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We are Blue Sail – our expertise is in the visitor economy and what makes great tourism destinations.  We were asked by Scottish Enterprise, Glasgow City 
Marketing Bureau, Glasgow Life and VisitScotland to take an external review of Glasgow’s tourism positioning, following its successful hosting of the 
Commonwealth Games.  Our brief was to make an objective assessment of how Glasgow measures up and where the opportunities for growth lie.  This 
Think Piece summarises what we found and suggests areas of opportunity to kick-start the conversation among Glasgow’s visitor economy stakeholders.  
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1 A VIEW FROM THE OUTSIDE 

Our gathering of views, opinions and perceptions were remarkably consistent in what they revealed about Glasgow as a 
place, and as a tourism destination.  Guidebooks and websites are universal in their praise for the city using words like  
“Transformed… Energy …Gritty …Buzz …Friendly …Beautiful …Stylish …Indie… Culturally Rich …”  to describe it.  
 
They also reflect the positive commentary we had from other sources.  Here are a few illustrative quotes. 
 
 
 
 
  
 
The outstanding success of Glasgow in attracting sporting and cultural events and conferences was commented on. 
 
However there were less positive judgements and observations on the city’s shortcomings in achieving success as a 
tourism destination.  A few of these comments were functional - such as the lack of very high quality in the hospitality 
sector and limited transport connections to key markets.  Some comments reflected a continuing association of Glasgow 
with poverty and crime. But most were concerned with the lack of visibility in the marketplace, that the city doesn’t 
benefit from being positively associated with Scotland and gives no compelling reason to visit (especially in comparison 
to other major cities).   
 
 
 
  
 
  

We asked for the views of influential 

individuals outside of Scotland … 

 The 5 international PR 

companies promoting Glasgow 

 7 SDI offices overseas 

 17 members of the Chamber of 

Commerce’s International Club 

 

We spoke to 21 tourism industry people 

outside Glasgow 

 Transport & Tour operators 

 National bodies 

 Travel writers   

 Hotel groups 

 Cultural & entertainment 

organisations 

 

We reviewed how Glasgow is talked 

about in 

 Travel websites 

 Guidebooks 

 

cool mix of urban and 
heritage – great 

culture old and new 
 

… edgy beauty, 
buzz and banter … 

 

all that a modern 
European city has 

to offer 
 

[perception is of] a city 
that hasn’t kept pace 

with 21st century 
 

international visitors think 
‘Scotland’ not ‘Glasgow’ 

 

not clear why it’s 
different and what 
you get if you go 

 

Needs a warm, sexier 
brand 

 

not top of mind for short 
break/city break … needs 

to shout louder 
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2 THE COMPARATORS 

 Berlin: has a reputation for cool, cutting edge, contemporary - and offering value for money.  It benefits from its iconic 
history of a divided city to attract international visits (which make up 41% of all) and positions itself as ‘poor but sexy’ 
(according to its Mayor) – an affordable world-class city with distinctive heritage, underground culture, music and 
events.  

 Copenhagen: not historically a premier city break destination, it has become a leader in sustainability partly through the 
work of Jan Gehl  (urbanist and architect) championing the use of public space , the pedestrian and cyclist. The human 
scale and ‘ liveability’ of the city makes it appealing to visitors; as does its single-minded focus on food with its ‘Kitchen 
Manifesto’ which has taken it from nowhere to world-class. 

 Dublin: famous for ‘craic’ and nightlife, but suffering declining numbers, Dublin is addressing this through a single 
minded focus on specific best-prospect segments and the development of experiences which will appeal to them within 
the city and the immediate hinterland. It is also starting on a major rebrand. 

 Milan: an industrial city famous for fashion and style, and highly successful in conferences and exhibitions, Milan has 
deliberately pursued leisure tourism using its chic, cultured, luxury image to target high value markets in the Middle East 
and Russia, taking the lead for Italy in this positioning.  

 Vancouver: with a lower profile in the marketplace Vancouver has majored on its cultural offer through investment in 
public art and events to create distinctiveness and authenticity in the city and its districts. It is also outward looking in its 
partnerships working with ‘competitors’ Seattle and Portland where it makes market sense. 

 Liverpool: suffering from the economic fallout of industrial decline Liverpool has made huge investment in 
infrastructure and assets and has repositioned the city on its iconic waterfront and its exceptional cultural offer. Capital 
of Culture ’08 gave a massive boost to confidence and ambition and helped create a much stronger profile for the city in 
UK markets and gave it international profile.  Recent investment in conference and exhibition facilities is producing a 
stronger balance between leisure and business tourism.   

We reviewed 7 successful capital 

and 2nd tier cities to draw out 

lessons for Glasgow 

 

 Berlin 

 Copenhagen 

 Dublin 

 Milan 

 Vancouver 

 Liverpool 

 Manchester 

 

And we looked at 12 cities with a 

strong music offer - including 

Nashville, Austin, Montreux and 

Hamburg - to see where more 

might be made of Glasgow’s 

music scene as a differentiator in 

the marketplace. 
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 Manchester:  the first northern city to reinvent itself, Manchester’s confidence, ambition and willingness to invest are key to its reputation as a 
creative, exciting city. Its offer is based around conferences & events, sport, festivals, and heritage and its claim to England’s second city make it more 
than the sum of its parts.  Strong political leadership and regional partnerships have underpinned the success. 

 Music: For a destination to achieve stand out in music it needs 3 things: 

 A strong genre/band/musician that can define what music means to the destination 

 Opportunities and programmes for spectator and participation activities 

 Something tangible around which to focus and develop positioning and experiences– a festival, a performance venue, an iconic musician, 
band, orchestra etc.   

 
 
A common theme in all these cities was the way culture is used to reinforce prestigious status, differentiate the place and provide reasons to visit.  
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3 THE VISITOR JOURNEY 

 

We thought about the whole 

experience from thinking 

and planning a trip, through 

booking, to coming and 

leaving and remembering.  

 

We took the perspective of 

the leisure visitor and the 

conference visitor. 

 

We spent time in Glasgow 

experiencing it as a visitor. 

 

And thought about how it 

compared to other cities. 

 

For conference & exhibition visitors Glasgow performs 
well at all stages. The venues are excellent, promotion 
and sales are effective, the welcome strong.  UK 
transport links are good, Emirates has improved long-
haul although Europe is more of challenge. 
 
There are two areas requiring attention.  The first is that 
the SECC needs to be better connected with the city 
(although it is very near) for add-ons and creating 
memories which encourage word of mouth and repeat 
visits.  And the second is the range and number of hotel 
rooms which is considerably less - and not growing as 
quickly - as comparator business cities within the UK. 

For leisure visitors Glasgow performs well in delivering 
great experiences when people actually come.  The 
cityscape, the museums, galleries, theatres and arts 
venues are all exceptional.  The shopping is extensive, 
new restaurants and cafés excellent and the nightlife 
buzzing.  It’s good value. 
 
More could be done to use the city’s assets – the 
riverside, public spaces and clusters of retail, eating 
places etc - to help people move around and enjoy 
different parts of the city easily.  And connections from 
source markets are not particularly short or cheap. 
 
However the big opportunity is at the dreaming & 
looking.  Unless you are already familiar, it is not clear 
what Glasgow offers, who it is for and why you would 
choose it rather than any number of other cities. 
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4 OPPORTUNITIES & CHALLENGES 

Glasgow is doing very well in conferences and events. The substantial opportunity for growing the visitor economy is in leisure tourism (staying visitors on 
holiday from UK or overseas).  There are four areas the city’s stakeholders should address if this opportunity is to be realised.  

MARKETS & MARKETING 
 
1. Who is Glasgow (the tourism destination) for?  Glasgow needs to identify which countries and which segments are its best prospects.  And then 

focus narrowly and single-mindedly on targeting those. 
 

2. Further thinking about what priority segments are looking for and articulating the offer is required. This will include informed choices around being 
a short-break city destination or developing a city plus offer (with the immediate hinterland, as part of a Scotland-wide offer or with Edinburgh).  
 

3. Addressing the visibility of Glasgow in the market place and its relationship to Scotland will require a conversation within Glasgow but also with 
the national tourism agencies VisitScotland and VisitBritain. 

CITY NARRATIVE 
 
1. Glasgow needs a strong and compelling narrative to position it clearly. This will support all types of tourism (including conferences & exhibitions) 

and the image of the city as a place to live, invest and study too. 
 

2. The People Make Glasgow brand and the city’s culture should be an intrinsic part of the narrative because they are unique selling points for 
Glasgow.  
 

3. Further work is required on using People Make Glasgow to support and deliver the narrative, for example using famous Glaswegians (living and 
dead) as well ordinary people, and in enhancing the welcome the city offers. 
 

4.  ‘Neighbourhoods’, areas of the city with a distinctive tourism offer, should have their own narratives – this will strengthen the Glasgow narrative 
by highlighting the city's layers and help show depth and breadth beyond the city centre, supporting the city’s individuality and encouraging visitors 
to explore.  
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PRODUCTS & EXPERIENCES 
 
1. The narrative for the city and its neighbourhoods is based in the heritage, products and experiences to be found there: future investment priorities 

need to reinforce and support those products and experiences creating a virtuous circle guided by the narrative.  And the investment in, and 
development of these assets, products and experiences must be guided by the expectations and needs of target markets and segments. 
 

2. Better orientation around the city, linking neighbourhoods and attractions will improve the visitor experience.  
 

3. Mackintosh is as close as Glasgow gets to an icon and of course Mackintosh exemplifies one of the people who make Glasgow.  The offer, the 
experience, and how Mackintosh is promoted needs to be brought together and enhanced.  
 

4. There is huge scope for developing the riverside as a focal point including walkways, animation and activity – on the land and the water. 
 

5. Parks & open spaces could be much better utilised to link neighbourhoods and for animation and activity. 
 

6. Food –much more could be made of the new eating places and entrepreneurs as a core part of the offer creating a differentiator for Glasgow which also 
challenges perceptions.   
 

7. Events – programming cultural and sporting events to fill off-season capacity.  And think about participation as well as viewing. 
 

8. Music – define and articulate the music offer to support the narrative, target priority segments and guide product development.  
 

APPROACH 
 
6. Think about ‘visitor economy’ rather than ‘tourism’ – a broader definition of an economic sector involving the management of the destination and 

including many types of businesses beyond hospitality and attractions as well as contributing to the image and quality of life of the place 
 

7. Ambition – what does Glasgow want from tourism and the visitor economy? How important is it to the city – and why? What does it want to be best at 
and most famous for? How much resource, effort and creativity is it prepared to deploy? 
 

8. What should the leadership model look like, how will it be structured and resourced? 
 

9. Securing greater resources from partner organisations in support of the city’s ambition. 
 

10. How creative are Glasgow's partnerships and partners within the city and metropolitan region? How willing are they, and the industry, to invest people, 
time and money to work with rest of Scotland to support the city ambitions? 


