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ANNIE REILLY  
Heritage Open Days  is England’s largest festival of 
history and culture which sees places of every type 
open their doors each September, for free, through a 
diverse programme of walks, talks, openings, 
theatrical events and family-friendly activities. Led 
by thousands of organisations and volunteers, HODs 
enables and empowers people from every 
background to explore, reveal and celebrate the 
stories that make us who we are, ‘flattening’ the 
definition of heritage to reflect England’s diversity. 

How Heritage Open 
Days is leading 
change in the arts 
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Heritage Open Days is growing in its inclusivity and diversity, raising its profile, and increasing its impact through 
its outcomes, and its recognition. It is made possible through an army of nearly 50,000 volunteers, the 
collaboration of more than 2,000 organisations, and is led strategically by the National Trust. 
 

How Annie is  leading change / 

Inspirat ion is  a  complex art  that  involves 
pat ience,  l is tening,  empathy,  f lex ib i l i ty  

and humil i ty ]  
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At the heart of Heritage Open Days is a belief that culture 
and heritage belong to everyone, and so access and stories 
must reflect society’s rich social, religious and cultural 
backgrounds. 
 
“We are enabling Heritage Open Days to fulfill its potential,” 
explains Annie. 
 
“I am fostering a greater sense of agency and activism in 
our local organisers, to build their confidence and their 
capability. 
 
“With Change Creation I have become far more deliberate 
and aware of the importance of creating the context for 
change - which is a social process.  
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"I am dialing up my empathy, my patience 
and my listening. I am building bigger 
relationships and trying very much to 
create a context for change. 
 
“To enable others to be their best I listen, I 
give feedback, I encourage the 
development of new ideas and I try to 
foster a sense of the possible. I am 
speaking to people’s ‘amazingness’. 

 
“Inspiration is a complex art that involves 
patience, listening, empathy, flexibility 
and humility. It pays off but it takes time 
and subtlety to deliver change through a 
diffuse and diverse group of volunteers.  
 
“This makes me more resilient and more 
convinced that our change is evolutionary 
AND revolutionary.” 
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What started in England in 1994 as a celebration of built architecture has broadened out. Heritage Open 
Days now questions what heritage is and to whom it belongs.  

 

Widening the spotl ight  
beyond those who are already 
recognised and championed]  

 

How Her i tage Open Days is  leading 
change in  the arts  / 
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Each year it focuses on different themes and 
aspects of history. In 2017 - 50 years since the partial 
de-criminalisation of homosexuality - it brought 
LGBTQ heritage to the fore. 
 
In 2018 it celebrates ‘Extraordinary Women’, 
widening the spotlight beyond those who are 
already recognised and championed. 
 
“We’re visibly and loudly foregrounding stories 
and histories that have been pushed to the 
sidelines, leading the way for our organisers to 
challenge convention in their own work,” explains 
Annie. 
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“We’re enriching local cultural ecologies, connecting 
communities and taking a stand for histories and 
stories that sit outside of the establishment, of the 
canon. 
 
“I am developing my ability to deliver change 
through others and to balance ambition with 
resource and capacity.  
 
“I’ve used a lot of the tools from Change Creation. 
We’re revising our training and networking offer to 
be more aspirational and more focussed. 
 
“We are fundamentally story-telling creatures 
and part of that is the ability to understand other 
people’s stories, and to appeal to other people’s 
amazingness. 
 
“We work as a small core team, who are all different, 
and then we have thousands of organisers and tens 
of thousands of volunteers - each person has an 
amazing story, an amazing core, and the potential, 
the ability to do amazing things.” 
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The Heritage Open Days team believes the festival 
can do more and build on its potential to deliver 
more, for more people.  
 
It is looking for ways to maximise the impact of its 
organisers on place-making endeavours, local 
plans and other civic projects through a 
broadening celebration of heritage - tangible and 
intangible. 
 
It is building capacity and confidence in people to 
take more active roles in local decision-making, 
preservation and community life. 

Her i tage Open Days,  and the future / 

We’re enabl ing meaningful ,  dynamic 
and powerful  part ic ipat ion in  culture]  
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“We’re enabling meaningful, dynamic and powerful 
participation in culture through local curation, local 
creation and positive appropriation,” says Annie.  
 
“I am leading a new, 5 year strategy, setting out the 
next chapter. For society I am focusing on 
connecting people and fostering cultural activism 
across the country. 

 
"I hope to be recognised in time as someone who 
revitalised Heritage Open Days, whose brand, 
strategy, work and participation reflected its power 
and better reflected our country. 

3

Change Creation is a valuable way to make 
ourselves step out of work; carve out space and 
spend time with people in our sector who want to 
make changes around culture, around structure, 
around power, and around models. 
 
Change Creation introduces you to a network of 
peers who are leading for the same things as me. 
 
My leadership journey with Change Creation is a 
combination of surprise, variety, energy and the 
humility that comes from working with 
extraordinary people.” 
 

“Annie brings an amazing intelligence, energy and focus to her change journey, and combines that with 
compassion, integrity and ambition – you’ve got to admire that combination. She is a great champion for the 
impact Heritage Open Days already has and her work is expanding that impact, broadening and deepening it 
across the UK. Cultural Democracy is at the heart of Annie’s work and values along-side a reimagining of what we 
think of as heritage in places of grandeur, domesticity, industry and leisure.”  Richard Watts, Change Creation 
Programme Director.  
 
 
Change Creation, funded by Arts Council England, works with visionary organisations to create 
and embed transformational change. Designed and delivered by people make it  work, Change 
Creation involves and engages organisations to shape, test,  challenge and realise lasting change 
to increase resil ience across the sector.  
 


