Does Age Matter?
We explore if there’s a link between
people’s age and their tendency to
engage with infrastructure

Introduction
The 2021 UK census shows that “the trend of population ageing has
continued, with more people than ever before in the older age groups.
Over one-sixth (18.6%, 11.1 million) of the population in 2021 were
aged 65 years and over, up from 16.4% (9.2 million) in 2011”.
Does our data confirm our that older
people are more likely to engage with
infrastructure projects?

From our experience working in the infrastructure sector
over the last 25-plus years, we also understand that the
archetypal profile of individuals that tend to engage with
projects is an older age demographic.
In our latest Attitudes report, we tested whether there
really is a link between people’s age and their likelihood to
engage with infrastructure.
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EngAGEment
– how strong is the link?

To what extent do you agree or disagree
with the following statements?

To test our instincts and experiences,
we asked a series of questions exploring:

If there is a problem in my local area, I will get involved to help find a solution
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Our data suggests that the correlation
between age and engagement with local
projects isn’t as strong as we anticipated...
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To what extent do you agree or disagree
with the following statements?

The data paints the opposite of what we anticipated
for engagement across different age groups.

I am an active member of my local area

Younger people reported they are more
likely to feel like an active member
of their local area and participate in
solving problems in their local area.
This is reinforced by data asking about the frequency
of engagement with projects when we cross reference
age and reported engagement. This shows that young
people self-report more frequent engagement with
projects than the older ones.
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Comparing age with
actual engagement

Actionable insight

On average, how often do you take part in a
consultation about local services, issues or projects?

So does this mean that we should expect greater
participation of young, interested, communityminded individuals in consultations? Well, not quite.
As the statistical saying goes: “correlation does not
imply causation.”
Put simply, we must take other variables into account –
for example, where projects and people are located.

Population statistics show that younger age groups are
more likely to gravitate towards urban areas, whereas
there are larger percentages of older individuals living
in rural areas. The 2021 census data demonstrates that
there are some stark age differences across the UK,
which we must take into account.
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Another contributing factor is where a project is located. Two examples to draw on from Copper’s own experience
are two Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects: Ecotricity’s Heckington Fen Solar Farm, located in Lincolnshire, and
National Grid’s East Anglia GREEN, which covers 100km from Norwich to Tilbury. These projects vary substantially in
geographic location, scale and the characteristics of the populations surrounding each project.
By taking into account population age distribution and project location, and other variables, we can better understand the
demographic characteristics of the people we are engaging with – and tailor our approach accordingly.
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The digital divide
Since the pandemic, our industry has seen a move to
promote digital engagement as standard practice. This is
something Copper absolutely supports, but our support
comes with a caveat; that consultation and engagement
is digital first, not digital only. While digital is a powerful
tool in the engagement it can be deployed as part of
a one-size all approach that doesn’t take into account
particular nuances of an area.

According to the latest census figures, there were 434
residents per square kilometre in England in 2021 (which
is roughly 3 people per football pitch). This jumps in
population hotspots like London where the most densely
populated borough, Tower Hamlets, accommodates
112 people per football pitch – compared with Eden in
Cumbria where every resident has 5 football pitches of
space each.

For example, a digital first approach appears like an
excellent strategy for projects taking place in areas of
low-population density, but this isn’t always the case.

To select the right strategy, we must build up a
layered picture of a local area and really understand
the audiences we want to reach.

So what does this
mean for our industry?
Forget what you think you know – scratching the surface
of a local area isn’t enough to arrive at a refined, audienceled strategy. Digging deeper to genuinely understand the
drivers for people in an area gives us the opportunity to
better understand a local area. Better understanding leads
to more targeted, effective communications and opens up
opportunities for better project outcomes and underlying
support for infrastructure development.
Don’t let digital lead you on – be conscious of gravitating
towards digital only engagement strategies. Digital is great for
sharing information quickly and to large numbers of people,
but it can miss key audiences.
Encouraging signs for engagement – Our data shows
that younger people are reporting a willingness to engage
with infrastructure projects and the built environment. The
data also shows that their attitudes, behaviours and values
can differ significantly from other age groups. There is an
opportunity to spark a new level of engagement with young
people and infrastructure but a one size-fits all approach is
unlikely to unlock this particular demographic. The emphasis
is on us to take a diverse approach (channels, content, events
and tactics) to increase engagement with new audiences,
rather than relying on them to come to us.

An example…
We might think that North Lincolnshire, which has a low-population
density, would benefit from a digitally-led approach.
But, when we layer additional data like age (over the last 10 years there has been an increase of 23.8% of people
aged over 65 in North Lincolnshire) and preferred media channels (older age groups are far less likely to value
social media and digital over other traditional channels) our understanding changes, and so must our approach.
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