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The question
What is the relationship between wellbeing and volunteering on Heritage at Risk projects? 



Existing knowledge

• Increasing evidence that heritage can contribute to wellbeing, a sense of ‘feeling good and functioning well’ (Aked
et al for NEF 2008 )

• Major heritage organisations now build wellbeing into strategic planning

• Social prescribing to enhance wellbeing is of increasing interest to heritage organisations 

• Six routes to wellbeing from heritage (Historic England 2018)
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sites
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The 
methodology

A research design derived from 
grounded theory 

to generate new evidence and 
insights: 

sequential exploratory mixed-
methods approach





1. Interviews: semi-structured around three 
areas

• Area 1: Belonging and identity - In what ways do 
people feel connected to the place in which they 
live and its heritage?

• Area 2: The impact of volunteering on/contributing 
to an HAR project on individuals or communities -
with an emphasis on psychological 
effects/wellbeing but not excluding transferable 
skills, social capital

• Area 3: The impact of a completed restored 
heritage asset on individuals or communities - after 
the project

Workshop: ‘Heritage and Wellbeing’ | Staff and Student News (kent.ac.uk)

https://blogs.kent.ac.uk/staff-student-news/2018/04/20/workshop-heritage-and-wellbeing/


Interviews: some features of interviewee 
cohort

• 35 interviews conducted online, transcribed (nearly 185 000 
words)

• Open-ended questions: feelings about  the place in which they 
lived and its heritage; impact of volunteering on a HAR project on 
individuals/communities; impact of a completed restored HAR 
asset on individuals/ communities

• Some informant characteristics: 

• 18 identified as male and 17 female
• majority identified as white British (24/35)
• majority married (24/35) 
• ages ranged from 20 to 80
• 16 in full-time employment, 16 retired, two students 
• length of involvement in the project ranged from two months 

to 13 years



2. Online survey: to expand dataset and cross-
check emerging themes 

• To explore themes arising from 
interviews further

• New questionnaire that included 
some validated measures

• Piloted August 2020
• Launched September 2020 for three 

months
• Link sent to contact person at each 

case study site



Online survey: some features of respondent 
cohort

• 52 usable responses
• 75% from rural projects/archaeological sites

• accounts for the high numbers strongly 
liking their local place for its natural 
surroundings (86.6%) and walking (74.5%)

• 31 respondents were male and 21 female
• 88.4% aged over 50
• Nearly 60% of respondents were retired
• Over 96% identified as British and 65.3% as 

white
• 67% had a university degree



3. Cross case synthesis: matching site 
characteristics and wellbeing

• Seven key attributes of sites identified 
from interview data

• Positive and negative wellbeing 
associations matched to these 
attributes

• Relationship to wellbeing cross-
matched to NEF wellbeing domains

• Attributes
• Rural/urban
• Intact/ruin
• Indoor/outdoor
• Improving condition
• Physically demanding
• Autonomous volunteering
• Publicly engaged

• NEF Domains
• connect with others
• become physically active
• learn new things
• give back
• focus on the moment; be mindful
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Conclusions
©

Heritage at Risk: Latest Findings | Historic England

https://historicengland.org.uk/advice/heritage-at-risk/findings/


Six themes emerged associating volunteering &  wellbeing



1. Rural/urban          2. intact/ruin               3. Indoor/outdoor             4. Improving condition

5. Physically demanding        6. Autonomous volunteering        7. Engaging wider community

Activity attributes could be matched to wellbeing



Conclusions 
from cross-
case synthesis



Eight characteristics of heritage and at-risk volunteering 
specifically were associated with wellbeing



Bringing together the new insights





A logic model to articulate the relationship 
between inputs, activities and wellbeing outcomes 

in HAR volunteering
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Recommendations 

Heritage at Risk | Campaign for National Parks (cnp.org.uk)

https://www.cnp.org.uk/blog/heritage-risk


Six objectives to 
embed 
wellbeing in 
HAR 
interventions

1. Ensure Historic England staff, 
stakeholders and volunteers 
are aware of the capacity of 
HAR interventions to support 
wellbeing in volunteers and 
know the benefits of this for 
people, places and the 
organisation

2. Assess all proposed HAR 
interventions for potential to 
involve volunteers and 
supporting wellbeing

3. Identify and promote to 
potential volunteers the likely 
wellbeing impacts of HAR 
interventions (alongside the 
opportunities offered) in 
order to attract a more 
diverse range of volunteers

4. Identify HAR volunteers’ 
aims and monitor their 
experience longitudinally 
with reference to the  
wellbeing outcomes of this 
report

5. Track the development of 
skills, knowledge and 
experience for those HAR 
volunteers who wish to 
record this

6. Capture feedback from as 
many HAR volunteers as 
possible when their 
volunteering ends

Toolkits have been developed 
to help realise these 
objectives



Three 
recommendations 
for future research

1. Explore the nature of causal
links between aspects of HAR 
volunteering and wellbeing, 
including the impact of 
volunteering on wellbeing 
over time

1. Advance understanding of 
the distinctive wellbeing 
benefits of volunteering in 
heritage and/or at-risk 
contexts

3. Explore the wellbeing 
impact of volunteering on 
members of currently 
under-represented 
demographic groups, 
including young adults 
(20-40 years), 
economically 
disadvantaged individuals, 
members of minority 
ethnic communities and 
individuals with special 
needs
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