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MULTIPLE DISCOURSES

1. Creating social impact 
(how to improve social outcomes from social work programs)

2. Measuring social impact 
(how to evaluate outcomes to establish what was due to the intervention)

3. Achieving policy goals 
(how to assess whether actions achieve policy objectives) 

4. Assessing and managing the (negative) social consequences from 
planned interventions   



Semantic confusions 
Ex ante  assessment
(to predict in advance)

Ex post evaluation
(to determine afterwards)



SIA is the field of research and practice 
(discourse/discipline/paradigm) that seeks to protect 
communities and ensure effective social outcomes 
from development projects (planned interventions). 

Australia



National Environmental Policy Act of 1969
Developed by Senator Henry (Scoop) Jackson

Signed into law by Richard Nixon on 1 January 1970

Federal actions required an 
Environmental Impact Statement



THE SPREAD OF EIA AROUND THE WORLD

• 1970 USA
• 1972 Japan
• 1972 State of NSW, Australia
• 1973 Canada
• 1974 Australia (federal govt)
• 1974 Colombia
• 1975 Germany
• 1975 Thailand
• 1976 France

• 1978 Philippines
• 1979 Hong Kong
• 1981 Israel
• 1981 Netherlands
• 1983 Pakistan
• 1985 European Union
• 1986 Indonesia
• 1994 Taiwan
• 2003 People’s Republic of China



How is “the environment” defined?
Does it include people and social?



Mackenzie Valley Pipeline Inquiry (Canada) 
(Berger Inquiry) 1974-1977



Codifying SIA
International Association for Impact Assessment www.iaia.org

2003

2015

1993-1994

https://www.iaia.org/uploads/pdf/SIA_Guidance_Document_IAIA.pdf


CURRENT DEFINITION OF SIA

“SIA includes the processes of analysing, monitoring and 
managing the intended and unintended social consequences, 
both positive and negative, of planned interventions 
(policies, programs, plans, projects) 
and any social change processes invoked by those 
interventions.”

Source: Vanclay 2003 International Principles for SIA



1995 2003 2011 2014





I AM INTERESTED IN

• What are the social impacts created by projects?
• Why does the community acceptance of impacts vary 

from place to place, and project to project?
• How can the negative impacts be avoided or reduced (mitigation)?
• How can the benefits from projects be enhanced?
• What should a project do to ensure it has acceptability, 

and a social licence to operate?



A lot is known about social impacts 
and how they should be managed





People are pushed into fighting 
against big projects to protect their rights, 
their livelihoods, culture, and way of living



Many projects are opposed 
because of a loss of legitimacy 
(i.e. no social licence to operate)
rather than the experience of social impact 



Social issues are never black & white
they are complex phenomena



SOCIAL IMPACTS VARY IN TIME AND SPACE

DIRECT IMPACTS

occur at the same time and the same space 

as the activity; 

they are causally linked

(first order impacts)



SOCIAL IMPACTS VARY IN TIME AND SPACE

INDIRECT IMPACTS

occur either later in time, 

at a different place from the activity, 

or as a result of a complex 

pathway / chain or web of impacts. 
(second and higher order impacts)



SOCIAL IMPACTS VARY IN TIME AND SPACE

CUMULATIVE IMPACTS

the incremental and combined impacts 

from one or more projects. 

They can result from the simple aggregation 

of impacts, or from the way impacts interact.



SECOND AND HIGHER ORDER IMPACTS

TEND TO CAUSE MORE HARM

THAN FIRST ORDER IMPACTS



ALMOST ALL PROJECTS

ALMOST ALWAYS CAUSE

ALMOST ALL IMPACTS



Protest actions (social conflict) 
are an expression of 
local community opposition 
to a project

The actions of 
projects can 
escalate or 
de-escalate 
social conflict



activist shareholding 
ad-busting
anti-award
getting arrested
audience with officials
badge wearing
displaying banners
banner bombing
barricade
black bloc tactics
blacklisting
blockade
boycott
bumper stickers
cacerolazos
candlelight procession

memes
mock award
mock election
mock referendum
monument construction
mutiny 
motorcade
nail protest
naming and shaming
netwar
non-compliance
non-participation
non-payment of bills
non-violent action
organized resistance
parody website

OVER 200 FORMS OF PROTEST



• Physical damage

• Lost production 

• Loss of legal licence

• Court actions

• Fines by regulators

• Compensation payments

• Loss of reputation

• Stockmarket reaction

• Lost access to new sites

• Extra conditions imposed

• Increased cost of insurance & finance

• Staff time 

• Board time

• Diverted attention

POSSIBLE EFFECTS ON PROJECTS



GOOD PROCESS IS ESSENTIAL

PEOPLE WILL ACCEPT INCONVENIENCE WHEN THEY

BELIEVE THE PROJECT IS WORTHWHILE



NOT JUST WINNERS AND LOSERS

• People are differentially affected

• People can be positively and negatively affected at the same time

• How people are affected (and what they think about that) 

change over time 

• What is positive and what is negative can be ambiguous or not evident



THE SOCIAL IMPACTS ACTUALLY EXPERIENCED

DEPEND ON MANY THINGS

• Characteristics of the project
• Characteristics of any mitigation
• Characteristics of the community

(vitality, viability, resilience, impact history)
• Characteristics of individuals
• The behaviour of the project and its staff

• Impacts are not stable
• Impacts differentially affect people



EVEN ‘GOOD’ PROJECTS HAVE

NEGATIVE SOCIAL IMPACTS



NOT IN MY BACKYARD!



PLEASE IN MY BACKYARD!



FROM NIMBY TO PIMBY

• Treat communities with respect
• Demonstrate social value
• Disclosure and transparency 
• Engage and empower
• Provide local benefits
• Genuinely commit to social and environmental management 
• Have the capacity to do it  
• Earn trust  and a ‘social licence to operate’



THE ACCEPTABILITY OR SOCIAL LEGITIMACY OF A

POLICY, PROJECT OR COMPANY

‘SOCIAL LICENCE TO OPERATE’



SOCIAL LICENCESMULTIPLE ARE NEEDED



ORGANIZATIONS

NEED TO LISTEN
TO ALL THEIR STAKEHOLDERS…



… BUT, THEY ALSO NEED TO

ACTIVELY AND MEANINGFUL ENGAGE

WITH ALL STAKEHOLDERS

AND MANAGE THEIR SOCIAL IMPACTS

SOCIAL IMPACT ASSESSMENT CAN HELP



FRANK.VANCLAY@RUG.NL
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