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Section 1: Government policies and sector resilience

Cultural institutions should be recognised as core economic infrastructure rather than solely discretionary cultural spending. Scotland’s national cultural institutions contribute significantly to the UK’s international soft power, global reputation and attractiveness as a destination. Investment in culture should therefore be viewed not simply as public subsidy, but as long-term economic investment which supports tourism growth, inward investment, skills development and international profile. National cultural institutions also play an important role in international relationship building and cultural diplomacy. Recent engagement activity and trade missions in Asia have demonstrated how cultural partnerships can strengthen Scotland and the UK’s international profile, encourage future tourism and support wider economic and diplomatic objectives. The continued provision of free access to national collections represents one of the UK’s strongest international tourism assets and supports accessibility, inclusion, repeat visitation and broader public participation.
International visitors are increasingly seeking authentic, place-based experiences which combine heritage, culture, food, events and landscape. Scotland and the wider UK are well positioned to benefit from this trend due to the strength of their cultural and creative assets. However, international competitiveness continues to be affected by factors including visa complexity, aviation costs, transport connectivity and the increased administrative and financial barriers associated with international cultural touring and exchange. The UK’s global reputation continues to benefit significantly from its cultural exports, collections and creative industries, and greater support for international partnerships, touring activity and cultural promotion would strengthen the UK’s international visibility and competitiveness. National Galleries Scotland’s Art Works project will also act as a strategic enabler by creating significantly greater capacity for the storage, conservation and international movement of artworks, supporting increased opportunities for global cultural exchange, touring exhibitions and international partnership activity. If visitor levies are introduced, there should be clear transparency and accountability regarding how funds are reinvested into the visitor economy, including cultural infrastructure, public realm improvements, transport connectivity and destination management.
Section 2: Government structures and sector support
Culture and tourism should also be recognised as interconnected ecosystems rather than isolated sectors or institutions. Visitors engaging with one cultural attraction are highly likely to engage with wider elements of the visitor economy, including museums, galleries, heritage sites, festivals, hospitality, retail and transport networks. The success of the sector therefore relies on strong collaboration and connectivity across organisations, regions and nations. Supporting cultural ecosystems through coordinated policy, investment and promotion can generate significantly greater collective economic and tourism impact than isolated interventions.
Section 3: Inward investment and tourism infrastructure
Investment in cultural infrastructure can generate significant long term economic, tourism and community benefit. Recent independent economic analysis found that National Galleries Scotland generated £253.3 million GVA for the Scottish economy in 2024/25 and supported approximately 6,750 jobs across Scotland. The analysis also found that every £1 invested by the Scottish Government generated £11 in economic value for the Scottish economy. 
Museums, galleries and heritage organisations should therefore be recognised as strategic economic infrastructure as well as cultural assets. As one of Scotland’s most visited attractions, National Galleries Scotland attracted approximately 2.6 million visitors in 2024, with visitor spending attributable to the organisation generating an estimated £210.3 million GVA and supporting over 6,000 jobs. International visitor figures suggest that almost half of all international tourists visiting Edinburgh visited a National Galleries Scotland site during their trip. 
There is significant opportunity to increase inward investment through long-term capital programmes which improve sustainability, collections care, accessibility, digital capability and visitor experience. National Galleries Scotland’s Art Works project represents an example of strategic cultural infrastructure investment that will improve collections storage, conservation capability, environmental sustainability and international lending capacity, while enabling more people to engage with Scotland’s national collection. The project will act as a strategic enabler for increased global cultural exchange, touring exhibitions and international partnership activity, strengthening Scotland and the UK’s international cultural profile. 
Investment should not be concentrated solely within major city centres or established visitor hotspots. Regional cultural infrastructure can support regeneration, local tourism economies, skills development, education and community identity across all parts of the UK. Unlocking future investment will require long-term funding certainty, stronger public and private sector collaboration, and better alignment between cultural, tourism, transport and economic development policy.
Section 4: Recovery from COVID-19
While the visitor economy has recovered significantly since the COVID-19 pandemic, recovery across the cultural and tourism sectors remains uneven and organisations continue to face substantial operational and financial pressures. National Galleries Scotland welcomed a record 2.7 million visitors in 2018-19 prior to the pandemic. During the height of COVID-19 disruption, visitor numbers fell dramatically from 2.36 million visitors in 2019 to 116,765 visitors in 2020-21 due to prolonged closures and restrictions. Recovery has since been gradual, with visitor numbers increasing to 780,275 in 2021-22, 1.96 million in 2022-23 and 2.55 million in 2023-24. 
The pandemic also fundamentally changed visitor behaviour and audience expectations. Cultural organisations have had to diversify their offer through enhanced digital engagement, wider learning and community programmes, more flexible visitor experiences and stronger commercial activity in order to remain resilient and maintain audience engagement. During periods of closure, digital engagement became increasingly important in maintaining public access to collections and cultural activity. However, this diversification requires continued investment and long-term funding certainty at a time when organisations continue to face inflationary pressures, increased operating costs and constrained public funding.
Recent independent analysis found that National Galleries Scotland generated £253.3 million GVA for the Scottish economy in 2024/25 and supported approximately 6,750 jobs, demonstrating the continuing economic importance of cultural institutions within the wider visitor economy. The research also highlighted the growing importance of wellbeing, accessibility and community engagement within the post-pandemic environment, reflecting the increasingly important role cultural institutions play not only in tourism and economic growth, but also in supporting health, wellbeing, education and social cohesion.
Section 5: Domestic tourism
Domestic tourism continues to play a vital role within the wider UK visitor economy, particularly during periods when international tourism recovery remains uneven. Cultural institutions, museums, galleries and heritage attractions are important drivers of domestic visits and repeat visitation, supporting local economies, hospitality, retail and transport networks across the UK. Free access to national collections remains a significant strength in supporting affordable and accessible domestic tourism, particularly during periods of wider economic pressure and cost of living challenges.
The pandemic altered domestic visitor behaviour, with audiences increasingly seeking flexible, experience led and place based visits that combine culture, heritage, food, landscape and events. There is also growing demand for year round activity rather than purely seasonal tourism. Cultural programming, major exhibitions, festivals, learning activity and community engagement can all play an important role in supporting regional visitation throughout the year and encouraging visitors to explore destinations beyond traditional tourism hotspots.
However, domestic tourism businesses and cultural organisations continue to face significant challenges arising from inflation, rising energy and workforce costs, transport affordability and constrained public funding. Continued investment in cultural infrastructure, transport connectivity, accessibility and regional destination promotion will be essential to maintaining competitiveness and supporting sustainable growth across the domestic tourism sector. Stronger collaboration between cultural organisations, tourism bodies and local authorities could also help maximise the economic and social benefits of domestic tourism while encouraging wider participation and repeat visitation.
Section 6: Regional growth and community impact
Tourism can play a significant role in supporting regional growth, community prosperity and wider Government objectives when cultural institutions are recognised as long-term civic and economic assets. Museums, galleries and heritage organisations act as anchor institutions within communities, supporting employment, skills development, education, wellbeing, local supply chains and place-making. Investment in culture can also help strengthen civic identity and increase the attractiveness of regions as places to live, work, study and visit.
There remains significant opportunity to better connect tourism growth with community benefit through sustained investment in cultural infrastructure, transport connectivity, digital access and local partnership working. National Galleries Scotland’s Art Works project in North Edinburgh is an example of how major cultural investment can deliver wider social and economic value beyond tourism alone. Alongside improving collections care, sustainability and international lending capability, the project is intended to support regeneration within the Granton Waterfront area, create opportunities for learning, skills development and community engagement, and improve public access to Scotland’s national collection. Projects of this nature demonstrate how cultural infrastructure can contribute to wider Government priorities including economic regeneration, environmental sustainability, education, inclusion and community wellbeing.
Regional and rural areas across the UK also possess significant untapped cultural and heritage potential. However, barriers including transport connectivity, uneven infrastructure investment, limited digital access and funding pressures can restrict their ability to fully capitalise on tourism demand. Greater collaboration between cultural institutions, local authorities, tourism bodies and communities could help develop more sustainable regional visitor economies while ensuring the benefits of tourism are more widely shared.
Section 7: Cultural heritage and creative assets
The UK’s cultural heritage and creative assets are among its strongest international tourism drivers and represent a significant competitive advantage within the global visitor economy. National collections, museums, galleries, heritage sites, festivals and creative industries provide authentic experiences that attract domestic and international visitors while also contributing to the UK’s international reputation, soft power and economic growth. Cultural tourism should therefore be recognised as a strategic national asset rather than solely a leisure or hospitality activity.
National cultural institutions also operate as part of a wider interconnected cultural ecosystem. Visitors engaging with one cultural attraction are highly likely to engage with other parts of the visitor economy, including hospitality, retail, transport, events and regional attractions. Investment in culture therefore creates wider economic and social benefits beyond individual organisations. Stronger collaboration between cultural institutions, tourism agencies, local authorities and Governments across the UK could help maximise the impact of cultural tourism through coordinated promotion, touring activity and destination development.
There is significant opportunity to further maximise the value of cultural heritage and creative assets through continued investment in collections care, conservation, accessibility, digital innovation and touring capability. National Galleries Scotland’s Art Works project will act as a strategic enabler for increased global cultural exchange by improving conservation capability, collections access and international lending capacity. This will support greater opportunities for touring exhibitions, international partnerships and audience engagement while strengthening Scotland and the UK’s global cultural profile.
The continued provision of free access to national collections also remains one of the UK’s greatest cultural tourism strengths, widening participation and supporting accessibility for domestic and international audiences alike. Long-term investment in cultural infrastructure, workforce skills and international partnerships will be essential to ensuring that the UK’s heritage and creative sectors continue to thrive and contribute to tourism growth, regional prosperity and international reputation in the future.
Section 8: Tourism workforce
The tourism and cultural sectors continue to face significant workforce challenges which impact long-term resilience, visitor experience and sector growth. These challenges include recruitment and retention difficulties, rising employment costs, specialist skills shortages and increasing pressure on organisations operating within constrained financial environments. Cultural institutions in particular rely on a wide range of specialist skills, including conservation, collections management, curatorial expertise, visitor experience, digital engagement, security, estates management and learning and outreach. Maintaining these skills is essential to protecting the quality, accessibility and international reputation of the UK’s cultural offer.
The COVID-19 pandemic placed significant operational pressure on cultural organisations, with staff adapting rapidly to new ways of working, digital delivery models, operational restrictions and changing visitor expectations. As recovery has progressed, many organisations have continued to face workforce pressures linked to increased workloads, recruitment challenges and wider financial constraints. During the pandemic period, National Galleries Scotland staff supported the continuation of essential operations, digital engagement activity and public access initiatives despite prolonged closures and major disruption to normal operating models. 
Independent economic analysis commissioned by National Galleries Scotland highlighted the critical importance of workforce investment to sustaining high-quality visitor experiences, learning programmes, international partnerships and collections care. The research identified that people provide the expertise, operational delivery and specialist knowledge that underpin the wider tourism, economic and wellbeing impact of cultural institutions. Workforce resilience will therefore require sustained investment in skills development, apprenticeships, leadership pathways and professional development opportunities across the tourism and cultural sectors.
Emerging Key Messages 
· Culture and heritage should be recognised as core economic and tourism infrastructure, rather than solely discretionary cultural spending.  
· National cultural institutions make a significant contribution to the UK’s international soft power, global reputation and attractiveness as a visitor destination.  
· Free access to national collections remains one of the UK’s strongest cultural tourism assets and supports accessibility, inclusion and repeat visitation.  
· Cultural tourism operates as an interconnected ecosystem, with museums, galleries, heritage sites, festivals, hospitality, retail and transport networks collectively contributing to economic growth and visitor experience.  
· International visitors are increasingly seeking authentic, place-based experiences which combine culture, heritage, food, events and landscape.  
· Long-term investment in cultural infrastructure, workforce skills, digital capability and sustainability is essential to maintaining the UK’s international competitiveness.  
· National Galleries Scotland’s Art Works project demonstrates how strategic cultural investment can support regeneration, improve public access, strengthen sustainability and increase opportunities for international cultural exchange and touring.  
· Recovery from COVID-19 has been significant but remains uneven, with many organisations continuing to face financial, operational and workforce pressures.  
· Regional cultural investment can support community prosperity, education, wellbeing, local identity and wider Government priorities including economic growth and net zero ambitions.  
· Stronger collaboration between UK Government, devolved governments, cultural institutions and tourism agencies could strengthen international promotion and improve visitor dispersal across the UK.  
· If visitor levies are introduced, there should be clear transparency and accountability regarding how revenues are reinvested into the visitor economy, including cultural infrastructure, accessibility, transport connectivity and destination management.  
· Workforce resilience remains a key challenge across the tourism and cultural sectors, requiring continued investment in specialist skills, leadership development, apprenticeships and international collaboration. 
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