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Foreword 

At National Highways we’re always 
keen to learn how our customers 
and communities feel about how we 
modernise and maintain our network 
of major A roads and motorways 
which are the backbone of our 
economy. 

We’re proud of how hard we’ve worked to 
engage with people who are impacted by our 
plans to build and upgrade roads – through  
all the stages from early planning to opening 
and operation. 

This latest report from Copper Consultancy is 
entirely independent of us, and we’re delighted 
they chose to use some of our schemes to 
better understand what the public feels about 
road development and what it’s like living 
alongside them. 

As the government company charged with 
operating, maintaining and improving  
England’s 4,400 mile strategic road network,  
our ambition is to ensure our major roads  
are more dependable, durable and – most 
importantly – safe.  

In building new roads, we have been focussed 
on delivering better, more quickly, and 
improving safety for our workforce and  
road users. 

We work closely with our communities and 
customers. We really care about what they think 
and feel and have expanded the range of tools 
we use to keep them up to date with news  
and developments. 

This important piece of research confirms that 
we, and other promoters, need to do more still 
to help people understand the lengthy  
and often frustrating planning process.  
We need to do more to ensure they know what’s 
going on during long construction periods 
where their lives are impacted every day by our 
improvement work. 

It also gives us a unique insight into the level of 
interest the public has in every stage of a road’s 
life cycle, using examples of a range of different 
projects up and down the country, at various 
stages of their development. 

We’re committed to using the findings of this 
research to drive further improvements in how 
we work with our communities. I feel sure it 
will be hugely valuable to all those who are 
delivering other major infrastructure projects 
which serve the public and our communities. 

Chris Taylor
Director  
Complex Infrastructure Programme, 
National Highways 
xxxxx
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Executive summary 

Throughout 2022, Copper conducted 
a research programme to explore 
how people are impacted across 
the duration of major project 
developments. 

By recording the experiences of local people 
currently living through four key phases of a 
project’s lifecycle, we can analyse their memories 
of previous phases, their current experiences, 
and future expectations. 

The planning process for major  
projects is not well understood.

Engagement with infrastructure projects is low, 
and a lack of clarity about how projects develop 
and project timelines are key contributors 
to disengagement. People want to receive 
information at regular intervals, and see that 
progress is being made. Reinforcing messaging 
and regularly communicating project activity can 
encourage more public engagement  
with projects. 

At the beginning of a project public concerns are 
wide and take consideration of the environment, 
landscape, and habitats, but as a project 
moves forward these concerns narrow and 
centre around the impact on people. The wider 
benefits of a project should be communicated 
early, as when a project develops and moves 
towards construction wider concerns around 

the environment, net zero and habitats become 
obfuscated by disruption to daily routines. So, 
communication and messaging must refocus at 
this stage to reiterate how the project will benefit 
people and communities. 

Construction is the most  
memorable phase of a project 

This phase is associated with delay and 
disruption, and people feel that communication 
around this phase is poor. The impact of 
construction on people’s lives can cause 
reputational damage to all parties involved. 
People expect to hear about construction 
and works early, and to receive a timeline for 
completion. People expect that construction 
works will not run to schedule, but they 
appreciate transparency in communication and 
ownership when information changes. 

Communities contain a patchwork of different 
people, all with various wants, needs, interests 
and preferences. They acknowledge that a 
one-size fits all approach to communication 
will not improve awareness and engagement 
with projects. They want personalised and 
differentiated communication and engagement 
from projects, but most of all they want clear and 
concise information that is simple to comprehend 
and engaging. 
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Infrastructure is a 
servant of the people

Taking several years to conceive, 
plan and construct, it is rare to have 
an opportunity to drill down and 
analyse the impacts that each stage 
of a project has on the people these 
projects eventually serve. 

So, prior to the change in government, Copper 
designed and implemented a programme of 
research to understand the experiences and 
expectations of residents and stakeholders living 
through the development of four major projects, 
managed by, and with agreement from, 
National Highways. 

National Highways undertakes a review of all 
major road schemes to measure impact against 
forecast, 1 year and 5 years after a project. 
These reports are called Post Opening Project 
Evaluation (POPE) reports, monitoring trends 
relating to traffic growth, journey times and 
reliability, safety, and the environment.

7
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A study to help advance lessons for 
major project communications

Copper segmented the UK population 
based on the public’s understanding 
and attitudes towards infrastructure. 
Our research showed that there are 
pockets of the public with limited 
knowledge or engagement with the 
infrastructure that surrounds them. 

This piece of research explores infrastructure 
in more depth to gain a better understanding 
of how people are impacted by each phase of 
a project. Memories are susceptible to errors 
and biases and can be distorted over time, so 
conducting research with communities at the  
end of a project is bound to leave important  
gaps. Our research approach allows us to  
analyse each stage of a project, and to compare 
people’s expectations of future phases of 

the scheme with those who are currently 
experiencing the phase of development.  
By taking this approach we can establish: 

• How perceptions of infrastructure projects 
change over time;

• The stages of a project where local people 
feel most hopeful, or most vulnerable, and 
identify what we can do to support them;

• The levers that drive engagement at various 
stages of a project’s lifecycle; and 

• What we can do to improve our 
communication with communities at key 
points within a project’s development.
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National Highways and Copper selected road 
projects so that our research could compare 
schemes consisting of similar features (road 
infrastructure), operating under the management 
of a single entity (National Highways), and 
representative of the four key stages of 
development for infrastructure projects: 

• Concept development phase –  
A46 Hopgrove1 

 Residents and stakeholders receive 
communication and are engaged. Work is 
undertaken to understand an area’s needs 
but no options (routes or plans) are available 
to the public.

 • Planning phase – A428 Black Cat to  
Caxton Gibbet2

 Non-statutory consultation takes place with 
the public. Once a preferred route/plan is 
announced statutory public consultation 
is conducted, and on completion a 
Development Consent Order is submitted.

• Construction phase – A303 Sparkford  
to Ilchester

 If the submission is successful, details of the 
construction phase will be communicated to 
the public. Construction begins. 

• Post-construction – A14 Cambridge  
to Huntingdon

 Construction ends and the route/project   
is now operational.

With 86 road schemes featuring in the 
Chancellor’s list of 138 “fast track” projects to kick-
start Britain’s economic recovery, the government 
has sent a clear message about the impact that 
National Highways and its delivery partners can 
play in contributing to growth targets. Local 
communities, however, will continue to play their 
part in the development of these schemes so 
there could not be a better time to analyse how 
they experience key phases of infrastructure 
development.

1At the time of conducting this research the A64 Hopgrove was in the concept development phase. It has now recently concluded a consultation on 
route options and these details have been shared with the public.

2At the time of completing this research the A428Black Cat to Caxton Gibbet was in the planning phase. In the summer the A428 received consent but 
the scheme is now subject to a judicial challenge. 
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Understanding national infrastructure

“[discussing the longest phase 
of a project] not knowing 
about anything…  I would say 
construction as well, but we 
don’t see behind the scenes.”

Female, 31, A303 Sparkford to Ilchester: 
Construction

Our focus groups highlighted that 
the planning process for Nationally 
Significant Infrastructure Projects 
is not well understood. Participants 
struggled to understand the 
differences between the concept 
development and planning phases, 
even when provided with an overview 
of each of the four phases. 

“[discussing the longest phase 
of a project] Construction I 
would guess, depending on 
the on the project. I mean the 
A14 took a year? Two years, 
did it? I don’t know exactly. 
I remember it being closed.”

Male, 51, A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon: 
Post-construction 
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In each group we asked participants to estimate 
the longest of each of the four phases associated 
with the development of a project. Usually, 
the initial reaction from the group was to list 
construction as the longest phase, and a pattern 
emerged where after discussing construction, 
which was top of mind, another participant would 
reframe the group’s thinking by considering the 
steps that went before construction.

In some cases, these individuals referenced their 
experience working with, or having a proximity 
to, larger projects.

“The problem with construction 
is that it depends on the length of 
the time, the size of the project etc. 
Whereas the planning will always 
take the same length of time. No 
matter how big the actual project 
is, would be my kind of guess.”

Female, 47, A64 Hopgrove: Concept 
development
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Understanding national infrastructure

Individuals often linked the overall 
timeline of a scheme to its perceived 
size and complexity. For the road 
projects, participants estimated  
these schemes to take in the region  
of eight to 10 years from concept 
development to completion.

“[discussing the longest  
phase of a project] I think  
they’re different lengths,  
so I think the planning, the  
pre-planning, probably a year, 
maybe two years… So probably 
varying, but the whole things 
probably 10 years in total.”

Female, 50, A428 Black Cat: Planning

Participants frequently showed signs of 
frustration over the duration of projects to 
reach completion. A lack of understanding and 
clarity about project timelines, and an inability 
to pin-point where a scheme was in its lifecycle, 
was often referenced as a point of contention. 
Without understanding or sight of project 
timelines, multiple participants referenced that 
they had become jaded and disillusioned with the 
scheme which contributed to reduced awareness, 
knowledge, and interest with the project.

“These processes never seem 
to take a short period of time. 
They tend to drag on and on.”

Male, 62, A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon: 
Post-construction 

12



Fundamentally, the lack of consensus from 
the participants we spoke to highlights the 
need to set clear expectations about not only 
the anticipated duration of projects (which is 
challenging) but to communicate repeatedly 
about the stages of development. Participants 
were aware of each of their scheme, but even 
the most knowledgeable and actively engaged 

participants struggled to understand the full 
lifecycle of their project, what was coming 
next and when it would happen. This lack 
of understanding contributed to reduced 
engagement and interest with the scheme, which 
highlights the need share information about 
timelines and progress regularly and repeatedly.

13
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In addition to expected timeframes for 
each phase and project completion, 
we also asked about experiences and 
perceptions of each phase’s impact on 
people, both positive and negative. 

Impact vs opportunity

“[discussing the most 
beneficial phase of a project] 
You would think it was post 
construction...because it’s all 
over and they (sic) can see what 
improvements have been made.”

Male, 64, A64 Hopgrove: Concept 
development

Unsurprisingly, the most positive impacts were 
associated with post-construction, as this was 
seen as the phase where individuals can access 
the improved scheme and realise the benefit of it. 

Participants remarked that communication 
post-completion was just as important as the 
communication that had come throughout  
the scheme. 

On further enquiry into positive impacts of a 
scheme, concept development was seen as an 
opportunity for residents to have their say and 
feel part of a project’s development. There was 
acknowledgement that it is difficult to get all the 
varying elements of a scheme right first time, 
but despite project promoters engaging with 
communities and stakeholders as required under 
the Planning Act (2008), participants suggested 
that involving local people during pre-planning 
could help de-risk future stages. 

“In the planning stage, it might 
make sense to have some focus 
groups with local people and 
not only look at the A14 in its 
totality, but also where traffic’s 
feeding in or coming out of.”

Male, 62, A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon: 
Post-construction
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Impact vs opportunity

Yet, the opportunity presented in the pre-
planning phase was often tainted with concerns 
about how much influence local people have 
in development of projects. Some participants 
charged the planning system as “corrupt” and 
thought that decisions about schemes are 
predetermined, where others referenced the 
polarisation of UK politics (at a national and local 
level) as another layer creating distance between 
people and projects. 

“[on most positive phase of a scheme] I think the pre-planning 
is where people think that they’ve got a voice and they’ve got 
control. And then I think as they move into planning, they start to 
find out they haven’t and then it’s probably downhill from there.” 

Female, 54, A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon: Post-construction 

Participants unanimously declared the 
construction phase the most negative part of a 
scheme’s development. Reasons for this included 
disruption, noise, and increased traffic. 
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Construction is tangible for communities

The weight of discussion from each of 
the groups centred on the construction 
phase for its visibility. Some participants 
noted that people can have a negative 
experience of the planning phase if the 
scheme route impacted their land, but all 
participants had negative experience of 

construction because of journey delays 
or diversions which may or may not have 
been related to the project we discussed. 
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The details matter to people

Again, members of the A14 discussed 
the impact of construction on their 
lives at length.

Outside of the obvious disturbances to travel, 
some participants referenced the disruption 
that construction workers had on the local area. 
The influx of people working on the scheme, 
combined with what was considered poor 
communication surrounding the construction 
phase and a disregard for residents, contributed 
to feelings of negativity around the project and 
disruption to local life. 

17

What became evident from all groups was 
that respondents were quick to talk about the 
impacts that construction has on people as their 
foremost concern. The impact of construction on 
the environment, local landscape or wildlife was 
a secondary consideration, which only reached 
discussion after attempts from the moderator 
to dig deeper into other areas of impact from 
construction. When asking about environmental 
concerns, respondents assumed that these 
had been taken into consideration prior to the 
construction phase. 

“and the animals that nature, 
the environment, you know, 
where are they going to go? 
Where are they new habitats 
going to go? Are they going 
to cater for them and they 
going to think about that.”

Female, 61, A64 Hopgrove: Concept 
development

“[on construction] we would 
actually have mass amount of 
workers... going to our shops and 
stuff like that… They just didn’t 
care because it wasn’t their area.”

Female, 32, A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon: 
Post-construction 
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Communications and engagement: 
expectations beyond immediate residents

We asked participants to reflect on 
the communication they had received 
from each scheme, the communication 
they expect to receive in the future 
and what they would communicate if 
they were working for the scheme. 

Participants across all groups recognised the 
importance of communication. 

Not all individuals could recall receiving direct 
communication about the project, and through 
our analysis we observed that those living closer 
were more likely to have received a form of direct 
contact – usually letters. 

Those living further away from the scheme 
didn’t necessarily expect to receive direct 
communication but recalled or expected to hear 
about the scheme indirectly through local press 
(including online news), local radio, social media, 
their employer, or word of mouth. 

Individuals across all groups indicated that they 
would prefer to receive more information as 
the scheme enters periods which might cause 
disruption. Several respondents commented  
that the first time they became aware or 
interested in the scheme was when they 
encountered road works, delays, or diversions. 
Again, this information adds to the weight of 
impact linked to the construction phase in the 
minds of individuals. 

“[on better communication] 
You kind of get thrown in at the 
deep end when they start to close 
roads for a couple days. It’s just 
all of a sudden a sign will be up… 
So I think maybe yeah, just a bit 
of a schedule ahead of time with 
when what’s going to be closed.” 

Female, 19, A303 Sparkford to Ilchester: 
Construction 

Participants viewed road signs announcing  
works as an ineffective means of communication 
that was too little and too late. This applied to  
both signs that were displayed alongside 
roadworks containing contact information,  
and post-construction signage indicating  
changes to the road layout. 

18



“I think they did do numbers sometimes on some of the signage on 
the roads, but you have to be in a traffic jam to be able to write it down. 
And if you were driving, obviously that would be illegal anyway.”  

Female, 54, A14 Cambridge to Huntingdon: Post-construction
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Several participants raised concerns 
that the art of human interaction  
is being lost between projects and 
local communities. 

On a few occasions, being in receipt of 
information was not enough to feel informed. 
Respondents noted that they were unclear 
who or how they could contact someone to 
learn more about the scheme or to have their 
questions answered, and requested higher 
quality interactions – either in person, on the 
phone, or through personalised materials that 
they felt would make them take more interest 
in the project. Content produced to engage with 
a range of audiences, utilising different content 
types and channels of delivery, was a common 
theme when discussing what communications 

Losing touch with people

approach people would take if they were working 
for a project. 

Those located closest to a scheme which 
had gone through the construction phase 
proposed door knocking as an effective means 
of communicating. They thought that this 
method of communication could help increase 
understanding from residents surrounding works 
taken during the construction phase and improve 
relations during periods of tension. Regardless 
of the means of communication suggested (face 
to face, mobile or email updates – all considered 
effective), residents who experienced disturbance 
during construction noted that their opinion of 
National Highways and its construction partners 
had been damaged during the construction 
phase because of the absence of communication. 

“[on better communication] …a phone number if you have any 
questions about diversions and your local area… with a local number 
next to each one… a separate e-mail address for each individual location 
to show how the roads are going to the impact that particular village 
and the diversions it’s going to cause… I think that would be valuable.”  

Male, 55, A428 Black Cat: Planning 
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Social media – a hub for local news

Finally, when discussing successful 
communication methods, all groups 
acknowledged that there is no one-size 
fits all approach. 

Participants realised that people consume 
information through different channels 
and formats, and that any approach to 
communication must be tailored to the attributes 
and information needs of the intended audience.  

“[on better communication] There’s 
so many different demographics 
that you need to cover all bases 
because not everybody will use 
the modern technology, which 
is understandable. So, you just 
need to cover everything really.” 

Male, 48, A64 Hopgrove: Concept 
development 

Social media was considered the most effective 
channel for disseminating information. Local 
Facebook groups were identified as important 
and regularly frequented hubs for local news 
and an effective channel for sharing project 
information and timely updates. Browsing 
social media was identified as a part of a 
daily routine for most, and even becoming a 
reliable outlet to access local news and events. 

“I mean, I still use Facebook like 
every day. I mean that’s how I 
sort of keep on top of the local 
news... with events locally.”

Female, 19, A303 Sparkford to Ilchester: 
Construction 

To ensure that this people are kept informed, 
respondents identified local press and in-
person opportunities (stalls, and mobile pop-up 
tents at markets, libraries, and similar public 
spaces) as opportunities to communicate key 
information about the scheme with this audience. 

“But you can’t forget the older 
generation that don’t use social 
media, so you need that you 
need to cover that off and still 
put stuff in people’s letterboxes 
for the older generation.” 

Female, 52, A303 Sparkford to Ilchester: 
Construction 

While groups indicated a preference for social 
media, they acknowledged that this method is 
not appropriate for everyone.  

Irrespective of the channel used to communicate, 
there was a call for communication to be 
delivered in a clear and simple format. Visual 
content, like images, maps, and videos, were 
listed as effective means of delivering information 
in an engaging way. Participants agreed that long 
documents or reports and products containing 
complicated language or too much detail would 
lead to more disengagement than engagement. 

“I mean, you think it’s all about 
engagement, really. You know, 
you disengage with as soon as you 
have that big chunk of paragraph 
of information… you’re breeding 
disengagement right there.” 

Male, 23, A303 Sparkford to Ilchester: 
Construction 

The groups did, however, agree that having 
access to detailed information about the project 
is important, but that this information should 
be contained in one centralised site (website), 
which all other communication materials clearly 
signpost to. 
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Projects must continue to bring  
people and communities with  
them, or infrastructure developers 
and partners risk reputational  
damage that can take years to  
repair and rebuild. 

Communities tend to approach the start of a 
major project with optimism, but over time 
optimism can fade if people are not informed 
about projected timelines or even small 
milestones that show the project is still moving. 
When communication stops, public attention 
shifts away from the project and apathy sets in. 

There is a compelling case that our industry has 
more to do to raise the public’s awareness and 
understanding of the process of building major 
projects. People and communities are an integral 
part of the 2008 Planning Act, and they deserve 
to feel like they have a voice – even if projects 
are progressing at a faster pace. Evidence from 
our focus groups suggest that people would 
support a quicker pace of delivery, providing that 
communication and transparency walk  
in lockstep. 

Aside from improving awareness and knowledge 
about the role that people can play in the 
development infrastructure, we can also be more 
responsive and adaptive to their wants and needs 
through how we communicate. Like them, we 

Conclusion and lessons

know that there is not one way of communicating 
but the message from the people we spoke to 
was clear, we can do more to: 

• Involve people and communities 
early – identify their concerns and 
spend time to develop community 
insights, including the demographic 
breakdown of an area and, better still, 
their attitudes and behaviours. 

• Establish the project’s lifecycle – 
communicate the project timeline 
as best as possible and be open and 
honest if timelines must change. 

• Communicate often – doing so will 
create relationships with people that 
build trust over time. 

• Communicate clearly – avoid jargon 
and technical detail in favour of 
accessible information for all. 

• Beware of construction – poor 
communication during this phase  
can spark reputational damage for  
all parties. 
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Follow us
@CopperConsult on Twitter 
@CopperConsultancy on LinkedIn 

About Copper
Copper combines insight, intelligence and 
creative communications expertise to 
deliver measurable impact for our clients. 
For more than 25 years, we’ve worked on 
some of the most complex briefs, paving 
the way for the most ambitious, society-
changing projects and enabling clients to 
meet their business objectives. 

For more information
Martin McCrink 
martin.mccrink@copperconsultancy.com

copperconsultancy.com  |


