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An introduction to
digital ways of working
We are living through a global crisis, the likes of which hasn’t been
seen in living memory, and we’ll probably only begin to comprehend
the potential health, economic and social impacts once the immediate
health crisis has passed.
These are unprecedented times, but we could also see this period of social
distancing as a catalyst for a step-change in how we engage and consult.
This guide provides an overview of how to maintain stakeholder
engagement and deliver robust and compliant consultation in light of
coronavirus and the longer term learnings that could come from it.
To discuss your needs, please contact:
Annabel John
Director of Communications and Engagement
 annabel.john@copperconsultancy.com
 07775 001698
 www.linkedin.com/in/annabel-john-4374b767
Andrew Weaver
Director of Infrastructure
 andrew.weaver@copperconsultancy.com
 07880 033610
 www.linkedin.com/in/andrew-weaver-40428326
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The case for digital

91

%

of adults in the UK were recent internet users in 2019

Digital technology has transformed the way we communicate.
According to the UK’s Office for National Statistics, 87% of all
adults used the internet daily or almost every day in 2019.
Digital technology not only enables us to reach more people instantly,
the interactivity available across numerous platforms means that we can
also engage with wider audiences more easily. Digital also enables more
effective and accurate targeting – i.e. reaching those demographics often
considered ‘hard to reach’ in engagement and consultation - along with
providing measurable, real-time data, meaning we can more accurately
assess effectiveness of activity and levels of engagement.
Essentially digital technology means we can take consultation and
engagement to where people are, rather than asking them to come to us.
In a digital age, traditional communications strategies are no longer as
effective. Even the digital strategies of five years ago are less effective in
the constantly changing digital world. It is essential that infrastructure
adapts in order to ensure that we are making consultation accessible.
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The digital landscape

of adults use email as the most
common internet activity 2019

of adults aged 65 years and
over used the internet daily

+75

71%

61%

64%

86%

A higher percentage of
women using the internet
for social networking

over half of all adult
internet non-users

99%
16 to 44 years used the internet
daily or almost every day

78%
65%
social networking

66%

finding information about
goods or services
reading online news,
newspapers or magazines

Source ONS data

5

Legal and statutory
requirements
There is no legislative requirement to undertake face-to-face meetings
or events as part of the statutory process, but there are elements
that become more challenging in the current climate, such as placing
of site notices and servicing deposit locations and public information
points. While there is still a need for more traditional means of
communication, there is even a question over the value of printed
notices in newspapers that people may not be able to go out and buy.
Likewise for projects that are already in construction, there may be
planning conditions or commitments linked to stakeholder engagement or
communications which require a project team to carry out certain activities
which are not possible in the current climate.

Guidance has and will continue to be issued by government to help
industry to keep progressing economic and social infrastructure projects
that are vital to the operation of the United Kingdom and will
play an important role in helping the economy to bounce back.
Digital exclusion needs to be factored into communication strategies.
A purely digital approach is unlikely to be enough for an adequate
consultation, and traditional methods must still be utilised to some
degree. Engagement with and buy-in from relevant authorities on the
approach and tactics to support a digitally-led approach is critical for
ensuring that consultation is still robust, meaningful and compliant
with any regulation.

Top tip
Seek approval from local authorities and guidance
from the Planning Inspectorate that new methods will
meet their requirements and provide reassurance
that a digital approach will deliver a comprehensive
engagement or consultation programme.
6

Our approach

Our approach can be fully tailored depending on the scale of the
project and the specific objectives for engagement and consultation,
but we advocate a mixture of digital and traditional communications
techniques to ensure engagement and consultation are accessible and
available to all.
Project teams should move to promote digital as the primary information
channel and response mechanism – ‘call to action’ is to go to the website.
An integrated approach across multiple platforms – websites, email and
multiple social platforms – is vital to ensuring a wide reach and consistency
of message.

Traditional methods of communication, including newsletters or leaflets
to households in the vicinity of the project, statutory notifications in
newspapers, posters (e.g. for community notice boards) and hard copy
materials and response forms available on request are likely to still be
important engagement tools. Projects should also ensure sufficient
resource is available at contact centre phone lines to deal with a potential
increase in calls, and continue to provide a Freepost option for those
who want to respond in hard copy.

Top tip
A digital-first approach offers opportunities to bring
a wider audience into the process, but continuing to
use traditional communications channels will ensure
engagement and consultation is accessible to all.
7

Top tip
Repeat activity across digital channels as reminders
(‘nudges’) throughout the consultation period.

Increase online publicity

Digital communications provides an opportunity to target activity, raise awareness
among a greater audience and encourage people towards a specific call to action.

Online publicity
can be more heavily weighted to
areas close to the project, with
geographically targeted digital
advertising and social media posts,
and some national advertising and
promotion to achieve wider reach.

Targeted social media
(organic and paid) to reach
specific demographics, including
seldom heard groups. Use social
media to build relationships with
communities over time and offer
social media based customer
service. Use hashtags to help
people to find posts that are
relevant to their interests and
interact with other social media
users who share those interests by
joining the conversation.

Invest in paid-for online
advertising
to maximise reach, and ensure
the public receives accurate,
impartial messages, which cannot
be guaranteed through PR and
organic (non-paid) social media.
Digital advertising can be used to
drive traffic to websites, generate
leads, build brand awareness,
establish thought leadership and
build engaged communities.

Remarketing campaigns
are used to show ads to people
who have visited your website
or used your app. These are
generally banner ads - text
and images – that appear on
designated areas of a website or
social media platform. The most
common types of display ads are
images, mobile, text, banners,
pop-ups and video ads. Almost
every major social media platform
as well as Google currently offer
the remarketing feature.
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Direct email marketing
Email marketing continues to be a vital communications channel,
despite the plethora of digital platforms available now compared
with a decade ago.
Many projects have databases of email contacts. People don’t give their
information lightly, and — if used correctly — email marketing can be
an effective relationship-building tool, building connections through
personalised engagement.
As with social media, it is essential to develop a strategy to ensure emails
don’t get lost in crowded inboxes, or be sent to the spam folder. Email
marketing must be GDPR compliant and people must have opted in to
receive emails.
Email marketing can include:
•
•
•
•

•

E-newsletters – decide on frequency e.g. monthly, quarterly –
this will largely depend on the phase of the project
Announcements, major news stories and project milestones
Invitations to events (digital or otherwise) or to get involved in a
specific activity
Depending on the type and phase of the project, you should segment
your data – i.e. set up different lists for different types of emails, so
people can sign up for only the emails that are relevant to them
To create or build on an existing email list, there should be several
ways for prospects to opt in to receive emails, but ensure that it is not
intrusive – constant pop-ups on websites can be off-putting.

Social media
There are a huge number of social media platforms. Given the
wide audience that major infrastructure and development
projects need to reach, it makes sense to focus on the sites that
get the most traffic. The top ones in terms of monthly active users
are Facebook, Twitter, Instagram, LinkedIn and YouTube.
Where there are hard to reach or seldom heard groups that
are particularly relevant to a project, specific, targeted social media
platforms may be a way to reach them.
A core part of a social media framework is to foster an engaged
community. To do this, it is essential to build a two-way dialogue with
your audience. By doing so, you create authenticity, trustworthiness,
and a rapport with your community and therefore nurture advocacy.
Once we establish this support, community members will be more
inclined to share and promote our content.
Investing in social media advertising and sponsored content is critical,
particularly if looking to reach a new, targeted audience. Social media
advertising includes boosting posts and showing display ads on social
media. Most social media advertising is based on extensive demographic,
interests and behavioural data collected by search engines.
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Interactive events and
face-to-face engagement
The human side of consultation and engagement is possibly
the hardest thing to replicate in a virtual world, but technology
means there’s a plethora of options for creating opportunities for
people to directly engage with a project team, ask questions or
highlight an issue.
•

Video conferencing and webinar platforms for a variety of online
events, meetings, and community forums, be it technical working
groups, community liaison groups or public information events. These
could include live panel sessions with Q&A from the public

•

Fully customised virtual exhibitions to create the feeling of a
traditional public exhibition, with plug-in options for event sign-in,
explainer videos, signposting, live chat function at certain times
and a facility to submit a question.

Top tip
We normally plan for security and GDPR compliance
at physical events and recommend the same planning
goes into digital ones so that any challenges and
potential pitfalls are considered in advance.
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Creative content
Creating strategic, relevant and engaging content is a cornerstone
of a successful digital engagement plan. When producing content
and sharing content on social media, projects should apply the
social content rule of thirds:

social content
is personal
interactions and
engagement

Quality over quantity is key in a time where people are bombarded
with content from multiple sources. Interactive content is a highly
effective way to break through the noise and offer real value, advice
and education while allowing the user to directly engage with that
content. Content can generally be repurposed across websites and
social media.

social content
promotes the project,
converts visitors, and
provides call to action

social content shares ideas
and stories from thought
leaders and advocates

A summary of types of content is below:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

E-magazines
Infographics
Listicles
Interviews
Photos
User-generated content
and questions
How-to guides
Blogs and vlogs
Podcasts

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Case studies
Newsletters
Presentations
Timelines
Maps
Press releases
Polls/surveys
Gifs
Live chats
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Video
Video has a way of engaging audiences in a way that is more
memorable and digestible, and elicits meaningful action. Video
is the top media format on social, across multiple platforms, and
is considered one of the most effective ways to boost social media
engagement and generate leads. Video as a means of storytelling
is a necessity.
•

Users spend 88% more time on a website that contains video.

•

Short videos (up to two minutes) get the most significant engagement.

•

Video content generates 1200% more shares than images and text
combined.

•

82% of Twitter users watch video content on Twitter.

•

92% of mobile video viewers share videos with others.

Video content should be varied and short, as the content must capture the
increasingly short attention span of viewers and simultaneously educate
and entertain audiences - gifs are 2-5 seconds, videos 15 seconds-two
minutes. A range of video-editing tools exist which means that content can
be produced relatively quickly and at low cost.

Types of video
•

Explainers - short videos using simple animation

•

Presentations

•

Video blogs (vlogs)

•

Tutorials

•

Webinars

•

Testimonials

•

Interviews
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Advocacy, influencers
and partnerships
Strategic relationships with online influencers form an important
part of a comprehensive digital plan. Those who are credible and
trustworthy in their niches have the power to influence opinion,
and can help achieve wider reach by amplifying messages to their
followers.

This will include:
• Political leaders
• Community leaders
• Business partners and industry leaders
• News outlets/journalists
• Environmental groups
• Bloggers

Project teams should seek to build relationships with key stakeholder
groups and secure buy in to the approach. These relationships will aim
to be collaborative, mutually beneficial and maximise both digital reach
and impact.
Contributions may include:
• Promotion of activity on their channels
• Endorsements on social
• Blog posts authored by them on our owned media and/or on theirs
• Interviews
• Quotes for articles/blog posts
• Event attendance/speaking engagements
• Inclusion in expert panel
• Guest on Twitter chat or webinar
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Monitoring and reporting
The beauty of digital communications is that analytical
data allows communications professionals to continuously
monitor, adjust and re-evaluate various online programmes
and campaigns, where traditional communications and PR
campaigns cannot do so as easily. This hard data enables
us to gauge our progress as we aim to meet and exceed our
predetermined goals, and get a better understanding of our
audience’s needs.
All activity can be logged and tracked to provide an evidence base to
support planning applications, and this data helps to provide a strong
evidence base to reporting in consultation reports or statements of
community involvement.
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Conclusion

Good engagement means that all stakeholders and the public
have an opportunity to share their views and input into a project’s
development. People need to feel listened to and understood and,
wherever possible, their concerns addressed. Too often in the
infrastructure and development world, consultation can become like
ticking a box. The same materials are produced for everyone and we
ask people to take time out of their day to come to an event. That
often means only a certain audience participates in consultation
around major infrastructure and development.
A more tailored, targeted digital approach can encourage stakeholders and
the public to engage with a project when it suits them. It can enable project
teams to reach wider audiences, and audiences who may use or benefit
from a project, rather than those who simply live within a certain distance
from it.

While there will always be a need for some face-to-face engagement –
and that is what works best for certain audiences - a digital first approach
will allow project teams to focus this effort where it is needed most, for
example by using time that might normally be spent attending public
exhibitions to visit specific hard to reach groups to ensure their
views are genuinely incorporated.
A digital first approach allows technology and innovation to enhance
the way we communicate about major infrastructure, development and
construction projects, and, ultimately, to bring schemes to life in
brand new ways for even more people.
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