIAL WELFARE 
This is a group of factors that affect our quality of life, providing peace of mind and satisfaction. 

They are related to the welfare state, a system in which the government guarantees its citizens 

basic rights and services: education, healthcare, unemployment and disability insurance, 

retirement, etc. 

HEALTHCARE 
he healthcare sector of a country includes all the services that are intended to prevent and 
treat human illnesses. Healthcare therefore has an impact on a basic necessity: health. This is 
why it is one of the most important tertiary sector activities.  
 
This service can be provided by both private companies and government bodies. Due to the 
high cost of maintaining facilities, training staff and offering a good standard of patient care, 
the government usually plays a significant role in providing public healthcare services, as very 
few people can afford private healthcare. 
 
There is a great deal of inequality between developed and developing economies in terms of 

healthcare. This is evident from both the investment made in healthcare (facilities, workforce, 

the level of care, etc.) and the results (life expectancy and mortality rates, etc.). 

EDUCATION 
The education sector of a country includes all of the services that are used to provide people 

with education and training. Like healthcare, this tertiary sector activity is especially important 

because it meets a basic need: the right to an education that will make it possible to obtain a 

job and adapt to or live in society. The education sector is also very important because it is 

related to a country’s scientific progress. A strong education sector gives people the training 

necessary to engage in key activities, such as research and innovation.  

Education is a service that is provided by both private companies and the government. However, 

it is the government that establishes the legal framework within which private education must 

operate: compulsory education age, curriculum, subjects, etc.  

Public education systems try to offer an education that guarantees true equal opportunities for 

people of different income levels, allowing them to acquire knowledge and gain access to the job 

market. The criteria for measuring the success of an education system include the investment 

made by schools or universities (the training of teaching staff, the school materials provided, the 

scholarships and grants awarded, etc.) and the results obtained which are indicated in things 

such as literacy and dropout rates. There are also significant differences in this sector between 

the education systems of countries with developed and developing economies 
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TRANSPORT AND COMMUNICATIONS 

TRANSPORT 
The transport of people and goods has changed considerably over the last century. In addition, 

cost and journey times have both decreased. This phenomenon is known as the transport 

revolution. 

Rail transport. From the early 19th century to the second half of the 20th century, railways 

were the main means of ground transport because of their speed and carrying capacity. Today 

they are heavily used for the transport of goods, as well as for passengers on local routes and 

medium-distance routes on highspeed and other trains. 

Road transport. Since car ownership became widespread in the mid- 20th century, the number 

of roads and vehicles has increased steadily. Today, this is the most suitable form of ground 

transport for lightweight goods over short distances. 

River and sea transport. River transport is limited, as it requires large rivers with a heavy flow, 

or flat areas where canals can be dug. Sea transport is ideal for transporting heavy goods at a 

low cost. Passenger traffic is limited to ferries and cruise ships. 

Air transport. Air travel is the most common means of transport for long-distance journeys. 

Passengers are normally tourists and people on business trips. 

COMMUNICATIONS 

 
The mass media (print, radio, television and web-based media) transmit entertainment, 
information and opinions to every corner of the planet. Telecommunications are long-distance 
communications systems. This sector experienced spectacular growth during the 20th century 
and continues to do so today. This growth has been even more evident since the introduction 
of satellite communications, multimedia communications and fibre optics, which enable data 
to be transmitted at faster speeds. 
 
Telecommunications technology has made it possible for communication between people to 

become faster and faster, and it allows the media to reach consumers almost immediately. The 

development of portable telephones (mobiles) and computer networks (the Internet) has been 

especially important in making these advances possible. As with transport, this phenomenon is 

known as the ‘communications revolution’. 



COMMERCE 

GENERAL CHARACTERISTICS 
Commerce includes all economic activities that are intended to connect producers and 

consumers through the buying and selling of goods and services. 

Some characteristic features of commerce today: 

It is governed by the principles of supply and demand. 

In terms of location, it is physically concentrated primarily in urban environments. It is also 

closely related to and dependent on transport and communications networks. 

Countries are becoming more and more interdependent. Multinational companies are also 

increasingly important in international trade. 

In developed economies, the growth of commerce is based on consumption by consumers, 

inhabitants and companies, and the significant production of goods and services. In developing 

economies, there is a mixture of high level and low-level commercial transactions that range 

from international business deals between multinationals to street vending. 

It is reinforced through marketing, which includes a number of practices intended to stimulate 

consumption. These include advertising, image, communications campaigns, etc. 

It promotes new types of business, such as electronic commerce or e-commerce. This involves 

buying goods and services from distributors, large retailers or traditional shops via the Internet 

using devices such as computers, tablets and smartphones. 

MULTINATIONALS 
The economic activities of multinationals or transnational companies are distributed throughout 

different countries. Generally, they have a central headquarters in their place of origin, where 

decisions are made, and a number of subsidiary companies engaged in different aspects of the 

production process and business are located. 

COMMERCE AND ITS EFFECT ON GEOGRAPHIC SPACE 
The close relationship between commercial activity, cities, transport and communications 

networks has played a powerful role in transforming the landscape on the outskirts of urban 

areas. This is where industrial estates and elements of infrastructure are located, along with 

large retail spaces. 

The growing number of spaces devoted to commerce and the need to improve links and speed 

up trade has led to the creation of distribution or logistics centres, enormous warehouses for 

goods, and logistics platforms. Like industrial estates, these are large planned areas, but for 

commercial use only, and they are connected to road and rail networks, as well as airports. 

 

 

 

 



FOREIGN TRADE 
Foreign trade is the exchange of goods and services between a country and the rest of the world. 

There are two types of exchange: exports, which are the goods and services that are sold to 

foreign countries, and imports, which are the goods and services produced abroad and brought 

into the country. The difference in value between what two countries have exported and 

imported to and from each other is called their balance of trade: 

Positive balance of trade: the value of exports exceeds the value of purchases, creating a 

surplus balance or trade surplus. 

Negative balance of trade: the value of imports exceeds the value of sales, creating a deficit 

balance or trade deficit.  

Together, a country’s balance of trade and all economic transactions between that country and 

the rest of the world make up its balance of payments. 

Trade between countries is not balanced and is based on an unequal exchange. More developed 

economies import raw materials and light manufactured goods, such as textiles and less 

expensive foods. They export high value-added products, such as technology. 

To facilitate trade, countries form organisations and trade blocs, which take action to stimulate 

the free movement of goods and services. The most important organisation is the World Trade 

Organization (WTO), an international organisation, which deals with the rules of trade between 

countries. 

THE TOURISM INDUSTRY 

Tourism is therefore related to leisure, the development of the consumer society and the 

transport revolution, especially automobiles and aeroplanes. Tourism moves millions of people 

from different economic levels.  

The development of the tourism industry involves creating the necessary transport and 

hospitality infrastructure to meet demand: airports, roads, accommodation, restaurants, etc. 

The main characteristic of the tourism industry is seasonal variation or seasonality. The highest 

volume of business and employment occurs during holiday periods. Activity drops during the 

rest of the year. 

REPERCUSSIONS OF TOURISM 
Tourism has both positive and negative impacts: 

• It represents a significant source of revenue for a country. This makes it possible to 

achieve a healthy balance of payments, finance some imports and generate 

employment. 

• It creates jobs, but many of them are temporary, due to seasonality. 

• It improves cultural relations between citizens of different countries. 

• The proliferation of infrastructure destroys natural landscapes. In the long run, this can 

be negative for tourism, as overcrowded areas lose their appeal. 

• Wealthy countries usually encourage high-end tourism because, in addition to 

generating profits, the environment is not degraded as much by inexpensive mass 

tourism. 



• In developing countries, the destination countries do not always get to keep the 

revenue generated. Instead, this money often goes to a developed country, where 

most of the major global tour operators are located. These are travel companies that 

offer package holidays at very competitive prices. 

 


