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TIME AND MONEY 
ARE PRECIOUS 
COMMODITIES

The UK leisure sector must embrace up-to-date 
consumer and market insight to remain at the forefront 
of an increasingly competitive market. 
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Thank you for taking the time to open and read this report.

In Summer 2023, Mustard conducted a survey with a sample of n=638 UK consumers aged 
18+. We set out to understand how consumers in the UK are navigating the cost-of-living 
crisis and the implications for the leisure and tourism sector in terms of attitudes, current 
behaviour and future intentions. We wanted to learn more about what different audiences are 
prioritising, to help find solutions, so that cultural destinations can bounce-back from Covid 
with an offer aligned to their new priorities. This report shares the headlines with stark 
reminders of the challenges being faced, and with recommendations on how to maximise the 
opportunities that exist through making some small changes to the offer and / or messaging.

For more information, please get in touch. We would love nothing more to chat 
you through the insight and implications.
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Account Director
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Perma-crises are causing consumers to re-evaluate how they spend their time and money. 
Mustard has conducted research to help our clients understand the implications



We continue to live in 
volatile times 
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-5.7%
Expected fall in 

household 
disposable 

income between 
2022- 24
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Nevertheless, there are emerging signs that cost of living pressures prevalent in 2022 and 
early 2023 are starting to ease 

1. Consumer confidence has increased

2. Inflation is finally easing 

3. Wage growth has over taken inflation 

Consumer confidence rose to -211 in September, from 
-25 in August, the highest reading since January 2022. 

1GfK consumer confidence index
2 Office for National Statistics
3 Office for National Statistics

Inflation peaked at 11.1% in October 2022 but has since 
dropped down to 6.7%2 in September 2023

Regular pay (adjusted for inflation) rose by +0.7%3 year 
on year, for the first time in almost 2 years 
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However, council bankruptcies may increase 
pressure on the cultural sector 

Councils are at risk of effectively filing for bankruptcy 
through Section 118 notices in the next two years1. On top 
of Slough, Croydon, Thurrock, Woking and Birmingham 

which have already filed a 118 notice.   
26

118 notices result in councils stopping non-statutory expenditure, which 
could potentially include funding civic heritage, arts and culture 
venues (unless agreements are in place). There is speculation that Section 
118 could result in some councils in selling off cultural assets in an 
effort to balance the books. 

Even if councils are not filing for Section 118, a number of civic sites are 
facing large cuts in council funding which may result in closure or a 
significant scaling back in services. The Hampshire Cultural Trust is 
facing a 50%2 cut in funding from the Hampshire Council, impacting the 
future of a number of museum venues it funds. 

 
1 https://www.theguardian.com/society/2023/aug/28/at-least-26-english-councils-at-risk-of-bankruptcy-in-next-two-years
2https://www.museumsassociation.org/museums-journal/news/2023/09/museums-at-risk-as-local-authority-funding-crisis-
intensifies/#
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Recovery from Covid 
has been faltering



Source: DCMS

Total number of visitors to DCMS-sponsored museums in England 
from January – March 2019 to April – June 2023 (in 1,000s)

For DCMS funded museums and 
galleries, visitation during the first six 
months of 2023 were 23% down 
compared to the same period of 2019.

Recovery within these venues have 
been inconsistent, with paid attractions 
lagging behind free ones. Whilst 
some museums have recovered and 
built on visits they received in 2019, 
some continue to be 50% down.  

9

While some attractions have seen a full post Covid recovery, the picture is inconsistent with 
many venues still not recovering to visit levels seen in 2019

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

12,000

14,000

16,000



Source: Visit Britain
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For national attractions in particular, the fall in visits will be connected to a drop in inbound 
tourism. However, there are signs that inbound visits to the UK are recovering 
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Visits to the UK in 2023 are forecast to 
hit 37.5m which represents 92% of 
2019 levels. Inbound tourism has 
done better than expected, with Visit 
Britain upgrading its predictions 
due to a stronger end to 2022.  

92%



Source: International Passenger Survey, Office of National Statistics 11

Recovery by individual overseas markets varies considerably, with European visits 
potentially suppressed by increased Brexit regulations  

Change in visits by top 10 
markets (2022 vs 2019)

USA +2%

France -21%

Ireland -12%

Germany -31%

Spain -13%

Netherlands -18%

Poland -19%

Italy

+2%Canada

-40%

Switzerland

+3%

-7%

Inbound visits to the UK are on track to 
recover to 2019 levels, in April – June 
2023 overseas residents made 9.9m visits to 
the UK, higher than the 8.9m recorded in 
the same period of 2022. It’s also close to 
10.4 million visits recorded during the same 
period of 2019. 

North American markets have returned to 
the UK, but visits from some European 
countries are still lagging. As a result of 
Brexit, from 2021 Europeans now need a 
passport, rather than an identity card to 
travel to the UK which could potentially be 
proving to be a barrier. From the end of 
2024, overseas residents will need to 
purchase an Electronic Travel 
Authorisation (ETA) to visit, which will 
create a fresh obstacle for tourists.  
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So far in 2023, domestic day trips are up, but 
there has been a drop in overnight stays 

+21%

Between January – June 2023 there were a total 
of 556m day trips made by British residents, 21%1 
higher than the 438m visits made in the same 
period of 2022. Demonstrating a strong appetite 
for making day trips, despite the cost of living 
crisis. 

1 Data on day trip visits sourced from the Great Britain Day Visits survey. 
2 Overnight stays taken from the Great Britain Tourist survey, with data not released for Quarter 2 (April – June). Due to 
the change in the way that day trip and overnight stay data was collected from 2021, the results are not comparable to 
that collected in 2019 and before. 
3 International Passengers Survey collected by the Office of National Statistics

-7%

Between January – March 2023, 23.8m2 domestic 
stays were made which represents a drop 
compared to 25.6m visits made in the 2022. 
Whilst the drop could potentially due to a lag in 
domestic visits bouncing back after Covid, or due 
to the cost of the living crisis. One potential 
cause for the decline is an increase in holidays 
and trips abroad, with a 55%3 increase in UK 
outbound visits in January – March 2023, 
compared to the previous year. 
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78%

Of British adults surveyed in October 2023 were 
thinking of going on a UK holiday or short break 
within the next 12 months1, this was an increase 
compared to 68% in the same period in 2022. 

1-3 Domestic Sentiment Tracker, Visit England October 2023
4 Mustard Data: B5b. Which of the following cities in the UK would you be likely to visit for a day-trip or overnight stay in 
the next 12 months?

33%

Felt that the rising cost of living was the main 
barrier to taking a UK trip in the next 6 months, 
although the UK weather followed relatively 
closely behind at 28%2. 

Despite the drop in domestic overnight stays, the latest tourism data suggests that there is 
increased enthusiasm for taking UK trips within the next 12 months 

39%

Of those planning a trip in October – December 
were anticipating visiting a city or large town, 
followed by 28% which said the countryside. For 
trip between January – March, desire to visit the 
countryside or city / large towns were more equal 
(34% and 33% respectively3).  

Mustard’s own research into intended domestic  
trips indicate London & Edinburgh to be the most 
popular destinations 

1. London: 40%4

2. Edinburgh: 21%

3. Liverpool: 19%

4. Manchester: 18%
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Leisure trips are still valued, 
but are more carefully planned 
& considered



15

The CoL crisis is impacting visitor spontaneity, with younger generations most inclined to 
plan their leisure activities. This could indicate a longer lead time to campaigns is needed 

Extent to which decisions are planned or spontaneous  Impact on Cost of Living Crisis on relative spontaneity 

29%

26%

27%

22%

51%

54%

60%

65%

15%

14%

8%

8%

Baby Boomers

Gen X

Gen Y

Gen Z

Totally planned

Mostly planned, sometimes spontaneous

Mostly spontaneous, sometimes planned

Totally Spontaneous

21%

19%

24%

25%

20%

28%

34%

34%

52%

45%

37%

36%

Baby Boomers

Gen X

Gen Y

Gen Z

Now MUCH more planned

Now slightly more planned

No Impact

Now slightly more spontaneous

Now MUCH more spontaneous

Mustard data: A5. If you were to visit a museum, art gallery or similar attractions, to what extent would the decision be “planned” or “spontaneous”?  (Base: 638 respondents)

Mustard data: A6. How has the rising prices and cost of living crisis impacted on how “planned” or “spontaneous” you are in regards to visits to museums, art galleries or similar attractions?  (Base: 638 
respondents)



16

For many, the CoL crisis is clearly impacting the type of leisure they are choosing to engage 
with, with attractions or activities with fees attached the most likely to be cut back on 

25%

5%

5%

12%

5%

3

4

5

4
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64%

69%

69%

58%

53%

52%

51%

50%

50%

50%

49%

11%

26%

27%

30%

41%

44%

45%

45%

46%

46%

47%

Days out excercising (hikes, running, etc.)

Art galleries

Museums

National Trust / English Heritage

Cinema

Sporting events

Zoos, Safari or Aquariums

Theatre

Theme / Adventure Parks

Live music, concert or gig

Indoor entertainment e.g. bowling

More often No impact Less often

-43

-42

-42

-40

-41

-41

+14

-21

-22

-36

-18

Net impact 
(percentage point)

There is a perception that 
visitation at heritage sites, 
museums and galleries were 
the least impacted by the 
CoL crisis. Potentially due 
to lower, or free entry prices. 

Mustard data: A4a. To what extent has the cost-of-living crisis (which began in Autumn 2022), impacted on how often you do the following??
(Base: 293+ respondents. Balance: Don’t Know / Never done that activity (A1))
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Intention to visit varied by generations, with Millennials intending to engage with the 
greatest range of attractions and activities. Gen Z and Baby Boomers were more selective
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Gen Z (18-25) Millennial  (26-41) Gen X (42-57) Baby Boomer (18-25)

Intention to visit in the next 12 months

Mustard data: A1d. And which of the following do you think you will do within the next 12 months? (Base: 638 respondents)
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Expectations to visit art galleries was relatively low but broadly consistent across the 
generations. Millennials and Gen X were the most enthusiastic about visiting museums
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Mustard data: A1d. And which of the following do you think you will do within the next 12 months? (Base: 638 respondents)
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Almost all are making careful decisions about how they are approaching their leisure time. 
Communicating value will be more important than ever 

14%

11%

11%

25%

29%

30%

30%

31%

32%

33%

34%

36%

36%

37%

46%

It has no impact

Visit places in smaller groups

Get membership for unlimited free entry

Book train / travel tickets in advance

Go to places where food / drink are value for money

Cut-back on leisure days out

Less likely to give a donation on top of the entrance fee

Go to places where I can bring my own food

Less likely to visit paid-for exhibitions

Go to places where you can get your money / times worth

Go to places that I can drive to easily

Go to places where the day out can be discounted

Less likely to buy souvenirs or gifts at visitor attractions

Go to places that are more local

Choose visitor attractions that have free entry 86%

Almost all (86%) are cutting back or changing 
behaviour in some way. 

The most common way to “cut back” is through 
visiting attractions with free entry, or 
discounted entry. 

Reducing the costs of days out through 
buying fewer souvenirs, being less likely to 
visit paid-for exhibitions, or bringing own food 
were mentioned by around a third. Or seeking 
more value through the places chosen to visit.  

Reducing travel costs was also another popular 
way to help mitigate the CoL crisis. 

Impact of the CoL crisis on visiting museums, galleries and similar attractions 

Mustard data: A5. Thinking specifically about how inflation and the cost of living crisis has impacted your behaviour when visiting museums, art galleries and other types of visitor attractions, which of 
the following, if any, apply to you? (Base: 638 respondents)
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Choosing free attractions was universal, Gen Z and Millennials were most likely to favour 
attractions with discounted entry or provide value, or cut back on days out altogether 
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Impact of the CoL crisis on visiting museums, galleries and similar attractions 

Mustard data: A5. Thinking specifically about how inflation and the cost of living crisis has impacted your behaviour when visiting museums, art galleries and other types of visitor attractions, which of 
the following, if any, apply to you? (Base: 638 respondents)
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Attitudes to travel varied with older generations gravitating to more local or accessible 
places. Results indicate Gen Z are less mobile, and are more likely to book travel in advance
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Mustard data: A5. Thinking specifically about how inflation and the cost of living crisis has impacted your behaviour when visiting museums, art galleries and other types of visitor attractions, which of 
the following, if any, apply to you? (Base: 638 respondents)
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Creating relevant & 
memorable experiences are
more important than ever
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Recent success stories highlight the importance of creating a sense of relevance and 
connection, as well as providing special moments for people to share with each other 

National Football Museum V&A Chanel exhibition Natural History Museum

The National Football Museum has had it’s 
most successful summer since opening 
in 2001, despite moving to a charging 
model. It’s exhibition ‘Batteries Not 
Included’ has taken visitors on the journey 
of football toys from Victorian times to the 
present day. A hugely accessible theme, 
with a healthy dose of nostalgia. 

The Victoria & Albert Museum is hosting 
the first ever exhibition documenting 
the work of Gabrielle “Coco” Chanel. 
Tickets for the exhibition have been 
completely sold out, with potential 
visitors having to join as V&A members if 
they want to see the show. It’s likely to be 
one of the largest blockbusters since 
the Covid pandemic. 

The Natural History Museum is one of the 
only Nationally Funded museums to 
increase visitation compared to pre-Covid 
times. Earlier in 2023, NHM launched a 
fun, friendly and accessible new 
brand. The organisation is also likely 
benefitting from a renewed focus to 
attract families and promote the free 
collections. 
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Audience interest in immersive experiences has not diminished, with a desire for attractions 
to ultilize technology to create experiences that appeal to the senses
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Expert / curated designed events

More local “touring” events and exhibitions 

Opportunities to see “behind the scenes”

Use of audio & visual effects to create
immersive experiences

Multi-sensory displays or exhibitions

Mustard data: B6. Thinking about the types of things you may see or experience when visiting museums, art galleries or other visitor attractions, which of the following, if any, would appeal to you? 
(Base: 638 respondents)

Whilst this is low at 8%, this 
varied significantly by 
generations, with over a fifth 
of Gen Z (22%) selecting this 

Seeing behind the scenes was also a 
popular response, and provides 
opportunities to ‘demystify’ cultural 
organisations. 

37% of families selected this option, their 
joint favourite option alongside using AV 
effects to create immersive experiences (37%). 
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Whilst multi-sensory / immersive experiences appeal across generations, it’s a particular 
motivator for Gen Z, alongside a desire for hands on experiences
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Mustard data: B6. Thinking about the types of things you may see or experience when visiting museums, art galleries or other visitor attractions, which of the following, if any, would appeal to you? 
(Base: 638 respondents)
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There is a desire for museum and galleries to tell more personal stories that are inclusive 
and connect people to their local communities
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Which of the following artwork, stories or exhibits would you like to see in museums or galleries?

The results indicate a desire for 
attractions to tackle 
challenging subjects and 
have a voice on topics that are 
front of mind in our national 
consciousness. 

Mustard data: B8. Which of the following subject areas, if any, would you want to see included in art galleries and museums in future? (Base: 638 respondents)
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Gen Z have enthusiasm for cultural institutions to confront a number of challenging topics, 
indicating how essential inclusive storytelling is to attract this key demographic  
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Mustard data: B8. Which of the following subject areas, if any, would you want to see included in art galleries and museums in future? (Base: 638 respondents)
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68%
Of Gen X agreed

museums and galleries 
should include a more 

representative range of 
voices, stories and 
perspectives. Much 
higher than 46% of 

Baby Boomers
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In summary….

# 1

The pressures connected to the CoL crisis will be 
with us for some time. It’s also becoming 
increasingly evident that the UK is a poorer country 
after Brexit. Whilst there are some signs that the 
stress on household incomes is starting to 
relax, the government purse strings will be tight 
for some time. Whilst cultural institutions have 
become increasingly adept at driving revenue from 
commercial avenues, this need will become even 
more urgent. Building up financial reserves 
depleted after Covid will be challenging. 

# 2

Recovery from Covid has been faltering and 
inconsistent, with some venues, particularly free 
ones faring better than others. It’s clear that some 
audiences have gotten out of the habit of 
engaging with our cultural offer. Whilst 
inbound tourism has not fully rebounded yet, the 
signs are positive that recovery is well under 
way. Domestic day trips are well above 2022, and 
intentions to do overnight stays in the UK in 2024 
appear to be strong. There is therefore potential 
for the cultural market to capitalise on. 

# 3

Mustard’s research demonstrates that leisure trips 
are still valued, but they are more carefully 
planned and considered than before. 
Communicating value will be more important 
than ever. Even venues with no entry fee will need 
to demonstrate how their experiences represent 
good value for money, as audiences consider 
travel costs and secondary spend within their 
decision-making. One size does not fit all and it 
will be important to tailor messaging accordingly. 

# 4

In times of stress and uncertainty, audiences will be 
looking to cultural attractions to provide 
escapism, quality time and memory-making. 
In a more competitive market place, providing 
relevance will also be key. Mustard's research 
indicates that there is enthusiasm for cultural 
institutions to tackle challenging subjects and 
tell inclusive stories, connecting people to their 
local communities. This focus was especially 
important to Gen Z and a potential key way to 
engage this vital audience and build 
relationships. 
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Whilst we live in volatile times there are opportunities to be grasped 

Yes, UK audiences are worried by the economic climate. Some, in fact, 
are terrified.

BUT they ARE still doing things. And they are currently planning to do MORE things.

Each attraction has to be dialled-in to what precise needs that consumers have 
related to that specific day-out or visitor experience. They value their leisure time 
and have high expectations when they do invest their time and money.

Cultural organisations have to be mindful of not trying to be all things to all people, 
and diluting the essence of what the visit is all about. One size will not fit all.

For more information, please get in touch. We would love nothing more 
to chat you through the insight and implications for your organisation.

Richard Walker
Director

+44 (0)7973 787902
richard.walker@mustard-research.com

Andrew Wiseman
Director

+44 (0)7765 475122
andrew.wiseman@mustard-research.com

Hannah Crayk
Associate Director

+44 (0)7809 869649
hannah.crayk@mustard-research.com

David Hickson
Account Director

+44 (0)7734 184753
david.hickson@mustard-research.com



Any questions?

Contact:

3rd Floor

56 Princess Street

Manchester

M1 6HS

UK

T +44 (0) 161 235 5270

W www.mustard-research.com

E theteam@mustard-research.com

T @MustardResearch
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