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Soft power: a strategy for UK success?
British Tourist Authority (VisitBritain/VisitEngland) Written Evidence – February 2025
	About VisitBritain/VisitEngland:
The BTA (British Tourist Authority) is the national tourism agency, operating as a non-departmental public body funded by DCMS. VisitBritain promotes Britain overseas and is a delivery partner of the Cabinet Office’s GREAT campaign. It is active in 21 markets across the globe, representing over 72% of the inbound value to Britain, and teams are often co-located with FCDO colleagues.
As well as driving demand through international marketing, VisitBritain support the wider visitor economy by ensuring Britain is sold in international markets - connecting trade partners, hosting events to connect buyers and suppliers, and promoting positive stories of Britain to the international media and using our social and digital channels. 
VisitEngland’s role is to focus on domestic tourism and supply-side support. This includes leadership of local tourism bodies - LVEPs (Local Visitor Economy Partnerships) and DDPs (Destination Development Partnerships) - as well as business development and export programmes for the 300,000+ SMEs that make up the sector. 
VisitBritain and VisitEngland also have a business events programme that seeks to grow and attract events in cities across Britain, particularly in key sectors such as technology and AI, manufacturing, and life sciences.
The BTA also has a statutory duty to advise Government on tourism policy, to do this we draw on our expertise, industry engagement, and detailed research.


1. Why is soft power important? How might this concept be measured?
a. Soft Power is achieved by strengthening positive perceptions of Britain abroad - influencing residents of nations around the world to look favourably on British institutions, culture, and people, as a means to create the foundations of diplomatic and trade connections between states.
b. Britain’s soft power can be assessed when looking at international perception studies and rankings such as those conducted by the FCDO, Anholt, or Brand Finance.
c. VisitBritain generally uses the Anholt Nation Brands Index to assess perceptions of Britain, an annual study amongst c40,000 consumers in 20 panel countries around the world. Respondents score 50 nations (including the UK) on a raft of attributes including tourism, culture and people as well as those relating to exports, governance and immigration / investment. The overall ‘nation brand’ rank is based on scores across all attributes.
· Overall, the UK’s nation brand remained strong at 5th out of 50 nations in 2024, one place down vs 2023.
· The majority of markets ranked the UK in the top 10 nations. The markets that held the UK in highest regard were South Africa (1st), Canada (3rd), India (3rd), Italy (4th), Japan (4th) and South Korea (4th).
· Those who visit the UK are more likely to rank the UK higher in the NBI. Overall, previous visitors ranked the UK 2nd vs 5th (overall NBI). Tourism and Culture rank 2nd whilst People rises to 4th and welcome improves to 13th.
2. What tangible benefits does soft power provide to the UK’s international relationships? To trade? To support for the rules-based international order?
a. Tourism builds people-to-people connections between nations, with visitors acting as ambassadors to the UK. Each of the 43.4 million inbound visits due to take place in 2025 are an opportunity to promote Britain’s values, exports, and cultural assets.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  UK Inbound Travel & Tourism Statistics | VisitBritain.org] 

b. As well as having benefits for cultural and inter-personal connections, promoting Britain as an inbound tourism destination has tangible trade and economic impacts:
· Those who have visited Britain are 16% more likely to invest in Britain’s businesses and products.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  UK Ipsos Nation Brand Index Score (NBI) | VisitBritain.org] 

· Travel services, which includes inbound tourism spend and international students, is Britain’s 3rd largest service export, valued at £64.5 billion.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  UK trade in numbers (web version) - GOV.UK] 

· VisitBritain forecasts 43.4 million visits and £33.7 billion spend in 2025. Compared to 2024, this is growth of 5% in visits and 7% in nominal spend (4% in real terms).[footnoteRef:5] [5:  UK Inbound Travel & Tourism Statistics | VisitBritain.org] 

3. What should the objective of soft power be, for example, to achieve economic growth for the UK overseas, bolster its influence or other? 
a. Soft power should deliver economic growth and influence - tourism is an industry that can provide outputs on both.
· VisitBritain’s international marketing activity under the GREAT campaign, for example, can generate £18 of additional spend for every £1 invested.[footnoteRef:6]  [6:  VisitBritain 2024 Evaluation] 

· Between March and July 2023, VisitBritain’s ‘See Things Differently’ marketing campaigns in Europe, the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) and the USA generated an additional £210 million boost to the UK economy.
· VisitBritain drives incremental value to the nations and regions, beyond what would happen without intervention. 59% of the incremental value delivered by VisitBritain is outside of London vs IPS benchmark of 46%.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  VisitBritain 2024 Evaluation] 

· Tourism is an important source of UK ‘soft power’, with those aware of VisitBritain’s campaigns being 17% more likely to see Britain as welcoming and 21% more likely to feel it is exciting.[footnoteRef:8] [8:  VisitBritain 2023 Evaluation] 

4. What are the UK’s soft power strengths, with reference to diplomacy, post-conflict reconstruction, culture, the media, the economy and education? How is the UK perceived overseas? In what ways does this perception differ regionally or by country?
a. Britain has a number of assets that make it a destination that people want to visit, which in turn support inbound tourism in being a soft power strength. 
· According to the NBI, Culture and Tourism are areas of strength for the UK. Tourism retained 6th place for the fourth year in a row with historic buildings and vibrant cities retaining 5th. Culture dropped one rank to 5th place with all attributes within retaining high ranks; contemporary (4th), sport (5th) and cultural heritage (6th).[footnoteRef:9] [9:  UK Ipsos Nation Brand Index Score (NBI) | VisitBritain.org] 

· VisitBritain’s MIDAS report found that perceptions of Britain post-pandemic are dominated by the combination of history and vibrancy.[footnoteRef:10] Respondents were asked to pick which statements they associated with Britain; results included: [10:  Motivations, influences, decisions and sustainability research | VisitBritain.org] 

· Is a place where I can explore history and heritage – 57%
· There are vibrant towns and cities to explore – 57%
· Has an interesting mix of cultures from around the world – 51%
· Is inclusive and accessible for visitors like me – 50%
· Has a thriving arts and contemporary culture scene – 47%
Long haul markets associated Britain mostly with history and heritage, whilst short haul markets focused more on vibrant towns and cities.
b. Brand Finance’s 2025 Soft Power report states that the UK has a strong position in influence and international relations.[footnoteRef:11]  [11:  Global Soft Power Index | Brandirectory] 

· Out of the 193 UN recognised nations ranked in the report, the UK ranks 1st for easy to communicate with, respects law and human rights, recommendation to study in, strong education system, and supports global efforts to counter climate change.
· However the report finds that the UK’s weakness is around people and values, scoring low in friendliness (71st), fun (30th), and generosity (24th). Perceptions of British food are also a challenge, where the UK ranks 40th. 
c. VisitBritain uses perception research to shape its activity. For example, the table below, from VisitBritain’s MIDAS research, maps global drivers of travel (X-axis) against perceptions of Britain (Y-axis) to develop a hierarchy of brand ‘hooks’ to use in VisitBritain’s promotional activity.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Motivations, influences, decisions and sustainability research | VisitBritain.org] 

· The items in the top right (light blue) are influential attributes which Britain performs well on, such as ‘I can roam around visiting many types of places’. In the bottom right (red) we see important attributes Britain performs poorly on, namely ‘value for money’. Items on the left are less influential.
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d. In 2023, VisitBritain sponsored a set of questions on the Nation Brands Index which explores the role of film and TV in previous and future UK trip planning and its influence on visits to regions outside of London.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Screen Tourism | VisitBritain.org] 

· The research demonstrated that there is a significant opportunity to leverage when it comes to screen tourism. While on a leisure trip in the UK, 7 in 10 UK visitors have been to a film or TV location and amongst those that would consider coming to Britain in the future, 9 in 10 would be interested in doing so. 
· In response to this clear strength for Britain, VisitBritain launched the ‘Starring GREAT Britain’ campaign in January 2025, harnessing film and TV to inspire more visitors to choose Britain, explore more and come now. The campaign pitches British destinations as the real stars of the show, and showcases a welcoming, dynamic and diverse Britain.[footnoteRef:14]   [14:  VisitBritain launches global screen tourism campaign with blockbuster-inspired film | VisitBritain.org] 

· The launch film,[footnoteRef:15] directed by Academy Award-winning British director Tom Hooper, is supported by a wider advertising campaign which is underway across the UK’s largest and most valuable inbound visitor markets including Australia, the Gulf Co-operation Council (GCC) countries, France, Germany and the USA. While the paid advertising campaign is running across specific markets, the brand platform is also being amplified across the globe using the powerful reach of our social channels, and trade and media visits. [15:  Starring GREAT Britain - the movie] 

· VisitBritain is also working with partners such as Expedia to convert the interest generated by the campaign into bookings to Britain.[footnoteRef:16]  [16:  VisitBritain partners with Expedia Group to boost inbound tourism across the nations and regions | VisitBritain.org] 

· With the creative industries identified as one of the Government’s priority sectors in the industrial strategy, the campaign demonstrates how tourism and the visitor economy is a foundational sector that can support growth in other industries.
5. How do FCDO arms-length bodies, including the British Council, BBC World Service and British International Investment, contribute towards the UK’s soft power strengths? What is the value for money of these organisations, when considering soft power returns? 
a. VisitBritain is a high performing arm's length body of DCMS. In its FY23/24 activity, VisitBritain delivered an additional £321.4 million to the UK economy, supporting the creation of 5,952 jobs.
· VisitBritain’s marketing is one of the few public-facing international campaigns run by the UK Government, providing a unique opportunity to shape perceptions and tell a positive story of Britain.
· Campaigns have an objective to demonstrate a welcoming, dynamic, and diverse Britain to challenge the caricature and stereotypes to drive urgency to visit. Key messages include; Great Britain is a welcoming destination to visit / Great Britain feels exciting / Great Britain is packed with surprising experiences / Great Britain offers a unique experience.
· For VisitBritain’s 23/24 campaign, perceptions of Britain as a welcoming place to visit were 10% higher amongst those aware of the campaign vs unaware. Similarly, Britain scored 10% higher for surprising and unexpected experiences amongst those aware vs unaware of the campaign.
b. VisitBritain’s activity is strengthened by operating within a cross-Government brand - the GREAT Campaign – that is recognised internationally.
· GREAT is the UK government’s flagship international communications programme. Established in 2011, it is designed to maximise immediate and longer-term benefits for all parts of the UK by building positive global profile, reputation and soft power influence in the intensely competitive markets of international trade, investment, tourism, education and talent.
· GREAT provides His Majesty’s Government’s international network with a high-quality, consistent and professionally delivered brand that has been used in 164 countries, by 26 government departments and ALBs including the Department for Business and Trade, VisitBritain, British Council, the Foreign & Commonwealth Development Office, the Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs and the Cabinet Office.
· The GREAT brand is highly effective and has been shown to positively influence its target audiences, for example: Recognisers of the GREAT brand agreed that GREAT “made them feel more positive about the UK” (84% of potential students, 83% of potential tourists and 78% of potential traders/investors) and were “more likely to consider the UK” for studying (81%), trading/investing (79%) or visiting (77%) (Source: Yonder, ‘International Audience Survey’, 2023).
c. VisitBritain is operating in an increasingly competitive environment. Whilst growth is predicted, market share – and therefore influence – is being lost.
· If inbound tourism to the UK was to grow at the same pace as forecasts are currently indicating for Western Europe, the industry would be worth an additional £4.4 billion per year by 2030 to the UK economy.[footnoteRef:17]   [17:  VisitBritain publishes inbound tourism forecast for 2025 | VisitBritain.org] 

· Many countries invest heavily in their tourist boards as a means to increase market share and their country’s international profile. In 2024, Tourism Ireland’s marketing budget alone was €70 million,[footnoteRef:18] compared to VisitBritain’s £17 million in FY23/24. [18:  Tourism Ireland launches 2024 marketing plan] 

d. The British council does good work at attracting students. We could work with them to capitalise on this by encouraging families of international students studying in Britain to visit and encourage students to promote their regions on social media. 
· There has been a reluctance to do this, with data sharing between departments cited as a potential barrier.
6. What role does soft power play in the UK’s role as a leading actor in conflict resolution? 
a. N/A
7. How effective is the FCDO in leading HMG’s soft power approach across Government, and overseas? Where can these efforts be improved? What contribution should the Soft Power Council make? 
a. Tourism is a driver of both economic growth and soft power for Britain. This status is recognised to different degrees by teams from across FCDO. 
· VisitBritain’s international teams are often co-located with FCDO colleagues as part of 1HMG, this allows use to share data, content, media links, and social platforms to support Government initiatives internationally. In the UK, VisitBritain’s policy team and the FCDO’s soft power team are also connected.
· This relationship could be further strengthened with more regular interaction between VisitBritain and FCDO’s UK based communications colleagues, and the inclusion of a senior VisitBritain representative on any new Soft Power Boards.
b. VisitBritain is an arm's length body of DCMS, FCDO does not have any formal oversight over its core activity. However, FCDO Ministers do sit on the GREAT Programme Board, advising on the activity of the cross-Government GREAT Campaign, of which VisitBritain is the largest recipient of resource.
c. There are opportunities for greater collaboration across Government departments and arm’s length bodies on international facing communications. 
· VisitBritain has already demonstrated its value in cross-Whitehall projects and events, having been involved in Commonwealth Games and Eurovision legacy development, and the previous Government’s Saudi Futures trade event.
· VisitBritain has previously received funds from the GREAT Challenge Fund. An example of this activity includes VisitBritain’s support for Liverpool’s sponsorship of the Bordeaux Wine Festival. This activity enabled the promotion of a underrepresented area to potential French visitors and, together with LCR’s Mayor Steve Rotherham, opened new conversations around route development between the North West and France.
· VisitBritain/VisitEngland’s work in attracting and growing business events supports sectors from across Government, from life sciences, tech and AI to automotive, manufacturing and R&D.
· If any ‘soft power’ funding became available VisitBritain could make use of this to run targeted activity or extend existing campaigns into FCDO identified priority markets.
d. VisitBritain’s board member, Peter Gowers, is a member of the Soft Power Council. This is a positive step in ensuring tourism’s role in shaping perceptions and building people to people connections is recognised by UK Government.
· The Soft Power Council has an opportunity to increase the status of tourism and the visitor economy within Government, which would enable the removal of policy barriers for sector growth and extension of VisitBritain’s campaigns into priority markets for HMG.
8. How does HMG demonstrate commitment to supporting British soft power sectors abroad?
a. VisitBritain’s new international marketing campaign (see response 4d) was supported by almost 30 of Britain’s Ambassadors, High Commissioners, and Consul Generals from around the world. Many produced short films for social media, where they talked about the campaign and their favourite British film and TV destinations, or attended events to celebrate the campaign launch.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Example of a social post from British Ambassador to France: https://x.com/MennaRawlings/status/1885343065139011644 ] 

b. The visitor economy and its policy areas are primarily managed by the Department for Culture, Media, and Sport. DCMS’ ongoing support for tourism through policy development and via VisitBritain/VisitEngland can be viewed as a demonstration of HMG’s commitment to tourism as a soft power sector.
· VisitBritain/VisitEngland receives a GIA of c.£50 million in GIA from DCMS and Cabinet Office (via GREAT). The organisation is currently negotiating its level of investment with DCMS and Treasury for FY25/26 onwards as part of the comprehensive spending review. 
· There are creative examples from around the world on how cross-government collaboration can increase investment into the tourist board without additional burden on departmental budgets. For example, BrandUSA is funded in-part via a top slice of ESTA funds.
· Some of tourism’s policy areas, particularly those affecting inbound visitors, sit outside of DCMS’ remit. Visa and ETA policy, for example, lies with the Home Office. VisitBritain/VisitEngland have limited interaction with Home Office policy colleagues to discuss the implications of visa regime changes on tourism, the end-to-end customer journey, and the sector’s soft power impact.
9. How might the FCDO engage with the media and the private sector to strengthen its soft power offering?
a. VisitBritain already maintains trade, media, and private sector relationships that strengthen Britain’s soft power assets.
· In 2023/24 VisitBritain and VisitEngland generated at least £7.6 million in additional funds and value in kind through private sector and commercial partnerships.
· VisitBritain organise a large number of media and influencer visits to Britain each year, increasing the awareness of British destinations around the world. VisitBritain also works with in-market media connections to gain coverage of Britain and its destinations.
· Media environments differ around the world and between audiences. For example, younger demographics are more likely to be users of TikTok, while Chinese travellers prefer platforms such as Redbook or CTrip. If the Government permitted use of platforms such as TikTok, ALBs such as VisitBritain would be able to use it to target these demographics and shape perceptions of Britain.
10. How does soft power interact with and complement the UK’s foreign policy? In what ways does soft power support the UK’s foreign policy? Are there challenges in this relationship?
a. [bookmark: _Hlk190949675]N/A
11. How does the UK counter the soft power influence and narrative of other major powers including China, India, Russia and Turkey? 
a. Tourism can develop people to people relationships where political or diplomatic relations are strained. A visit to Britain is shown to improve perceptions of our nation, its values, and its businesses.
b. Countries around the world are investing heavily in inbound tourism to grow their economies and influence perceptions of their nations. This puts further risk on Britain’s ability to maintain market share for tourism.
· The World Travel and Tourism Council recently reported that the UK was losing ground to its competitors and had an overreliance on the US for its visitor numbers. It advised diversification, policy changes, and tourism board investment to regain market share.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  News Article | World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC)] 

12. What role do regional and international organisations play in bolstering the UK’s soft power offer? How might the UK build partnerships and alliances with these organisations to achieve its soft power goals?
a. N/A
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