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This article presents the key results of a major survey carried out by the NEARCH 

project on the public perception of archaeology and heritage across Europe. The 

analysis focuses on three main points of significance for contemporary archaeological 

practice. The first is the image of archaeology and its definition in the perception of the 

general public. The second concerns the values that archaeology represents for the 

public. The third focuses on the social expectations placed on archaeologists and 

archaeology. The NEARCH survey clearly indicates that there is a significant public 

expectation by Europeans that archaeology should work comprehensively across a 

broad range of areas, and that cultural heritage management in general needs to 

engage more with different archaeological and heritage groups. 
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Since the 2008 economic crisis, thinking about archaeology and the social sciences has 

changed. The repercussions of the market crisis have affected academic disciplines as 

well as the global economy (Schlanger & Aitchison, 2010). The primary impact on 

archaeological practice was the cessation of construction work, and underfunding of 

archaeological projects. In some countries (e.g. Spain and Ireland), commercial 

archaeology companies which depended on new investments were gradually closed and 

many people became unemployed (Eogan, 2010; Parga-Dans, 2010). In other countries 

(such as Poland) the quality of archaeological work decreased (Marciniak & Pawleta, 

2010). Today, archaeology and archaeologists find themselves in a new market reality. 

While the effective communication of the value of archaeology for understanding 

ourselves and our society has always been important, it has been greatly magnified by 

the crisis. Therefore, the ideas championed by the public and community archaeology 

domains are even more critical within archaeological practice (see Merriman, 2004; 

Högberg, 2007; Madsuda & Okamura, 2011; Kajda et al., 2015; van den Dries, 2015). 

Other factors, such as institutional crises (Marciniak, 2015), de-nationalization of 

heritage policy and practice, the growing importance of multi-national enterprises 

(Willems, 2014), greater emphasis on the human rights perspective on memory and 

identity (Hodder, 2010), or the relationship of heritage to well-being and quality of life 

(Abel et al., 2010) also have an increased influence on archaeological research. These 

multifaceted developments have been identified amongst practitioners in the field as a 

reflection of more general transformations within society, and have led to a critical 

assessment of changes in archaeological practice. The interests of the public, however, 

are often less prominent, or altogether missing, and hence it is difficult to judge how far 

these trends resonate with public needs and expectations, and more generally to know 

people’s attitudes about the past, archaeology, and heritage. Thus, in some European 

countries (e.g. the Netherlands, UK, Poland, and France), surveys were undertaken 

which aimed to study social attitudes to these aspects. Other countries were less focused 

on issues connected to the societal value of cultural heritage and archaeology. 

Therefore, such approaches within archaeological practice are still needed. As Olivier 

(2015: 14) states: ‘This must take us far beyond defining the ways in which archaeology 
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can contribute to society […] to acquiring a much better understanding of what society 

wants from archaeology and from archaeologists.’ 

The first European study to approach the issue on a larger scale is the survey 

conducted by Harris Interactive on behalf of the NEARCH: New Scenarios for a 

Community-involved Archaeology project. It is a wide-ranging study that offers a 

significant opportunity to address the meaning of archaeology and heritage to the 

European public in a comparative, quantitative, and qualitative way. The aim of this 

article is to present its main results. Because the NEARCH survey provided a huge 

amount of data, the results are examined here in their broader context. More detailed 

and regional analyses will follow.  

The purpose of the survey was to identify public perceptions of archaeology and 

archaeological heritage, and public expectations of archaeology. The survey was 

conducted in nine European countries: Germany, Greece, France, Italy, the Netherlands, 

Poland, Spain, Sweden, and the UK (the partner countries represented within 

NEARCH). Although such studies have been undertaken previously at the national 

level, this survey is the first to be based on a cohesive methodology, with a comparative 

group of respondents across Europe. The 4,516 people who participated in the survey 

have provided a broad insight into what European citizens think about archaeology, how 

they understand and valorise heritage and knowledge of the past, and a clear view of 

interest in these topics within Europe.  

This article will focus on three main results from the survey. The first is the 

image of archaeology and its definition as understood by the public. The second 

concerns the importance of archaeology within society, and the values it represents. The 

third concentrates on the expectations of archaeologists and archaeology by society.  

 

OVERVIEW OF THE NATIONAL SURVEYS ON THE PUBLIC PERCEPTION OF 

ARCHAEOLOGY AND CULTURAL HERITAGE 

In many European countries, an analysis of the meaning of archaeology and 

archaeological heritage has been undertaken only recently. These early studies 

(discussed below) may be treated as a sign of the growing need for the democratisation 

and popularisation of knowledge. Taking into account the differences in approach when 

studying the social perception of archaeology, several aspects of the national surveys 
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are presented, from which interesting points about the social value of heritage, 

archaeology, and the past may be explored. 

 

Previous national surveys about the archaeology sector in Europe 

National surveys within the NEARCH partner countries have been conducted on a large 

and small scale, depending on the country and the purpose of the study. The first of 

these studies was conducted in the Netherlands, twenty years before the NEARCH 

survey. In the 1990s the Dutch archaeological sector carried out a large public survey 

(NIPO/AIC, 1996). Through interviews and questionnaires, nearly 3,850 citizens were 

asked about their knowledge, attitude, and behaviour in relation to Dutch archaeology. 

The Netherlands also carried out smaller studies conducted by the Archaeological 

Heritage Management chairgroup of the Faculty of Archaeology (Leiden University) 

and its students. These included mainly small, local target groups (e.g. van den Dries & 

Van der Linde, 2012; van den Dries, 2014; van den Dries et al., 2015). 

Similarly to the Netherlands, various surveys on public attitudes towards 

archaeology and heritage have been conducted in the UK. The last large-scale national 

survey of attitudes to heritage was conducted in 2000 (MORI, 2000), on behalf of 

English Heritage, for the seminal Power of Place report (English Heritage, 2000). This 

report has been seen as marking the introduction of an explicit audit culture to the 

historic environment sector, which was later extended to Scotland (Baxter, 2009: 91). 

In Spain, the first survey of this kind was carried out in Madrid in 2006 

(Almansa, 2006) on a sample of 150 people, with the aim of discovering the opinions 

held by the local population regarding archaeology and its social usefulness. A more 

recent example is that of a survey conducted in Seville in 2012 on a sample of 450 

people, which focused on perceptions of urban archaeology and archaeological heritage 

among the inhabitants of the city (Ibáñez, 2013). The study, undertaken as part of the 

Programme on the Preventive Conservation of the Altamira Cave (Incipit, 2014), is a 

second recent example. In this, the Institute of Heritage Sciences (Incipit-CSIC) 

conducted a survey at the Museum of Altamira in northern Spain on a sample of 1,028 

people, which included general questions regarding perceptions of cultural heritage. A 

remarkable result of this survey was the divide between those visitors who think that 

Cultural Heritage is ‘something that represents the identity of a people’ (37 per cent) 

and those who consider it ‘something worthy of being preserved according to the 
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criteria of experts or politicians’ (31.4 per cent). In other words, people are divided 

between those who consider heritage as something that represents them and those who 

believe that scientific criteria should determine whether something deserves to be 

preserved or not (Parga-Dans, 2014). 

In Poland and France, the study of public attitudes to archaeology and heritage 

occurred alongside the professionalization of archaeology, which is closely linked to the 

birth of preventive archaeology. This professionalization generated the need to 

disseminate archaeological knowledge, as well as the methodological and scientific 

processes that lead to such knowledge creation (Kaeser, 2016). 

In 2010, the French National Institute for Preventive Archaeological Research 

(Inrap) launched a survey conducted by Ipsos (De Sars & Cambe, 2010) on the image of 

archaeology among the general public, following a 2006 study on this theme (Salmona, 

2008: 120–23). In 2012 and 2014, France conducted surveys on archaeological museum 

visitors (Jonchery & Dezellus, 2014), providing information on public profiles. 

Research was also conducted by Inrap during the National Day of Archaeology (in 2014 

and 2015 – analysis ongoing) which will offer detailed information on visitors and their 

expectations of their archaeological visits.  

In Poland, a few systematic studies of the subject were conducted between 2010 

and 2013 (see Kozioł et al., 2013; Kajda & Kostyrko, 2016). These were small-scale 

studies, concentrating mainly on local communities and their perception of heritage.  

In Greece and Germany, no central state initiative has attempted to measure and 

valorise the impact of archaeology for the public on a national scale, but surveys have 

been undertaken on a regional or local scale as part of research conducted by 

universities and archaeological associations (Kotsakis et al., 1993; Sakellariadi, 2011; 

Kotsakis et al., 2015) or through studies concerned with the impact of archaeological 

fieldwork on local communities (see, e.g., Bohne & Heinrich, 2000; Hodder & 

Doughty, 2007; Kotsakis et al., 2007; Stroulia & Sutton, 2010). 

In Italy, statistical surveys regarding archaeology have focused almost 

exclusively on aspects related to the archaeological profession. They have thus been 

‘internal’ analyses, conducted mainly by professional associations within the sector. 

The only surveys on a national scale consist of quantitative data, such as the number of 

visitors/users of cultural institutions (MiBACT, 2014), which are currently limited to 

museums and archaeological sites (MiBACT, 2016), while institutions which do not 
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generate revenue through admission charges (libraries and archives) have been 

excluded. Studies of greater breadth have been carried out, albeit not very recently, on 

museums and their visitors (Solima, 2000) or cultural tourism (Centro Studi TCI, 2002), 

but the specific subject of archaeology cannot be distinguished within these studies.  

The same situation applies in Sweden where surveys exclusively focusing on 

archaeology have so far not been undertaken. Instead, questions related to archaeology 

have been embedded in polls addressing broader perspectives about heritage. Between 

2001 and 2004, several surveys were undertaken at both national and regional levels, 

connected to the project Operation Heritage (Agenda Kulturarv). The aim was to 

produce a policy statement—an agenda for the cultural heritage—‘Putting people first’ 

which was launched in August 2004 (Agenda Kulturarv, 2004). The main survey was 

carried out by Statistics Sweden (SCB) in 2002, on behalf of the National Heritage 

Board. The aim was to investigate the public’s interest in, and knowledge of, the 

cultural environment (RAÄ, 2002). Two thousand people between the ages of 18 and 74 

completed the questionnaire. In 2003, another poll was undertaken in the region of West 

Sweden by the SOM institute about attitudes towards heritage in the region (Blank, 

2003). This poll was much inspired by the investigation Attitudes towards the Heritage 

undertaken by English Heritage during 2000 (MORI, 2000).  

 

Perception and meaning of archaeology in the national surveys 

The picture which emerges from the national surveys is that most European citizens 

view archaeology and heritage in a positive way. Among Dutch respondents, 56 per 

cent believed archaeology is valuable. In Greece, the great value of archaeological 

heritage (including archaeological sites or monuments, or an ongoing excavation) was 

also widely understood.  

One of the main results was that there was also wide public interest in taking 

part in heritage-related activities. In Sweden, more than 75 per cent of the population 

goes at least once or twice a year specifically to visit a cultural environment, a museum 

or cultural building. In the UK, 51 per cent of the population had visited a historic 

attraction, compared with 50 per cent visiting the cinema and 17 per cent attending a 

football match. In the British surveys, more than half the respondents said they were as 

interested in learning about other people’s cultures as their own.  
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In both countries, surveys concluded that a major task for the cultural heritage 

sector was to increase interest within groups that are currently underrepresented. In the 

survey conducted in western Sweden, 57 per cent of respondents thought there was a 

need for more and better information about heritage (Aronsson, 2003: 68–80; Blank, 

2003; Synnestvedt, 2008: 33). In the UK, people representing ethnic minorities wanted 

more to be done to make the historic environment accessible to them through 

information, more inclusive interpretation, and education. In 2003, MORI examined 

some of these identity issues in a follow-up study focusing on case studies in Bradford, 

Cornwall, and West London, revealing a high level of regional variability (MORI, 

2003). 

In France, however, the public was more interested in history (38 per cent) than 

in archaeology itself (19 per cent), but still considered archaeology useful (85 per cent). 

A lack of information about archaeological excavations was flagged up: 77 per cent of 

respondents felt insufficiently informed.  

Despite the universally recognised need for improved dissemination of 

archaeological information, interest in engagement in archaeological projects was often 

even less noticeable in the responses. In some countries respondents exhibited very 

limited motivation for participating in actions connected with heritage protection, or 

even visiting sites. In the Netherlands, 60 per cent of respondents did not participate at 

all. Those who did participate were mostly male, aged 45 and above, with a high level 

of education and living standard. The later studies observed a slight increase (more 

visitors) between 1996 and 2007, but primarily within the same segment of the public. 

In France, public participation in archaeological practice gradually declined as 

archaeological regulations and the professionalization of archaeology grew (Depaepe & 

Salas Rossenbach, 2013: 129–36). 

When it comes to the meaning of heritage and its role in society, the studies 

revealed that the most important role of heritage and archaeology is connected to its 

educational value. In the UK, the MORI survey found that almost everyone believed the 

historic environment plays an important role in the life of the country. Above all, people 

considered the historic environment to be vital for educating children and adults about 

the past. The poll found that 95 per cent thought that heritage is important for providing 

places to visit and things to see and do, for encouraging tourists to visit (93 per cent), 

and for creating jobs and boosting the economy (88 per cent). The great majority of 
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people (88 per cent) believed that public funds should be used to preserve historic 

buildings. Three-quarters agreed that it is important to preserve rare modern buildings 

as well as the old.  

In Greece, the public appreciates archaeological heritage primarily for its 

historical value and for increasing knowledge of the past. However, the studies in 

Greece revealed two tendencies: on the one hand the official appreciation of 

archaeological heritage as part of the official discourse about the past, while, on the 

other hand, regional excavations have little historical value in building up the local, 

collective memory (Sakellariadi, 2011: 116). 

In Poland, the surveys revealed that Polish people perceive archaeology as a 

science useful for discovering the human past, and typically associate it with 

excavations (Kobyliński, 2009; Marciniak, 2011; Marciniak et al., 2011; Pawleta, 

2016). People recognize it as relevant, believing that archaeologists bring the past closer 

to modern society, and help local communities understand it. Moreover, Polish people 

often associate archaeology not only with the distant, but also with the recent past 

(Kajda & Kostyrko, 2016). Polish studies also indicate that cultural heritage is seen as a 

product that may positively affect social and economic reality on a local and national 

scale (e.g. through tourism). The public considers itself stakeholders in the decision-

making process concerning heritage management. The majority of the respondents were 

of the opinion that it is worth investing public money in heritage, yet no sense of public 

responsibility for heritage is evident; rather it is seen as the task of historic preservation 

officers and state bodies (Kozioł et al., 2013: 86–87). 

In summary, these regional and national surveys give some important insights 

into differences in public attitudes to heritage and archaeology across Europe, but they 

do not provide a truly comparative perspective since different methodologies were 

employed in each case. However, the regional and national surveys provided a basis for 

the NEARCH survey which aimed to study the public outreach of heritage and 

archaeology using a coherent methodology. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

The NEARCH survey was conducted by the Harris Interactive Research Agency 

according to their standard polling methodologies. This was a quantitative study that 

was conducted on 4,516 adults, aged 18 or older across nine European countries (a 
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sample of c. 500 people by country) from 29 December 2014 to 6 January 2015. It was 

conducted online, based on panels employed by Harris Interactive and Toluna, using a 

computer-assisted interviewing system for multiple media (web, mobile phone, tablet). 

Respondents were contacted via an invitation email asking for responses to a 

questionnaire consisting of 28 questions, which required a time commitment of about 15 

to 20 minutes.  

 

Design of the questionnaire 

The questionnaire was designed by the NEARCH partnership according to their various 

interests in collaboration with Harris Interactive. The first part of the questionnaire was 

intended to interrogate respondents on their knowledge, interest, representation, and 

involvement in archaeology, the second part was designed to measure their perception 

of archaeological management and financing.  

Initially constructed in French and English, the questionnaire was then translated 

into the seven languages of the other countries screened. This translation was carefully 

checked; first by Harris Interactive translators specialised in survey translation, then 

reviewed by each NEARCH partner in their native language to refine any words or 

notions difficult to translate.  

 

Sample frame of the population interviewed  

The Harris Interactive and Toluna panels are currently known as the most reliable and 

representative sample of population. They comprise 9 million members across the 

globe, of which 2.5 million members reside in Europe. The representativeness of the 

samples used for the study is determined by socio-demographic criteria based on the 

European common base ‘Eurostat’ that offers transverse criteria across different 

European countries: gender, age, social professional category, and region. For each 

country, a population of 500 people was interviewed (except for 516 in Greece to reach 

a representative sample of the population). This sample size is considered by survey 

specialists to be sufficient to allow countrywide representative results 1. 

                                                

1 In 17 countries, Harris Interactive conducted a survey for Accenture, with a population 

sample of 500 people per country, as well as Axa Assurance in five European 

Countries, using the same population sample size.  
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Processing of the results 

At the end of the fieldwork, adjustment methods were used to overcome potential 

differences between the representativeness of the socio-demographic criteria (quotas) 

and the sample frames in each country. For this study, adjustments were extremely low 

because the respondent samples were already very close to the population as a whole. 

Answers to the open questions were analysed to identify themes frequently addressed. A 

codification plan was then implemented and applied to the set of answers. This 

guarantees a similar treatment and the possibility of sorting according to variables. This 

produces statistical results similar to those for closed questions.  

 

SOCIAL PERCEPTION OF ARCHAEOLOGY AND HERITAGE 

What follows is a summary of the results of the NEARCH survey from the participating 

countries (Martelli-Banégas et al., 2015). In the discussion section, the overall results 

are compared with the corresponding results for each country.  

 

The image of archaeology in society 

Four of the 28 survey questions refer to the public perception of archaeology—

especially its definition and categorisation within knowledge and professional fields, as 

well as how it is managed and financed. The first question asks for a spontaneous 

definition of archaeology. In the majority of answers, archaeology is seen as a way of 

studying the past through excavations (digging). Most respondents (48 per cent) defined 

archaeology as relating to the analysis of the past, and 37 per cent said that archaeology 

is connected to digging/excavations.  

With regard to the image of archaeology in society, respondents were asked 

whether they see archaeology more as a science, an area of knowledge, a profession, a 

cultural activity, a skill, a leisure pursuit, or if they do not connect archaeology to any of 

these aspects (respondents could choose two answers). Most participants stated that 

archaeology is a science (69 per cent) and an area of knowledge (39 per cent), while 

some indicated that archaeology is a profession (26 per cent) or even a cultural activity 

(25 per cent).  

The way archaeology is managed is another important aspect addressed by the 

survey. Who should be responsible for its management and funding? The majority (65 
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per cent) indicated the State should be responsible, while only 14 per cent said not. 

Moreover, even more respondents indicated the State should fund archaeology (75 per 

cent); many also mentioned the private sector and other sponsors (44 per cent), and 40 

per cent regional governments.  

 

The value and importance of archaeology within society 

Five questions referred to the significance of archaeology and heritage within society, 

and the values ascribed to both. Respondents were asked about the current importance 

of archaeology to them. Archaeology was seen as having great value (91 per cent) to 

society and being useful (90 per cent), enthralling (87 per cent), moving (81 per cent), 

and relevant to modern life (76 per cent). Thus, most Europeans have a positive image 

of archaeology. Respondents said it teaches society about the past (75 per cent) and 

facilitates knowledge of the past being passed down to future generations (47 per cent). 

This seems to indicate that the importance of archaeology stems from how it relates to 

identity. A strong link with the legitimisation of one’s presence in a place is visible in 

the answers. Forty per cent of respondents stated that ‘archaeology is a field of 

knowledge which helps to understand our place in the world’, suggesting that there is a 

strongly perceived value of archaeology in the present. Forty-six per cent of respondents 

indicated that archaeology also facilitates ‘understanding the past to better prepare for 

the future’. Archaeology is perceived as a pragmatic field of knowledge. That 

archaeology is advantageous to society is additionally confirmed by responses which 

indicate that ‘archaeological remains are perceived as an advantage for a town’ (stated 

by 86 per cent of interviewees), that ‘supporting and developing archaeology is 

important for my country’ (83 per cent), and that ‘a citizen should have some 

knowledge in archaeology’ (73 per cent).  

 

The role of archaeology for the public  

Because the NEARCH survey also concentrated on the future of archaeology in society, 

three questions referred directly to the expectations which society has towards 

archaeology. By asking what is important to develop within archaeology and is of 

particular interest to the public, the intention was to understand societal needs in terms 

of outreach activities.   
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The most common response concerned issues connected with preventive 

archaeology (development-led archaeology). Most respondents stated that construction 

should be postponed when archaeological remains have been found. This suggests that, 

for the majority, the protection and rescue of heritage is more important than the pace of 

development. Other answers primarily stressed the need to disseminate knowledge 

about archaeological projects, the profession, and heritage generally. The respondents 

also noticed that in many museums there is too little attention paid to archaeology (58 

per cent).  

The desire for a stronger democratisation of archaeological knowledge is also 

clearly evident in the responses about the ways in which respondents would like to 

interact with archaeology and heritage. The most popular answer was related to visiting 

archaeological sites (85 per cent), and many respondents also indicated that they would 

like to meet ‘archaeologists to better understand archaeology’s usefulness for my local 

community’ (62 per cent) or ‘meet them to better understand the archaeological 

profession’ (61 per cent). People mentioned they would like to take part in 

archaeological excavations (61 per cent) and attend a conference where they would get 

more information about archaeology (52 per cent). More than half stressed that they 

would like to be involved in the decision-making process surrounding archaeological 

projects in their local area (51 per cent).  

 

DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS 

The NEARCH survey gives insight into the general attitudes of Europeans towards 

archaeology and heritage, as well as diversity amongst countries and regions. It also 

highlights problems which affect archaeology generally and give the profession the 

opportunity to evaluate, redefine, and change actions taken within the archaeological 

and heritage sectors. The following section discusses the three main points of the study 

on a European and national scale.   

 

The image of archaeology in society 

The public image of archaeology is that it centres on research about the past and that it 

uses a particular research method, namely excavation. For 37 per cent of respondents, 

archaeology is linked to digging, and it seems that for many people this is what 

differentiates archaeology from other fields of knowledge that deal with the past. 
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The most overarching understanding in this part of the survey related to the 

perception that archaeology is a science (the European average is 69 per cent of 

responses). However, the study also reveals some striking differences in the perception 

of archaeology at a national level. In Greece and Germany, respondents strongly linked 

archaeology with the scientific world (88 per cent and 82 per cent respectively), but in 

the UK only 46 per cent of citizens saw it as a science, although this may also reflect 

different usage of the term ‘science’.  

In France, respondents show a growing knowledge about archaeology. In the 

national survey, 78 per cent of French respondents defined archaeology by its operating 

method (excavation), and only 10 per cent as the study of societies; but in the 2015 

NEARCH survey, 50 per cent defined archaeology as a science that analyses the past.  

The connection of archaeology to the world beyond academic institutions and 

universities in understood by the European public. Archaeology is seen as cultural 

activity, linked to taking part in archaeological events and visiting archaeological sites, 

by 25 per cent of Europeans (although less so in Poland (14 per cent) and the 

Netherlands (17 per cent). Understanding archaeology as a cultural activity may be the 

result of the growing number of actions in which archaeology and knowledge about the 

past are presented as entertainment (Pawleta, 2016). Furthermore, the influence of 

developer-funded archaeology and rescue excavations is apparent in the results. 

Defining archaeology as a profession (26 per cent being the European average) 

indicates the popularity of, and knowledge about, preventive archaeology. However, in 

Greece, where only 13 per cent of respondents defined archaeology as a profession 

(despite 88 per cent of Greek respondents indicating it was a ‘science’), shows that it is 

still strongly linked with academic rather than development-led practice.  

Focusing on the State as the main institution responsible for managing 

archaeology (65 per cent as the average across the survey) and financing archaeology 

(75 per cent), on the other hand, stresses that the public perceives archaeology to be a 

science/area of knowledge existing outside the market, relying solely (or mostly) on 

national or European funds. The same is revealed when looking at awareness of who 

undertakes archaeological research. Most responses indicated universities (73 per cent) 

and public research institutions (66 per cent). In the UK, however, more than three-

quarters of people surveyed believed it is undertaken by museums; the role of the 

amateur sector (such as detectorists) is also quite pronounced (78 per cent of responses 
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compared to 55 per cent as the European survey average). Moreover, half believe 

‘archaeological associations’ manage archaeology, while less than a third believes it is 

the responsibility of national or regional government. Most tellingly, only 40 per cent 

believe it is the State’s responsibility to manage archaeology, compared with the 

European survey average of 65 per cent. This variation in perspectives may be related to 

the different organisation of archaeology in the countries studied. 

In Greece, the management of archaeological heritage is primarily considered to 

be a responsibility of the State (72 per cent) and this reflects the predominance of the 

State as the only agent of heritage management. At the same time, people in Greece are 

highly critical of heritage management in comparison to other Europeans. This high 

percentage of criticism reflects overall disappointment, i.e. a lack of efficiency by the 

State, something highlighted as being also due to the economic crisis.  

Similarly, 86 per cent of Italians surveyed believed the management of 

archaeology should be the responsibility of the State. This very high percentage (the 

European survey average was 65 per cent) reflects the actual administrative situation, in 

which a government authority—the Ministry of Cultural Heritage—has a monopoly 

over the management of archaeological heritage. Additionally, the recurring news 

stories about the deteriorating condition of archaeological sites (e.g. the collapse of the 

House of the Gladiators in Pompeii in November 2010; Erbani, 2015) explain why 90 

per cent of Italians judge efforts to protect the archaeological heritage to be insufficient.  

In Spain, the vast majority (76 per cent) believe archaeology should be the 

responsibility of the State, although the importance given to the role of regional 

governments in Spain is higher than the European average. In a national survey (García, 

2012: 89–90), 90 per cent of people believe it should be the responsibility of the public 

administration, whereas 20–25 per cent believe foundations, the Catholic Church, and 

individuals should be responsible. Therefore, it appears that the population supports a 

view that archaeology and heritage are the responsibility of the State (though in the case 

of the Seville survey, the percentage drops to 67 per cent; Ibañez, 2013: 98). 

 

The value and importance of archaeology within society 

The NEARCH survey shows that the importance of archaeology is growing within 

society. On the European survey level, 91 per cent of respondents indicated that 

archaeology has great value, and 90 per cent classified it as useful. The majority of 
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respondents stated that they have an interest in archaeology, and appreciate visiting 

museums and archaeological sites. This may be explained by the increasing number of 

projects and actions (such as archaeological festivals) which encourage the general 

public to take part.  

On a national level, there were some differences in the social attitudes towards 

the values archaeology represents. The survey highlights, not unexpectedly, an affinity 

between Italy and Greece, whose inhabitants have a closer relationship with monuments 

and sites of the Classical period (over 90 per cent) than the average European (about 70 

per cent), and shows a particularly strong attachment to archaeology compared to other 

countries. 

For the Netherlands, some very positive developments have taken place since 

the first survey in 1996. The NEARCH survey shows that currently more respondents 

are acquainted with organisations offering knowledge and outreach activities (from 65 

per cent in 1996 to 80 per cent in 2015), such as the National Museum of Antiquity 

(from 45 per cent to 72 per cent) and the theme park Archeon (from 55 per cent to 80 

per cent). Additionally, visitor numbers have increased and the overall opinion about 

the value of archaeology has improved: in 2015, 89 per cent of respondents believed it 

is useful and of great value (compared to 56 per cent in 1996). 

Likewise, in France respondents also show a strong interest in archaeology: 58 

per cent have a special interest in the subject, which is comparable to a study conducted 

in 2011 on archaeological sites and museum visitors (Dezellus & Germain, 2014). A 

significant attachment to the discipline was also pointed out in the new survey (63 per 

cent in France, 54 per cent in Europe), and the feeling of usefulness already shown by 

the two studies of 2006 and 2010 (85 per cent) was confirmed in 2015 (89 per cent).  

In Sweden, the NEARCH survey shows that there is a lower participation in 

activities linked to archaeology among young people and people in lower socio-

professional categories, while among seniors and those in upper socio-professional 

categories, the perception of archaeology is much more positive, and knowledge of sites 

and museums is much higher. This confirms the picture given by previous national 

surveys and indicates little change since 2002–2003. 

The significance of archaeology for European society relates to its ability to 

communicate. According to the NEARCH survey, knowledge of the past, especially the 

origins of humanity and its evolution, and of the lives of ancestors, is highly appreciated 
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by European communities (75 per cent). In Poland, this is especially pronounced, as 93 

per cent stated that archaeology is important because it helps people know where they 

come from and learn more about their past. However, this very positive attitude towards 

archaeology is shown mostly by people aged 35 and older, while younger people are 

less positive when it comes to valorising archaeology. The main role attributed to 

archaeology in Poland is education, with 57 per cent, more than the European survey 

average (44 per cent), indicating that teaching the history of Poland is one of the main 

roles of archaeology. In Poland, history, and therefore archaeology, is considered as 

playing a vital role in passing knowledge to younger generations.  

In Sweden, the NEARCH survey revealed interesting differences between age 

groups. When asked what the role of archaeology is, 37 per cent of those aged between 

18 and 24 considered passing history down to younger generations as important, 

compared to 62 per cent of those between 45 and 59 years old. A variable within this 

question asked whether archaeology contributed to quality of life. Here there is a 

change in positions, as 11 per cent of younger people found this valuable, compared to 3 

per cent in the older group. This may reflect different ways of teaching archaeology and 

history in Swedish school education. The older generation may have focused more on 

fostering and learning about history to be a good citizen. The younger generations may 

be more self-oriented and interested in questions of lifestyle and what is valuable for 

their personal development.  

In the UK, only 26 per cent thought archaeology was important for 

understanding where one comes from, whereas the figure for Europe is 52 per cent. As 

might be anticipated, there was also less support for archaeology as a means of uniting 

citizens around a common cultural heritage (only 14 per cent of UK citizens compared 

to 19 per cent of Europe average), whatever their origin, or for contributing to the 

construction of European citizenship (3 per cent compared to the 5 per cent European 

average). 

In Greece, more than other European countries, archaeological heritage is 

considered important in both an ideological and an economic context. The high 

valorisation of Classical antiquity is particularly strong compared to the European 

average (60 per cent as opposed to 27 per cent across the European survey). This is 

attributable to the dominance of Classical antiquity throughout the education system but 

also to the official discourse and the trajectories of national self-consciousness. The 
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significantly smaller percentage, in comparison to the European average, of 

appreciation of Middle Ages and modern periods may mean that in Greece people do 

not consider the medieval past as archaeological heritage, or they do not value it to the 

same extent as Classical archaeology.  

In Italy, in several points, the survey underscores the connection between 

archaeology and tourism, considered to be one of the main objectives of the discipline 

in view of its economic implications. This link has also been emphasised at a political-

administrative level, given that the Ministry of Cultural Heritage has also inherited, in 

2013, responsibility for tourism. Moreover, since the 1980s, both in the media and the 

political realm, cultural heritage has been assumed to be a major economic resource 

(Montanari, 2015).  

A new perspective for archaeology and its value is also indicated by the 

NEARCH survey. Linking archaeology to the present and the future, and noticing its 

usefulness in terms of better preparation for the future (46 per cent as the European 

average), is an important aspect to be developed within archaeological projects. This 

tendency is especially visible in Germany and in Sweden, where 56 per cent indicated 

this was of value. Although the percentage is not as high as for other questions, it is still 

positive and significant that European society perceives that archaeology may 

contribute to the quality of life and general development.  

 

The role of archaeology for the public  

The results of the NEARCH survey show archaeology is significant to society. 

Moreover, the public wants knowledge about archaeology to be communicated in an 

accessible way, and to participate in actions connected to heritage. In general, the 

European survey indicates that the public wants greater involvement in archaeology, 

through visiting archaeological sites (85 per cent), meeting archaeologists to better 

understand archaeology’s usefulness for their local community (62 per cent), or taking 

part in excavations (61 per cent). The majority of respondents (71 per cent) expect 

archaeologists to better disseminate their results and create more possibilities for 

cooperation. This open approach to archaeological knowledge demonstrates that society 

has positive connections to archaeology, and that it is time for archaeologists to engage 

society with their actions more effectively. However, some differences between 

engagement in archaeology and expectations about it are visible at a national level. 
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Italy expressed a high level of interest in archaeology, and a desire for more 

information about it (86 per cent, compared to the European average of 69 per cent). 

This wish for better communication might be explained by the fact that museums and 

archaeological sites in Italy are struggling to update facilities, and therefore not 

succeeding in involving the general public as they might wish.   

Another nation expressing a strong interest in archaeology is Poland. Most 

Polish citizens engage with archaeology in some way. The majority (89 per cent) watch 

films about archaeology, visit archaeological landscapes (73 per cent) or exhibitions (72 

per cent), read books or magazines about archaeology (68 per cent), or even take part in 

archaeological excavations (14 per cent). Moreover, a large proportion (90 per cent) 

perceive archaeological heritage as advantageous for towns and as something that 

should be supported and developed (82 per cent). Responding to this need is still 

developing among archaeologists in Poland. Seventy-six per cent  of the people polled 

recognize there is too little knowledge dissemination around archaeological finds, and 

77 per cent also state that there is too little information about how the public can engage 

with archaeology.  

Sweden is similar, and with only 60 per cent of young people aged 18–24 

responding in the NEARCH poll that it is valuable to have archaeological remains in 

their town. This means that better heritage management strategies and information 

programmes are needed. This result should be compared with the fact that 77 per cent of 

younger people would like to visit an archaeological site, and this rises to 90 per cent 

for people aged 35–44. Again, these results indicate information and interpretation 

programmes are needed to make archaeology more visible in society for younger 

generations.  

In Spain, more emphasis is placed on the protection of heritage than on the 

dissemination of knowledge. This is apparent in the NEARCH survey, as well as in the 

study carried out in Seville, in which 60 per cent of respondents argued that the 

archaeological heritage must be preserved even if it cannot be physically enjoyed 

(Ibáñez, 2013: 98). Therefore, it seems that the idea of heritage conservation being a 

social necessity is defended by a large majority of the population. This does not mean 

that archaeological materials should not be excavated, but that their conservation is 

considered a priority not always related to social enjoyment connected to a physical 

contact with the heritage.  



19 
 

In countries such as Greece and the Netherlands, the NEARCH survey showed 

that the public are not very interested in an active engagement in archaeological 

activities. In the Netherlands, it seems there is a growing distance between the 

archaeological heritage sector and society; while 28 per cent of the respondents showed 

no engagement with archaeology in 1995, twenty years later this had grown to 48 per 

cent! In 1996 archaeology was not popular among 43 per cent of respondents, while in 

2015 this was 48 per cent. Yet, more people would like to be involved: 35 per cent 

showed an interest in visiting an excavation in 1996, against 43 per cent in 2015. 

In Greece, the visibility of archaeology is high (more than 90 per cent have 

visited an archaeological site, landscape, or monument) but people do not typically take 

part in archaeological actions such as excavations, conferences, or festivals. The notion 

of archaeology as greatly valued and useful follows the national narrative about 

archaeology, but the high value of archaeology and its usefulness is not recognized by 

the people in terms of experiencing material culture as part of everyday life (Kotsakis et 

al., 2015).  

 

CONCLUSIONS AND OUTLOOK 

For the past decade, archaeology has sought to address new challenges. The global 

economic crisis of 2008, followed by the gradual decline of preventive archaeology and 

subsequent archaeological unemployment, as well as the growing number of amateurs 

working with metal detectors, have all been factors, but the primary challenge of 

showing archaeology as socially relevant and necessary demands that archaeologists 

change their attitude towards archaeological practice. Thus, more attention has been 

directed towards meeting societal needs and public expectations. While archaeologists 

have begun opening up their practice more widely through stronger engagement within 

the public and community archaeology domains, the NEARCH survey and the previous 

studies discussed indicate that this is still only beginning in most European countries 

(see van den Dries, 2015).  

The very positive result of the survey is that archaeology is seen as socially 

valuable and that most Europeans maintain positive attitudes towards its development 

and investment. However, the need to better disseminate archaeological information and 

cultural heritage was clearly indicated by the public in all surveyed countries. The 

democratisation of knowledge is an important aspect of archaeology because 
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archaeologists, and the ethics frameworks in which they work, are obligated to share 

this knowledge as part of the public good associated with undertaking science 

(Moshenska, 2013: 212). But democratisation requires outreach activities that reach 

diverse audiences. As the NEARCH and other surveys reveal (van den Dries, 2016), 

ethnic minorities as well as people with lower incomes are still not being reached by 

archaeologists and heritage managers. An inclusive archaeology which appreciates 

various voices and different needs is required; society needs not only more information 

but also greater opportunities to engage in archaeological projects. The dissemination of 

knowledge as well as opportunities to participate in archaeological events continue to be 

a challenge which the archaeological community must address to ensure its 

sustainability. 

The next significant result concerns the issue of heritage policy found in some 

European countries (Willems, 2014). In general, there are strong indications that most 

Europeans believe it is the role of the State to manage and finance archaeology. It 

shows that society still expects national and local governments to support archaeology, 

and that it is a State’s role to take care of its heritage.  

Another important result is that archaeology is seen to be useful for 

understanding present and future global problems. This places archaeology in line with 

the sustainable development domain, in which science shares its achievements to 

resolve growing social and environmental issues. In this way, the past and heritage are 

not viewed as static and bygone, but as connected to the present. As suggested by 

Harrison (2013), sustainability of cultural heritage means broadening the “field” to 

encompass a range of other social, political, economic and environmental concerns, as 

well as the connections between them. The NEARCH survey clearly indicates that 

European society needs and expects archaeology to broaden its concerns. 

We can conclude from these results that archaeology and cultural heritage 

management needs to work harder to reach a wider range of audiences. New, more 

inclusive, and future-oriented perspectives are needed, relating in particular to 

archaeology and the quality of life. The NEARCH project continues to develop ways to 

convey archaeology and the ways in which society may engage with it.  
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Cet article présente les principaux résultats d’une grande enquête conduite dans le 

cadre du projet NEARCH sur la perception qu’a le public européen de l’archéologie et 

du patrimoine. L’analyse se concentre sur trois aspects d’importance pour la pratique 
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contemporaine de l’archéologie. Le premier concerne l’image qu’a le grand public de 

l’archéologie et la définition qu’il en donne. Le second a trait aux valeurs que 

l’archéologie représente pour ce public. Le troisième porte sur les attentes de la société 

envers les archéologues et l’archéologie. L’enquête du projet NEARCH démontre 

clairement qu’il existe une forte demande du public européen pour la contribution de 

l’archéologie à de nombreux domaines, et pour une gestion du patrimoine culturel 

impliquant plus fortement les différents groupes intéressés par l’archéologie et le 

patrimoine. 

Translation by Amala Marx 

 

Mots clefs : engagement social, sondage européen, projet NEARCH 

Archäologie, Bodendenkmalpflege und sozialer Wert: die Ansichten der 

Öffentlichkeit über die Archäologie in Europa 

 

In diesem Artikel werden die wesentlichen Ergebnisse einer Umfrage, die im Rahmen 

des NEARCH Projektes durchgeführt wurde, vorgestellt. Unsere Untersuchung betrifft 

drei Hauptpunkte, die von großer Bedeutung für die heutige Praxis der Archäologie 

sind. Erstens betrachten wir, wie sich die Öffentlichkeit die Archäologie vorstellt. 

Zweitens befassen wir uns mit den Werten, für welche die Archäologie in der 

öffentlichen Wahrnehmung steht. Und drittens untersuchen wir die sozialen 

Erwartungen, die in die Archäologie und den Archäologen gesetzt werden. Die 

NEARCH Umfrage zeigt deutlich, dass die Europäer viel von der Archäologie erwarten, 

und zwar in einem breiten Spektrum von Bereichen, und dass die Bodendenkmalpflege 

allgemein mit den verschiedenen archäologischen und kulturerblichen Gruppen 

konstruktiver zusammenarbeiten muss. Translation by Madeleine Hummler 
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