
VisitBritain defines cultural tourism as: ‘Visits to enjoy 
visual and performing arts, museums, galleries, 
heritage attractions, public art and architecture, 
festivals, films and other cultural events.’ These 
visitors want to ‘enjoy exhibitions and performances, to 
sample local food and learn about local customs, to enjoy 
the atmosphere of a place and to learn something. They 
enjoy experiences that fire their imagination or offer a 
chance to connect with the past’.

I agree with this mission statement but for me arts and 
culture underpin what it means to be British, how we see 
ourselves and how the world sees us. Our culture is our 
hallmark and it makes Britain distinctive in a globalised world.

Cultural tourism is able to deliver things which few other 
sectors can. It brings our country to life and encourages 
people to visit our shores, it develops a sense of 
community and attracts visitors to disparate parts of our 
nation. It cultivates the creativity that underpins our wider 
industrial efforts. The arts are not just a visitor add-on, 
they are fundamental to our success as a nation and in an 
age of testing austerity we need to bank this consensus but 
also take note of the hard financial facts: 

•	 	Arts	and	culture	make	up	0.4%	of	GDP,	a	significant	return	
on the less than 0.1% of government spending invested 
in the sector, that’s a greater return on investment (ROI) 

than the health, wholesale and retail, and professional and 
business services sectors.
•	 	The	arts	and	culture	sector	provides	0.45%	of	total	UK	employ-

ment and 0.48% of total employment in England alone. 
•	 	At	least	£856	million	per	annum	of	spending	by	tourists	

visiting the UK can be attributed directly to arts and culture.

Maria Miller’s first speech as Culture Secretary, seven 
months into the role, stressed that the economic impact 
argument was the one, the only one, to make to HM 
Treasury. So, as arts professionals we should give Miller 
more evidence, more stories, more ammunition to ‘fight 
our corner’ within government. Miller’s speech was met 
with swift and spirited responses, but to me it appears to 
be ushered in, belatedly, around two issues: the economic, 
and maybe more importantly, culture’s global pull 
internationally (the latter amplified in the recent launch of 
the new VisitBritain tourism strategy). 

Part of this strategy is to ensure Britain is packaged 
and sold widely by working with the travel trade in key 
markets. For those unaware, the travel trade is a complex 
mixture of commercial companies who usually act as an 
intermediary between the public and tourism products. 
Tourism products in the wider sense include visits to 
museums, galleries, theatre, opera and ballet. The travel 
trade comprises largely of travel agents, tour operators, 

Bringing our nation to life 
Jonathan Mountford of made Tourism Marketing on cultural 
tourism and its effect on Britain

16 > JAM 51



coach operators and group travel companies. Although 
they usually demand discounts or commissions, the travel 
trade will sometimes pay extra for additional services 
such as behind-the-scenes tours and special talks.

However, the travel trade is just one tiny part of the 
tourism industry. Tourism is a highly fragmented industry, 
with around 200,000 businesses competing to attract 
domestic and overseas visitors. With improved marketing, 
most cultural organisations could claim a bigger share of 
this lucrative industry. It is easy to refer glibly to ‘tourists’ as 
if they were an anonymous mass of people, but of course 
there are many different types of tourist. Each group, 
or segment, has different needs and motivations. For 
example, tourists may be international visitors from another 
country or a family who have just travelled a couple of 
hours to see their relatives and go out together. The latter 
are often referred to as VFR (visits to friends and relatives). 

It’s only in the last couple of years that there has been 
awareness in the wider cultural sector of just how valuable 
international and home tourism is – an awareness underlined 
recently via the newly signed memorandum of understanding 
between Arts Council England and VisitEngland.

The three year arrangement will see the two 
organisations collaborating on a portfolio of projects 
as well as sharing research findings and seeking to 
improve skills in both sectors. A pot of £3 million will be 
made available from ACE Lottery funding in June and is 
intended to directly encourage local culture and tourism 
initiatives. This burgeoning interest in cultural tourism and 
the recognition of its potential to generate profile, new 
visitors and economic impact can only be a good thing.  
Miller said: ‘Our country is renowned around the world as 
a top cultural tourist destination with iconic heritage sites, 
museums and theatres. The industry has a strong role 
to play in our economic growth. It makes sense that our 
cultural and tourist industries join forces, as in many cases 
they are two sides of the same coin. This new partnership 
will help local organisations give both tourism and cultural 
sectors a boost.’

However, Ms. Miller, cultural tourism is not and can 
never be a quick fix. If you’re in the cultural tourism game, 
you’re in it for the long haul. It means that you need the 
sorts of partners who are able to set aside individual 
agendas to work collaboratively (and sometimes for years 
before the real results start rolling in). It’s not simply a new 
style of marketing, nor is it a case of saying the same thing 
but in a different way.

Arts and cultural organisations have many audiences, 
many stakeholders, but also many stories to tell and much 
data to work with. But connecting to cultural tourism is 
about understanding the collective cultural offering of 
a destination, matching that offer to (and connecting 
with) the intertwined industries (of restauranteurs, 
accommodation providers, retail and so on) and most 
importantly making sure that it’s all packaged in a way 
that is meaningful to the consumer. Visitbritain.org offers 
practical advice on how this can be achieved plus market 
insights and statistics.    
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MAMMA MIA! is the ultimate  
feel-good musical. Set on a Greek 
island paradise, a story of love, 
friendship and identity is cleverly 
told through the timeless songs 
of ABBA. The first production of 
MAMMA MIA! the Musical opened 
fourteen years ago at the Prince 
Edward Theatre. It was just after the 
Easter weekend and I was working 
for Michael McCabe Associates. 
Everyone said it wasn’t a great 
time to open the show because 
people were away. But Soho came 
to a standstill – the traffic stopped, 
barriers were up, ABBA fans were in 
the street. Benny Anderson and Björn 
Ulvaeus, the men behind ABBA, had 
people running alongside their car 

like a presidential cavalcade sweeping 
down the streets. The day after 
the opening night party, which was 
done on a shoestring at a restaurant 
in Soho, I just remember everyone 
having a great feeling of relief.

Nearly fifteen years on and this 
irresistible tale has since visited 
74 cities in 35 countries around 
the world, and now the party will 
continue in one of Britain’s favourite 
holiday resorts at Blackpool’s famous 
Opera House. MAMMA MIA! is one 
of our biggest clients and I’m still 
responsible for the show’s Tourism 
Marketing. We are delighted to be 
working with JHI theatre marketing 
consultants, the Opera House and 
Visit Blackpool. 

Blackpool is to host this West End 
show for ten weeks next summer – 
the first time.

MAMMA MIA! will run from 
20 June to 31 August 2014 at the 
Blackpool Opera House and it 
is incredibly important that we 
engage the tourist market. We have 
consciously put a competitive group 
rate in place and coach tour operators 
from throughout the UK have already 
put in their requests to sell tickets, 
which start from £30 for a group of 
more than ten people.

Part of our Tourism Marketing 
strategy includes targeting 
international visitors. We have formed 
a strong partnership with United 
Airlines and we are using Blackpool’s 

The ultimate feel-good show comes to Blackpool  
Jonathan Mountford reports ...
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rich heritage, as well as the fact that 
it is ‘the archetypal British seaside 
resort’ as a USP to target overseas 
tourists. For example the venue sits 
within the Winter Gardens which is a 
large entertainment complex in the 
town centre. It is surrounded by the 
world-famous piers, fortune tellers, 
public houses, trams, donkey rides, 
and of course fish and chip shops! It 
has twelve different venues, including 
a theatre, ballroom and conference 
facilities. Opened in 1878, it is a Grade 
II listed building, incorporating various 
elements built between 1875 and 1939. 
We are also playing on the fact that 
the Gardens’ owners claim that every 
British Prime Minister since World War 
II has addressed an audience at the 
venue – our American cousins love this 
type of cultural history.

Our team is also engaging with 
Blackpool’s major attractions and 
landmarks including the Blackpool 
Tower, the Pleasure Beach, Zoo and 
the UK’s only surviving first-generation 
tramway. We have packages in place 
with all major UK tour operators such 
as Omega Travel and international 
packages with wholesalers such as 
Gold Medal.

As Blackpool remains a major centre 
of tourism in England a partnership 
has been formed with VisitEngland 
– the government’s tourist board for 
England. At the recent Press Launch 
Cllr Graham Cain, Cabinet Member 
for Tourism and Culture said, ‘It is 
more than ten years since Blackpool 
last had a full summer season show 
of this quality. Over the last few 
years Blackpool has transformed 
dramatically and we have been able 
to show investors and visitors that the 
town has changed.’

Natalie Wyatt, Managing Director 
of Visit Blackpool, said, ‘This is a 
fantastic coup for Blackpool and one 
which we believe will help boost our 
ability in terms of attracting visitors, 
in particular those who wish to 
come and stay in the resort. It also 
represents a great opportunity to 
showcase a regenerated Blackpool to 
the rest of the UK’. 

Shifts in tastes, combined with 
opportunities for Brits to travel 
overseas, supplanted Blackpool’s 
status as a leading resort during the 
late 20th Century but Blackpool’s 
urban fabric and economy remains 
relatively and firmly rooted in the 
tourism sector. Entertainers who 
regularly play the town such as Ken 
Dodd and Roy ‘Chubby’ Brown are 
rightly or wrongly now firmly part 
of our cultural heritage. The town’s 
seafront continues to attract millions 
of visitors every year. And in 2014 
there will be much more to Blackpool 
than just sandy beaches and donkey 
rides, times change, and with 
MAMMA MIA! comes a new breed 
of entertainment – the mega musical. 
So far our marketing mix is working, as 
advance sales to both individuals and 
groups are robust. Maybe your next 
year’s holiday should be a ‘stay-cation’ 
to Blackpool? 

FOOTNOTE
The international tour of MAMMA 
MIA! is produced by Judy Craymer, 
Richard East and Björn Ulvaeus for 
Littlestar, in association with Universal, 
Stage Entertainment and NGM.

‘This is a fantastic coup for Blackpool and one which we believe will help 
boost our ability in terms of attracting visitors, in particular those who 
wish to come and stay in the resort. It also represents a great opportunity to 
showcase a regenerated Blackpool to the rest of the UK’. 

Pictured: Members of the London production attending this summer’s press launch in Blackpool. Casting will be announced later in 2013.
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Notes
•	  VisitBritain is Britain’s 

national tourism agency, 
responsible for marketing 
Britain worldwide and 
developing Britain’s visitor 
economy.
•	  VisitEngland is the national 

tourist board for England, 
responsible for marketing 
England to domestic and 
established overseas markets 
and for improving England’s 
tourism product.
•	 	Maria Miller heads the 

Department for Culture, Media 
and Sport (DCMS) – existing to 
help make Britain the world’s 
most creative and exciting 
place to live, visit and do 
business.
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