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anchester Museums 
Consortium is a 
partnership of eight 
museums and galleries 

with a powerful vision. We want 
to live up to and shape the cultural 
ambition of our city; to prove our 
collective impact on the region’s 
social and economic performance; 
to shout about the vibrant place 
that we live and work in to a national 
and international audience. To 
make this happen we have created 
a joint marketing initiative aimed at 
persuading high-spending national 
and international arts attenders to 
reconsider their outdated perceptions 
of Manchester (industry, football, 
gun-crime, madchester) and to see 
the city as it really is – an exciting and 
credible cultural destination.

We have called our campaign 
CreativeTourist. Designed to raise the 
profile of Manchester and drive cultural 
tourism, the guiding principles adopted 
at the very start of the campaign 
continue to shape our thinking:
•	 	Reaching	national	and	international	

audiences demands that we work 
together – no single venue can do 
this alone.

•	 	To	be	credible	we	have	to	promote	
the very best – so campaign 
content is highly selective, and 
edited, and is international in 
outlook, never parochial.
•	 	The	brand	is	Manchester	–	and	

CreativeTourist must reflect the 
city’s reputation for innovation and 
radicalism, and promote the quirky, 
independent city experience as well 
as its cultural highpoints.
•	 	Only	by	harnessing	digital	marketing	

and social networking can we  
afford to reach a geographically 
dispersed market.

Not all of this is easy to swallow 
for individual venues more used to 
competing for national press attention 
– but fundamental to the success 
of the partnership is the belief that 
market growth requires critical mass, 
profile, and ultimately transcends 
institutional boundaries. It’s a ‘one for 
all and all for one’ mantra, invoking 
healthy competition and raising 
standards across the board.

Funders like partnerships, and 
the pilot work has been financed by 
Renaissance in the Regions and the 
Northwest Regional Development 

Agency, and has been delivered 
in partnership with the city’s 
tourism sector, most notably Visit 
Manchester. We have been able to 
assemble a stellar team of locally 
based freelancers to deliver creative 
marketing, web development,  
online editorial, PR and social  
media strategies, accessing skills  
that the venues would never be  
able to afford alone.

At the heart of the campaign 
is creativetourist.com, an award-
winning online arts magazine that 
publishes interviews, features, news 
and vodcasts with the UK’s best-
known writers and artists. It sources 
new arts journalism and photographic 
talent through its regular showcases, 
competitions and top 25 blogger lists. 
Three times a year it publishes insider 
guides to Manchester that uncover 
the galleries, museums, shops, bars, 
events and nights out that appeal to 
our well-read and culturally confident 
target segments.

The website itself is published on 
Wordpress, and because this blogging 
platform is relatively low cost, it allows 
us to focus on what matters most – 
fresh and exciting original content 

Strength in numbers

Alex Saint describes CreativeTourist, a partnership designed 
to raise the profile of Manchester and drive cultural tourism
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which we think reflects the art and 
culture of Manchester. It is promoted 
via SEO, pay-per-click campaigns, PR 
and media relations, social media, 
and limited print advertising. We work 
beyond the confines of the usual arts 
and culture terrain, and have forged 
new relationships with a travel media 
and social media network. As well as 
being covered in the Guardian and the 
Telegraph’s travel sections, we have 
over 2,000 followers on Twitter, we 
are on the front page of the Lonely 
Planet website, and we are listed by 
LastMinute.com as one of their top 
50 blogs. Bespoke initiatives and 
familiarisation trips with influential 
bloggers have helped change their 
minds about Manchester – and 
produced a mass of social media 
activity exhorting their readers to visit.

The website has won two digital 
industry awards. It now averages 
20,000 unique users a month, with 
high dwell times and low bounce 
rates: 85% of our readers come  
from outside the Northwest,  
mainly Londoners – exactly the 
audience we hoped to reach; 40%  
of users say that the site has changed 
their perceptions of Manchester; and 
11% say they plan to visit as a direct 
result. Online joint marketing works. 
It provides year-round content of a 
quality that is worthy of national and 
international reach, something that 
no individual venue in Manchester 
can achieve alone.

It also delivers profile. A step-
change in programming, scheduling 
and collaborative PR activity has 
brought about a dramatic shift in PR 
impact, both in terms of quantity and 
quality. This peaked in February 2010 
when a string of major exhibitions 

opened in a run of three consecutive 
days in Manchester, closely followed 
by the opening of the new People’s 
History Museum. Whereas in the past 
this might have diluted the PR impact 
of the individual events, working 
together brought critical mass, 
credibility, choice and excitement in 
the eyes of national and international 
critics. It generated media coverage 
worth around £5 million over five 
weeks – with consistent, positive 
references to Manchester – and 
created the kind of buzz normally 
only seen during major international 
events such as Manchester 
International Festival.

This confluence of quality and 
quantity is to be repeated this 
October (1st–3rd), when the joint 
launch of the Manchester Museums 
Consortiums’ autumn exhibitions 
becomes The Manchester 
Weekender: a 48-hour snapshot of 
the best art, culture, music, film, food, 
literature, walks, theatre and spectacle 
curated by CreativeTourist and 
delivered in partnership with the city’s 
independent festivals and Industrial 
Powerhouse, the region’s industrial 
heritage brand.

So, what comes next? Funding for 
the pilot phase runs out in April 2011 
and in a climate of significant cuts 
(and indeed major structural change 
affecting our funder, the Regional 
Development Agency), no concrete 
assurances can be given. There are still 
plenty of things to do: iPhone apps 
promoting digital journeys between 
venues linked to the city’s heritage; a 
joined-up front-of-house programme 
that we are calling the ‘cultural 
concierge’; and a well-developed 
seasonal and networked approach 

to cross-venue programming are 
just some of our ambitions. Time 
will tell if collaborative working is a 
beneficiary or victim of leaner times, 
or if the work is embedded enough to 
withstand a less generous climate.

We would like to think that we 
have helped make the case that 
collaborative working is an essential 
rather than a luxury, a means out of 
hardship, a mechanism for delivering 
more for less. Certainly, by working 
together we are able to make a more 
powerful case to our stakeholders 
and funders. A museum and gallery 
cohort that delivers over 2.2 million 
visits a year, 600,000 tourists, 450,000 
bed nights, £33 million into the local 
accommodation sector and a total of 
£65 million into the regional economy 
cannot be easily overlooked. 

> CASE STUDY

Alex Saint, consultant, is  
working with Manchester  
Museums Consortium, helping 
grow the appetite for joint activity 
and what it can achieve for venues, 
audiences and places. Manchester 
Museums Consortium is a  
partnership of museums/galleries  
with otherwise separate governance 
and management: Cornerhouse,  
Imperial War Museum North,  
The Lowry, Manchester Art Gallery,  
The Manchester Museum, MOSI 
(Museum of Science and Industry), 
People’s History Museum, Whitworth 
Art Gallery.


