Does Community Matter?
We explore if someone’s sense of belonging
to their community increases their
likelihood to engage with infrastructure

Introduction
Humans are hardwired for connection. Connection to our family,
friends, community and the environment around us. Put simply, we
long to belong.
In our final Attitudes report of this
series, we explore if someone’s sense
of belonging to their community
increases their likelihood to engage with
infrastructure.

Infrastructure and the built environment is a
fundamental part of how we live our lives. The majority
of us use infrastructure regularly and perhaps take
its impact on our lives for granted. What’s more, we
frequently share the infrastructure we use with others,
including people inside and outside our immediate local
area or community.
Psychologists argue that ‘belongingness’ is an integral
part of the human psyche and that humans are
inherently drawn to being part of something bigger than
themselves. Belonging to a group could come in the
form of family, friends, an interest group, the community
around you or something else, and belonging (or not
belonging) is a subjective experience unique to us all
that is influenced by multiple aspects of our lives and the
environment around us.
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Low levels of engagement

Community impact

Engagement with infrastructure projects
across the UK is generally low, with nearly 1
in two people (49.2%) saying that they have
never taken part in a local consultation about
local services, issues or projects.

We wanted to examine whether someone’s sense of belonging or closeness to their
community had any impact on their likelihood to engage, so we asked respondents
several questions relating to their trust, influence and connection to their local
community. When observing the relationships between these questions and
engagement we found that those with a greater sense of belonging to their local
community were more likely to engage.

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

Considering that only 27.2% of people said that they had taken part in a local
consultation about local services, issues or projects within the last 5 months, this
figure increased to 31.1% for those said that they trusted people in their local area. Of
those that said that they do not trust people in their local area, 65% said that they had
never engaged with a local consultation.

Trust in local community vs frequency of engagement
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Similarly, we see signs of increased
engagement from those feel like they have
more influence over things that happen in
their local area.

Identifying as an active member of the local community demonstrated the strongest
relationship with engagement. Of respondents who agreed that they were an active
member of the local community, 58.1% had engaged in a local consultation within
the last 5 months – which is more than double the national average engagement
within the same period. Respondents who said they were not an active member of
their local area, were less likely to engage.

Active member of community vs frequency of engagement

Local influence vs frequency of engagement
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Actionable insight

So what does this mean
for our industry?

So does community matter? Yes, it does.
There is a strong relationship between people's likelihood to engage and their sense of
connection with their local area - be it through trust, influence or being an active member
of the community.
While infrastructure projects might not immediately influence someone's sense of
belonging, they can tap into an innate desire to belong by communicating in a way that
moves from ‘development that happens to communities’ towards ‘development that
happens with communities’?
We can see this by looking at a few key statistics. Additional findings from our research
suggest that home owners are more likely than renters to have engaged with a project in
the last year. Similarly, we see that individuals who have lived at their property for shorter
periods of time are more likely to get involved with consultations about local issues,
services or projects.
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Understanding your customers - our industry can move at
a frantic pace, but too often projects don’t invest the time to
learn about communities they come into contact with. Initial
community research doesn’t have to be time or resource
intensive, but an initial investment can help craft and shape
messaging to help projects resonate better with the communities
they serve.
Engaging early and often – if we follow the statutory
consultation process blindly we limit the number of
conversations we can have with local communities to big ticket
consultation events. Engaging early and often allows the project
to bring communities on the development journey with the
project, contributing to improved relations and providing an
opportunity to encourage a sense of belonging.
Branching out – to increase engagement with projects we can
look at tapping into engaged groups within a community. Places
of worship, sports clubs, community projects and interest groups
are a handful of engaged community members that projects can
engage with early and often. Outside of these naturally engaged
community groups we can target engagement opportunities
with local institutions and services (schools, health services,
public transport and shopping areas) to increase the breadth of
opportunities and spaces that we can use to engage local people.
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