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What are social impacts? 



What social impacts are depicted? 
• Noise, esp engine braking (or reversing) 
• Vibration 
• Lights at night 
• Smells, fumes from exhaust 
• Pollution, health issues 
• Delays, inconvenience 
• Concern about safety, especially for children 
• Increase in accident risk 
• Injury and deaths 
• Nuisance and annoyance, anger, frustration 
• Concern about presence of outsiders 
• Changing character of the town, no longer peaceful 
• Costs of road repair 
• Local income (sales) from spending by drivers  
• other consequences from the supply of services to drivers 

 



Social impact 

anything that is experienced or felt,  
in a perceptual (cognitive) or a 
corporeal (physical) sense  
at the level of an individual, economic 
unit (family/household), social group, or 
by the community or society as a whole. 
 
 
 
PAPER Vanclay 2002  
“Conceptualising social impacts” 

 
 



How to conceptualise impacts 
(Armour 1992) 

• People’s way of life - how they live, work, play 
and interact with one another on a day-to-day 
basis; 

• their culture - shared beliefs, customs, values, 
and language or dialect; 

• their community - its cohesion, stability, 
character, services and facilities; 
 

• (nice, but not enough) 
 

Armour, A. (1992), ‘The challenge of assessing social impacts’,  
Social Impact: The Social Impact Management Bulletin 1(4), 6-9.  



How to conceptualise impacts (2) 
(Vanclay 1999) 

Also needs to include 
• their environment – air & water quality; food quality & availability; 

level of hazard, risk, dust & noise exposure; adequacy of 
sanitation, physical safety, access to & control over resources; 

• their health & wellbeing – health is a state of complete mental, 
physical and social (and spiritual) wellbeing, not merely the 
absence of disease or infirmity; 

• their fears & aspirations – perceptions about safety, fears about 
future of their community, & aspirations for their future & their 
children’s future. 

• their political systems – extent of participation in decisions 
affecting their lives, the level of democratisation, and the 
resources provided; 

• their personal and property rights – economically affected or 
personal disadvantage, violation of civil liberties and human rights 
 
 



SIA is an umbrella,  
everything is social 
aesthetic impacts (landscape analysis) 
archaeological and heritage impacts 
community impacts, cultural impacts, linguistic impacts 
demographic impacts 
economic, fiscal, institutional & infrastructure impacts 
gender issues 
health (including psychological) impacts 
 Indigenous rights 
political impacts (human rights, democratisation etc) 
 resource issues (access and ownership of resources) 
and other impacts on societies 

 



Social impacts vary across time & space 

• Direct impacts occur at the same time and in the same 
space as the activity; they are causally linked. (first order 
impacts) 
 

• 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) 
 

• Cumulative impacts refer to the incremental and 
combined impacts of one or more projects. They can 
result from the simple aggregation of impacts, or from the 
way impacts interact. 
 



SIA is usually ex-ante assessment 

• Can’t measure social impacts (in advance),  
so SIA is based on predictions (guesstimations)   

• Study similar projects elsewhere 
• Consider other projects in the same location 
• Draws on expert opinion and local knowledge 
• Develop a social understanding of the issues 

 
• Will always be contestable, so there needs to be 

consideration of the legitimacy of the SIA  
 



Mind map 
(impact map) 



Impacts depend on the interactions 
between the: 
• Characteristics of the project 
• Characteristics of any mitigation 
• Characteristics of the community 

(vitality, viability, resilience, impact history) 
• Characteristics of individuals 

 
• Impacts are not stable 
• Impacts differentially affect people 

 

http://www.bp.com/en/global/corporate/sustainability/society/human-rights.html 



Social issues are never black & white 



Not just winners and losers 

• People are differentially affected 
• People can be positively and negatively 

affected at the same time 
• What is positive and what is negative can be 

ambiguous 



Second and higher order 
impacts tend to cause 
more harm than  
first order impacts 



 

Almost all projects  
almost always cause  
almost all impacts. 
 

Just as important as predicting impacts is 
having an ongoing process of monitoring 
and adaptive management. 
 
 



 process is everything 



SIA is the discourse/discipline/paradigm 
that seeks to protect communities and  
ensure effective development outcomes and 
thereby assist projects and companies to 
gain a social licence to operate and grow.  
 



A discourse/paradigm/ 
field of practice 

More than just monitoring indicators, or 
environmental licencing 
• Shared knowledge base 
• Methods 
• Theories 
• Archetypical cases 
• Values, principles 
• A way of thinking about issues 

 



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

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

2003 

2015 

1993-1994 

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


Current definition 

“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 



Social impact assessment is the 
process of managing the social issues 
associated with projects. 
 
SIA is impact assessment  
that focuses specifically on 
the social considerations,  
rather than on biophysical  
(environmental) issues.  
 



Social impacts are different from 
environmental impacts  

in lots of ways 



Point of difference 1 
• Social impacts are different in character to 

environmental impacts 



 Environmental (biophysical) impacts only happen 
when the first sod of soil is turned; 

 Social impacts start the moment there is 
speculation – even a rumour that something 
might happen. 



Information travels fast 
Misinformation travels faster  



The honeypot effect 
and inflation  
or  
stigmatization and 
reduction in 
property prices? 
 
Speculation and 
opportunism 
 
 
Influx management 



• Environmental impacts tend to be only negative;  
Social impacts can be positive as well as negative. 

• Environmental impacts may be temporal as well 
as long term, and are fairly stable;  
Social impacts change with the perceptions and 
feelings of people. 



A major social impact is the  
fear and anxiety  

associated with the project. 
 



Perception is reality 



Point of difference 2 
• People react 



Over 200 forms of protest 
• Die-in 
• Digital sit-in 
• Flash mob 
• Picketting  
• Protest art 
• Protest camp 
• Sit-in  
• Street march 
• Street theatre 

 
 
 

• Ad-busting, brandalism 
• Activist shareholding 
• Barricade, lockdown  
• Blockade 
• Boycott 
• Ecotage  
• Hacktivism 
• Lawfare  
• Sabotage 

 

Hanna et al. 2016 “Conceptualizing social protest and the significance of protest action to 
large projects”, Extractive Industries and Society 3(1), 217-239. 
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2015.10.006  

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.exis.2015.10.006


How projects can be affected 
• Physical damage 
• Lost production  
• Loss of legal licence 
• Court actions (cost to 

defend) 
• Fines by regulators 
• Court awarded 

compensation demands 
 

• Loss of reputation 
• Stockmarket reaction 
• Lost access to new sites 
• Extra conditions imposed 
• Increased cost of 

insurance & finance 
• Staff time and Board time 
• Diverted attention 

 
 

Davis & Franks 2014 Costs of Company-Community Conflict in the Extractive Sector. Corporate Social Responsibility Initiative 
Report, John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard University, Cambridge, MA.  http://www.hks.harvard.edu/m-
rcbg/CSRI/research/Costs%20of%20Conflict_Davis%20%20Franks.pdf 

http://www.hks.harvard.edu/m-rcbg/CSRI/research/Costs of Conflict_Davis  Franks.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/m-rcbg/CSRI/research/Costs of Conflict_Davis  Franks.pdf
http://www.hks.harvard.edu/m-rcbg/CSRI/research/Costs of Conflict_Davis  Franks.pdf


Point of difference 3 
• The regulators are now more diverse and 

diffuse 



Not just government 

• International standards 
• Companies 
• Financial institutions 
• NGOs 
• Environmental consulting firms 
• Local people  
• Social licence to operate 





SIA is conceived as having 26 tasks 

Understanding the issues 

Profiling 
Stakeholder analysis 
Creating deliberative 
spaces 
Issues scoping 
Community assets 
and aspirations 
identification 

Predicting & assessing likely impacts 

Collaborative selection 
of sustainability and 
impact indicators 
Baseline indicator data 
collection 
Impact significance 
determination 
Social and economic 
development 
opportunities 
assessment 

Developing strategies 

Collaborative 
assessment and 
ranking of strategies 
Impact & benefits 
agreements (IBAs) 
Social Impact 
Management Plan 
(SIMP) 
Partnerships to  
implement 
Funding and 
governance for SIMP & 
IBAs 

Developing monitoring 
programs 

Monitoring framework 
for SIMP & IBAs 
Final SEIA report 

Participatory process and reporting-back throughout all stages 



Some take home thoughts: 

• SIA is the process of managing the issues,  
it can not be a decision algorithm that will decide 
on best options 

• Process is important 
• Ongoing community engagement and adaptive 

management is needed 
• It is not acceptable for the public good to bring 

harm to subgroups of people 
• Need to find ways to enable everyone to 

become a beneficiary 
 
 



Frank.Vanclay@rug.nl   
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