	[image: ]
[image: ]
Digital Heroes Handbook for Host Organisations

Introduction – Digital Heroes	1
Background – Digital Heroes	2
Heritage Network – About	3
Heritage Network – Volunteering	4
Digital Heroes Placements	6
Managing Volunteers	8
Logging Digital Hero hours	9
Health and Safety	10
Evaluation	12

[bookmark: _Toc1379309205]Introduction – Digital Heroes 

Thank you for expressing an interest in hosting a Digital Hero volunteer! 

Heritage Network’s Digital Heroes project was initially funded by the National Lottery Heritage Fund, running from January 2022 to October 2023. Since then, Heritage Network have taken on the project ourselves, and as of 2025, it falls under our Lottery-funded “Essential Networks” project. 

Our Digital Heroes project aims to connect digitally-skilled young people aged 18-30 with our Network members to help support the digital development of heritage organisations. Hosting a Digital Hero enables you to engage a wider range of people with organisations like yours.

Our Digital Heroes project has three main aims: 
· A wider range of people will be involved with heritage
· People will have learned skills (this involves people from our member organisations, the Digital Heroes volunteers, and Heritage Network as an organisation)
· Organisations will be more resilient (this applies both to your organisation, and to Heritage Network)
[bookmark: _Toc1556244037]Background – Digital Heroes 

Digital Heroes has been developed to address two gaps. The first is that there aren’t enough young people engaging with, or employed in, heritage. For the purposes of the Digital Heroes project, ‘young people’ are defined as aged between 18 and 30.

The Department for Digital Culture Media and Sport’s ‘Taking Part’ Survey found that 16–24-year-olds were the least likely adult age range up to 75 to visit a heritage site. Young people also appear far less likely to be employed in the heritage sector. Although employment data for the sector as a whole are difficult to come by, only 7% of respondents to the National Lottery Heritage Fund’s Digital Attitudes and Skills for Heritage (DASH) survey were under the age of 25. 


The second gap is around digital skills. Addressing the digital skills gap in the heritage sector has been on the national agenda for some time but became urgent during the Covid-19 pandemic. 

The Digital Attitudes and Skills for Heritage (DASH) survey was commissioned by the National Lottery Heritage Fund in 2020 to try and understand more about the attitudes and skills of those working in the heritage sector in relation to digital technology. One of their recommendations was that new voluntary roles with a specific focus on digital would attract new people to work with heritage organisations. 

[bookmark: _Int_0UIrjWzF]This was reiterated in a survey of the Network’s members carried out in March 2021. The survey showed that 69% of members did not use online video, 62% hadn’t used podcasts, and 31% hadn’t used online ticketing. Many of the members didn’t even have a basic web presence, didn’t use online bookkeeping, had no online system for managing contacts / membership and did not use online fundraising. A digital expert working closely with our members to provide bespoke support for the development of their digital capacity was seen as the way forward.   

Not only will your engagement with the Digital Heroes project provide the opportunity for these young people to engage with heritage and the heritage sector, but it will also allow them to make connections, build experience and relationships. It will also begin to ‘plug the skills gap’ for digital literacy in heritage, establishing digital agility within heritage organisations. 
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Heritage Network is a membership organisation for community heritage organisations working to save, restore, and manage heritage assets in the United Kingdom. Our members vary enormously in terms of size and experience; what they have in common is a desire to preserve built heritage and engage their local community with this heritage. 

If you are new to our Network, we recommend that you attend one of our “Introduction to Heritage Network” events, where you’ll have the chance to find out more about the work of the Network and our members. Information about upcoming Network events, including our “Introduction to Heritage Network” events, is available on the Events page on our website. 

If you don’t already, you can follow us on social media: 
Facebook (https://www.facebook.com/HeritageNetwork) 
Instagram & Threads (@heritage_network_uk)
Bluesky (@heritagenetwork.bksy.social)  
X (@Heritage_Net_UK) 
LinkedIn (Heritage Network)
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Volunteering is at the heart of Heritage Network. Many of the organisations we support were founded by volunteers, and many are volunteer led. Even where members have paid staff and professional management, volunteers play a key role in their operations. It is the expertise and skills of those who volunteer that gives Heritage Network itself its strength: our Trustees, branch committee members, and those that contribute to events and discussions, volunteering their time and expertise to support other members to rescue and reuse historic buildings and spaces. 

Please refer to our volunteer agreement for more information. 
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We match our Digital Heroes with your organisation to complete a voluntary placement of 40 hours. Every effort is made to match the Heroes with member organisations based on their skills, experience, and interest. Where possible, matching also considers geography.

How the 40 hours of volunteering is completed is between you and your Hero to decide, and will depend on your availability, the availability of your Hero, and the nature of the project. It might be that it works best for you and your Hero if these 40 hours are completed within a period of a week or two. Or it might be that you prefer them to be more spaced out than that, completing a few hours a week over a longer period. We do not mind how this is structured, so long as it is communicated clearly.

We have encouraged Heroes who are geographically near you to visit at least once during the placement if possible. We do, however recognise that this won’t be possible for all placements - indeed, one of the benefits of digital projects is that they can take place remotely and connect people over a geographical distance. 

Each of our host members have very different digital needs. Therefore, as part of your application and initial meeting, each host outlines a specific project that they would like support with from a Digital Hero. This project outline submitted as part of your application is then discussed with a Heritage Network staff member to create your Project Initiation Document. This is then included in the introductory email and meeting between you and your Hero. This is invaluable for us to get a sense of your digital needs, and for us to match you with Heroes.

We would recommend that this outline becomes the starting point for the project, but that you remain flexible to the skills and experience of the Hero you have been matched with. We encourage our Heroes to communicate with you early on in their placement if they do not think a piece of work is achievable within the 40-hour timeframe, or if they have ideas for alternative ways to approach this. 

The type of project requested by our members who have taken part in the project are varied and can range from data management and processing to content creation and management, to website design and management, and much more.  
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Many of Heritage Network’s members are experts in volunteer management, and others are just starting out or are only used to working with volunteers as Trustees. This section offers an overview of resources available to help you as you manage volunteers, either for Digital Heroes, or for future projects. 

Support from the Network  

You can contact Heritage Network on admin@heritagenetwork.org.uk 
Members of Heritage Network involved in the Digital Heroes project can also be a support to you.

Organisations who can help 

There are many organisations that exist to support organisations that involve volunteers across the United Kingdom, these include:

· The National Council for Voluntary Organisations (NCVO) in England: https://www.ncvo.org.uk/about-us/
· Volunteer Now in Northern Ireland  https://www.volunteernow.co.uk 
· Volunteer Scotland https://www.volunteerscotland.net 
· Wales Council for Voluntary Action (WCVA) https://wcva.cymru/about/
There are also organisations that provide specific support on managing volunteers within a heritage context (as broadly defined). These include: 
· Heritage Volunteering Group (HVG): https://heritagevolunteeringgroup.org.uk 
· Make Your Mark: https://makeyourmark.scot 
· Northern Ireland Museums Council: https://www.nimc.co.uk/volunteering/
· National Lottery Heritage Fund: https://www.heritagefund.org.uk/funding/good-practice-guidance/volunteering-guidance  

Resources for volunteer management 
These organisations and others have put together a variety of resources to support volunteer management. This includes advice and templates for writing volunteer strategies and policies, advice on insurance to cover volunteers, and support to manage volunteer welfare. There is also advice about getting the best out of your volunteers, retaining volunteers long term, as well as how to deal with complaints or difficult situations. See for example: 

· https://beta.ncvo.org.uk/help-and-guidance/involving-volunteers/
· https://wcva.cymru/i-work-with-volunteers/

Resources to support inclusive volunteering 

Involving volunteers is a great way to diversify your organisation, better represent your communities, and reach new audiences and people with different skills and experiences. 

Volunteer Scotland (Make Your Mark Campaign) have put together a whole pack of resources to support inclusive volunteering including how to support disabled volunteers, the mental health and wellbeing of your volunteers, and young LGBT+ volunteers. See: 

· https://makeyourmark.carrd.co/ 


[bookmark: _Toc406489600]Logging Digital Hero volunteer hours 

We expect Digital Heroes to log the hours that they spend on the project, and we ask members to encourage them to complete that log. The log provides vital information for us to help us evaluate the project, demonstrate how much this support is needed, and helps us to apply for more funds to support the sector in the future. 

Information about how to log hours is included in the handbook we have compiled for our Digital Heroes.

Expected Timelines

1. Once you submit your application, Heritage Network will get in contact within 3 weeks.
2. Heritage Network will arrange a meeting for the following 3 weeks, to assess needs and ability to support, and to fill in PID
3. We will aim to match a hero with a host within 4 weeks following our meeting.
4. We will arrange your host & hero introduction, where project outlines & timelines will be agreed
5. We will check in & get a progress update after 4-6 weeks
6. Once all hours logged, the placement is completed at most 3 months after match made.
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If Digital Heroes were volunteering in person, we would never ask them to do anything that they were uncomfortable with or felt unsafe doing, and we expect this principle to apply to remote volunteering as well. 

We ask for a common-sense approach to health and safety from our Digital Heroes and have asked for volunteers not to put themselves in any situations that they know may be dangerous. We have also advised them to inform their supervisor at their host organisation, or Heritage Network, if they have any concerns or issues they have before undertaking an activity. 

Volunteering On site

We expect that most placements will take place remotely. If the Digital Heroes are volunteering on site, we ask that you complete a risk assessment for this activity and clearly communicate any risk to the Digital Hero. 

Volunteering Remotely  

As your Digital Hero will likely be volunteering for you from home, it is important that you help to support their welfare. 

Health and Safety

In the handbook for Digital Heroes, we make some health and safety recommendations for home working. We have included below an edited version of this information to give you a sense of what this might look like. 

· Monitoring the amount of screen time you are having, taking regular breaks, keeping hydrated and watching your posture while volunteering on a task are all important. 
· Remember if you are going to be spending a lot of time at a desk or on a computer, it is important to take care of yourself. Some top tips include:
· Supporting your back to reduce the risk of back pain
· Adjusting your chair if you can
· Rest your feet on the floor
· Use a mouse and keep your keyboard in front of you
· Try to avoid screen glare 
· Take regular breaks – it is important to monitor your time and factor in breaks 
· Always feel you can ask questions, don’t feel you are alone because you are at a physical distance. 

The NHS has a range of advice on this: https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/healthy-body/how-to-sit-correctly/.

These tips have been adapted from the advice to remote volunteers available at Barnsley Museums, but please share any other recommendations you have to help us support those who are volunteering remotely.

Volunteering Online 

Some useful principles that we’ve passed on to Digital Heroes to consider when undertaking online volunteering: 

· Keep your personal information professional and limited
· Practice safe browsing – don’t be tempted by clickbait, stop and think
· Be careful what you download
· If you have passwords – make them strong and don’t use obvious words and phrases
· Be careful what you post – both personally and for the reputation of your host and Heritage Network
· Use a secure internet connection – if you are using a public Wi-Fi just be mindful of what you are searching and who is around
· If in doubt, stop and speak to us, it’s always better to be safe than sorry 

The above tips have been adapted from the WCVA in Wales, but please share any other recommendations you have to help us support those who are volunteering remotely. 

Volunteering and Mental Health 

We hope volunteering as a Digital Hero will be a positive experience, but we are aware that volunteering remotely in this way may be challenging and encourage all our Digital Heroes to take care of their mental health. We have shared the below resources below with Digital Heroes: 

· https://www.nhs.uk/every-mind-matters/coronavirus/simple-tips-to-tackle-working-from-home/ 
· https://www.nhs.uk/mental-health/self-help/guides-tools-and-activities/ 
· https://www.volunteernow.co.uk/organisations/involving-volunteers/maintaining-the-mental-health-wellbeing-of-your-volunteers/

Please share any other recommendations you have to help us support those who are volunteering remotely. 
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How can you help the Digital Heroes project and yourselves by getting involved in evaluation? 

Evaluation is an important part of the Digital Heroes project. We want to show the progress we are making, the impact we are having and celebrate the achievements of all those involved. It is also a way to reflect on our work: discussing how things went, what we can do differently in the future, and how we can improve how we work for the benefit of everyone.

Just as importantly, it’s also a way for you as a Host organisation to show the difference it has made for you as an organisation to be part of the project. This looks like: who has been involved, what they’ve learned, what it has been like to work with a Digital Hero, how the organisation is looking at new ways of working and to showcase the work you do. It is important for us to capture the variety of work that happens and any areas that we can learn from to improve in the future.

How to Evaluate

Evaluation for Hosts means recording the changes in your organisation, reflecting on your time with your Hero and your experiences of being part of the project. This will enable us to capture the variety of work that happens across the project and gives you the chance to feedback any comments or suggestions for the future. 

You can help with our evaluation of both of outputs and outcomes:

· Outputs: These are the numbers or ‘quantitative data’, and are relatively easy to record. For example, outputs could be the number of people from the organisation involved, the percentage increase in the number of people using your website or the number of people subscribing to an electronic newsletter between certain dates.
· Outcomes: These are less immediate and not as straightforward to collect, including ‘qualitative data’. For example, what you have learned from being a Host, the difference the project has made to your organisation or an increase in people’s confidence when using digital-based projects.

During your time as a Host, we’d like you to record your thoughts and capture any reflections on the project – anything that has worked well or that you would do differently in the future, what you’ve learned or what you’ve enjoyed. 

For example, you can do this through:
· Keeping a project diary – record a few notes after each session with your Hero, think about what you have achieved, if you have learnt anything or whether you’ve had a problem to overcome. You could do this in note form, voice notes, or video.  
· Taking photos or screenshots (where possible) – think about the ‘before’ and ‘after’, if you’ve changed something then record that in a way you can show to others, this could be a screenshot of a webpage or social media site. 
· Keeping a record of any analytics – for example, if you’re working on a website keep a record of the visitor numbers before and after your work to show the change that has occurred. 
· Having a discussion with your Hero – talking to each other to figure out solutions to problems, areas for improvement, or ideas for the future is always a good way to reflect on your project, remember to record notes so that you can feedback your reflections at the end of the project. 

These are some examples of ways you can evaluate your project and reflect on your work. You shouldn’t be limited by these suggestions: if you want to record progress or reflect on your time in a different creative way, we encourage you to do this in a way that works for you. Share how you are thinking about evaluation with your Digital Hero and with the other Hosts so you can learn from each other. 

At the end of the placement, we will also ask for both you as the host and your Digital Hero to complete a project evaluation questionnaire.

Please don’t feel overwhelmed by evaluation, do as much or as little as you feel able to do. If you only consider one thing, answer this: What difference has being part of the Digital Heroes project made to your organisation?


If there’s anything that you think would be helpful to know that isn’t included in the handbook, please do get in touch!
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