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FREE TO  
EXPLORE
Every September,  
thousands of  
venues of every age, 
style and function 
open their doors to 
the public, free of 
charge. Stories are 
told, traditions  
explored and  
histories brought 
to life.  With many 
sites normally frmly 
locked, it is a once-a-
year opportunity to 
discover England’s 
hidden cultural  
treasures. 

In 2012, Heritage 
Open Days took 
place from 6-9  
September.
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Success story
With record numbers of venues, volunteers 
and visitors, extensive media coverage and 
excellent weather conditions, Heritage Open 
Days celebrated its best performance in its 
18-year history. 4,648 properties and events 
drew in a remarkable 2 million visitors over 
four days.  What’s more, 99% of those who 
came enjoyed the experience. The results 
are tribute to the tremendous work of some 
51,214 local organisers and helpers, paid and 
voluntary, who are at the forefront of the 
heritage sector’s greatest charm offensive.

Evolution
Starting off in 1994 with a national programme of 701 
properties, England’s contribution to the European 
Heritage Days has more than doubled in size over the 
past decade.  A number of factors have fuelled the event’s 
evolution and expansion during this time: 

 � A general desire to reconnect with history 
coinciding with a concept of heritage that was 
becoming wider and more inclusive;

 � An audience development drive funded and 
supported by English Heritage Outreach between 
2003 and 2010;

 � A delivery model where national co-ordination 
has complemented local activity and local people 
have taken ownership of the event under the 
umbrella of a nationally recognised brand. 

It is this grassroots support to which the programme 
owes its relative resilience in the face of wide-spread 
staff and funding cuts. But Heritage Open Days needs to 
keep evolving.  The task over the coming two years will 
be to make this flagship event ft for the future.

Impact
Annual visitor studies, combined with organiser and 
volunteer evaluation, have provided ample evidence 
that participating in Heritage Open Days has a tangible 
impact for both individuals and communities.  The 
experience of visiting or volunteering can change 
perceptions and behaviours. It can boost self-confdence 
and general well-being, nurture civic pride and instill a 
sense of belonging. Heritage Open Days brings people 
and places together, in discovery and shared stories. 
While parameters and priorities may change, this is the 
centre of gravity around which the event will continue 
to revolve.

Participation history 1994-2012

It’s the most popular annual 
heritage event in the world, attracting 
a million visitors each year.  
Richard Morrison, The Times
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Our programme

Nationally, the 2012 programme featured 
4,648 entries, 227 more than in the year 
before.  After participation plateaued in 
2011, this came as a surprise, especially as 
registration had been slack in spring and 
early summer, when councils and community 
groups were still immersed in preparing and 
celebrating the Royal Jubilee and Olympic 
torch relay.

Regional spread
Regionally, the East of England and West Midlands saw 
the biggest increase in events. The South East however, 
contributing a quarter of the national visiting offer, 
remained the busiest Heritage Open Days region, 
and Surrey, with 349 entries and nine major clusters, 
the busiest county. As Heritage Open Days does not 
cover the capital, during the four-day event, the Home 
Counties offer Londoners a plump “pink belt” of day 
trip destinations.

More than bricks and mortar
It is true that properties are at the core of our 
programme, but over recent years, the proportion of 
events exploring local history and culture has steadily 
risen. In 2012, 28% were guided walks, talks, exhibitions, 
re-enactments and other interpretive activities. 
Given that almost half of the country’s Grade I listed 
buildings are churches, it isn’t surprising that a quarter 
of the programme consisted of faith buildings. 17% of 
entries however celebrated aspects that helped shape 
the character of local communities, be it a historic event 
or fgure, linguistic quirks or food specialities.

Free fun for all
While 43% of sites were normally closed to the public 
and another 16% waived their usual entrance fees, 
all venues needed to offer an experience out of the 
ordinary to qualify for Heritage Open Days.
In tune with 2012’s summer of celebration, the 
programme featured noticeably more festivals. To name 
just three, Street in Somerset hosted a street party 
in Wilfrid Road to highlight the conservation area as 
a piece of industrial housing history.  The Moor Pool 
Festival celebrated Birmingham’s 100-year old garden 
suburb and their unique skittle alley with games and fun 
for everyone.  And Reading’s Market Place was the scene 
of a 1940s themed fete with antique valuations, live 
music, dancing, crafts and cake.

( ) = % share of national programme

Regional 
break-down 
of events 
and top 
five power 
houses 

TOP 5 COUNCIL AREAS
1 Oxford
2 Norwich
3 Gloucester
4 Guildford
5 Brighton & Hove

TOP 5 LOCAL ORGANISATIONS
1 Tyne & Wear Steering Group
2 Norwich HEART
3 Oxford Preservation Trust & Oxford University
4 Gloucester City Council
5 Heritage Trust of Lincolnshire
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1,422 organisers from the public, voluntary 
and private sectors registered, promoted and 
funded local Heritage Open Days events. 128 
council areas and 83 individual organisations 
hosted or registered ten or more events. It 
is these 6% of local organisers who jointly 
staged 65% of the national programme. 

Investment
In 2012, Heritage Open Days organisers spent on 
average 25 hours registering and putting on events,  
a fgure that has stood frm for two years in a row.  
Even a volunteer-led programme such as Heritage 
Open Days costs money.  A third of organisations 
involved lent valuable staff time to co-ordinating their 
participation. On top of that, based on 315 responses to 
our annual organiser survey, the estimated total of what 
organisers jointly spent on programming, marketing and 
interpretation was £252,713. Still, at an average spend of 
£55 per event and £0.12 per visitor, Heritage Open Days 
can be considered good value for money.

Income
Free access is one of the overarching principles of 
Heritage Open Days. But this does not prevent venues 
from generating income through other means. While 
only one in ten organisers worked with local sponsors, 
almost half asked for donations and sold refreshments 
and 14% raised new fee-paying members.  Anecdotal 
evidence suggests that people tend to be more generous 
with voluntary donations after enjoying the privilege of 
a free visit.

Economic value - Case study Norwich
With 174 registered entries the second largest Heritage 
Open Days organiser, Norwich HEART has been co-
ordinating a growing programme in and around Norwich 
since 2005.  Their local evaluation underlines the event’s 
potential for income generation and its impact on the 
city’s economy.  An estimated 43,000 visitors spent a 
total of £755,725 (£17.57 per head) over the four-day 
event, mainly on refreshments, parking and souvenirs. 
For 69% of visitors, Heritage Open Days was the main 
reason for being in the area.  A survey of a number of 
local businesses (the majority of which took part in 
the event) further revealed that 43% experienced an 
increase in footfall and spending.

Our organisers

As a larger organiser, we see the event as 
an opportunity to raise the profile of our 
whole area. It falls at the very end of the 
tourist season so it’s both a last hurrah 
for the summer trade and a reminder to 
local people of what they have on their 
doorsteps.  As a heritage charity it’s also 
a brilliant opportunity for us to show off 
project work we’ve been doing throughout 
the year which might not always be that 
visible to the public, and to try out new 
ideas which might turn into projects in the 
future.  Sophie Cabot, Norwich HEART 

“Would usually expect around 
200 visitors on a Sunday in 
September. Although the 1,890 
[visitors] who came along didn’t 
pay admission this was more 
than covered in the increased 
revenue from shop and cafe 
sales on the day.” Gressenhall 
Farm & Workhouse, Norfolk
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Volunteers are the event’s lifeblood. Not only 
were over two thirds of registering organisers 
involved in a voluntary capacity, some 43,221 
volunteers – 4,000 more than in 2011 –  
supported local events in addition to 6,571 
staff, opening up places, welcoming visitors, 
giving tours and talks and serving tea. They  
are essential in making Heritage Open Days  
a memorable experience for all. 

Value
Volunteers contributed an estimated 518,652 hours, 
which, conservatively based on a National Minimum 
Wage of £6.19 per hour, equates to an in-kind value  
of around £3.2 million.
Interestingly, more volunteers spent less time on 
the event than in previous years, as the average time 
of volunteering went down from 19 hours to 12. 
This suggests that Heritage Open Days is starting to 
attract more volunteers who appreciate short-term 
volunteering opportunities.

Volunteer journey
Heritage Open Days traditionally attracts more mature, 
highly skilled and experienced volunteers who want to 
make a difference to their community. 
Our 2012 survey of 189 volunteers revealed however 
that the pool of volunteers is slowly starting to refresh 
itself, and by doing so, opening a gate to the wider 
cultural sector:

 � 35% of respondents were new to the event.
 � 43% of frst-timers had not done any voluntary 

work outside Heritage Open Days.
 � 50% of new volunteers did short spells of up to  

5 hours - a taster that got them hooked. 
 � Almost all enjoyed their stint with Heritage Open 

Days, and an overwhelming majority cherished 
the interaction with visitors, the chance to 
support their local place and meeting new people 
as well as feeling more part and proud of their 
local community and heritage.

 � Following their involvement, 90% of frst-time 
volunteers (71% overall) felt more inclined to 
volunteer for a heritage site or organisation in the 
future, and over two thirds would recommend 
volunteering to friends and family.

Our volunteers

It was lovely to meet so 
many volunteers at so many 
locations doing a fabulous job 
keeping our heritage alive… 
Brilliant - keep it up.

Having what seemed like hundreds of 
enthusiastic people tramping through our 
house was really energising, encouraging 
us to keep on with the renovation work 
we have started. Sarah Vaughan & 
Richard Freeman, Berwick upon Tweed
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Summery tempertures and positive press 
coverage were two major factors that helped 
lift both visitor numbers and enjoyment rates 
to a new high.  

Attendance and awareness
A national telephone omnibus survey (sample size: 
735 adults in England outside London) confrmed that 
attendance as well as awareness levels were up on 
2011.  Almost a third of the adult population in England 
outside London claimed to know about Heritage Open 
Days (10.6 million) and 6% or the equivalent of 2 million 
said they had visited a Heritage Open Days event. The 
increase in attendance was clearly driven by a surge in 
awareness and subsequently frst-time visits. 
Of those sites that also open outside the event, 84% 
reported more visitors than on normal days. Four-digit 
visitor fgures were achieved by a wide range of venues, 
including Bramshill House (4,500), Gibside (4,291), 
Redcliffe Caves (3,000); RAF Halton (3,000), Wilton 
Windmill (2,000), and Chelmsford Theatre (1,500). 

Gateway effect
With 52% of visitors coming from lower socio-
economic groups and with a signifcant proportion of 
non-frequent heritage visitors, Heritage Open Days 
confrmed its ability to appeal to an audience profle that 
is different from other cultural attractions. 
Based on 1,744 responses to a self-completion 
questionnaire, the visitor study results showed a similar 
gateway effect as the volunteer survey:

 � Every second visitor in 2012 was new to Heritage 
Open Days.

 � Especially visitors of the 15-34 age group (68%) 
and those with children in their party (60%) 
sampled the event for the frst time.

 � Almost half of all visitors said they had visited 
heritage attractions less than twice in the past 
twelve months. 

 � Once visitors step over the threshold, they  
enjoy what they see and experience: 81% rated 
their visit as very enjoyable and a further 18%  
as enjoyable. 

 � Buoyed by their experience and with their 
curiosity awakened (51% for instance wanted 
to fnd out more about their local area), an 
astounding 93% felt encouraged to visit other 
heritage sites and cultural events in the future.

Our visitors Reach 

Heritage Open Days encourage me to go 
and do something I always meant to do 
and never got round to. 

Impact

* Source for visitor awareness, attendance and socio- 
   economic background: BDRC HODs omnibus survey,  
   17 Sept 2012

*

1,422 organiser plus  
50K helpers  
(volunteers & paid)

*



HERITAGE OPEN DAYS 20127

Heritage Open Days provides registered partici-
pants with a national framework that facilitates 
and complements their local celebrations.  
The free services that the national team 
offers range from PR and marketing support, 
guidance and public liability insurance to 
evaluation and networking forums.

Finger on the pulse
2012 was the frst cycle under the joint stewardship 
of National Trust, the Heritage Alliance and Civic 
Voice. True to the event’s grassroots ethos, national 
co-ordination was guided more than ever by those 
who deliver Heritage Open Days on the ground. 
A new Advisory Group with eight local organiser 
representatives informed the planning as well as online 
consultations with the wider organiser base.

Innovations
To broaden our appeal and build a more personal 
relationship with our audience, we: 

 � Revamped the website and event directory and 
added new interactive features

 � Launched a volunteer-managed facebook page to 
complement our twitter stream

 � Produced a new video, collaborating with London 
Metropolitan University’s flm department

 � Created a children’s activity sheet toolkit for 
organisers, introducing three animal characters.

Making waves
The media campaign yielded extensive national and 
regional coverage, which was reflected in a 25% surge 
in web traffc. The event featured prominently in 
the Guardian, Times, Daily Express and Daily Mirror.  
Patron Loyd Grossman contributed a guest blog on 
the Guardian Culture Professionals Network and was 
interviewed on Radio 4’s Today programme by James 
Naughtie. In addition to broadcasts on regional BBC,  
ITV Central showcased fve Heritage Open Days venues 
in a fve-day “Hidden Heritage” series.
Our long-lead releases, focussing on “hidden stories” 
rather than architectural gems, garnered more mentions 
in family orientated media. National news coverage was 
partly secured on the back of a Comres omnibus survey 
commissioned to gauge people’s willingness to open 
their homes to the public. However,  in recession-hit 
Britain, domestic travel tips and free access remained 
important selling factors to the media.

Our campaign

WEB & SOCIAL MEDIA STATS

1 January - 31 December 2012

301,341 Unique Visitors

431,489  Visits

3,345,447 Pageviews 

Top three traffc sources:
Google (50%), direct access (15%), 
Moneysavingexpert (8%)

4,000+  Followers on Twitter

1,000+  Likes on Facebook 

34,653  People reached on  
 Facebook btw 3-9 Sept

 25%

Our inclusion in the Heritage Open Days 
publicity attracts a wider visitor profile than 
would otherwise be the case. Cliff Brown, 
Bowes Local History Group
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2012 is likely to be remembered for the 
infectious community spirit that pervaded 
Britain’s summer of celebration.  And it is 
indeed remarkable that in a year that drew 
heavily on the support of volunteers and put 
an additional strain on local resources, more 
people than ever were involved in Heritage 
Open Days. Just like the “Game Makers” won 
the hearts of millions of visitors in London, 
the enthusiasm and generosity of our “Event 
Makers” worked its magic during Heritage 
Open Days.
But will this engagement hold up in the future? How 
much can civic activism compensate for the withdrawal 
of public funding and the loss of council staff in planning, 
conservation, tourism or museums services? More 
organisers than before have put a question mark over 
their participation in 2013, many citing job and fnancial 
uncertainty as reasons. 
Grassroots engagement needs funding and co-ordination 
if organisations and communities want to reap the full 
beneft of this voluntary involvement. As Heritage Open 
Days is entering into the fnal two years of its English 
Heritage grant and the National Partnership are working 
on setting the programme’s future course, it is becoming 
clear that a solution needs to address both national and 
local delivery. After all, Heritage Open Days is a joint 
venture, and partnership work will remain at the heart 
of its success.

Closing thoughts

From the first communication 
right through to the day, 
staff were on hand to assist 
and advise, which was 
extremely useful as it was 
our first Heritage Open Days. 
Excellent service. Lindsay 
Brittain, City of London 
Freemen’s School, Surrey

The three furry Heritage Open Days explorers were 
created by artist Chris House as part of our new line 
drawing toolkit for children activity sheets.



Compiled and written by Katja Condy with 
contributions from Sarah Holloway and  
Nicola Graham.

Photography
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Alun Bull. Free to explore box, part of our organiser 
marketing toolkit created by bwa.
Page 1 - Young family entering Beauchief Abbey, Sheffeld: 
Alun Bull.
Page 2 - Exploring Artspace, Coventry: James Reader. 
Costumed volunteers at Newman Brothers’ Coffn 
Fitting Factory, Birmingham: Suzanne Carter.  Abbots 
Hospital, Guildford, attracting crowds: Graham Foster.
Page 3 - Here’s to Heritage event on Reading’s Market 
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Page 4 - Heritage Open Days banner spanning Guildford 
High Street: Graham Foster. Promoting Gosport 
Heritage Open Days: Terry Rhodes.
Page 5 - Volunteers at St James, Reading: Salvo Toscano.
At the Coventry Watch Museum; Historic instruments 
demonstration at St Mary’s Guildhall, Coventry: James 
Reader.
Page 6 - Family enjoying visit at the Electric Railway 
Museum, Coventry: James Reader.
Page 7 - Heritage Open Days leaflet against stone 
carving detail: Alun Bull. Heritage Open Days bunting; 
Guy Nathanel flming in Norwich: Norwich HEART.
Page 8 - Coventry Artspace; Moor Pool Festival, 
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I had the most enjoyable weekend 
learning all about the town.  All 
events were very well organised 
and informative; speakers and 
volunteers were friendly and 
enthusiastic.  From meeting people 
at these events, I have volunteered 
to help out with future events.  It 
was a wonderful weekend and in 
future, it would be great to see 
even more places open! Well done 
and thank you!

Heritage Open Days National Partnership
Heritage Open Days is co-ordinated and promoted nationally by the Heritage Open Days National 
Partnership with funding from English Heritage. The Partnership brings together Europe’s largest 
conservation and heritage charity in the form of the National Trust, the most extensive network of local 
community based heritage organisations through Civic Voice and expertise from the leading coalition of 
national voluntary heritage organisations in The Heritage Alliance.


