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Sense and sensibility: Narrative strategies shaping 
megaproject development 

Lama (Al) Arda a,b,*, Giovanni Esposito a, Rens Wilderom c,d 

a University of Brussels, Belgium 
b University of Liege, Belgium 
c University of Amsterdam, the Netherlands 
d American University Kyiv, Ukraine  

A B S T R A C T   

This study examines how policymakers’ different narrative strategies influence citizens’ attitudes towards megaprojects thus shaping their development. Drawing on 
an in-depth case study about the Lyon-Turin trainline, we identify two distinct narrative ideal-types: hedonic narrative and instrumental narrative. Our findings 
demonstrate that these strategies influence both rational thinking (sense) and emotional engagement (sensibility). Hedonic narratives can have a negative impact on 
citizens’ attitudes by making them feel uncertain and consequently leading them to oppose the project, while instrumental narratives can have positive impact on 
citizens’ attitudes by making them informed and consequently leading them to supporting the project. Therefore, our findings highlight the significance of employing 
different narrative strategies, and the different effects of mobilizing the different narrative strategies vis-a-vis megaprojects in two institutional contexts. In addition, 
our study contributed to this special issue by mobilizing a novel comprehensive methodological approach Latent Dirichlet Algorithm (LDA), along with qualitative 
methods to gain insights into the complex dynamics of stakeholder behavior in megaprojects.   

1. Introduction 

Governments have long since considered megaproject investments a 
popular policy measure to stimulate the economy (Aschauer, 1990) 
while public policy and administration scholars have been increasingly 
debating over megaproject development (Coticchia and Di Giulio, 2023; 
Hudon and Floricel, 2023; Lucciarini and Galdini, 2023; Rek-Woźniak, 
2023; Migone and Howlett, 2023). Research on megaproject develop
ment has a rich history (Flyvbjerg et al., 2002), initially examining 
associated activities as techno-economic rationale (Cova and Holstius, 
1993). According to this rationale, planning involves rational-analytical 
processes to identify and evaluate objectives related to infrastructure 
needs, while implementation focuses on delivering predefined tasks 
within specific constraints (Morris and Geraldi, 2011). 

Contemporary research perspectives, however, shifted the focus to
wards a socio-economic understanding of megaproject development 
(Biesentha et al., 2018; Esposito and Terlizzi, 2023). Consistent with this 
background, it is crucial to enrich and widen our understanding of 
megaproject development by moving beyond traditional project man
agement methods centered on daily managerial tasks (Morris and Ger
aldi, 2011) and embracing a more nuanced public policy approach. This 
approach requires looking at institutional rules, narratives, and 

regulations that organizational actors must navigate to ensure mega
project success (Esposito et al., 2021). Most prominently, the focus in 
this approach is on interactions among diverse actors (i.e public 
administration, civil society), from the initial front-end stage (Huemann 
and Silvius, 2017). These actors, driven by diverse interests and 
behavioral paradigms, engage in debates to influence decision-making 
within the institutional and administrative structures of megaproject 
host countries (Biesentha et al., 2018; Esposito et al., 2022, 2022, 2022; 
Morris and Geraldi, 2011). 

This perspective acknowledges the presence of conflicting interests 
in megaproject policy arenas. Policymakers in these arenas, such as 
governments and international organizations, see the economic benefits 
and job opportunities that megaprojects offer to society (Flyvbjerg et al., 
2002), while local stakeholders see that megaprojects displace local 
communities and disrupt local ecosystems. Such conflicting interests 
may lead therefore to contradicting behaviors with the former actors 
supporting megaprojects and the latter opposing them (Ninan and Ser
geeva, 2021, 2022a; 2022b; Sergeeva and Winch, 2021). In situations 
involving conflicting interests, the use of narrative strategies by poli
cymakers becomes crucial (Roe, 1994). They craft stories and arguments 
meticulously with the aim of positively influencing citizens’ perceptions 
of megaprojects and, consequently, seeking to legitimize these projects 
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in the eyes of the public (Esposito et al., 2022; Lucciarini and Galdini, 
2023). Conversely, local community groups have the potential to chal
lenge the legitimacy of policymakers’ narratives in the eyes of the public 
and launch protest campaigns to advocate for their interests (Di Mad
daloni and Davis, 2017; Teo and Loosemore, 2011, 2014; Derakhshan 
and Mancini, 2019). This research examines the strategic use of different 
policy narratives strategies to influence megaprojects development 
(Esposito et al., 2023; Hudon and Floricel, 2023; Rek-Woźniak, 2023; 
Migone and Howlett, 2023). 

In Sergeeva and Winch (2021) study, megaproject narratives serve as 
critical strategic tools for organizing megaproject development by 
providing detailed information about debatable aspects; (i.e benefits 
and alternatives of megaprojects; noise, sustainability, compensation, 
and branding). These narratives help policymakers to contribute to 
collective sense-making, and to establish a shared and meaningful un
derstanding across diverse stakeholders vis-à-vis the megaproject. The 
shared understanding significantly contributes to the strategic organi
zation of megaprojects and to navigate the complexities, uncertainties, 
and conflicts inherent in megaprojects. 

In their study, Coticchia and Di Giulio (2023) highlight the strategic 
use, or lack thereof, of narratives in the context of a high-speed railway 
megaproject in Italy. They argue that narratives can be employed or 
strategically avoided. Policymakers deliberately choose to abstain from 
narrating the most crucial aspects of megaprojects to prevent debates 
that could hinder implementation. Nevertheless, this strategic silence 
creates a lack of transparency, perceived by citizens as purposeful, 
intensifying public concerns and leading to grassroots opposition 
movements. The intentional non-transparency of policymakers gener
ates emotional responses such as feelings of injustice, suspicion, and 
skepticism among citizens, driving them to disapprove of the mega
project because they see it as “a shameful silence, a rubber wall in front 
of their requests for debate, imposed at any cost, even against common 
sense, especially against democracy, without providing detailed infor
mation on its costs and impact” (Coticchia & Di Giulio: 2023, 175). 

Esposito et al. (2022, 2023,a) explore different megaproject narra
tives in different institutional contexts. In some contexts, policymakers 
communicate about the megaproject through promotional and media 
campaigns without involving the local community in technical discus
sions. In contrast, other contexts involve policymakers providing tech
nical information through detailed reports and public meetings, actively 
engaging with local actors. When there are communication channels 
between policymakers and local communities, residents’ concerns and 
opinions can be considered, leading to increased public support for the 
megaproject. However, in situations where such communication ave
nues are lacking, public support diminishes, and residents’ feelings and 
opinions are disregarded, leaving no choice for residents but to express 
their opposition through protest movements due to institutional 
constraints. 

Despite that the above mentioned studies tap onto the narratives vis- 
a-vis megaprojects, little we know about the profound impact of poli
cymakers’ narrative strategies on citizens’ attitudes towards megaproj
ects. In this paper, we examine how strategies influence individuals to 
believe the provided information, or to seek additional details, or to take 
actions in support or opposition to these projects. This perspective res
onates with the sense-making tradition in project studies, highlighting 
the pivotal role of sense-making in navigating the complexities of the 
project environment. Sensemaking is a process through which in
dividuals and organizations give meaning to events or situations (Weick, 
1996). According to Weick (1996), this process entails placement of 
stimuli or cues coming from the environment into a framework. This 
framework consists of diverse representations and beliefs individuals 
hold (Weick, 1996). In terms of functionality, this framework helps in
dividuals to interpret information, and grapple with uncertainties or 
surprising situations within the project landscape (Liu et al., 2015). The 
diversity of perceptions stemming from individual backgrounds, roles, 
and experiences can potentially give rise to misunderstandings and 

conflicts, posing challenges to project progress (Alderman et al., 2005). 
The process of sensemaking implies, according to Weick (1996), in
teractions and negotiations. That said, narratives hold promise as an 
important discursive instrument to channel the divergent in
terpretations of individuals of specific situations, and eventually to 
establish a shared vision for the projects’ future (Alderman and Ivory, 
2011). These narratives not only elucidate the projects’ purpose and 
benefits but also carry a symbolic weight, contributing to the projects’ 
broader symbolism-intended here as the aura of impressions, namely 
emotions, meanings, and action propensities that envelop the project 
and its various representations. Whittle et al. (2023) also note that 
narratives are particularly important to aid in sensemaking at times of 
uncertainty, especially, when actors are confronted with new, unex
pected phenomena. 

Project managers, in their role as orchestrators of the sense-making 
process, are tasked with crafting and disseminating narratives that not 
only clarify the project’s practical aspects but also shape its symbolic 
dimensions (Pitsis et al., ). In turn, this empowers stakeholders to act 
cohesively and with a common purpose (Slavinski et al., 2023). Within 
this framework, emotional intelligence emerges as a critical tool for 
project managers. As they contend with the diverse perceptions, back
grounds, and experiences of project actors, their ability to understand 
and manage emotions becomes paramount (Slavinski et al., 2023). 
Emotional intelligence equips project managers with the capacity to 
craft and deliver narratives that resonate with team members, further 
expediting the development of a shared vision for the project’s future. 
By fostering a greater understanding of emotions and effectively man
aging them, project managers can build cohesive teams and cultivate an 
atmosphere of trust and collaboration that not only contributes to 
project success but also enhances the projects’ symbolic significance in 
the eyes of the public. 

In reconciling these different streams of literature - policy research 
on megaproject narratives and project management research on sense- 
making and emotions - we offer a rich understanding of the effects of 
policy makers’ narrative strategies on megaproject development. In 
particular, we examine how policymakers’ narrative strategies shape 
citizens’ attitudes towards megaprojects by influencing their “sense and 
sensibility” (Argento and van Helden, 2021). On the one hand, policy
makers’ narratives can appeal to citizens’ sense (i.e., their rationality 
and logic), to provoke a rational and logical understanding of a mega
project, which is practical and fact-based. In this case, a narrative may 
provide citizens with information that can help them achieve future 
outcomes. On the other hand, policymakers’ narratives can appeal to 
citizens’ sensibility, seeking to create an emotional connection to 
generate enthusiasm and support that goes beyond a purely rational 
understanding. This involves crafting a narrative that connects with 
citizens on a deeper, emotional level, evoking feelings of trust, excite
ment, and identification with the megaproject. Such narratives can 
emphasize the broader societal benefits, the vision, and the positive 
impact the megaproject will have on the community. 

More precisely, following up on Gerli et al.’s (2022) idea that in 
complex innovation projects, managers can strategically use narratives 
to navigate through beliefs and information-seeking to guide collective 
action, this paper investigates how policymakers’ different narrative 
strategies can influence citizens’ behaviors in different institutional 
contexts. Accordingly, we pose a major research question: how do poli
cy-makers’ different narrative strategies influence citizens’ 
information-seeking, belief formation, and action towards megaprojects in 
different institutional contexts? 

To answer this question, we selected the Lyon-Turin high-speed 
trainline infrastructure as our case study. Lyon-Turin is a megaproject 
funded by the EU and the French and Italian governments under the 
Trans-European Network-Transport (TEN-T) policy, initiated in the 
early 1990s. This policy aims to establish a comprehensive trans
portation network across Europe. Despite an initial completion target set 
for 2010, the project has faced multiple delays, with the latest projection 
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indicating a completion date in 2030. One of the primary reasons for the 
delays is the persistent opposition from the local protest movement 
(NOTAV movement) in the Susa Valley near Turin. Lyon-Turin serves as 
a “typical case study” (Gerring, 2007: 91) for comparing how policy-
makers’ narrative strategies affect citizens’ responses to megaprojects. It 
provides a case, in which we can observe “discrepant sensemaking” and 
distinct usages of narratives in two different institutional contexts 
(Whittle et al., 2023). In Italy, policymakers’ strategy revolves around 
promotional narrative conveyed through media campaigns, excluding 
local communities from technical discussions. The French institutional 
system, however, mandates policymakers to engage in comprehensive 
technical discussions with local actors, fostering active participation and 
dialogue. Comparing these approaches provides valuable insights into 
the interplay of policy narratives and institutional contexts, offering a 
nuanced understanding of citizens’ reactions to megaprojects. 

To analyze Lyon-Turin, we employ a novel two-phase methodology 
for our research. Initially, we conducted a quantitative analysis of a 
substantial dataset of about 2000 articles covering the Lyon-Turin 
project in Italy and France over a period of about 30 years. Using LDA 
topic models, we identify distinct topics (clusters of co-occurring words) 
in the newspapers from both countries. Following DiMaggio et al. 
(2013), we used LDA topic models to discern topics that are in line with 
the focus of our paper and identify newspaper articles associated with 
those topics. This broad analysis provides a “bird’s-eye view” on the 
Lyon-Turin discourse in both countries, and serves as a foundation for 
our subsequent qualitative exploration. In the second phase, we perform 
qualitative content analysis, taking the newspaper articles associated 
with our topics of interest as a starting point. This detailed qualitative 
analysis delves into the nuances of the newspaper discourse, allowing us 
to scrutinize specific excerpts. From this in-depth analysis, we develop 
theory-based themes that explore various policymakers’ narrative stra
tegies and their impact on information-seeking behavior, belief forma
tion, and actions related to the Lyon-Turin megaproject. 

We structure our paper as follows: In the second section, we outline 
the theoretical framework. Then we provide the methodology in the 
third section. Sections four and five present findings and discussion, 
respectively. We conclude with the conclusion. 

2. Shaping narratives through sense and sensibility: a 
theoretical model based on information seeking, belief, action 

Information exchange about megaprojects between policy-makers 
and citizens is complex (Salet et al., 2013). They often have different 
ideas and understandings on how a megaproject can contribute to in
dividual and collective wellbeing (Cousins, 2020). For example, while 
policy-makers may argue that economic considerations should come 
first, citizens may take the view that environmental concerns ought to be 
prioritized no matter what the cost is in economic terms. Research has 
therefore stressed the importance of communicative action (Burnside-
Lawry and Ariemma, 2015), in which policy-makers and citizens seek to 
reach common understandings of megaproject objectives in order to 
coordinate actions by reasoned argument, consensus, and cooperation. 
The narrative strategies of policymakers are important for effective 
communicative action, to discursively construct the megaproject iden
tity–e.g. ‘sustainable megaproject’, ‘efficient megaproject’, ‘technolog
ical megaproject’- and to package it into a narrative that allows citizens 
to make sense of key megaproject aspects (Ninan and Sergeeva, 2021). 
Therefore, it is crucial that policy-makers carefully choose the narrative 
to present the megaproject to citizens, since different narratives lead to 
different citizens’ understandings and actions towards megaprojects, 
either in favor or against. 

Policy-makers use narratives to collect and store relevant policy in
formation in the form of a story that can induce mental imagery, and 
interest, creating narrative transportation that can lead citizens to 
believe (or not) the elements of the story and to act accordingly (Van 
Laer et al., 2014). Therefore, exposure to policy-makers’ narratives may 

stimulate changes in citizens’ beliefs, actions, and information seeking 
about a given policy issue (Kamkhaji and Radaelli, 2017). For example, 
policy narratives have the power to trigger strong emotional responses 
amongst citizens (Isbell et al., 2006). These responses impact citizens’ 
beliefs and actions as well as the types of information that they seek. In a 
nutshell, this literature suggests that different narratives lead citizens to 
act, seek information and shape beliefs differently (in favor or against) 
megaprojects. 

There are two ways through which narratives may affect information 
seeking, belief formation and action (Wojtowicz et al., 2021). First, a 
narrative may provide citizens with information that can help them to 
achieve some future outcomes (i.e. instrumental narrative). For example, 
a narrative explaining whether a megaproject will have a positive 
impact on economic growth, which increases the likelihood of finding a 
job, and therefore influence citizens’ decisions either to support the 
megaproject or not. Second, a narrative can be used to make citizens feel 
good or fearful (i.e. hedonic narrative). Emotions such as happiness or 
fear can determine citizens’ assessment of future outcomes, motivating 
them to take or avoid actions in line with those emotional states (Elliot, 
2006). For example, a narrative hyping an innovative megaproject that 
will push the boundaries for what technology can do-like constructing 
the longest building, the longest bridge, the largest wind turbine, or the 
first of anything–may stimulate a feeling of happiness amongst citizens, 
and motivating them to support megaproject, or to participate in 
decision-making. In a nutshell, shaping a megaproject narrative is about 
blending relevant information into either instrumental or hedonic ex
planations of a megaproject that can guide citizens’ choices about a 
given megaproject. Hedonic narratives influence citizens’ choices by 
triggering emotional responses, while instrumental narratives do so by 
providing clear information. 

Based on the above mentioned literature, our theoretical model 
builds upon the following conceptual elements.  

1 Instrumental and Hedonic Narratives: Instrumental narratives 
provide individuals with information to achieve specific outcomes, 
while hedonic narratives induce emotional responses. Instrumental 
narratives offer practical details, and hedonic narratives trigger 
emotional reactions.  

2 Information Seeking: citizens actively seek information through 
various behaviors, from asking questions to more complex cognitive 
processes, like analyzing and criticizing information provided. 
Narrative strategies influence the amount and nature of information 
sought.  

3 Belief: narratives shape citizens’ beliefs through emotional appeals 
or practical information, leading to positive or negative perceptions 
of a megaproject’s feasibility.  

4 Action: citizens’ actions are influenced by the shaped beliefs, either 
supporting or opposing megaprojects, those actions can impact the 
development of the megaproject. 

Policy-makers may communicate megaprojects through instru
mental narratives by providing practical details, enabling individuals to 
logically understand the purpose and potential outcomes of megaproj
ects. These narratives appeal to citizens’ sense and rationality, aiming to 
offer clear, concrete information to make informed decisions. This 
narrative strategy is particularly suitable when citizens seek specific and 
factual information, i.e.practical aspects, such as project details, eco
nomic impacts, and feasibility. This strategy aims to address citizens’ 
information-seeking needs through a rational approach, focusing on 
logical explanations of the megaproject and concrete data. Citizens, 
equipped with practical information thanks to instrumental narratives, 
might take supportive or oppositive action vis-à-vis megaprojects. The 
citizens’ actions are calculated and logical, reflecting a sense-driven 
decision-making process. 

In contrast, policymakers may choose to communicate megaprojects 
on the basis of hedonic narratives to trigger emotional responses by 
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creating a connection with citizens at the sensibility level. This narrative 
strategy appeals to citizens’ sensibility and aims to evoke feelings, such 
as excitement, trust, or fear, influencing citizens’ attitudes toward 
megaprojects. These emotional appeals create a sense of trust, enthu
siasm, or concern. These feelings influence citizens’ perceptions, leading 
to positive or negative beliefs about the feasibility of the megaproject. 
Emotional connections generated by hedonic narratives can lead to 
passionate (support or opposition) vis-à-vis megaprojects. Citizens may 
passionately support a megaproject they emotionally resonate with, or 
strongly oppose a megaproject that triggers negative emotions. The 
different actions are deeply rooted in citizens’ sensibility, often driving 
them to advocate or protest based on their emotional responses. 

Building on this literature, this paper aims to understand what is the 
effect of policy-makers’ instrumental and hedonic narratives of mega
projects on citizens’ information seeking, belief formation and action. 
Our paper analyzes the role of policymakers’ narrative strategies in 
shaping public attitudes toward megaprojects, emphasizing the signifi
cance of agency in project development. However, these interactions 
occur within specific institutional contexts, defined by rules and prac
tices shaping relationships. The institutional configurations influence 
the strategic interactions between policymakers and citizens. Conse
quently, our theoretical model considers institutions as both constrain
ing and enabling contextual structures that can either impede or 
facilitate interactions between policymakers and citizens. We visualize 
our theoretical model in Fig. 1. 

3. Research design and methods 

3.1. Empirical setting 

In 1992, the EU introduced TEN-T, an infrastructure policy to 
establish a Europe-wide transport network, including a 270 km Lyon- 
Turin high-speed railway. The EU (40%), Italy (35%), and France 
(25%) jointly financed it. Construction responsibility lies with SNCF 
Reseau in France and Rete Ferroviaria Italiana (RFI) in Italy. The com
panies are subsidiaries of the two state-owned holding companies: 
Société Nationale des Chemins de Fer Français (SNCF/France) and 
Ferrovie dello Stato (FS/Italy). The project involves a 57 km tunnel 
through the Alps, enhancing train speed and capacity. Despite the initial 
€12 billion estimate, costs rose to €26 billion (French Court of Audit, 
2012) due to geological challenges in France and opposition-related 
delays in Italy. The completion date, originally set for 2010, has shif
ted multiple times, now projected for 2030. 

3.2. Data collection 

We employed a robust data triangulation approach, organized in two 
phases, to enhance the depth and reliability of our findings. This 
involved combining newspaper texts with information captured through 
in depth-interviews. 

In the first phase of data collection, we collected newspaper texts in 
Italy and France, which offered a significant account of public discourse 
about the Lyon-Turin megaproject. We retrieved newspaper articles 
from Les Echos (France, founded 1908) and La Stampa (Italy, founded 
1867). We selected these two newspapers as they are quality, daily 
newspapers with nationwide distribution and available from the early/ 
mid-1990s in the LexisNexis database for newspapers and other media. 
Our search query of these papers consisted of terms such as “Alpe
tunnel”, “project Turin Lyon” or “progetto Torino Lione”. To check 
whether the lack of media attention in France was possibly related to Les 
Echos -as the selected source-we collected articles from Le Figaro; Fran
ce’s largest daily newspaper, which is digitized in LexisNexis from 
January 9th, 1997. We only found 181 articles, which confirms that 
French media gave substantially less attention to the Lyon-Turin 
megaproject. 

As a second phase, we retrieved information from 79 in-depth semi 

structured interviews with key actors who were directly involved in the 
megaproject (see Table 2) (see Table 1). The interviews revolved around 
the perspectives, experiences, and expert insights of the interviewees, 
and the major topics we identified in the newspaper texts. We gained a 
more nuanced and internally informed understanding thanks to the in
terviews, which allowed us to cross-reference and validate the infor
mation extracted from newspaper texts. This process strengthened the 
reliability of our findings and provided a richer contextualization for our 
analysis. By combining interviews with the newspapers’ texts, we har
nessed the strengths of each method, eventually leading to a more 
comprehensive and well-informed analysis. 

3.3. Data analysis 

Data were analyzed through a two-phase procedure (Fig. 2). In phase 
1, we conducted a quantitative analysis of the corpus of 1942 articles 
linked to the Lyon-Turin megaproject. The corpus contains all Lyon- 
Turin articles published in Les Echos (France) and La Stampa (Italy) 
during the period 1991–2019. We analyzed the articles with the Latent 
Dirichlet Algorithm (LDA) topic models identifying broad themes in the 
corpus (i.e. “topics”) based on word co-occurrences DiMaggio et al. 
(2013). The method recently gained traction in the social sciences to 
process and analyze large quantities of research texts (Eads et al., 2021) 
and, for instance, trace different forms of sensemaking of the US econ
omy in the context of the 2008 financial crisis (Fligstein et al., 2017) or 
distinct frames of legitimate professionals in the emerging US radio field 
(Croidieu and Kim, 2018). The topic models allowed us to find different 
themes in the newspaper articles (i.e. groups of words that cluster 
together as a topic) on the Lyon-Turin trainline in two different national 
contexts.1 

Recently, researchers also started to combine topic modeling with 
qualitative data analysis of research texts (Schmidt et al., 2023). We 
follow this novel approach to benefit from the complementary strengths 
associated with quantitative and qualitative text analysis strategies. 
Specifically, the topic models helped us to conduct a more fine-grained 
analysis by selecting subsets of newspaper articles associated with 
certain “topics of interest”, which could then be analyzed qualitatively. 
In Italy, these were topics #0 (about NOTAV movement occupation of 
construction site and clash with police forces In Italy), #3 (about general 
description of Lyon-Turin megaproject), #4 (about local opposition to 
preliminary works for lack of technical information), and #9 (about 
divergent point of views between megaproject stakeholders). In France, 
these topics where #0 (about institutional consultations and formation 
of a supportive megaproject coalition), #1 (about technical Lyon-Turin 
aspects in the public debate), #2 (about general description of 
Lyon-Turin megaproject) and #3 (about EU support and Lyon-Turin 
implementation). 

LDA topic models provided a panoramic view of the discourse in the 
two countries and helped us to select articles associated with topics of 
interest, which, in phase 2, were explored further, allowing us to 
construct the theoretical dimensions of our conceptual model. Firstly, by 
providing a general description of Lyon-Turin, topics #3 (Italy) and #2 
(France) allowed us, respectively, to examine the different hedonic or 
instrumental narrative styles in the two countries. Secondly, 
information-seeking behaviors could instead be explored through topic 
#4 in Italy (about the local opposition of Susa Valley inhabitants to 
preliminary works for lack of technical information about the mega
project) and topic #1 in France (about the public debates held with local 
populations to explain to them the socio-economic benefits of the 
megaprojects). Thirdly, belief formation was explored in France through 
the examination of topic #0 (about institutional consultations and for
mation of a supportive megaproject coalition) whereas in Italy through 
the examination of topic #9 (discussing the divergent point of views 

1 See Annex 1 to see the full list of topics identified for Italy and France. 
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between megaproject stakeholders either in support or against Lyon- 
Turin). Fourthly, actions in support or against Lyon-Turin implementa
tion was respectively explored in France through topic #3 (discussing 
the use of the EU financial support and the construction of Lyon-Turin) 
and in Italy though topic #0 (about NOTAV movement occupation of 
construction sites and clashes with police forces In Italy). 

To summarize, in the initial phase, LDA topic models provided a 
broad, panoramic view on the discourse, allowing us to ‘zoom out’ and 
identify which broad themes/topics were discussed in both national 
contexts. This allowed us to detect topics of interest guiding the quali
tative exploration in the subsequent phase. In this second phase, quali
tative content analysis was conducted, focusing on the specific articles 
associated with the LDA-derived topics. This part of the analysis allowed 
us to ‘zoom in’ and delve into the nuances of the newspaper discourse to 
scrutinize specific excerpts through the lens of the theoretical model 
presented in the previous sections in the two institutional contexts of 
Italy and France, thus enabling us to develop a set of theory-based 
themes about hedonic narrative, instrumental narrative, information 

seeking, belief formation, and action in the case of the Lyon-Turin 
megaproject. For Italy these themes were: Lyon-Turin is described in a 
way that induces positive emotional response (hedonic narrative); local 
communities denounce the lack of technical information and decide to 
oppose Lyon-Turin asking for more information (information seeking); 
strong negative belief and organization of mass resistance (belief); local 
communities in opposition to the construction of the megaproject 
leading to a conflict with public authorities (action). For France these 
themes were: Lyon-Turin is described through numbers that highlights 
its benefits and utility (instrumental narrative); local socio-economic 
impacts of Lyon-Turin made public in newspapers (information 
seeking); project support created though engagement and consultation 
of different local stakeholders (belief); requests for financial support 
submitted to the EU to start construction (action). Each of these themes 
is extensively presented in the following Section 4. Moreover, the pre
sentation of these is coupled with empirical evidence about the insti
tutional contexts retrieved from the interview texts. Topics of interests 
and theory-based themes along with exemplary quotes are summarized 
in Table 3. 

4. Findings 

In this section, we present our findings related to both France and 
Italy. For France, we begin with an in-depth qualitative analysis of topic 
#2, which portrays Lyon-Turin through an instrumental narrative 
emphasizing the megaproject’s benefits and utility through the use of 
numerical data. We also explore how French policymakers address the 
need for more information among local citizens by highlighting the 
socio-economic impacts of Lyon-Turin in public discourse (topic #1). 
Additionally, we delve into how positive beliefs and support for the 
project are fostered through engagement and consultation with various 
local stakeholders (topic #0). This ultimately leads French policymakers 
to submit a request for financial support to the EU to initiate tunnel 
construction (topic #3). 

Turning to our findings related to Italy, we conduct an in-depth 
qualitative analysis of topic #3, which portrays Lyon-Turin through a 
hedonic narrative, aiming to induce emotional responses while 
describing the megaproject. We also examine how Italian policy makers 
struggle to address the need for more information among local citizens, 
as the lack of technical information leads local communities to oppose 
Lyon-Turin in their quest for more information (topic #4). Subse
quently, we explore how this opacity in public communication results in 
strong negative beliefs and a mass resistance movement among local 
populations (topic #9), leading to occupation actions that paralyze the 
development of the Lyon-Turin construction site (topic #0). 

Fig. 1. Theoretical model.  

Table 1 
Collection period and number of results from Les Echos, Le Figaro and La 
Stampa.   

Collection period Number of articles 
retrieved 

Les Echos January 4th, 1993 to December 31st, 

2019 
309 

Le Figaro January 9th, 1997 to December 31st, 

2019 
181 

La 
Stampa 

January 29th, 1992 to December 31st, 

2019 
1633  

Table 2 
Overview of interviewees.  

ACTOR GROUPS ORGANIZATIONS N◦ INTERVIEWS 

Supra- 
governmental 
actors 

European railway lobbies   7 
European Parliament   8 
European Commission   4 
Executive agency   2   

France Italy  
Governmental 

actors 
National administrations 4 4 8 
Sub-national administrations 5 11 16 

Business actors Railway firms 3 2 5 
Civil society actors Organized groups of citizens in the 

surroundings of Lyon and Turin 
10 19 29  
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4.1. France 

4.1.1. Topic #2: Lyon-Turin is described through numbers that highlights its 
benefits and utility 

The construction of the Lyon-Turin megaproject started to appear in 
the public newspapers in 1993 onward. In a technical report2 published 
in “Les Echos”, the megaproject was justified by highlighting the risks of 
the increase of truck traffic if a speed trainline is not constructed: “The 
Mont-Blanc and Frejus tunnels are able to accommodate a rise in truck traffic 
for now, but they are likely to saturate after 2010. Freight tonnage may reach 
140 million tonnes in the next 20 years, which is likely to become intolerable 
to the population and the environment”.3 Evidently, the megaproject was 
justified by concrete evidence about the existence of an increasing 
problem, highlighted with a prediction that the existing tunnels may fail 
to tolerate the traffic increase, given the rise of the number of trucks on 
the road. 

The rise may affect the quality of air, traffic congestion, and there
fore the overall livability of the affected regions. Providing concrete 
estimations of the freight traffic increase in a foreseen timeline indicate 
the urgency of the problem, which inevitably implies acting to mitigate 
the challenge ahead. The type of information provided suggests that the 
narrative constructed around the Lyon-Turin trainline in France is 
instrumental. 

Despite that this narrative rang an urgency bell, there were demands 
of more detailed information to clear the doubts. The demands contex
tualized the Lyon-Turin trainline within the overall infrastructure sector 
and funding challenges;“Is the pendulum train on the verge of dethroning 
the sacrosanct TGV, so cherished by SNCF engineers?4 It is not a matter of 
pitting pendulum trains against TGVs or stopping the construction of TGVs. It 
took twenty years to lay down 1000 km of high-speed tracks, and still 2000 
km to complete, knowing that funding is becoming increasingly difficult to 
secure, and the most profitable TGVs have already been built”(1996). This 
text exposes the debate around the pendulum train and the TGV, which 
raises questions about the optimal choice for high-speed rail develop
ment, emphasizing the existing financial constraints and willingness to 
explore various options in the face of complex infrastructure needs. 

The focus shifted in 1997 around the theme of changes in major 
infrastructure projects in the context of regional planning; “Changes are 
expected regarding major road projects, which is a concern for local officials- 
Alpes-Maritimes: Threats to Major Road Infrastructure Projects, The Prefect 
of Alpes-Maritimes will launch, in the coming days, the consultation process 
accompanying the development of the definitive territorial planning direc
tive”(1997).4 The emphasis on local officials’ concerns highlights the 
importance of addressing those concerns through obtaining inputs in a 
consultation process. 

The two articles clearly show the need for more information about 
large scale transportation projects, including debate about rail tech
nologies, funding challenges, and concerns raised by local officials and 

Fig. 2. Data analysis.  

2 By a prominent figure in transport and urban planning. In this report - 
mentioned in a 1994 newspaper article.  

3 17/03/1994 -Regions: SAVOIE:Un projet de 60 milliards d’investissements- 
Le TGV Lyon-Turin deviendra-t-il une véritable “autoroute ferroviaire"? 

4 Article from Les Echos published on 22/05/2006 and titled “Entrée dans le 
vif des débats pour le TGV Lyon-Turin”. 
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Table 3 
Topics of interest and theory-based themes the Italian and French context (a full list of the topics is available in Annex 1).   

Topics of interest Theory-based themes 

Topic 
number 

Co-occurring words Topic description Theoretical dimensions Exemplary quotes 

Italy #0 construction site, Chiomonte, movement, 
Lyon-Turin Ferroviaire, activists, Susa, law 
enforcement, protest, police, Perino, 
carabinieri, Val Susa, struggle, networks, 
Alberto, workers, public prosecutor’s 
office, DIGOS, Maddalena, Luca, protest, 
security, clashes, demonstration, works, 
night, NO TAV, line, violence. 

NOTAV movement 
occupation of construction 
site and clash with police 
forces In Italy 

Action 
Local communities in 
opposition to the construction 
of the megaproject leading to a 
conflict with public authorities 

“We are ready to spend our holidays on 
this piece of land. We are the outpost of the 
valley that opposes the high-speed project; 
we are the guardsmen here who watch 
over, so that no one dares to start the work 
again." 

#3 thanks, Milan, line, traffic, transport, 
railways, speed, trains, Piedmont, high, 
railway, north, system, capacity, Italy, 
company, region, transportation, euro, 
new, plan, course, project, Frejus, Genoa, 
president, network, passengers, works, 
tunnel 

General description of 
Lyon-Turin megaproject 

Hedonic narrative 
Lyon-Turin is described in a 
way that induces emotional 
response 

“From Turin to Milan in three quarters of 
an hour with high-speed rail. It’s not a 
dream or one of the many projects without 
a history" 

#4 Susa, valley, speed, carabinieri, mayor, 
surveys, police, Bussoleno, Mompantero, 
road, square, company, Venaus, president, 
meters, night, attacks, Val Susa, train, 
movement, saint, church, drill, struggle, 
community, Perino, Father, violence. 

Local opposition to 
preliminary works for lack 
of technical information 

Information seeking 
Local communities denounce 
the lack of technical 
information and decide to 
oppose Lyon-Turin asking for 
more information 

“We want to know what will happen to the 
valley; the area from Mompantero to 
Turin. The responsible person from the 
community wants to know where they 
would like to route the high-speed rail. 
Until today, they have shown us 
practically nothing, just a few sketches on 
a piece of paper" 

#9 movement, president, mayor, project, 
explains, construction site, Chiamparino, 
politics, Chiomonte (location in Italy), 
territory, regional, TELT (Tunnel Euralpin 
Lyon Turin), Val Susa, turn, Piedmont, 
front, point, works, region, valley, stars, 
works, Susa, tunnel, companies, view, plan, 
mayors, do, Italy 

Divergent point of views 
between megaproject 
stakeholders 

Belief 
Strong negative belief and mass 
resistance 

“It is about pharaonic projects designed 
without the slightest consideration of their 
profitability. We demand that those funds 
be invested in services and research. We 
believe that the future does not lie in 
colossal infrastructures that destroy and do 
not produce, but in natural resources that 
must be safeguarded and optimized in 
every way" 

France #0 millions, government, group, years, works, 
French state, end, Alps, Rhône, francs, 
president, region, infrastructures, 
construction site, company, do, director, 
rights, projects, companies, big, announce, 
council, public, general. 

Institutional consultations 
and formation of a 
supportive megaproject 
coalition 

Belief 
Project support created though 
engagement and consultation 
of different local stakeholders 

“On the occasion of the first Conference of 
Executives of Rhône-Alpes, organized by 
the Regional Council and bringing 
together elected leaders from major local 
authorities - departments, urban and 
metropolitan communities - they have 
jointly endorsed a plea in favor of the 
Lyon-Turin railway link. This statement 
emphasizes that this project, listed among 
the priority projects of the EU, represents a 
fundamental challenge for the economic 
development, quality of life, and 
environmental protection in Rhône-Alpes" 

#1 transport, projects, infrastructures, freight, 
lines, financing, line, network, north, 
railway, Bordeaux, need, investments, 
speed, do, country, development, Paris, 
road, south, politics, traffic, rail, Europe, 
government, state, regions 

Socio-economic benefits of 
Lyon-Turin 

Information seeking 
Local socio-economic impacts 
of Lyon-Turin made public in 
newspapers 

“The Lyon-Turin project aims to transfer 
over 40 million tonnes per year to the rail, 
compared to the current 7 million tonnes. 
By 2030, the projections indicate that 
43.3% of goods will be transported by rail 
and 56.7% by road, resulting in the 
transfer of one million trucks per year, 
while greenhouse gas emissions would 
decrease by 15%. To achieve this, a new 
railway connection from Lyon to Turin 
needs to be constructed, including a high- 
speed passenger line" 

#2 tunnel, traffic, Mont Blanc, millions, Alps, 
Italian minister, freight, trucks, Frejus, 
heavy, weight, line, kilometers, French, 
Italy, transport, Franco-Italian, Jean, 
tunnels, goods, cost, side, works, security, 
Savoie, president, Maurienne 

General description of 
Lyon-Turin megaproject 

Instrumental narrative 
Lyon-Turin is described 
through numbers that 
highlights its benefits and 
utility 

“The project will include approximately 
300 km of new railway tracks and the 
construction of a 52-km tunnel - 
potentially a twin-tube tunnel - between 
Venaus in the Susa Valley, Italy, and Saint- 
Jean-de-Maurienne, France. This will 
allow passenger trains to reach Turin in 1 h 
and 30 min from Lyon, instead of the 
current 3 h and 30 min, and, above all, 
address the increasing freight traffic 
between the two countries’’ 

#3 projects, European Union, European, 
group, millions, Paris, commission, 
copyright, Alps, Rhone, works, priorities, 
large, south, financing, line, Jacques, 

EU support and Lyon-Turin 
implementation in France 

Action 
Requests for financial support 
submitted to the EU to start 
construction 

“In July, France and Italy jointly submitted 
a request to the European Union for 725 
million euros in funding for the shared 
portion of the international connection, 

(continued on next page) 
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citizens. All that demonstrates a growing awareness of the complexities 
involved in large-scale infrastructure, and the need to engage local 
communities in public policies, with a special focus on the Lyon Turin 
trainline, given its importance. 

4.1.2. Topic #1: local socio-economic impacts of Lyon-Turin made public 
in newspapers 

The attention to the Lyon Turin trainline in the public space has 
significantly evolved through multiple studies conducted by the railway 
company and the public administrations. The studies were presented to 
the public through newspapers’ articles, which included technical de
tails such as the railway tracks and a tunnel between Italy and France. 
The newspapers’ articles furthermore highlight the benefits that pas
sengers may gain - such as reducing the travel times and managing 
overall freight traffic – as well as projections about the potential envi
ronmental impact in terms of reduction of greenhouse gas emissions: 
“The Lyon-Turin project aims to transfer over 40 million tonnes per year to 
the rail, compared to the current 7 million tonnes. By 2030, the projections 
indicate that 43.3% of goods will be transported by rail and 56.7% by road, 
resulting in the transfer of one million trucks per year, while greenhouse gas 
emissions would decrease by 15%. To achieve this, a new railway connection 
from Lyon to Turin needs to be constructed, including a high-speed passenger 
line”.4 

Providing concrete details and information with projections about 
the Lyon-Turin trainline proved to be an effective narrative strategy, 
because policy makers started to construct an informed understanding of 
the megaproject, and to share a clear vision with the public. This 
narrative rich in technical details transformed the overall atmosphere 
from doubts and concerns to providing concrete information, pro
jections and benefits. In consequence, a trust and understanding estab
lished between policy makers and the public, eventually contributed to 
progress the megaproject and to integrate it with the broader trans
portation and sustainability goals. This narrative created trust and 
positive collective belief about the megaproject which is evident in 
newspapers’ texts such the one that follows: “The government, SNCF, 
elected officials of all tendencies-believes in the necessity of an ambitious 
supply-side policy to enable a true revival of public transport, and that major 
railway projects, such as Lyon-Turin, finally become a priority”.5 The article 
underscores a broad consensus among various stakeholders, including 
the government, SNCF, and elected officials across the political spec
trum. This consensus centers around the recognition of an imperative 
supply-side policy to rejuvenate public transportation. It emphasizes 
that major railway undertakings, specifically exemplified by the Lyon- 
Turin project, have attained a newfound prioritization within this col
lective understanding. 

4.1.3. Topic #0: project support created though engagement and 
consultation of different local stakeholders 

Beside the instrumental narrative, practices of engagement with 
local communities were pivotal to create support among stakeholders. 

The following portion of texts is exemplar: “On the occasion of the first 
Conference of Executives of Rhône-Alpes, organized by the Regional Council 
and bringing together elected leaders from major local authorities - de
partments, urban and metropolitan communities - they have jointly endorsed 
a plea in favor of the Lyon-Turin railway link. This statement emphasizes that 
this project, listed among the priority projects of the European Union, rep
resents a fundamental challenge for the economic development, quality of 
life, and environmental protection in Rhône-Alpes”. As we read in this text, 
the convergence of elected leaders from major local authorities in the 
first Conference of Executives of Rhône-Alpes signifies a collective ral
lying around the Lyon-Turin railway link. The joint endorsement am
plifies the view that the project, prominently featured on the EU’s 
priority list, assumes a critical role in Rhône-Alpes’ economic progress, 
quality of life enhancement, and environmental safeguarding. The 
presence of elected officials from different local communities and their 
unified plea underscores the fact that the project has deeply rooted local 
value. 

The engagement of elected representatives has been coupled with 
public consultation with local communities through public meetings and 
administrative procedures. As we explain further, consulting and 
sharing information with the local communities eventually generated 
public trust and support. 

On the one hand, The French railway company6 held public meetings 
to inform local communities about the socio-economic benefits of the 
megaproject. The meetings were an opportunity for local communities 
to share their concerns about the project. Several issues were addressed 
during the meetings, such as noise pollution; “we could express our con
cerns, such as the noise that the new line would have produced”.7 Public 
meetings with local communities offered an important space for local 
communities to obtain nuanced information, and a chance for a trans
parent conversation with public administration to establish under
standing and trust about the Lyon-Turin trainline. 

On the other hand, formal administrative procedure of the Public 
Inquiry took place8 in the form of a Public Inquiry Committee, which 
consists of independent experts, engaged in consultations with local 
communities to collect their views. Consultations provided a platform 
for local communities to voice out their concerns especially about the 
utility and environmental impact of the megaproject. However, we 
detected an incident of opposition; the case of Villarodin-Le Bourget 
when local communities demanded more information; “the opposition of 
Villarodin-Le Bourget forced us to do a new public inquiry in this munici
pality. We had to clarify the [environmental] impacts of the project. After
wards, a new prefectural order was approved to complement and complete the 
decree of public utility’‘.9 The response to the public inquiry clearly 
indicated commitment to addressing citizens’ concerns, which facili
tated a shift in public perception and cleared inquiries and cultivated 

Table 3 (continued )  

Topics of interest Theory-based themes 

Topic 
number 

Co-occurring words Topic description Theoretical dimensions Exemplary quotes 

networks, big, list, minister, speed, Satolas, 
station, growth, transport, plan 

which will be primarily a 51.5-km tunnel, 
accounting for 90% of the project. Italy has 
requested 494 million euros, while France 
has requested 231 million euros. The Lyon- 
Turin high-speed rail connection, with a 
total estimated cost of 12.5 billion euros, 
will not be completed before 2020″  

5 30 May 2000 -The regionalization of railways, a hope turned into a concern. 

6 Between 1992 and 1993.  
7 Interview with a Member of the French opposition group in Chambéry. – 

30/03/2016.  
8 Starting in the early 2000s.  
9 Interview with Civil Servant, French government administration. – 25/03/ 

2015. 
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support belief among the local community. 
As a result, the Lyon-Turin trainline progressed into completing the 

preliminary works for tunnel construction. The collaboration between 
local communities, the railway company, and public administrations is 
an evident demonstration of how communication and public engage
ment can shape positive perceptions and transform doubts into an 
informed comprehension. 

4.1.4. Topic #3: requests for financial support submitted to the EU to start 
construction 

We detected in a newspaper article (2007) that substantial EU funds 
were allocated for the Lyon-Turin trainline, which marked a significant 
progress from planning to accelerating work of actual tunnel construc
tion. The positive belief and the allocated fund signify the projects’ 
increasing credibility, momentum and commitment of the two coun
tries; “France and Italy jointly submitted a request to the European Union for 
725 million Euros in funding a shared portion of the international connec
tion, which will be primarily a 51.5-km tunnel, accounting for 90% of the 
project. Italy has requested 494 million Euros, while France has requested 
231 million Euros. The Lyon-Turin trainline, with a total estimated cost of 
12.5 billion euros, will not be completed before 2020”.10 

Importantly, this article reveals the financial viability, strategic sig
nificance, and long term vision, which all fed into more public support, 
commitment of public administration and alignment of multiple stake
holders to pursue the megaproject. 

Contrary to the progress detected in France Italy faced fierce oppo
sition from local communities. The opposition escalated to the extent 
that the Italian army seized control of the construction site. In what 
follows, we present our findings about the Italian events as appeared in 
the press. 

4.2. Italy 

4.2.1. Topic #3: Lyon-Turin is described in a way that induces emotional 
response 

Lyon-Turin was introduced11 in Italy by a local association of in
dustrialists called Technocity12’,13 which promoted techno-economic 
development in the city of Turin, and in general, in Piedmont. In a 
press article, the text reads, “from Turin to Milan in three quarters of an 
hour. With high-speed rail. It’s not a dream or one of the many projects 
without a history. A step forward towards the realization of the European 
railway system, aimed at transferring a substantial part of passenger and 
freight traffic that is currently predominantly assigned to road transport onto 
the railway’‘.14 We observed that this article text is filled with positive 
emotions, including astonishment, excitement, and marvel, about the 
Italian cities that will be connected through the new rail line for quick 
travel. For instance, it mentions the “Flash train from Turin to Milan, 
where by 1999, the two metropolises were connected by a high-speed 
rail in just 45 min”. This sentence suggests a train that travels at an 
incredibly high speed, connecting two major cities in just 45 min, and 
evokes a sense of speed of an efficient transportation system. 

Eventually, this text generates a positive enthusiastic outlook of the 
potential impact of the Lyon-Turin trainline on the future of 

transportations in Italy. We therefore suggest that this narrative can be 
interpreted as being hedonic. 

The hedonic narrative, however, shifts from inducing solely a sense 
of excitement to also include a sense of urgency. In a newspaper text 
released in 2001 we read: “If the high speed were to be delayed, stuck in the 
biblical Italian times, Piedmont could lose the West-East European cross 
route: a real risk”.15 In this text, emotions conveyed include worry about 
the potential delay of the high speed trainline, the region’s connectivity, 
with a hint of frustration about the slow progress, yet coupled with a 
sense of opportunity. 

4.2.2. Topic #4: local communities denounce the lack of technical 
information and oppose Lyon-Turin asking for more information 

Through analyzing different Italian news articles (e.g 1996, 2001), 
we found that the communication campaign in Italy lacks technical 
details about the megaproject and its impact on local communities and 
the overall region’s future development. The shortcomings in the 
communication campaign urged local stakeholders to seek more infor
mation and to oppose the megaproject; “we want to know what will 
happen to the valley; the area from Mompantero to Turin. The responsible 
person from the community wants to know where they would like to route the 
high-speed rail. Until today, they have shown us practically nothing, just a 
few sketches on a piece of paper.“16 “two polemic banners were unfurled in 
the congress17 center’s atrium: “High-Speed Rail, Let’s Not Let It Pass” and 
“Hands Off the Susa Valley; they cannot make decisions above our heads”.18 

Evidently, these texts are loaded with powerful words that show a strong 
opposition from local communities as they are left uninformed about 
any technical details or the impact of the megaproject on the region’s 
overall development. The fact that local stakeholders were not involved 
in the decision making or in a constructive dialogue failed the mega
project to gain support from local communities. 

4.2.3. Topic #9: strong negative belief and mass resistance 
A strong negative belief against the Lyon-Turin trainline is set in the 

Susa Valley territory as the project is seen as a threat to the area and a 
waste of the allocated funds. We detected the existence of the negative 
belief based on analyzing two newspapers’ articles in 2004 and 2005; 
presented below respectively; “It is about pharaonic projects designed 
without the slightest consideration of their profitability. We demand that 
those funds be invested in services and research. We believe that the future 
does not lie in colossal infrastructures that destroy and do not produce, but in 
natural resources that must be safeguarded and optimized in every way.“19 

The text reveals clearly the opposition to large scale projects, which 
are described as “pharaonic” implying the scale and the ambition of such 
projects that are considered a waste of resources. Moreover, the eco
nomic viability of the megaproject is questioned doubting its profit
ability vis-a-vis the allocated funds, and rather advocating for re- 
allocating funds for services and research, which implicitly imply the 
weight given to services and research to better contribute to local 
communities more than megaprojects. Finally, the text puts emphasis on 
optimizing natural resources as a better approach of benefiting the 
environment than infrastructure projects. 

Generally, the discourse analysis of the above indicated text suggests 
that local communities and stakeholders do not support the mega
project, rather call to shift the focus on infrastructure projects to 

10 8 octobre 2007 lundi - TGV Lyon-Turin: l’Union européenne proche du feu 
vert pour le financement.  
11 In the 1990s. 
12 A foundation controlled by FIAT (the largest Italian automobile manufac

turer founded by the Agnelli family) and IFI (an Italian investment company 
controlled by the Agnelli family)–was the first to promote and support the 
construction of a new HSR infrastructure between Lyon and Turin.  
13 ‘If we go back to the origins of the Italian lobbying activities in support of 

Lyon-Turin we find the Technocity Association’.  
14 December 30, 1992 - Flash train from Turin to Milan; By 1999, the two 

metropolises connected by high-speed rail in just 45 min. 

15 November 15, 2001 - Il futuro in un’autostrada viaggiante. Interporto di 
Torino a rischio se non entra nella rete europea.  
16 July 31, 1996 - Alta Velocita’ Protestano sindaci - In Val di Susa.  
17 The conference “A Train Not to Miss,” organized by the Transpadana 

Committee.  
18 January 26, 2001-La Val Susa contro l’Alta velocita’ Protesta di abitanti e 

amministratori all’incontro al Lingotto sulla Torino-Lione.  
19 May 14, 2004 - IL MOVIMENTO CONTRARIO ALLA TORINO-LIONE HA 

PRESENTATO UN CANDIDATO ALLA PRESIDENZA. 

L.(A. Arda et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                



Project Leadership and Society 5 (2024) 100118

10

development projects that benefit more communities and do less harm 
to the environment. 

The 2005 text candidly states that the Lyon-Turin is dangerous for 
local communities in the Susa Valley referring a statement made by the 
secretariats of Turin firefighters’ unions: “we want to show solidarity and 
support to the people of the Susa Valley who are fighting for health and the 
preservation of the environment”, “The project as it has been designed rep
resents a serious danger to the communities and the Valley”, The protesters 
rejoice: “they are with us too.“20 

We noticed from this text that the local communities along with some 
professionals such as firefighters’ union perceive the megaproject as a 
dangerous project for the environment and the well being of the local 
communities, without explicitly stating the type of danger. Therefore, 
the overall climate around the Lyon-Turin was negative that triggered 
local communities and stakeholders to launch the NOTAV (No Treno ad 
Alta Velocità, tr: No High-Speed Train) protest campaign and occupied 
the construction site.21 

The police intervened to evacuate the protesters, and that interven
tion was circulated in the media, prompting around 30,000 individuals 
to gather near the site, subsequently reoccupying to reaffirm opposition. 
During these events, the protesters expressed their opposition by singing 
“Bella Ciao”22: “One morning I awoke and I found the invader. […] Oh, 
partisan carry me away because I feel death approaching”. This anthem 
mobilized here as a metaphor, is a powerful expression to convey the 
strong opposition of the protestors. The entire negative belief about 
megaproject held clearly explained “in a pamphlet reporting nearly one 
hundred reasons against the Turin-Lyon project”.23 The reasons can be 
condensed into three points; (1) uselessness of the new high-speed line 
because the traffic between Italy and France was already decreasing; (2) 
public health concerns because of uranium and asbestos in the moun
tains, and (3) environmental concerns due to destruction of local eco
systems during the tunneling work. 

4.2.4. Topic #0: local communities in opposition to the construction of the 
megaproject leading to a conflict with public authorities 

Following the events launched by NOTAV, the construction of the 
trainline stopped. The Italian government in return launched public 
consultations, which lasted for many years given the divergent views 
between proponents and opponents. Those views revolve around traffic 
flow variables between Italy and France, cost-benefit analysis and 
environmental impact of the infrastructure. The consultations ended up 
with no agreement and the European Commission started to exercise 
pressure on the Italian government releasing several reports about the 
status of the megaproject; “the delicate situation in the Susa Valley and its 
potential impact on the project timetable”,24 “and contemplating the pos
sibility of ‘redistributing support from projects that were delayed to those 
which were performing well”.25 In 2010, the European Commission 
decided to reduce funding to approximately €9.2 million while extend
ing the remaining portion (around €662.6 million), stipulating 
completion of preparatory work in Italy by the start of 2011. 

In this context, the Italian government released a powerful state
ment; local activists must overtly express their support for the mega
project to continue participating in public consultations. In return, 
NOTAV representatives declined participating in the public consulta
tions and continued with the opposing campaign. 

The railway company resumed working, which triggered opponents 

to re-occupy the construction site, and the Italian government in 
response requested the army to protect the construction site and clear it 
off from protestors. Under military protection, preliminary works 
resumed. 

Nevertheless, ongoing local opposition continued to postpone the 
tunneling works in 2018 and reevaluate the megaproject’s cost-benefit 
analysis. Yet, the Italian government, with the fear that the EU fund
ing may stop, announced a tender to commence the tunneling work, and 
therefore contracts worth (2.8 billion Euros) have been signed as of June 
2020. 

5. Discussion 

This paper makes two significant contributions. Firstly, it introduces 
the concept of two narrative strategies, hedonic and instrumental, and 
explores how these strategies impact citizens’ beliefs, information- 
seeking, and support or opposition to megaprojects. Secondly, it pre
sents a novel methodological approach that combines quantitative and 
qualitative discourse analysis, producing insights that open the door for 
novel research, including experimental studies, on the influence of 
narratives on stakeholder behavior in megaprojects. 

5.1. The influence of policymakers’ narrative strategies on citizens’ 
information seeking, belief formation and action in megaprojects 

In recent research, the power of narratives has emerged as a pivotal 
force that can shape megaproject development. Particularly, Sergeeva 
and Ninan (2023) assert that narratives not only disseminate vital in
formation about multifaceted aspects like megaproject benefits and 
sustainability, but also play a central role in fostering collective 
sense-making among stakeholders, by fostering a shared and meaningful 
understanding of megaprojects. In doing so, narratives unite diverse 
stakeholders and cultivate identities that aid in navigating the intricate 
terrain of megaproject complexities and conflicts. Coticchia and Di 
Giulio (2023) also illuminate the strategic choices made by policy
makers in crafting narratives about megaprojects. However, their work 
delves into the deliberate decision to strategically avoid certain aspects, 
highlighting that withholding critical information can result in a lack of 
transparency that breeds negative emotional responses among citizens. 
They particularly show that feelings of injustice, suspicion, and skepti
cism may arise when citizens perceive policymakers as intentionally 
silencing critical debates. Esposito et al. (2022, 2023) contribute to this 
debate on megaproject narratives by exploring how these narratives 
vary in different institutional contexts. They observe that in some con
texts, policymakers opt for promotional narratives to communicate 
about megaprojects, excluding local community from technical discus
sions; whereas, in other settings, policymakers engage with local actors, 
providing technical information through detailed reports. The key 
takeaway of this work is that effective communication channels between 
policymakers and local communities can lead to a greater understanding 
of residents’ concerns and opinions, ultimately resulting in increased 
public support for the megaproject. 

This paper, centered on the Lyon-Turin megaproject, adds to the 
ongoing discussion by examining how policymakers’ narrative strate
gies impact citizens’ attitudes. It investigates whether these strategies 
shape belief in provided information, the pursuit of additional infor
mation, and the choice to support or oppose megaprojects. Building on 
Gerli et al.’s (2022) concept of using narratives strategically in complex 
innovation projects, this study identifies two key narrative strategies 
employed by policymakers in megaprojects: hedonic and instrumental 
narratives. These strategies are analyzed in terms of their influence on 
citizens’ information seeking, belief formation, and actions regarding 
megaprojects. The analysis reveals that policymakers’ narrative strate
gies shape citizens’ responses through the interplay of “sense” and 
“sensibility”. Instrumental narratives provide a clear sense of under
standing, enhancing positive beliefs and support for megaprojects. In 

20 December 2, 2005 - ASPETTANDO IL BLITZ UN’ALTRA NOTTE MURO 
CONTRO MURO CON LA POLIZIA.  
21 In 2005.  
22 The Italian anti-fascist anthem of liberation and resistance against Nazi and 

Fascist occupation during World War II.  
23 (Interview with a public officer of the Italian central State administration).  
24 (European Coordinator, 2007,6).  
25 (European Commission, 2007, 36). 
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contrast, hedonic narratives, while emotionally engaging, can evoke 
sensibility-driven responses, including uncertainty and negative belief 
such as suspicion, ultimately may lead to opposition against megaproj
ects. This highlights the critical role of narrative strategies in shaping 
public perceptions and decisions in the context of complex 
megaprojects. 

More precisely, the findings reveal distinct narrative strategies 
employed by policymakers in Italy and France regarding the Lyon-Turin 
megaproject. In Italy, a hedonic narrative strategy aimed to generate 
excitement but lacked technical details, leaving citizens uncertain about 
the project’s future impacts and fostering suspicion. Conversely, in 
France, instrumental narratives provided concrete technical informa
tion, alleviating doubts and promoting a clearer understanding of the 
project’s objectives, resulting in reduced uncertainty and stronger sup
port. Additionally, these findings underscore the importance of inclusive 
communication channels in shaping public support and minimizing so
cial conflicts in megaprojects. National institutional contexts play a 
significant role, with France’s community-inclusive practices, like pub
lic consultations, enabling positive dialogues and rational support. In 
contrast, Italy’s absence of such inclusive spaces leads policymakers to 
disregard residents’ needs and opinions, pushing citizens to resort to 
protests as their sole means of expressing opposition. In such cases, 
negative emotional responses, including frustration from feeling un
heard, can intensify citizens’ opposition. However, it is essential to 
acknowledge that the findings discussed above are situated within 
specific cultural and institutional contexts in France and Italy. These 
cultural distinctions can impact the generalizability of our conclusions 
to other regions or countries. While our study sheds light on the 
importance of inclusive communication channels, it is crucial to 
recognize that the effectiveness of such practices may vary in different 
cultural and national settings. Therefore, these cultural distinctions 
must be considered when interpreting and applying our findings to other 
contexts. 

In our research, we primarily examined how policymakers’ narrative 
strategies shape citizens’ attitudes by analyzing newspaper discourse. 
However, it is crucial to acknowledge the pivotal role of the media in 
disseminating these narratives. Existing literature in policy studies rec
ognizes that the media can amplify and interpret policymakers’ mes
sages, ultimately influencing public perception (Cook, 1998; Hilgartners 
and Bosk, 1988; Van Laer et al., 2014). The literature on sensemaking 
also explored how media shape the public perceptions of contemporary 
organizational matters and, for instance, demonstrated how discursive 
elements in the media contribute to establishing legitimacy (Vaara et al., 
2006). To move forward megaproject research, future research should 
delve deeper into the dynamic relationship between the media and 
policymakers, investigating how media framing and coverage affect 
citizens’ reception of narrative strategies. 

Furthermore, drawing on Whittle et al. (2023) argument that a good 
narrative should plausibly integrate disparate elements to effectively 
guide action in organizations, our findings suggest that by providing 
more information about the future impacts of megaprojects instrumental 
narratives can be more plausible than hedonic ones and more effective 
in guiding action. However, it is imperative to consider potential 
negative aspects associated with instrumental narratives, especially in 
cases where transparency is lacking or improperly implemented. While 
instrumental narratives are effective in conveying information, they can 
also be misused to obscure critical issues or manipulate public percep
tion. Therefore, it is essential to emphasize that the efficacy of instru
mental narratives depends on their ethical use and the presence of 
transparency. Policymakers bear the responsibility of ensuring that 
these narratives are truthful and provide complete information to avoid 
misleading the public. In conclusion, while our research primarily 
focused on understanding the influence of narrative strategies, future 
investigations must also address the role of media, as well as ethical 
considerations and potential drawbacks to provide a more comprehen
sive understanding. 

5.2. Methodological contribution and research developments for the study 
of megaproject narratives 

Building on recent efforts to combine topic modeling with qualitative 
data analysis (Schmidt et al., 2023), we employed a comprehensive 
methodological approach to gain insights into the complex dynamics of 
stakeholder behavior in megaprojects. This approach was crucial for 
understanding how narrative strategies, specifically hedonic and 
instrumental, influence stakeholders’ information-seeking tendencies, 
belief formation, and their actions in support or opposition to these 
projects. 

In the quantitative phase, we analyzed a substantial dataset of 1942 
articles discussing the Lyon-Turin megaproject published in major 
French and Italian newspapers. We employed LDA topic models (e.g. 
DiMaggio et al., 2013), which recently gained traction in the social 
sciences for processing larger corpora of research texts. This approach 
has been applied successfully in various contexts, including a study of 
sensemaking processes in the years leading to the 2008 financial crisis in 
the US (Fligstein et al., 2017) and exploring frames within the emerging 
US radio field (Croidieu and Kim, 2018). However, hitherto it has not 
been employed to investigate narratives in megaprojects, phenomena 
that due to their potential societal impact are often widely discussed in 
public discourses, and hence can be associated with a large amount of 
research texts. 

Our methodological procedure involves two phases. In the initial 
phase, LDA topic models proved valuable for identifying topics within 
large textual datasets, allowing us to process a relatively large dataset of 
newspaper articles and select subsets of articles for in-depth qualitative 
analysis. This broader perspective provided by LDA helped us identify 
general themes present in the discourse. 

In the second phase, we conducted qualitative content analysis, 
focusing on LDA-derived topics within newspaper texts. This approach 
enabled us to ‘zoom-in’ and provide a detailed examination of the 
newspaper discourse through the lens of our theoretical model. Impor
tantly, LDA allowed us to compare the discourses in two national con
texts by contrasting newspaper articles on similar themes, e.g. related to 
the “general description of the trainline” topics, and examine how these 
themes manifested themselves differently in the two contexts. 

In the context of this paper, the methodological approach was very 
useful to develop new micro-level conjectures about the influence of 
different narrative strategies on the interplay between rational under
standing (sense), emotional engagement (sensibility), and stakeholders’ 
actions in support of, or opposition to, projects. This is certainly not a 
new research area as in the literature as narratives are recognized as 
essential tools that enable project participants to comprehend key 
project aspects (Ninan and Sergeeva, 2021). Particularly, existing 
research says that when some participants fail to ‘make sense’ of the 
project situation, it can lead to emotional responses, such as misunder
standing and mistrust that may result in the withdrawal of certain par
ticipants from the project or conflicts in project development that 
challenge its ultimate success (Stingl and Geraldi, 2017). However, the 
micro-level examinations of participants’ behaviors within selected 
newspaper articles allow us adding to this research stream by suggesting 
that participants’ behaviors in megaprojects—whether they are satisfied 
with the information received, seek more information, hold positive or 
negative beliefs about the megaproject, or support or oppose its con
struction—can be influenced by different narrative strategies, namely 
hedonic or instrumental. Our findings in this regard point to three 
propositions.  

● (P1) Willingness to acquire more information about megaprojects is 
lower when people are informed through instrumental narrative 
strategies than hedonic narrative strategies.  

● (P2) Positive beliefs about megaprojects are more likely to occur 
when people are informed through instrumental narrative strategies 
than hedonic narrative strategies. 
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● (P3) Opposition to megaproject construction is higher when people 
are informed through hedonic narrative strategies than instrumental 
narrative strategies. 

We acknowledge that these propositions are conjectural and based 
on the discourse analysis of one single case study. Further investigation 
is therefore necessary. One approach is to replicate the same methodo
logical design to study megaprojects in other geographical and cultural 
settings. Another potential approach to validate these propositions is 
through an experimental study. Such a study would move beyond 
discourse analysis and investigate how narrative strategies influence 
stakeholder behavior in megaprojects. Participants could be recruited to 
analyze how hedonic and instrumental narratives affect their willing
ness to seek additional information, shape their beliefs, and determine 
their support or opposition to these projects. To conduct the experiment, 
specially designed megaproject texts employing either instrumental or 
hedonic narratives would be administered to participants, and their 
responses would be analyzed to test our propositions. This study would 
not only contribute valuable insights to the field of megaproject 
communication and stakeholder engagement but also evaluate the 
effectiveness of the methodology proposed in this paper. 

Furthermore, in our research, we intentionally developed two ideal- 
types of narrative strategies—instrumental and hedonic—to provide a 
clear framework for conceptualizing and distinguishing between them. 
Our aim was to establish a foundation that allows for a systematic 
analysis of the fundamental characteristics of these narrative ap
proaches in isolation, offering clarity in our exploration of their impact. 
However, we wholeheartedly agree that narratives in the real world are 
seldom confined to rigid categories. Instead, they often exhibit a dy
namic and multifaceted nature, incorporating elements of both instru
mental and hedonic dimensions. Furthermore, narratives can evolve 
over time, adapt to different contexts, and respond to diverse audiences 
(Esposito et al., 2022). Recognizing this complexity is vital to gaining a 
more accurate understanding of how policymakers strategically 
communicate during megaprojects. To address this, future research in 
this field should adopt a more nuanced approach. This approach would 
involve acknowledging the potential overlap and interplay between 
instrumental and hedonic narrative elements. Researchers can identify 
instances where narratives seamlessly incorporate aspects of both types, 
illustrating their multifaceted nature and adaptability. Moreover, re
searchers should explore how narratives may transition between 
instrumental and hedonic orientations, influenced by factors such as the 
intended audience, timing, or specific phases of a megaproject. This 
dynamic perspective will provide a more comprehensive understanding 
of the fluid nature of policymaker communication. 

In conclusion, while our research focused on establishing ideal-types 
for conceptual clarity, we are fully aware of the need to delve deeper 
into the intricate interplay and coexistence of instrumental and hedonic 
narrative elements in real-world scenarios. We believe that this avenue 
of exploration will enrich our understanding of how policymakers 
strategically shape public perception and engagement in the context of 
megaprojects, making our research more relevant and insightful. This 
approach will provide a more comprehensive understanding of the role 
of narrative strategies in the context of megaprojects. 

6. Conclusion 

This study has explored the influence of megaproject narratives on 
stakeholder attitudes and actions. It introduced and analyzed two 
distinct narrative strategies: hedonic and instrumental. Through an ex
amination of the Lyon-Turin high-speed railway project, it has been 
demonstrated that these strategies extend beyond mere information 
dissemination. They possess the capacity to evoke emotions, shape 
perceptions, and guide actions. The choice of narrative strategy in Italy 
and France has had significant consequences for public sentiment to
ward the project, highlighting the importance of transparent 

communication channels and institutional contexts. Methodologically, 
this study has made a substantial contribution by combining quantita
tive and qualitative discourse analyses, providing a robust framework 
for investigating the impact of narratives on stakeholder behavior in 
megaprojects in other cultural settings, and opening avenues for pro
spective research, including experimental studies. 

It is crucial to recognize the dynamic and multifaceted nature of 
narratives within real-world contexts. In practice, different narrative 
strategies can coexist, evolve, adapt, and interact, necessitating a more 
nuanced examination of their coexistence and adaptation. Researchers 
are also encouraged to delve deeper into the role of the media in 
narrative dissemination and interpretation, as it significantly influences 
public perception. Therefore, future research should further explore the 
interplay between media outlets and policymakers and their effects on 
citizens’ attitudes towards megaprojects. Additionally, cultural nuances 
play a paramount role when considering narrative strategies across 
different countries. This research acknowledges the influence of cultural 
factors as a limitation, as cultural dynamics shape how individuals 
perceive and respond to narratives. Subsequent research endeavors 
should delve deeper into these cultural dimensions and their implica
tions for stakeholder attitudes. 

Furthermore, while instrumental narratives have been found to play 
a positive role in the Lyon-Turin case, it is essential to consider potential 
negative aspects associated with this type of narrative, particularly in 
institutional contexts where transparency is lacking. Policymakers must 
ensure narrative integrity and provide complete information to prevent 
public misguidance. While this research primarily focused on the in
fluence of narrative strategies, ethical considerations and potential pit
falls should be addressed in future investigations. 

In conclusion, this research serves as a foundational step in com
prehending the effect of different narrative strategies in megaproject- 
related policies and their impact on citizens’ attitudes. The insights 
gained here provide valuable signposts for future research endeavors, 
ultimately contributing to more effective policy communication and 
enhanced stakeholder engagement within megaprojects. 
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