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The construction industry is renowned as being fragmented and complex, with a 
higher risk element in urban development projects, where construction sites are a 
common feature.  Many stakeholders are involved in urban development projects, 
making effective integration and collaboration difficult.  Moreover, the identification 
and engagement of external stakeholders involved in the project must be given further 
consideration, as they can influence project implementation, although they have no 
contractual relationship.  Therefore, this paper aims to identify and document who the 
external stakeholders are in urban development projects, and how they are engaged by 
on-site project managers.  This pilot study is at the beginning of an initial 
investigation, providing the basis of an ongoing PhD research project.  The research 
method undertaken is qualitatively based, encompassing four case study interviews 
with four construction professionals on urban development projects located in 
London, England.  The data accumulated is qualitatively assessed using mind 
mapping software, and cognitively summarised.  The Local Authority, Residents and 
Local Businesses emerged as the three main external stakeholders, from a list of 
seventeen.  From ten different strategies documented, Face-to-Face Meetings and 
Newsletters were identified as the two main strategies used to engage external 
stakeholders.  The key contribution of this work illustrates to on-site management that 
the Local Authority, Residents and Local Businesses are the main external 
stakeholders to consider amongst others.  Also, Face-to-Face Meetings and 
Newsletters are the more beneficial of the various wide-ranging engagement 
strategies identified, to manage and engage external stakeholders on urban 
development construction projects. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The global urban population is estimated to reach 67% by 2050 (Yang et al., 2017), 
and this rapid urbanisation has seen construction projects grow in increased size and 
complexity (Luo et al., 2017).  Despite this growth, the construction industry remains 
highly fragmented, eschewing collaboration and strategic vision (Alwan et al., 2017).  
Bhatija et al., (2017) assert that the fragmented nature of the construction field 
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involves various stakeholders with different views and opinions.  As our urban centres 
continue to flourish, the demand for stakeholder involvement in the decisions being 
made during the construction of these developments will also require attention (Isaacs 
et al., 2010).  A large number of stakeholders are involved in major urban 
development projects (Gilmour et al., 2010), and if a project is to be completed 
successfully, a high level of integration and coordination amongst these stakeholders 
is required (Malkat and Byung-GYOO 2012).  Furthermore, Nash et al., (2010) state 
that special consideration must be given to the management and engagement of the 
numerous external stakeholders that can have either a positive or negative effect on 
the overall success of a construction project.  Olander and Landin (2008) concur that 
there is a growing tendency for external stakeholders to influence the implementation 
of development projects.  On review, the vast majority of previous research works fail 
to acknowledge and highlight the integration of both who the external stakeholders 
are, and how they are effectively engaged, but in particular, on urban construction 
sites. 

Therefore, considering construction projects in urban areas, it is necessary to identify 
who these external stakeholders are, more importantly, how they are managed and 
engaged, and what relevance, if any, they have to the project.  To address these issues 
and to fulfil a concise but established topic in the research area, it is paramount to 
acknowledge and generate results based on actual events that emerge, when 
constructing in these inherently complex environments.  Concentrating on this 
relevant facet of interest, this pilot study aims to identify and document who the 
external stakeholders are in urban development construction projects, and how they 
are managed and engaged by on-site project managers.  This is achieved by 
undertaking a sequential mixed method approach, incorporating a combination of 
qualitative techniques for analysis, including a literature review and semi-structured 
interviews, and using mind mapping software, which can be cognitively summarised.  
In addressing the aim, it is anticipated that this study will assist and aid project 
managers in identifying and adopting engagement strategies considering external 
stakeholders on urban development projects. 

Urban Development and External Stakeholder Management 

The United Kingdom (UK) construction industry is widely fragmented and diverse, 
due to its project based nature (Elmualim 2010), with a higher element of complexity 
and uncertainty compared to other manufacturing industries (Adriaanse 2007).  Jung 
et al., (2015) suggest that the element of risk is greater in urban projects, as 
construction sites in urban areas are constantly emerging (Hendrickson 1998).  
Stakeholders in urban development projects are individuals or organisations who can 
affect or be affected by the achievement of a project (Yang 2014), and their 
involvement can make effective and efficient collaboration difficult (Marshall-Ponting 
and Aouad 2005).  Internal stakeholders are those who are formally members of the 
project coalition and hence usually support the project (Beringer et al., 2012), while 
external stakeholders are those who are not formally members but can affect or be 
affected by the project in a significant way (Aarseth et al., 2014). 

Chan and Oppong (2017) argue that the expectations of external stakeholders are 
comparatively more pressing and critical than their internal counterparts, even though 
they have no contractual relationship with the project (Elmahroug et al., 2014).  
Sallinen et al., (2013) further this premise, highlighting that large projects are 
influenced by their external environment, where the social environment and planning 
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processes create uncertainty in complex urban projects (Abbott 2005).  Failure to 
accommodate external stakeholder concerns in large construction projects can lead to 
severe resistance (Li et al., 2013), and Xue et al., (2015) corroborate that there is an 
urgency for developing more rational construction programs, to minimise the negative 
impact on their daily lives in urban developments.  Yang (2014) supports that 
stakeholder engagement is unbalanced in urban development projects, where 
democracy is more often rhetoric than realistic in practice.  Thus, a structured process 
of stakeholder engagement is an integral part of the construction process (Widén et 

al., 2013), and complex urban projects must be open to change to achieve inclusionary 
goals (Van Der Veen and Korthals Altes 2012).  Furthermore, Yang and Shen (2015) 
postulate that engaging stakeholders in the construction sector is an important 
consideration for stakeholder management. 

RESEARCH METHOD 

This pilot study is at the beginning of an initial investigation within a PhD, which 
aims to contribute to both academia and industry.  Considering the theoretical position 
this paper and subsequent research is founded upon, a critical realism approach is 
considered and adopted.  As the nature of this study primarily deals with the opinions 
of human participants, a subjectivist approach is applied to the ontology, which 
provides a basis for the case study methodology.  On completion of an informative 
literature review, the research method adopted consists of four exploratory case study 
interviews with four construction professionals based on large urban development 
projects in London, England.  The selection of the four case studies was based on a 
convenience sampling strategy, and four interviews were undertaken by the researcher 
during a postgraduate student fieldtrip to London, organised by the construction 
management department at the researcher's university.  The unit of study incorporates 
both individuals and groups, so the research problem can be approached from a 
variety of angles (De Vaus 2002).  The case study approach is chosen as it is the most 
suitable for the 'how' and 'why' research questions (Yin 2014), and it is beneficial 
because it facilitates the investigation of a phenomenon in its real-life context (Rowley 
2004).  Also, a semi-structured interview format is chosen as this uses an open and 
closed ended form of questioning, and moreover, questions are asked in no specific 
order or schedule (Naoum 2007).  This method allows questions to lead from one to 
another, enabling the interviewee to provide as much information as possible. 

The four participating interviewees were identified and selected based on their 
availability at the time of each site visit, and taking ethical issues into consideration, 
each participant was informed of the nature of the research, its purpose, and what the 
resultant data will be used for.  The identities of those involved will remain 
anonymous and confidential information (such as company names, addresses, client 
details etc.) is not disclosed.  Case A consists of a new £18 million secondary school 
scheme catering for over 1,100 students, and the interviewee is a Site Manager with 
15 years' industry experience.  Case B is the construction of a new £8 million 137 
bedroom hotel, and the interviewee is a Project Manager with 12 years' experience.  
Case C is a new £34 million residential development scheme including 152 
apartments, and the interviewee is a Senior Project Manager with over 30 years' 
experience.  Finally, Case D is the £4.2 billion construction of a new sewerage tunnel 
system spanning 25km, and the interviewee is a Senior Quantity Surveyor with 8 
years' experience.  The four case studies are a combination of both live and recently 
completed urban development projects, located throughout London.  All four 
interviews were recorded in handwritten note format, and the interviews with the Site 
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and Project Managers were carried out during walking tours of each site, whereas the 
interview with the Senior Quantity Surveyor took place in a meeting room at the site 
office. 

QUALITATIVE ANALYSIS AND RESULTS 

The interviews commenced by gaining general background information about each 
participant and the respective case study, followed by an identification of the main 
external stakeholders relevant to the project.  Emerging issues from these external 
stakeholders were discussed, followed by engagement strategies used to mitigate the 
issues identified, and any other comments regarding external stakeholder engagement 
and management on the project.  The external stakeholders identified in each project 
are illustrated in Table 1.  The data gathered from the case study interviews was then 
qualitatively assessed and cognitively summarised using mind mapping software.  A 
qualitative mapping software application called Banxia Decision Explorer® is used 
for this research, which builds a visual representation of ideas and can provide a focus 
for debate, reflection and progression.  It clarifies thinking and can be used to map 
thoughts and ideas gathered from interviews, acting as an effective stimulus to focus 
on paramount issues (Brightman 2002).  Decision Explorer® can undertake many 
forms of analysis, but for the purposes of this study, Central and Domain Analysis is 
used.  The analysis logically expresses how each factor or 'concept' is linked and 
interpreted, and each concept was discussed in some form by all the interviewees. 

Table 1: External Stakeholder Identification 

 

Central Analysis calculates a score to identify which concepts have the greatest effect 
or impact on the mapped model, and the higher the score, the higher the effect that 
concept has on the map.  Domain Analysis shows concepts which have many links, 
and can highlight concepts that the interviewees found interesting or discussed more.  
Combining the data from all four interviews, the top five concepts in the Central 
Analysis emerged and, in order of significance, were; 'Local Authority'; 'Residents'; 
'Constant communication is necessary to keep project on schedule'; 'Face-to-Face 
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conversations with external stakeholders are best'; and 'Noise generated from site 
works'.  The top five concepts in the Domain Analysis were; 'Residents'; 'Noise 
generated from site works'; 'Local Businesses'; 'Face-to-Face conversations with 
external stakeholders are best'; and 'Engagement with stakeholders is paramount at all 
times'.  Due to space limitations, the remainder of the concept analysis results have 
been omitted, however, Table 2 illustrates a concise list of all the engagement 
strategies and general comments regarding external stakeholder engagement that were 
identified by all the interviewees in each case study.  It is worth noting that the 
findings are from four interviews and are case study specific; thus, not a generalised 
view.  Nevertheless, this pilot study provides a foundation to advance and expand into 
more detailed research, and supports continuous examination in external stakeholder 
engagement. 

Table 2: External Stakeholder Engagement Strategies and Comments 

 

DISCUSSION 

External Stakeholder Identification 

Combining the four case study interviews, a total of seventeen external stakeholders 
are identified.  The qualitative analysis identified the 'Local Authority', 'Local 
Businesses' and 'Residents' as the main external stakeholders.  They were frequently 
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discussed by all interviewees, which corroborates with a wide range of studies 
including Aaltonen (2010), who commonly identify these three as external 
stakeholders.  Whilst maybe not a surprising revelation, it is interesting to note that the 
Local Authority emerged as the main external stakeholder ahead of Residents.  The 
Senior Project Manager on the residential development scheme stressed the 
importance of maintaining regular contact with the Local Authority, as Wallbaum et 

al., (2010) argue that they can play both a strategic and normative role.  Aapaoja and 
Haapasalo (2014) agree that local (or public) authorities have power, but no personal 
interest in a project, provided that all regulations are followed.  The Site Manager on 
the secondary school scheme also supported that the Local Authority may not be 
affected by the project on a day-to-day basis, but is nonetheless the most powerful 
external stakeholder, who have the capacity to close down the site if necessary.  
Regarding 'Residents' and 'Local Businesses', all the interviewees identified the usual 
construction site issues, such as noise, dust and traffic, which can have a negative 
effect on these stakeholders.  Sun et al., (2016) concur that urban construction projects 
have a negative impact on the surrounding environment which threaten the interests of 
the residents, while Ferguson (2012) further acknowledges that construction projects 
in urban areas are a source of serious nuisance to adjacent residents and businesses.  
The Senior Project Manager added that the local residents and surrounding businesses 
are a core priority, particularly during the construction phase, and the site team 
endeavour to cause as little disruption as possible to the people and their surrounding 
environment. 

External Stakeholder Engagement Strategies 

Collectively, ten wide ranging engagement strategies were identified and discussed by 
the four interviewees; 'Reporting issues to Gateman at site entrance'; 'Emergency 
Hotline available', 'Site Manager's Contact Details available on the site hoarding'; 
'Inform Flyers'; 'Newsletters'; 'Meetings'; 'Phone Calls'; 'Emails'; 'Face-to-Face 
Discussions'; and 'Public Consultations'.  Chinyio and Olomolaiye (2010) concur that 
stakeholders can be engaged through different avenues, and channels of 
communication can be exploited as newsletters, flyers, emails and posters.  According 
to Ballan (2011), using a telephone is a channel of communication that will never be 
replaced in the construction industry, because it is heavily relied upon for peer to peer 
communication and immediate responses.  Yang et al., (2011) in their typology of 
approaches identify newsletters to engage stakeholders in construction, and Enserink 
and Koppenjan (2007) opine that public consultations allow stakeholders to express 
their concerns, issues and ideas as part of a meaningful, participatory process.  The 
Project Manager on the hotel scheme suggested that face-to-face conversations are the 
best strategy for engaging external stakeholders, while the Senior Quantity Surveyor 
also remarked that weekly face-to-face community meetings are held on that project.  
The Tasmanian Government (2005) ratify that face-to-face meetings are the best way 
to communicate with construction project stakeholders, and Opoku et al., (2014) 
affirm that one-to-one meetings are a commonly used method of stakeholder 
engagement.  It is interesting to highlight that no one strategy was reflected in all four 
cases, but face-to-face discussions featured in three cases.  However, due to the 
dynamic nature of the construction process, Molwus et al., (2017) observe that 
different strategies should be used for managing and engaging stakeholders at 
different stages of the project, depending on the prevailing circumstances.  The Project 
Manager discussed how he would regular use emails, meetings and face-to-face 
discussions when engaging with the Local Authority on immediate matters, whereas 
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newsletters and inform flyers were his preferred action to engage with residents and 
other concerned stakeholders, to inform them of less urgent matters such as site 
updates and future activities happening on the project. 

General Comments from Interviewees 

As the interviews concluded, the remaining comments made by the four case study 
participants centralised around the importance of stakeholder engagement and 
communication as a whole.  The Site Manager and the Senior Project Manager felt 
that an approachable and personable site / project manager aids the communication 
process, supporting Weaver's (2007) view that project managers should be highly 
skilled negotiators and communicators.  Newcombe (2003) concurs that being 
sensitive and responsive to stakeholder expectations is a skill project managers need to 
apply when managing construction projects in the 21st Century.  However, the Site 
Manager emphasised that these skills are not taught, but develop through career 
experience, and most engagement with stakeholders is done in an ad hoc manner 
based on their own intuition.  Similarly to the identified strategies, no one comment is 
reflected in all four cases, which compounds that site and project managers have no 
set formula, but use their own initiative when dealing with external stakeholders.  
Nevertheless, three of the interviewees noted that their sites were registered with the 
Considerate Constructors Scheme (CCS), which is an organisation that seeks to 
improve the image of the construction industry, and encourages active engagement 
with stakeholders and the local community (CCS 2018).  The interviewees reiterated 
that effective communication is paramount, compounding Yang's (2010) findings that 
the key to good stakeholder management and engagement is effective communication. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Essentially, this pilot study focuses on the identification of external stakeholders and 
the strategies used to engage them on urban development construction projects.  
Urban construction projects are fragmented in nature, requiring integration and 
communication amongst all stakeholders.  Therefore, site and project managers in 
these complex environments are tasked with ensuring that the identification and 
engagement of external stakeholders is carried out accordingly, through appropriate 
strategies and methods.  Considering the results captured from the four case study 
interviews and data analysis, the Local Authority, Residents and Local Businesses 
emerged as the three main external stakeholders, from a list of seventeen.  Face-to-
Face Meetings and Newsletters were identified as the two main strategies from ten 
different strategies, used to engage the external stakeholders. 

However, the findings established from the interviews and data analysis are case study 
specific, and only a concise, subjective view of the topic is produced; not a 
generalised view.  The external stakeholders and strategies identified are important in 
any type of construction project, but are particularly relevant to urban development 
projects due to their complex and dynamic characteristics.  Nevertheless, this pilot 
study provides a foundation to advance and expand into more detailed research, and 
supports continuous research in external stakeholder engagement.  The findings in this 
paper can be developed further, and it is anticipated that a broader analytical context 
will be addressed in a subsequent journal publication, where additional theoretical 
points of departure can be articulated.  It is recommended that further case studies are 
considered for qualitative analysis, and a sequential selection strategy is incorporated 
using criterion selection, such as quota and random sampling.  This therefore provides 
the basis for informing and verifying the validity and necessity of the research and 
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subsequent PhD going forward.  Also, additional case studies that are considered for 
qualitative analysis can be developed quantitatively through the use of questionnaire 
surveys, introducing another dimension to the area of research.  This pilot study 
illustrates to site and project managers that the Local Authority, Residents and Local 
Businesses are three important external stakeholders to consider amongst a plethora of 
others, and Face-to-Face Meetings and Newsletters are some of the wide-ranging 
engagement strategies identified to manage and engage external stakeholders on urban 
development construction projects. 
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