
Tips on reopening 
for museums and 
heritage sites



Over the last few weeks there have been lots of surveys  
and research providing information on how to re-open  
sites following the lockdown and Imagemakers has  
gathered together the main points with the aim of helping  
you to decide the best way forward for your site. 
What is clear is that overcoming people’s fear will be an 
important factor, and your visitors will need reassurance  
and confidence that where they are going is safe and  
‘covid-proof’.  
With this in mind we’ve pulled together the following  
advice and tips to help you on your journey to re-opening.  
We are aware though that every organisation will be facing  
a different set of circumstances, so please get in touch if  
we can help you in any way.
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• Research currently indicates that visitor confidence and the willingness  
to return to museums and heritage sites will be influenced by the extent to 
which people feel comfortable and safe about being on site. Risk tolerance 
can vary widely depending on individual/family health concerns, age and 
personality, but most people fall somewhere in the middle, so posting 
information prominently on your website will not only demonstrate what 
you are doing to keep people safe but provide reassurance and increase 
confidence about visiting. 

• As the perceived safety of an organisation matters, communicate 
proactively with the public about your plans via social media as soon  
as you can. Consulting them via polls and surveys could also help  
determine the best measures for your organisation. 

• To save money the tendency may be to reduce costs by limiting marketing 
but doing this will impact on public awareness of your organisation, so be 
cautious – to encourage visitors you’ll need to market your offer.

• Continuing to maximise the use of digital platforms can also help maintain 
awareness and keep your organisation connected to its audiences, so work 
with Engagement and Learning staff (your audience specialists) to develop 
targeted approaches. 
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Capacity

• Start by defining your capacity – how many people can you let in at any 
one time with social distancing? Calculate the maximum number of visitors 
allowed on site at a time as well as per gallery/area that allows the safety 
distance of 2m between each person.

• Within each area/space state the maximum number of people allowed  
so that the public is aware of it too and can act accordingly to maintain  
social distancing.

• If budgets permit, invest in capacity calculators which show both the limit 
and how many people are currently in the space. 

• Add this information to your website and social media – a clear statement 
here will demonstrate that you have calculated the maximum number to  
keep people safe.

Define the route

• Plan a one-way, set route through exhibits and visitor areas with a separate 
entrance and exit to maintain visitor flow. Don’t forget to take into account 
the location of stairs and emergency exits as well as social distancing. 

• Mark out the route with floor stickers, ropes or mini A-boards. If this isn’t 
possible, consider providing a map. 

• If you decide to use stewards to guide visitors, remember to adapt the  
visitor number capacity accordingly. 

• If you can’t open everything and still conform to health and safety and  
social distancing requirements, timetabling the opening of different areas  
at different times may help – but remember to add the times to your  
website and display them at the entrance.
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Dwell times

• Calculate average dwell times to help determine the time slots for your 
booking system – and continue to monitor and change these as things  
start getting back to normal. 

Opening hours and booking  

• The capacity restrictions will limit your ticket income so consider  
extending opening hours – is it feasible to open earlier or close later to  
get more people through the doors? 

• Do you want to offer different opening hours for certain age groups?  
For example, a  designated time slot for the over-65s? 

• Decide if walk-ups are manageable or if you need to open by appointment/
booking only.

• Set up a booking system (online, by phone and/or by e-mail) that takes  
into account your capacity, group composition and dwell time. To explain  
why a particular time slot isn’t available, include the maximum capacity 
number in the booking information. 

• Digitised online tickets with QR or bar codes scanned by the visitors 
themselves is another way to reduce contact.

• Configure your ticketing software and/or tills to collect data on age, group 
composition and time of entry as this will help with planning but if this isn’t 
possible set up a manual system such as a tick box check list.  

Car parks

• To manage capacity, consider an advance booking system for your car  
park too. If not, give online guidance about the capacity and peak times. 

• If you charge a fee, set up contactless payments, if possible.

• If necessary, block bays or widen spaces and put up notices to remind 
people that social distancing applies in the car park too.

Cafés and restaurants

• This is an area that visitors are extremely nervous about and is subject  
to additional government regulations, so you’ll need to make a judgement  
on whether it’s best to re-open your café now or wait until things are  
more normal. 

• If you do decide to go ahead you could consider pre-packaging food, 
restricting handling to staff by keeping the items behind a screen, offering  
a takeaway service only, asking people to order online/over the phone/via  
an app, staggering pick-ups, using disposable cups and cutlery, setting  
up sanitiser stations and moving seating outdoors.  

Imagemakers.uk.com



Staff and volunteer training

• Making sure staff and volunteers are aware and trained in the changes  
and new measures that need to be implemented is essential so prepare  
a schedule that gives you time to train everyone before opening to  
ensure they are aware of new policies and procedures.

• Specific customer service training on how to manage queues and,  
potentially, turn people away when you have reached capacity or if  
people are showing symptoms, may be required too. 

• Run trials to test they work in practice before opening and revise plans  
if necessary.

Establish cleaning measures

• Sharing your cleaning procedures online pre-visit and on-site through  
visible notices will help visitors to feel confident about visiting and safe  
during their time with you.

• Regular and observable cleaning of surfaces by staff during a visit will  
also help visitors feel comfortable in the space, so increase cleaning  
and shorten the intervals between it. 

• Place hand sanitiser stations at your entrance and in individual areas to 
remind and encourage visitors to respect the health measures in force.

• Keep toilets open but add floor markings to assist social distancing,  
friendly reminders  about hand washing and provide disposable tissues,  
if driers aren’t available.
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• Try to reserve lifts for those with reduced mobility by putting up a notice  
near the control buttons to request this, explain the maximum capacity and 
remind people to clean the controls after use. 

• Adopt an in/out disinfectant schedule (like supermarkets with their trollies)  
for access facilities and devices such as audio guides or similar equipment 
that require handling. 

• If you don’t have automatic doors prop them open to reduce contact but 
check first that this doesn’t affect your fire regulations and make sure 
they are closed again at night if they are designated fire doors. Otherwise, 
disinfect doors regularly and provide hand sanitisers either side. 

• Close areas or interactives that involve heavy interaction that cannot be  
fully cleaned or regularly disinfected – but explain why you are doing this  
and set up alternative options, if possible. 
 

• Make sure staff have adequate protective devices and equipment  
(cash register protection, masks, gloves, disinfectants). You could  
also install Perspex screens at the reception counters to add extra  
protection for staff and visitors.

• If visitors haven’t booked and paid in advance ensure contactless  
payment is available. 

• Display information about the restrictions and any areas with timed  
openings somewhere where people can see it before joining the  
ticket queue.  

• Keep cloakrooms requiring the presence of staff closed (lockers  
can remain available if they are disinfected regularly between uses)  
to avoid unnecessary handling. 
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Managing queues and checking health 

• Strict crowd management and the enforcement of social distancing is 
essential, so if you can’t avoid queues manage the lines by using ground 
markings, rope barriers or mini-card A-boards to ensure the 2m distance  
is maintained. 

• Remind people to put on their masks and to sanitise their hands before 
entering – you could even get staff or costumed interpreters to turn this  
into an entertaining engagement activity. 

• It’s stating the obvious but it’s important to deny access to anyone  
showing symptoms of the disease, so train staff on how to manage this. 

• In countries that have already re-opened, some organisations are using 
thermal scanners and temperature monitors to screen visitors and staff.  
In Germany, they are issuing poles to remind people of the distance  
required, whilst in Italy people are being given gadgets to wear that flash, 
vibrate and beep if people get too close. Some institutions are also  
switching off the air conditioning to limit the spread of the virus. 

Imagemakers.uk.com

Welcome people back

• It’s important to remember that this has been a lonely, stressful, worrying  
and sad time for some and that people are grieving for many things, so a 
friendly, welcoming face and chance to interact will go a long way to making 
people feel better as well as build relationships with customers. 



• Current research indicates that people feel most comfortable about  
outdoor experiences followed by activities in large spaces, so think  
about where you can run things. For example, can workshops take  
place outside? 

• Guided tours, engagement and learning offers can still be provided if 
capacity and the safety distance between participants is respected  
but to increase their confidence about taking part and reassure other  
visitors designate dedicated time slots for them on the booking  
system and restrict their size. 

• You might also want to consider asking participants to wear masks  
whilst they are part of an activity?

• Think about individual audiences and consult with Engagement and  
Learning staff who understand their needs to decide what’s best.  
For example, if you work with vulnerable groups how can you protect  
them? Can activities be moved, run at a different time or should they  
be postponed?  

• In line with the new procedures revisit your emergency disaster  
and succession plans and make any changes needed.

• Review insurance policies with a view to how another outbreak  
might impact business interruption insurance or general liability  
policy. For example, under your existing policy is it possible to obtain  
a COVID-19 endorsement or rider on the general liability policy?

• None of us can predict what may happen in the future but putting in  
place plans for what to do if there is another outbreak, a localised  
lockdown, if schools close or even if cultural organisations are asked  
to close again will prepare you to respond more quickly and increase  
your organisation’s resilience. 

• Think about possible scenarios. For example, what could you do if  
schools have to close? Are there more creative ways for you to  
continue operations, for example, by diversifying online programming  
and increasing access to the digital resources? Can a charged online  
offer be developed? How will staff be paid? And on a practical note,  
is it worth stocking up on essential supplies?  
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For further information, or to request a consultation  
about the specific needs of your setting please contact  
me here:

davidm@imagemakers.uk.com 
01837 840717

This guidance was put together based on the existing 
findings at the time. As the situation is constantly  
changing, the guidance is too, so we’ll post any further 
useful information on our website.

26 May 2020

Illustrations: abbymundell.com 

Contact

• Covid-19 Government guidance including Working safely  
during coronavirus (Covid 19) and Our plan to rebuild: The UK 
Government’s COVID-19 recovery strategy.

• Association of Leading Visitor Attractions, Recovery Tracker May 2020.

• Arts Council England.

• Museums Association.

• Association of Independent Museums.

• International Council Of Museums, Museums and end of lockdown:  
Ensuring the safety of the public and staff.

• Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, Coronavirus 
(COVID-19) and cultural and creative sectors: impact, innovations and 
planning for post-crisis.

• Wilkening Consulting, The Data Museum, Covid 19 Data Stories. 

• Colleen Dilenschneider, Know Your Bone, IMPACTS.

• The American Alliance of Museums, Preparing to Reopen guidance and 
Scenario Planning guides. 

• The Association of Brandenburg Museums, Recommended measures  
for reopening.

• Council for Learning Outside the Classroom, Turning learning inside  
out - supporting schools to re-open by taking learning outdoors.

• Food Standards Agency, Reopening and adapting your food business  
during Covid-19. 
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