
A
utumn in Manchester is 
always something special. 
October marks the start of 
‘festival season’, a period 
when literature, science, 

food and drink and music festivals 
coincide with the opening of major 
new exhibitions and events across 
the city’s museums and galleries. For 
a city with one of the largest student 
populations in Europe, as well as major 
political conferences and a healthy 
tourism industry and infrastructure, 
autumn is also an apt time to 
showcase the city’s cultural offer.

The Manchester Weekender, now 
into its fourth annual run, was created 
by Creative Tourist on behalf of 
Manchester Museums Consortium 
to take advantage of this autumnal 
‘critical mass’ of culture, visitors and, 
crucially, partnerships. It kicks off the 
autumn cultural season by creating 
a weekend-long snapshot of the 
best of the city’s art and culture. It 
gives visitors sufficient motivation 
for booking a visit; it adds depth to 
the visitor experience; it encourages 
business and student/family tourists 
to extend their stay or return. 

So what is the Manchester 
Weekender? Working with 
independent promoters, cultural 
venues, festivals, retailers, hoteliers 
and more, Creative Tourist pulls 
together a single weekend of cultural 
activity in the city that acts as a 
signpost to the broader autumn offer. 
It programmes small-scale events 
that sit between existing, handpicked 
festivals, exhibitions and events; these 
smaller events act as the glue that 
binds the programme together. In so 
doing, Creative Tourist creates credible 
cultural itineraries for potential visitors 

– guides as to what’s on in the city and 
also to the city at large. 

The Weekender relies on close 
collaboration between the cultural 
sector and its partners. Despite a 
modest marketing and programming 
budget, for example, in 2012 it 
featured 75 events across 37 venues, 
events that ranged from a sell-out 
‘flaneur’s guide to the Northern 
Quarter’ to a major new exhibition 
by David Shrigley. It also featured 
a marketing campaign delivered in 
partnership with Visit Manchester 
that resulted in a print advertising 
campaign across national media 
and on the London Underground, 
as well as e-marketing campaigns in 
international territories and access 
to other VisitEngland and VisitBritain 
marketing channels.

And the Manchester Weekender has 
been remarkably effective. In 2010, 
Culture24 said that the Weekender 
‘could do for art what the three-
day festival format does for music’. 
Castlefield Gallery reported a 41% 
rise in visitor numbers compared 
with the same period the previous 
year. Print editorial coverage reached 
an estimated 1.3 million readers via 
publications such as the Telegraph and 
the Guardian. In 2011, this rose to a 
circulation of 5.7m with an equivalent 
advertising value of over £50,000.

Partnership working extends to 
those not directly involved in the 
Weekender. In 2012, for example, 
Creative Tourist set up the Blog North 
Network (working in partnership with 
The Culture Vulture in Leeds and Open 
Stories in Manchester). Designed to 
support the professional development 
of bloggers, Creative Tourist tapped 
into this network to help promote the 

Weekender via a special Blog North day. 
During the weekend; one blogger said 
of their visit: ‘Each visitor to Manchester 
this weekend took away a truly unique 
impression of the city, and that is why 
it rightly deserves to be considered the 
cultural hub of the north’.

The Weekender is not all about big 
names and numbers, however. It is 
about creating immersive, intimate 
events alongside headline hooks 
that add depth to a visit to the city. 
So DJ-turned-historian Dave Haslam 
interviewed Jarvis Cocker in the 
neo-Gothic setting of Manchester 
Town Hall; Manchester Jazz Festival 
presented a haunting night of music 
dedicated to the American Civil 
Rights movement inside the People’s 
History Museum (the only national 
museum dedicated to telling the story 
of British democracy); ‘secret’ gigs 
for just twenty people at a time were 
held in creative studios in the city’s 
Northern Quarter; children went on a 
walking tour and ‘doodled’ the urban 
landscape they saw on see-through 
umbrellas – a neat subversion of 
Manchester’s reputation as the rainy 
city. These are the sorts of events 
that, rooted in the city’s museums 
and galleries, tell the stories of 
Manchester as much as sell its cultural 
assets; these are the sorts of real and 
uniquely Mancunian experiences that 
cultural consumers are looking for. 

While the Weekender is focused 
on potential visitors, it also brings 
benefits to local audiences. That 
authentic experience mentioned 
above can only come from a culture 
owned and articulated by the people 
who live in the city, and it is the role 
of the Weekender partner network 
– the cultural venues in particular 
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– to ensure that the Weekender’s 
marketing and messages reach local 
audiences as much as the Creative 
Tourist-led campaign targets non-
locals. creativetourist.com, meanwhile, 
acts as a central portal for all listings 
and Weekender information, pulling 
content in from and pushing it back 
out to a marketing network that spans 
sectors and an entire city. 

As for its future, the Weekender 
continues to grow. Online visitors 
(to Creative Tourist, specifically for 
Weekender content) double year 
on year, with 45% of traffic coming 
from those based outside the North 
West. In 2012, audiences hailed from 
Florida, Berlin, London, Toronto, New 
York, Cardiff, Glasgow, Birmingham, 
Leeds, Halifax, Stoke, Leicester and 
Warwick. One couple even travelled 

from Scotland with a carefully planned 
itinerary and their own bikes so that 
they could join a cycle tour. Ticketed 
events sold out, visitor satisfaction 
was high, and volunteers reckoned 
working on it was one of their best 

ever such experiences. So this October 
– the 10th, to be precise – expect to 
see the start of another weekend-long 
celebration of the cultural life of a city 
that Creative Tourist is proud to call 
home.  
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