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Abstract

The policy framework within which development-led archaeology is conducted in the 
UK is well understood and the contracting sector is an accepted stage in the planning process 
due to various policies, originating from both national and local Government. Projects are 
undertaken following standards established by Historic England almost two decades ago, with 
management systems and stages commonly followed. Yet our project design methodology 
hasn’t evolved to reflect the changing times, or encouraged capacity for considering the publics, 
with intended beneficiaries of our work poorly identified and often misunderstood. This paper 
proposes a new process of project management for development-led archaeology, to ensure that 
we conduct work that has meaningful and sustainable outcomes for the wider publics. I outline 
the challenges within the current structure and provide a revised project life cycle with publics 
at its heart.

Introduction

The national and local Government policy landscape within which 
development-led archaeology is conducted in the UK is well established and the 
contracting sector is an accepted stage within the wider planning process (the 
clearest explanation of the system is provided by the statutory body Historic 
England [2022a]). The UK-based commercially contracted sector undertake 
projects through standards established decades ago, with management systems 
and project stages commonly understood by both individual practitioners 
and a range of representative professional bodies alike (Chartered Institute 
for Archaeologists [CIfA] 2023a; Federation of Archaeological Managers and 
Employers [FAME] 2023; English Heritage 1991; Historic England 2015a; 
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2015b). 

A recent review reported that the commercial archaeological sector 
contributes £218m annually to the national UK economy, providing 
employment to over 6300 people (Aitchison, German and Rocks Macqueen 
2021). There is a widespread belief that development-led archaeology 
operates at a high technical level (British Academy 2017: 27-29; Thomas 
2021), and those contracting organisations that are part of the sectoral 
professional body’s (CIfA) scheme comply with agreed standards of work. 
This is the primary form of archaeological work that occurs in Britain, vastly 
outstripping academic or community projects. This separation however is 
unhelpful, as it perpetuates the understanding that development-led work is 
somehow neither of an academic standard, nor community-facing. 

These are ongoing challenges that the sector has tackled on more than one 
occasion (e.g. Wills 2018; Society of Antiquaries of London [SAL] 2020). 
The largely privatised contracting system means that many different actants 
are responsible for archaeological projects with a cynicism that projects are 
undertaken on behalf of clients, rather than the public at large (Fredheim 
and Watson 2023: 20-21). This is in opposition to the industry’s accepted 
professional standards, which require us to commit to specific competencies 
and ethical behaviours (CIfA 2023b) with a focus on public service, and is 
despite the fact that archaeology is a highly socially contingent endeavour, 
even more so in the development-led sphere with Carver calling this type of 
work a form of ‘social contract’ (2009: 358); conducted on behalf of the wider 
public.

This paper is the culmination of a 4-year Future Leader Fellowship, which 
has involved extensive consultation with communities, the client body and 
policy makers (MOLA 2019). Results have shown that there is much appetite 
for a more human-centred consideration of archaeology within the planning 
process, the next step is to review existing project design mechanisms to enable 
that change. 
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Legislative background and guiding principles

The basic legislative landscape within which archaeology is enabled (and 
required) through the planning system within the UK has not changed 
significantly since 1991. Notably the legal protection for archaeology is 
extended to undesignated assets, including those as yet unknown (for a 
full exposition see Historic England 2022a: 3-8). Both national and local 
governments provide critical support to this system. Whilst providing 
a structure for decision-making (and crucially, funding) the planning 
frameworks are often restrictive in the expectations they can place on 
developers. Professional, county/district council-based curatorial staff utilise 
guidance on deciding significance, with a complex and inter-linked series of 
values to be considered (Historic England 2008; 2022a: 36-37). The guiding 
principle remains that the development-led process provides outstanding and 
uniquely sourced knowledge of the historic environment (Ibid: 9). There are 
also significant opportunities for public benefit, defined as environmental, 
economic and social (Ibid: 10) all of which are specified in the National 
Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) (MHCLG 2019). 

However, the provision of these opportunities is patchy, and often 
depends on individual input and specific funding arrangements. As such, the 
introduction of the NPPF has not seen wholescale improvements in public 
benefit, reasons for which have been discussed by (e.g.) Thomas (2019). The 
challenge of embedding public benefit into all stages of work is no small one, 
but incremental steps are currently being undertaken by the sector-wide 21st 
Century Challenges in Archaeology project (Wills 2018) which acknowledges 
that all areas of work (policy, curatorial services, standards and guidance, 
commercial practice, project design, dissemination, archiving) need to be 
drawn into this endeavour.   

Despite the fact that the four nations of the United Kingdom have differing 
mechanisms within which archaeology takes place they aim to provide parallel 
routes to public benefit. Recent developments in the Scottish provision have 
placed public benefit considerations at the fore of development-led work 
(Mann 2023) and in Wales the Wellbeing for Future Generations Act should 
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encourage similar refocusing of commercially driven archaeology towards 
public benefit and social value (Belford 2019: 195). In Northern Ireland 
there is a more challenging backdrop due to the recent history of sectarian 
conflict and contested heritage landscapes but the Archaeology Strategy 2030 
(O’Keeffe 2021) is clear on the need to embed public benefit throughout 
the sector.  There is a gradual movement towards the aspirations of the Faro 
Convention (Council of Europe 2005), which states the right of everyone to 
benefit from their cultural heritage. 

However, we have not yet seen a major impact on contracting practice 
(Watson and Fredheim 2022), despite some meaningful local case studies 
(e.g. Considerate Constructors Scheme [CCS] 2023; CIfA 2023c). 
Internationally, the European Archaeological Council ([EAC] 2018: 18) 
suggests that the social impact of a development is rarely considered by 
archaeologists during their project design process, which can separate their 
work from more deliberate attempts to increase its wider value. The United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) have 
highlighted that the gap between policy makers and communities should be 
narrowed through increasing the scale of co-designed projects (2022). This 
might be a challenge due to the ‘normative’ behaviours still threaded through 
practice (Perry 2019: 358) that are consistently failing to engage wider publics 
rather than encouraging them to engage, due to the focus on conservation, 
preservation and the endangerment narratives so ably critiqued by May 
(2020), Fredheim (2020) and Högberg et al (2017) as perpetuating ideas of 
traditional engagement and a continuation of current management practices, 
thereby stifling new opportunities for participation. 

Project design and management in archaeology

Developed in the 1990s, the project design and management system used 
throughout UK development-led archaeology (Management of Archaeolog-
ical Projects, known as MAP2) followed structures utilised widely in com-
merce and industry (Andrews and Thomas 1995: 204-5), with a clear influ-
ence from science and engineering where objectively measurable milestones 
are seen as most useful (Brooke 1995: 130). This task-driven approach has a 
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focus on review stages and the introduction of a post-excavation assessment 
(PXA) stage was intended to ensure that projects no longer ran out of funding 
prior to analysis and dissemination, which had previously been a major prob-
lem (Andrews and Thomas: 196-199). 

Nonetheless this issue perpetuates, despite this attempt to rationalise the 
process.  Heaton (2014: n12) notes that MAP2 was designed for backlog 
and state-funded projects, rather than live commercial projects, and while 
the relevance of this today is open for debate, contracting archaeology un-
deniably occurs within a highly competitive commercial environment, the 
current extent of which was (understandably) not previously foreseen.  The 
MAP2 Preface (English Heritage 1991) suggested it should be revised in the 
future but this has not yet happened to any significant degree. Today, after 
the passing of more than 30 years a successful outcome for an archaeological 
project has evolved from ‘published report...supported by an...archive’ (Ibid: 
5) to something more akin to the provision of public benefit, although that 
remains poorly defined, rarely stringently evaluated, and open to individual 
perspectives (Fredheim and Watson 2023: 22-23). 

There is not room here to discuss the contents of MAP2 in detail, but 
although many aspects of projects have moved on significantly for legal, com-
mercial or client-driven reasons the process remains closely aligned with the 
construction sector’s need for a series of incremental work packages that can 
be closed off in successive steps (Darvill 2006: 231).  It is interesting to see 
which areas of MAP2 have been adopted wholesale as standard practice, and 
which fell by the wayside, specifically in the case of this paper the presump-
tion of community involvement (English Heritage 1991: 28). That this isn’t 
generally undertaken is almost certainly due to the sub-contracted nature of 
archaeology, which has positioned our work as an expert technical service, 
usually provided during groundworks in advance of development, rather than 
a value-added opportunity (Fredheim and Watson 2023: 20-23). 

The perception that increased public benefit will inevitably involve access 
to dangerous construction sites and would require extensive funding persists, 
holding the sector back from considering alternatives (Sloane 2018). This is 
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probably due to pervasive ideas of fieldwork as the most interesting aspect of 
a project, despite growing evidence that there is appetite for other forms of 
participation, including intellectual input into project designs, research aims 
and dissemination plans (Faccia in prep.). The persistent gap between the le-
gal requirements placed on developers and their archaeological contractors to 
merely mitigate the damage to archaeological assets, and the suggested best 
practice around dissemination and public engagement means that innovative 
provision of the latter cannot yet be a necessity of commercial funding or 
planning permission. 

In England MAP 2 was largely superseded for technical guidance by 
the Management of Research Projects in the Historic Environment (MoR-
PHE) (Historic England 2015a) and Project Planning Note 3 (Historic En-
gland 2015b), intended to provide guidance for projects of varying funding 
and contractual origin. The presumption is still that projects will result in a 
knowledge gain, dependent upon the dissemination of results (Ibid: 4). In 
an acknowledgement that the benefits provided through this system can be 
expanded beyond knowledge creation, Historic England themselves have a 
rapidly developing understanding of how impactful heritage and archaeolog-
ical work can be for wider communities, including provision of positive well-
being improvements (2022b; Monckton and Watson 2022), so there is space 
for an evolution of policy to enable that.  Considering new ways of sharing the 
knowledge gain are a necessary reminder that archaeology can be presented in 
myriad ways depending on how the knowledge benefit is to be provided, as 
Sloane suggests in relation to very specific aspects such as scientific advances 
concerning the historic spread of disease (2021).

The current ways in which these various guidance notes and professional 
standards are implemented are examples of classical and specialist manage-
ment systems, whereby specialists are organised through a line management 
hierarchy as well as through a project-specific structure (Nixon 1995: 221). 
Commonly understood concepts such as quality control and ‘by rote’ tasks 
have their origin in manufacturing (Cooper 1995: 75), with a focus on process 
and product rather than on people. These systems can neglect the impact on 
humans as a result, and key needs such as agency and motivation are sidelined 
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in favour of a task-driven emphasis. This approach was deemed appropriate 
at the onset of contracting practice, when the sector was keen to integrate 
into client structures to illustrate its relevance to construction operations.  A 
task-driven mentality might be applicable to some stages of fieldwork, where 
tight adherence to programmes and budgets is key, although perhaps it is less 
helpful when thinking about post-excavation and public-facing work which 
can be inherently less process-driven, externally managed, and linear (McAd-
am 1995: 98).  The persistence of this project design structure reduces the way 
that we might illustrate archaeology as a social practice, given that it enforces 
the idea that archaeology is a highly procedural problem-solving operation 
(Cumberpatch and Roberts 2012: 33). 

Despite this situation, archaeology as a public-facing undertaking has in-
creasingly grown within many of the organisations that make up the contract-
ing sector, with recent data showing 250 archaeologists with job titles broadly 
identifying them as ‘public archaeologist’ (Aitchison et al 2021: Table 2.19.1). 
There are successful organisations set up with public-facing delivery at the 
heart of their model (e.g. DigVentures, Past Participate and Big Heritage, al-
though these organisations do not generally provide services to the construc-
tion industry and operate under different funding models). The exclusion of 
project beneficiaries (which could mean academics, wider publics or specif-
ic groups thereof) from the project teams in both MAP2 (Historic England 
1991: 25) and MoRPHE (Historic England 2015a: Figs 3a and 3b) is a symp-
tom of their period of production and doesn’t reflect a deliberate attempt to 
exclude. In 2023 we can now recognise the need to identify beneficiaries to 
enable research, design, and results to be targeted usefully; in other words, to 
deliberately include. 

Other models in theory and practice

As part of construction procurement chains archaeological organisations 
are increasingly asked to include their public benefit provision in tender doc-
umentation (where social value is the commonly used term). This is already 
formalised in the 2013 Public Services (Social Value) Act (UK Govt 2021) 
which outlines requirements for publicly funded projects to be assessed in 
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terms of their social value as well as their financial implications. Social value 
in this context is broadly defined as the financial and nonfinancial value that 
contributes to the wellbeing of both individuals and communities, in addi-
tion to positive impacts on the environment. It is not created through the 
standard operations of an organisation, but should be beyond ‘business as 
usual’. Accordingly, for archaeologists; excavation, archiving and dissemina-
tion of results would not count as social value as defined by the Act. Projects 
requiring value creation beyond the standard offer would include transport 
infrastructure, which has formed the largest proportion of commercial ar-
chaeological income in recent years (Aitchison et al 2021: Table 1.5.3.). In 
the Public Procurement Bill (UK Govt 2022) the UK Government advocates 
moving from a Most Economically Advantageous Tender (MEAT) to a Most 
Advantageous Tender (MAT), recognising and requiring that adding value to 
a project means more than simply monetary value. The construction sector 
is facing increasing pressure to behave more responsibly, and companies now 
specify their intentions to provide value beyond their standard offer. Parallel 
to this, the consulting sector has grown exponentially and now forms a crucial 
part of the wider archaeological ecosystem. Collcutt (2006: 220) frames this as 
a reason for concern, in that adding more managerial levels shows a ‘decreased 
willingness to allow downward delegation of decision-making' but many of 
the larger firms offering heritage consultancy services also have in-house social 
value teams, who need to be invited to sit at the same table during the ear-
ly stages of a given project, in order to design and embed ideas around how 
archaeology can contribute to their wider aims for impacted communities. 
There are clear opportunities here.

Allied professionals have created toolkits to lead their sectors through deci-
sion-making over public benefit (social value) provision (e.g. UK Green Build-
ing Council [UKGBC] 2022; Royal Institute of British Architects [RIBA] 
2020). The key point for us here is that these are guides to project manage-
ment processes, which (amongst other things) specify a model delivery plan 
(UKGBC 2022: 33) and provide sample questions to be asked of communities 
(RIBA 2020: 14-15). In a profession such as archaeology, where a flowchart 
often leads us through our widely recognised and commonly followed pro-
cesses, this is both immediately familiar and theoretically broadly applicable.
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Towards a new model 

The preceding discussion has led us to the point where we need to propose 
how these issues might be tackled, at least within a framework that archaeolo-
gists will recognise and pivot towards with understanding. 

The logic model (Figure 1) illustrates how a typical project could contrib-
ute to value for wider society through expanding the resources used, and by 
targeting outcomes as well as outputs to the needs identified during the ear-
ly stages of a project. The three horizontal aspects of the model indicate the 
three principal stakeholder groups this is intended to benefit: the sector (to in-
clude curatorial archaeologists), the communities, and the client body. Others 
could be incorporated but it is useful to consider who the main beneficiaries 
of an amended model could be. Several of the larger organisations working 
in archaeology are educational charities, with enhanced expectations of their 
public benefit provision, although this has been questioned with reference to 
vague reporting and lack of specific identification of beneficiaries (Fredheim 
and Watson 2023: 30-31). Including beneficiaries in project design teams 

Figure 1. Logic model illustrating rationale behind proposed changes to project 
design methodology, showing how expanded resources at early stage might lead to enhanced 
outcomes from development-led projects.
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would provide evidence of these aims, and evaluation of the public benefit 
provision would be a meaningful way to realistically interrogate them. 

This degree of revision requires a change in project management method-
ology, to lead us through the decision-making processes, to introduce those 
various new datasets we should be including in our assessments identified in 
Figure 1, and to enable us to produce plans that are achievable, scalable, and 
regularly evaluated. 

The revised and simplified life cycle of a typical project (Figure 2) has been 
adapted from models provided in current guidance (Historic England 1991; 
2015; 2022a) and shows in more detail how these decisions could be made 
at each typical step. Critical here are the new milestones, and the new ways 
of thinking about impact. The order of actions remains broadly the same, 
with allowance for the value creation at certain intervals as indicated. There 
is less focus in this version in the costing and tendering process, as that is an 
accepted (and expected) part of this process, as are the professional require-
ments for reporting and archiving. For reasons of space, the fieldwork referred 
to here is evaluation followed by excavation, but there are other forms this 
work could take depending on results and scale of the works. If a desk-based 
assessment reveals only the need for a ‘watching brief’ whereby groundworks 
are monitored by an archaeologist then perhaps there will be less opportunity 
for public benefit, although it could be argued that a small amount of archae-
ology on a local site means much more to the surrounding community than 
a lot of archaeology many miles away. The scalability of these proposals needs 
experimentation, as an enlightened client may see the potential in results from 
a watching brief, thereby providing an expanded interpretation of significance 
beyond merely its archaeological aspects. 
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Figure 2. Revised life cycle of typical development-led archaeology project (adapted from His-
toric England 1991; Fredheim and Watson 2023: 24-25). The tasks are shown vertically, the 
revised milestones relate to Review Points (as in Historic England 2015b: 9) and are shown in 
the bubbles where they may be appropriate.
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Put simply, in the absence of a suitable regulatory framework to require 
such a process, these proposals are intended to encourage decision making to 
be more value-led, putting people at the heart of a project rather than profit 
or client, or even, perhaps, on occasion, the archaeology. Archaeologists are 
used to paring down or adapting fieldwork plans in response to traditional 
concerns such as evolving research aims and unexpected results, but these pro-
posals are calling for other criteria to be considered alongside these, perhaps in 
response to research aims determined by the local community, the potential 
for reuse of discarded archaeological materials or an obligation to consider 
the wellbeing of participants above the physical condition of aspects of the 
archaeology (see Archaeology on Prescription [York Archaeology 2022] for an 
example of when this might occur).  

Critiques may come from the inclusion of client aims in these method-
ologies, but contracting archaeologists operate within a highly competitive 
commercial environment and these considerations are crucial to ensure that 
work is undertaken by organisations who understand the need to respond to 
both their clients and their communities. This will not solve the fundamental 
challenges posed to us by the ill-fitting imposition of neo-liberal economic 
models that have required a previously academic, participatory pursuit such 
as archaeology to become a cost-driven exercise at the expense of research-led 
practice, but it will offset some of the major issues many of us are increasingly 
aware of (see Watson 2021).

To further illustrate the need to include other actants in this process, Fig-
ure 3 shows an adapted version of the possible MoRPHE project roles (from 
Historic England 2015b: 13). This model is primarily intended for larger pro-
jects with wider responsibilities but also indicates how these principles could 
also be relevant for much smaller projects. The assumption that MAP2 deci-
sions will be based on research potential (Andrews and Thomas 1995: 204) 
will be thrown into relief by bringing wider voices into the discussion. The 
consultees are shown at a remove from the main project roles as previously 
but there will be more linkage and increased two-way communication in this 
system.
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Making it happen

Progress away from accepted systems and structures is naturally slow, and 
the development-led sector operates within the tricky dichotomy of provid-
ing technical specialist services to the construction industry while also aiming 
to provide innovative and meaningful public benefit. This results in narrow 
funding regimes and programmes that restrict opportunities for wider partic-
ipation. Expecting sector buy-in without the additional levers of policy is per-
haps naïve, as our system operates within a rigid structure of policy, funding, 
and embedded notions of expertise. However, whether or not we theorise to 
this degree during contracting projects, both a multiplicity of opinions and a 
recognition of uncertainty are acknowledged as necessary for archaeology to 
be undertaken responsibly (D’Alisa and Kallis 2015: 220). 

Figure 3: Revised model showing typical MoRPHE project roles (adapted from Historic Eng-
land 2015b).
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We need to expand these concepts beyond our own professional and com-
mercial circles, whilst actively bringing the members of those new circles along 
with us. Here we might usefully turn to the considerations raised by D’Alisa 
and Kallis (2015) that a separation between experts, policy makers and the 
public is problematic, and that all three elements should rather be integrated 
within the design and development of research and policymaking. This could 
move us ‘from an expert community to a community of experts’, wherein we 
draw on experience and expertise from a wider societal group to ensure and 
assure that the work we undertake is proportionate and useful (Ibid: 219). 

This supports the UNESCO view that policy-driven decisions can in fact 
run counter to concerns of communities if the ‘plurality of narratives’ is not 
considered (UNESCO 2022: 2). Tarlow and Pluciennik (2007: 125) further 
remind us that ethical practice need not only be reliant upon adherence to 
business ethics but should also include considerations of impact on publics. 
This tension is already recognised within the arena of cultural heritage capi-
tal, which seeks to understand where the value lies in heritage for people, and 
how to measure that value in order to maximise its potential for individu-
al and communal wellbeing (Dorpalen nd; Leeson nd; Watson 2023). The 
professional interpretation of concepts such as value, rarity, complexity and 
significance will rarely match the ways in which wider society will interpret 
these (Darvill 2006: 415), which blurs the line in ways that we should find 
worth exploring. 

When innovation does happen in development-led archaeology it general-
ly falls into areas of technological change and comprises a celebration of ‘new-
ness’ (Frieman 2021) which seems to require a forward and linear movement, 
a direction away from ideas, methods or tools that are now seen as out of date 
or obsolete. Frieman (Ibid: 16-18) warns us that social innovation is far more 
complex and we can use this framing to reconsider how the innovation pro-
posed in this paper might instead focus on people, and therefore may not be 
an efficiency-driven progression, but a reconsideration of method and prac-
tice; leading us to a more human-centred approach. 
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The onus on communication between humans might seem old fashioned 
in the context of innovation and change but this might be what many Western 
structures need. Existing professional frameworks are recognised as exclusion-
ary to colleagues (Brunache et al 2021), let alone the wider public, and amend-
ing this requires a reconsideration of professionalism and expertise, and how 
these interact with notions of value and significance.  A review need not be 
a rejection of previous pathways but should encourage an honest reflection 
of how the embedded methods have come to be so well-worn. The models 
provided here are intended to catalyse conversations over how we might en-
able a wider set of voices to engage with project design, how project manage-
ment might become more inclusive, and how revising project implementation 
could widen participation in development-led archaeology on a sustainable 
basis. 
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