
  Commemorative 
  Plaque Study 
 
  A YHACS research report  
  by Helen Marrison  
    2013  



 



 

i 
 

 

 

Introduction and background 

 

In 2013, YHACS was able to offer a short research project to Helen Marrison, an MA student 

at York University who had to undertake two practical assignments during the year as part 

of her coursework (her other assignment was with York Civic Trust). 

For the YHACS project, we asked Helen to undertake research into the value attached by 

civic societies in our region to commemorative plaque schemes. We knew that some 

societies ran schemes while others did not but had no data. We also wondered whether 

there were any lessons that could be learned by comparing the schemes run by different 

societies. 

To keep costs to a minimum, Helen was asked to conduct her research via email and 

telephone. A simple questionnaire was devised and Helen emailed societies asking them to 

complete the survey on-line. 

As ever with surveys of this type, the response rate was slow and rather patchy to begin 

with but picked up after a degree of coaxing and prompting. Following a presentation of her 

initial findings to YHACS members at a meeting in York, Helen was able to persuade a few 

more societies to complete the survey. In the end, Helen had received replies from 40 of our 

43 members, which was a very good result.  

The findings from the research do, of course, offer just a snapshot of the situation at the 

time of the survey: societies continue to add plaques to their existing collection all the time. 

Nonetheless, the analysis that follows makes interesting reading.  Perhaps it will persuade 

more societies to consider running their own schemes in the future? 

I was very pleased to be present when Helen gave a report back on the project to her tutor 

and fellow students at York University in April 2013. 

 

Kevin Trickett 

Chair 
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1. Executive summary 

Plaques are there to surprise and inform, and to help tell a story that 

can be as revealing to life-long residents … as to those visiting for 

the first time. 

An evocative justification for commemorative plaque schemes 

This study was commissioned by the Yorkshire and Humber Associations of Civic Societies (YHACS) to 

investigate the operation of commemorative plaque schemes in the region. The research was aimed 

toward the civic societies operating the schemes, rather than the communities affected by them. It 

sought to answer how many civic society schemes are active in the region, why and how they are 

managed, what benefits they serve and gather a list of suppliers used. It also hoped to understand 

why societies do not run schemes, and what help they might require to start one. 

The survey was conducted using a Google Form, which was emailed to the chairs of the 43 societies 

who are members of YHACS. The form was open to responses for a period of 2 weeks, from late 

March to early April 2013. Despite coinciding with the Easter holiday, the majority of societies replied 

to an excellent standard of detail. The survey was devised in collaboration with the YHACS Chair. 

In this report, I have not included any external research such as size of society, or area covered by 

the societies. On occasion, references were made to these factors in the responses given, but I didn’t 

want to allow externally gathered data to affect my analysis, or encourage potentially false 

judgements to be made based on size. In addition, I have omitted the names of societies in this 

report, as I do not believe that the names are in any way necessary to my analysis. 

This report will first discuss the quantitative data of results, followed by discussion of the qualitative 

data. 

2. Quantitative analysis 

2.1 Overview 

To frame the results of the qualitative analysis, it is important to first understand some key facts 

about how many societies responded to the survey, and information about the style of plaques 

across the region. This information can answer questions concerning – how reliable is the data 

included in this report? and, is there any unity in appearance? 

2.2 Respondent data 

Of the 43 civic society members of YHACS, the survey received 40 responses. That equates to 93% of 

the potential responses which allows for a respectable understanding, in statistical terms, of 

commemorative plaque schemes in the region. The data is therefore reliable. 

Of the 40, then, 28 societies DO operate commemorative plaque schemes with 12 NOT operating 

schemes. 
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When asked how many plaques the society managed, the survey recorded a total of 644 in the 

region (as of April 2013, please consider human error in this figure). 

With this raw data, it can be said that commemorative plaque schemes are a popular expression of 

heritage for YHACS member societies. 

2.3 Plaque data 

It is apparent that there is not a unified design for the plaques. 

The most popular shape for the plaques is circular, with rectangular and varying shapes coming 

second and third most popular respectively. 2 responses did not detail the shape. The most popular 

colour is blue, followed by green, with 4 responses not providing detail on colour. 

  

Mentioned in some of the responses was the similarity of this style to the scheme operated in 

London by English Heritage. There is, then, a general desire to conform to perceived national 

standards on commemorative plaque schemes, despite there being no formal rules governing the 

design of plaques. I entertain the idea that this is so that the local communities recognise what the 

plaques are for, and therefore will take the time to read them. This is, however, speculation and not 

backed up with any data recorded in the survey. In addition this distinctive design helps to 

distinguish them from other types of plaque installed by the civic society, such as Design Awards. 

A question was then posed as to the manufacture of the plaques. With 15 responses, Leander 

Architectural were the most popular suppliers, followed by local providers – such as Pyrorsigns in 
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Rotherham and Signs of the Times – and finally 3 societies used various suppliers. A full list of 

suppliers with websites can be found in Appendix 1. 

Finally, whilst it is likely that the choice of supplier would affect the choice of material, it is useful to 

take note of what plaques are most commonly made from. 6 respondents did not give any detail, 

and out of those who did, aluminium was the most popular with 12 responses. Wood, ceramic, 

Perspex and polyurthene were also mentioned. The second most popular category however was 

‘metal’ which is ambiguous as this could also mean aluminium. 

2.4 Relative importance of schemes 

To lead into the qualitative analysis of the long-answer questions, the final quantitative data relates 

to the relative importance of commemorative plaque schemes, compared to other activities the 

society engages in. The respondents had three options to choose from, deliberately chosen so they 

could not ‘sit on the fence’ with their answer. These three were: Most important, Equally as 

important and Least important. They replied as follows: 

 

Whilst no society voted it their most important activity, it is clear that – for the majority – 

commemorative plaques are seen of equal import to other society business. It is with this in mind, 

that qualitative questions were asked, and the results analysed. 

3. Qualitative analysis – societies who DO operate a commemorative plaque scheme 

3.1 Overview 

In total, five questions requiring longer, descriptive answers were posed in the survey who had 

indicated that they did run a commemorative plaque scheme in their region. The questions were as 

follows: 

1. How does the commemorative plaque scheme operate in your area? 

2. Why do you run a commemorative plaque scheme? 

3. What are the benefits of the scheme to your society? 

4. Are there any ways YHACS could assist further in the scheme? 

5. What feedback have you received about the scheme from the community? 

The questions were designed to cover all aspects of the ‘remit’ of a commemorative plaque initiative 

– from the practical implementation of commissioning and installing plaques, to the benefits to the 

community and society (here understood as distinct entities, for whom different advantages would 

Most

Equally

Least
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apply), and ways in which YHACS could assist in the future. Results from these questions could then 

be used as reasons to encourage and convince societies who do not currently run schemes to 

consider implementing them within their areas. 

In order to analyse the data, I recorded and investigated each answer provided by the relevant 

societies (those who had answered ‘yes’ to operating a commemorative plaque scheme) in detail, 

and picked out key themes that recurred in the answers, using a method of coding. The coding 

method will be described for each question, to contribute to the analysis of results. 

3.2 Question 1 – operation of the scheme 

Through the coding of the answers regarding the operation of commemorative plaque schemes, a 

key theme arose as to how subjects were nominated for commemoration. Answers varied from 

“Anyone can make proposals” to a sub-committee of the society researching notable people and 

places and developing a shortlist. 19 out of the 21 respondents included the process of ‘who 

decides’ in their description, and I then categorised these into four codes: 

a. Top down; meaning the civic society made the decision internally as to who or what is 

commemorated, with minimal community/external input 

b. Bottom up; nominations were sought solely from the public, and endorsed by the civic 

society 

c. Neither top nor bottom; both the public and civic society had equal hand in deciding who 

was to be commemorated, and the design of the plaque 

d. N/A; responses which did not include information on who decides 

The author has no bias towards these categories, and makes no judgement as to which style is ‘best’, 

merely reports on the findings from responses given. 

Of the 28 respondents, the following data was collected: 

 

It is clear that few civic societies in the region choose to devolve the decision of who should be 

commemorated to the community exclusively. The exceptions to this included one society who 

explained the ways in which public opinion was canvassed by having a stall in the town centre. This 

idea is unique, novel and clearly an effective way to gauge public opinion, and one which might 

serve other societies well. Another good technique mentioned by one society was the inclusion of 

the local history society, who were able to assist in research. On more than one occasion the local 

press were cited as useful in the publicity of nominations. 
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In responses, a few societies mentioned that a trail or booklet was included in the operation of their 

commemorative plaque scheme, which was later mentioned as a key benefit for the society as it 

could provide a source of income (see section 3.3). 

Two clear barriers to the operation of plaque schemes were identified: acquiring listed building 

consent – for which a solution is offered in the fourth question of YHACS assistance, and as such will 

not be discussed here – and funding. None of the responses who mentioned funding said that the 

civic society was able to fund them completely, offering up to 50% (2 responses), seeking 

sponsorship or looking to stakeholders for contributions (this often meant the property owners).  

In addition, it is worth noting that only one reference was made to English Heritage guidelines, which 

demonstrates that the societies are very localised in their implementation of the schemes and do 

not see them in connection with a wider national initiative. It also implies that societies are happy to 

devise their own strategies which work well for them, without too much external assistance. Also, 

one society described how an exceptional, and unique, relationship with the local authority meant 

that they were able to install plaques “wherever” which made the process much easier. 

3.3 Question 2 – why run a scheme? 

I was able to code answers to the second question into seven categories: 

a. Promoting local heritage; comprised of any responses including the phrases “promoting”, 

“encourage interest”, “remind people”, “awareness”, “public interest” and “tourism” 

b. Educational benefit; schoolchildren and leaflets 

c. Pride and identity 

d. Role of society; the aims of the society 

e. Public good; recognition of local people 

f. Publicity for society 

The data for this codification is as follows: 

 

It is obvious from the data that promoting local heritage is the key reason civic societies implement 

commemorative plaque schemes. Running the schemes is seen as a way to enhance civic identity 

and pride, and can be used as an educational tool in the local area. 
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3.4 Question 3 – benefits to the society 

The majority of respondents understood the distinction between the second and third questions: 

the former addressing why run a scheme regarding the community, and the latter focussing more on 

the benefits to the society itself. Only 4 out of the 24 replied ‘as above’ for this category (meaning 

the answer to the second question). 

I coded the responses as follows: 

a. Publicity for the society 

b. Community relations; contact made with local people and organisations, made property 

owners aware of the heritage of their building 

c. Tangibility of society 

d. Positive media exposure; one particular result came from a respondent who was 

consistently negative about the local press in their area, so might not reflect the group as a 

whole, however I thought it a useful point of reference as the press has been mentioned in 

previous questions 

e. Source of income 

f. Membership 

The data could then be arranged as follows: 

 

According to the results, the biggest benefit to the society is publicity, which was to be expected. 

However, one of the more complex codes was the ‘tangibility of the society’ which gained 5 

mentions. To briefly explain, it is felt by respondents that often people in the community are not 

aware of what a society does, and that commemorative plaques are one way to demonstrate the 

“commitment” of the society to the area, and their continued “presence”. The profiles of civic 

societies are raised and thus opportunity for membership is increased. 

3.5 Question 4 – any ways in which YHACS could assist further? 

Publicity, 19 Community 
relations, 4 

Tangibility of 
society, 4 

Positive media 
exposure, 2 

Sources of 
income, 1 

Membership, 1 
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Many societies seem satisfied, with responses that YHACS could not offer any further assistance to 

improve their schemes. That said, some very useful suggestions were made, which did not – as I had 

expected – gravitate around assistance with funding, In fact, only 5 out of the 24 responses called for 

monetary assistance, meanwhile a further 6 said that no extra assistance was required.  

I was able to code the remaining 10 responses, but instead of using a graph to demonstrate the data, 

I’ve decided to explain the results using prose for use by YHACS in the future. Note: the level of the 

responses is included for posterity, but should not be used to deem the relative importance of 

suggestions made. The coding of these suggestions has been used in collaboration with the overall 

responses given to the survey, and reflects the more general opinions expressed by the respondents. 

1. Persuade all societies to run a scheme (2 responses) 

a. It was felt that every society should be encouraged to run a scheme in order to 

demonstrate a unity of purpose within YHACS. 

2. Better promotion via the newsletter/website/online listing etc. (6 responses) 

a. It was mentioned that there should be an online resource listing all plaques 

currently situated in the YHACS region. 

b. It was also suggested that YHACS develop a feature for their newsletter which 

highlights six interesting plaques across the region. 

3. Share resources (1 response) 

a. For example, the curtains used for unveiling ceremonies. 

4. Negotiate with suppliers (2 responses) 

a. It was felt that deals could be struck with the key suppliers (here, Leander, see 

Quantitative results) to bring down costs of the plaques; perhaps having a contract 

with a single supplier. 

5. Devise a form for submissions to Local Authorities (2 responses) 

a. It was felt by many societies who responded to the first question that the process of 

acquiring listed building consent “for two nails against a wall” was an exhaustive, 

futile procedure and a waste of time. It was therefore suggested that YHACS devise a 

commemorative plaque installation form to circulate with the local authorities to 

make approval of plaques quicker, and easier. It was often commented that local 

authorities are very keen on commemorative plaque schemes, and so cooperation 

with YHACS on such an initiative would likely be strong. 

b. It should be noted here that not all local authorities require Listed Building Consent, 

and so information regarding which do, and which do not, would need to be 

collected first. 

6. Better advice package (3 responses) 

a. A couple of responses asked the survey author directly if information was available. 

Whilst few societies consulted English Heritage guidelines, it might be worthwhile if 

YHACS developed a handbook of some description, and offered advice to societies 

(which could, in part, be based on this research). 

3.6 Question 5 – feedback from the community 

Finally, I asked about the feedback received from the community regarding commemorative plaque 

schemes. The codification of responses fell into the following categories: 
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a. Positive 

b. No feedback recorded 

c. Community link; increased requests for more walks or guides, suggestions for plaques 

d. Good press coverage 

e. Authorities happy with scheme 

Following coding, the data demonstrated that: 

 

Despite once society saying that it was often difficult to elicit feedback, clearly the commemorative 

plaques are successful in gaining considerable community support and approval, and the civic 

societies are listening to any feedback identified. In one case, a respondent identified that whilst 

there was no positive feedback, the lack of negative feedback demonstrated that the community 

were happy – as they would have complained if there were any grievances “in this town”.  Some 

“small voices” were acknowledged as disliking the commemorative plaques, but also said that you 

cannot please everybody. 

Several responses identified the specifically positive feedback to trails, and also recognised their 

popularity in summertime. The success of trails was substantiated by one society who gave away the 

first 5,000 copies of their leaflets, and therefore printed 6,000 more to sell at 40p a copy. It is clear 

from this that trails are an essential way to promote the schemes and entertain the community.  

Finally, one response identified that a plaque enjoyed particular success and public support when it 

commemorated a member of the crew of the Titanic. It is likely not a coincidence that it was the 

100th anniversary of the Titanic’s fatal journey last year, and that people will have had heightened 

awareness of the significance. Perhaps it would be prudent to identify when relevant anniversaries 

are due and maximise upon that. 

3.7 Critical review of qualitative research 

It is important in research projects to identify the problems with the research conducted in order to 

properly contextualise the analysis of results. A critical review can also help inform future projects of 

potential problems which can then be overcome. 

Positive

None

Community link

Press coverage

Authorities happy
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As such, I have identified two key criticisms on this study: 1) time constraints meant that I was 

unable to conduct a pilot study, and 2) often in studies of this kind, respondents tell you what they 

think you want to hear, and this can skew how accurate the research reflects the reality. 

It was unfortunate that I was not able to conduct a pilot survey due to time constraints; this meant 

that the survey questions were not tested before being released to the group of respondents. I was, 

therefore, unable to refine questions to make them as ‘useful’ as possible. I had identified this 

problem early on, and sought to remedy it by an exchange with the Chair of YHACS who completed 

two versions of the survey and offered constructive criticisms. However, it became apparent during 

the analysis of results that I should have paid greater attention to issues such as funding and trail 

initiatives as these two themes became prominent in the results. Any future study into 

commemorative plaque schemes could, therefore, focus on these issues. I do not, however, think 

the pilot problem had severe effect on the study as good data was collected for inferences to be 

made. 

Secondly, for the questions such as community feedback, the answer ‘positive’ was easy to generate 

and saved time completing the survey. Without additional depth, it is hard to confidently say that all 

feedback was positive, or highlight specific examples which demonstrate the effectiveness of the 

schemes to illustrate this research. That said, detail concerning the feedback about commemorative 

plaque schemes could constitute another research study in itself, and therefore I judge that simple 

answers given to such questions for the sake of this project are acceptable. 

3.8 Discussion of results 

I wanted to take the opportunity to briefly correlate two of the qualitative questions in order to 

better understand the nature of commemorative plaque scheme organisation. In section 3.2 I 

summarised that most civic societies operate a ‘top down’ approach to the commission and 

installation of a commemorative plaques and, whilst making no moral judgement on what is ‘best’, I 

felt it was important to understand why the community were not more actively involved across the 

region through ‘bottom up’ participation. 

Using the data collected for the second question: ‘why run a scheme?’ (section 3.3), it is possible to 

develop an argument for the top down systems. Three respondents identified the commemorative 

plaque schemes as being a key role, or function, of a civic society – their “job” in the community. 

With this in mind, it is neither a surprise, nor unjustified, that the societies feel the need to take the 

lead with commemorative plaque schemes. For many, membership to a civic society allows an 

individual to get involved with their heritage and that this should express itself in the commission 

and management of the plaque schemes explains why most are top down or mutual efforts (guided 

by the society) between community and committees. Additionally, coordination by one body means 

that the plaques will be unified in design and content style.  

4. Qualitative analysis – societies who DO NOT operate a commemorative plaque scheme 

4.1 Overview 

Unlike the analysis of those societies who do operate a commemorative plaque scheme, the results 

for those who do not was slightly more difficult to code seeing as there were considerably fewer 

responses: 8 societies do not run schemes of the 32 who responded to the survey. Therefore I will 
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engage in a discussion of results, rather than charts leading my analysis. I will endeavour – where 

possible – to link feedback given to the issues raised earlier.  

4.2 Why the societies do not run a plaque scheme 

The first and second questions posed to the societies who answered that they did not have a plaque 

scheme dealt with the question of why. Using tick boxes, they were asked to indicate reasons 

devised by the author which best described this (this is the only visual data I will use in this section). 

This style of question was used to vary what tasks the respondents had to complete, in order to not 

make the survey too laborious with too many long-winded answers: 

Too expensive 1     

No public interest 1 
 

  

No one to conduct research   2   

Focus on planning, or other civic society activities   2   

Nothing/no one to commemorate 
  

  

Hadn't thought about it before 
  

  

In the process of arranging a scheme     3 

Other   2   

 

The second question – ‘Please tell us more about why you do not run a commemorative plaque 

scheme’ – then sought more detailed information, especially from those that had replied ‘Other’. 

Cost again registered highly in these responses, and also that there were other civic society activities 

which either took up too much time, or were deemed to be of a higher priority. These responses 

correlate to the first question. The question of public interest, having people to conduct the research 

and other reasons not to run a scheme tend to relate to the size of the society, area and whether or 

not there are things to commemorate. One response commented that “Many locals think every 

stone and business should be commemorated” but that rarely did these relate to national figures or 

events. It is interesting that national importance was compared to local importance here, as 

commemorative plaques are designed to commemorate that which is important to the locality, 

regardless of the national context. Another answer cited ‘no local celebs’ to commemorate, whereas 

it is not necessarily celebrity that need be commemorated, but local significance. There is a danger 

of misinterpreting the use of the word celebrities here, as it should extend to those of local 

significance. Alternatively, however, perhaps there is not enough information or encouragement 

regarding what and who can be commemorated. This can be reinforced by the responses that 

requested more information about commemorative plaque schemes being made available. 

Most societies felt that a commemorative plaque scheme would be beneficial to their local 

community, despite the challenges that had been raised. Two societies are in the process of 

arranging schemes and size – either of society or area – seemed to be the crucial factor why 

societies felt that a scheme would not be beneficial. 

As a final point, it was raised again that it would be useful for YHACS to coordinate with plaque 

suppliers in order to bring down the costs of projects. This is the only issue in which there was a 

shared view between those that have schemes, and those that do not. 
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5. Concluding remarks 

Following the research into commemorative plaque schemes run by civic societies in the Yorkshire 

and Humber reasons, there have emerged three key recommendations: 

1) If a society operates a commemorative plaque scheme, then there are benefits – for the 

society, community and fiscal opportunities – in organising a trail to work alongside the 

plaques. The trail need not be complicated: it could consist simply of a leaflet, or be more 

ambitious and utilise Smartphone technologies through commissioning an app. 

2) For those societies who do not operate a scheme, more information from YHACS would be 

useful: including recommendations on suppliers and general guidelines on how best to 

manage schemes, learning from other civic societies in the region. 

3) There is an English Heritage catalogue of all commemorative plaques organisations across 

the country, but many suggested that it would be good if YHACS could include a list of 

commemorative plaques on their website, and maybe have a feature in their newsletter on 

notable plaques in the region. 

4) Interestingly, only one civic society mentioned the use of social media in their responses. 

The use of platforms such as Facebook, Twitter and Tumblr could be ideal ways in which to 

communicate all civic society projects, and photographically document and share when 

plaques are commissioned and installed. Social media also allows for instant feedback on 

schemes, and suggestions of commemorations.  

This research has taken a generalised approach to the operation of commemorative plaque 

schemes, from the civic societies themselves. Possible future research could investigate the 

community relationship with plaque schemes, including the effectiveness and operation of trails to 

reinforce and inform my first recommendation. 

*** 

Appendix 1 – list of plaque suppliers 

Leander Architectural - http://www.leanderarchitectural.co.uk/ 

Signs of the Times - http://www.signsofthetimes.co.uk/commercial_signs.php 

Pyrorsigns - http://www.pryorsign.co.uk/ 

 

 

http://www.leanderarchitectural.co.uk/
http://www.signsofthetimes.co.uk/commercial_signs.php
http://www.pryorsign.co.uk/
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