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Tea in the motherland of England is often depicted as Royal Albert 
china and silver service. But the winds of change are slowly turning 

the leaves: tea is no longer pinkies out and doilies on the table.

I
s there any beverage more English 
than tea? For every eight units of 
liquid swallowed by the English, 
three are cups of tea. It used to 
be four until about the mid-1970s, 

says Bill Gorman, Executive Chairman 
of the United Kingdom Tea and Infusions 
Association, but since then tea has started 
to compete with water and fruit juice for 
primacy as health awareness drives down 
consumption of alcohol and soft drink.

But don’t be fooled by the fact that, 
over the past decade or so, the UK has 
sprouted a coffee shop on every corner: 
tea hasn’t lost a cup a day to coffee, 
it’s just that consumption habits have 
changed.

“Eighty-six per cent of tea is drunk 
at home and only 14 per cent is drunk 
out of home. Whereas for coffee only 24 

per cent is drunk at home and the rest 
in coffee shops,” says Bill. “Consumers 
don’t trust cafés to make them a proper 
cup of tea.”

TEA TOO
Jane Pettigrew is a tea specialist, historian 
and educator based in London. She says 
coffee geeks and tea fiends are partners 
in the quest to educate consumers about 
their respective brews – it’s just that 
coffee is ahead in the game. “You can 
go to a nice restaurant and afterwards 
they’ll offer you tea or coffee. The coffee 
will be prepared by a trained barista and 
the tea will still be a bag in a cup. For 
some reason there’s an unwillingness to 
teach staff to brew tea properly. We need 
commitment from food and beverage 
people.”

According to Bill, it makes sense for 
the hospitality industry to invest in tea 
training as the three things that kill tea 
for consumers – putting a bag in a mug, 
brewing milk with the tea and using water 
from the coffee machine – are easily fixed. 

The numbers also stack up, he adds. 
“Today in the UK, 75 per cent of the 
population will have at least one cup of 
tea. Only 40 per cent of the population 
will have a cup of coffee – why not 
capture the tea market? The profit 
margins are better on a pot of tea than 
they are on a cup of coffee. You’re not 
going to sell less coffee, you’re just going 
to sell more tea.”

However, a lack of education at the 
service level is only one reason why tea 
has lagged behind coffee. One significant 
difference between the two beverages 

English to a Tea

“I don’t drink coffee I take tea, my dear.”
—Sting, ‘An Englishman in New York’

By Adeline Teoh

In the United Kingdom, 86 per cent of tea is drunk at home 
and only 14 per cent is drunk out of home. 
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is the marketing. While tea’s place in 
Britain’s history and culture is well 
established, this maturity can also be a 
double-edged sword.

“We have been extraordinarily 
unimaginative in the way we have 
marketed and developed tea and its 
varieties,” Bill acknowledges. “Go back to 
the [19]80s: Coffee advertising here was 
wonderful. It was humorous, it was sexy, 
it was stylish. Tea was PG Tips chimps. 
That is the characterisation of both those 
categories. That’s changing now.”

“We’re slowly starting to shed the old 
lady image,” says Jane. “Over the last 15 
years tea has become trendy with youth 
and with people looking for a health kick. 
We’re starting to embrace a global tea 
culture.”

New entrants to the UK market, 
such as Australia’s T2, have changed 
the face of tea for many Britons. In 
April 2014, T2’s new owners Unilever 
opened a store in London’s Shoreditch 
neighbourhood – “an edgy part of 

London,” notes Jane – which has started 
to make tea fashionable again.

A NEW LEAF?
Unfortunately, any inklings of a tea 
renaissance in the UK will trail other parts 
of the world where interest in tea has 
spiked, particularly the US, Canada and 
parts of Europe. “Paris is a hotspot and 
Latin America, Mexico is bubbling,” adds 
Jane.

Bill agrees: “In America, Canada, 
France, tea is exploding. There are some 
incredible, wonderful tearooms in France 
now. Twenty years ago, a man would 
never drink tea, that was a gay thing. 
Today it’s chic.”

The downside of having a mature 
market in the UK and Ireland is the 
weight of tradition, he says: “We’re way 
behind in re-appraising tea. It’s going to 
be a long, slow process because tea is a 
very important part of our daily routine, 
our culture, our philosophy. It’s habitual 
comfort. In other parts of the world they 
choose tea because it’s sophisticated, it’s 
‘in’ to have tea.”

One key area of growth, however, 
has been in the afternoon tea market. 
According to Bill, in most of the five-star 
hotels in London, afternoon tea sales 
outstrip other food and beverage sales. 
“You cannot get a table at Claridge’s or at 
The Ritz on a weekend in under a month. 
And they’re charging £40 (A$75) a head. 
It means the market is there, but café 
owners have been extraordinarily lazy.”

Jane hesitates to call the rise in 
afternoon tea a win for the tea industry, 
largely because “tea tends to take second 
place to food and setting”. But she does 
recognise the parallels between the 
UK’s renewed interest in cuisine and an 
emerging growth market in specialty tea. 

She predicts tea will have plenty to gain 
by pairing with foodie events. 

The challenge will be to encourage 
Brits to be more adventurous about 
discovering tea, whether through classes 
and tastings, or simply experiencing the 
exotic places where tea is grown. “The 
people who are doing things differently 
are the ones who travel. They’re expats 
who have lived abroad, or young people 
on a gap year who are bringing in tea 
from overseas that they love, becoming 
accidental entrepreneurs,” says Jane.

It’s this sense of adventure that the 
tea industry needs to leverage to win a 
new audience. “In the early 17th Century, 
people were buying tea because it was 
a magical herb. You bought tea in an 
apothecary. The health part is important 
but we don’t want to turn it back into a 
medicine,” Bill explains. “At the moment, 
tea ticks a box that says ‘I love my drink 
and I know it’s really good for me’, but 
it doesn’t trigger massive changes in 
behaviour. That is our biggest challenge.”

The new marketing message needs to 
be more inspiring and attractive, he states. 
“We need to say: ‘Tea is about fabulous 
varieties, wonderful taste, and by the way 
it’s really good for you and comes from 
interesting places in the world.’ Tea really 
is a perfect product for the 21st century.” 
Not a bad future for a commodity that has 
already been part of British culture for 
centuries.

THEN: In 2000, specialty tea 
(everything other than blended black 
tea) accounted for just 5 per cent of 
the tea market.
NOW: Specialty tea is 12 per cent of 
the tea market.

THEN: In 1975, tea accounted 
for 50 per cent of all beverages 
consumed in the UK, about 180,000 
tonnes of tea per year.
NOW: Brits drink three cups of tea 
for every eight units of liquids they 
consume. That’s 165 million cups of 
tea per day.

According to Bill Gorman, in most of the five-star hotels in London, 
afternoon tea sales outstrip other food and beverage sales. 

New entrants to the UK market, such as 
Australia’s T2, have changed the face of tea for 
many Britons.


