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Multiple discourses of SIA
• In European Union circles, SIA is assessing the extent to 

which a policy delivers outcomes consistent with the 
current social policy objectives – an ex ante policy 
assessment tool.

• In philanthropy, SIA is the process of analysing the social 
changes, both positive and negative, which arise from an 
organisation’s work – an organisational effectiveness tool.

• In impact assessment circles (and industry), SIA as the 
social equivalent of environmental impact assessment, 
both a regulatory tool for determining project acceptability 
and an industry tool for managing the social impacts of 
projects.



SIA is well established 
around the world

• an international concept, originating in the 
USA in the 1970s, required by law in many 
countries and by many international 
agencies;

• a strong professional community
 – a professional association, 
journals, conferences;

• a ‘paradigm’ – a body of 
theory and practice, value system;

• It is a ‘field of practice’ and a
community of scholars.



Codifying SIA

International 
Association for 

Impact 
Assessment

www.iaia.org



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 (SIA) is the 
process of managing the social issues 
associated with projects.

SIA is the discourse/discipline
that assists projects and 
companies gain their 
social licence to operate. 
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• Labelling the opposition of local peoples as 
‘NIMBY’ is not helpful 





Going from NIMBY to PIMBY requires that 
businesses/projects rethink how they engage 
with communities. 

• They need to treat communities with respect;
• They need to demonstrate the social value 

of the project;
• They need to provide local benefits;
• They need to earn their 

‘social licence to operate’.



The community 
is never 
homogenous 
or singular. 
Always say 
‘communities’ 
or ‘publics’ 
in the plural.

Multiple social licences are needed



Social performance and SIA
• Ex ante assessment of social impacts
• Mitigation of social impacts 
• Due diligence and human rights assessments
• Enhancement of benefits from projects
• Community engagement and FPIC
• Local procurement arrangements
• Monitoring of social issues
• Social investment (design, delivery, governance) 
• Compensation mechanisms
• Grievance procedures
• Negotiating Impacts and Benefits Agreements
• Social Impact Management Plans





Not just regulatory approval
• It’s about managing the social issues
• The social issues start early (long before 

regulatory approval is required)
• Corporate social responsibility and company 

awareness of the concept of ‘social licence to 
operate’ means that companies are willing to do 
more

• Soft regulation is more important that hard 
regulation

• The new regulators are the watchdog NGOs



Industry body guidelines 
(soft regulation)



financial industry guidelines 
(soft regulation)





Business case for SIA

• Effective risk identification and management
• Access to land and resources
• Access to local workforce and suppliers
• Early identification of issues
• Reduction of costs 
• Full cost consideration 
• Greater certainty for investors, government, and society
• Attain a legal and social license to operate 
• Improve stakeholder relations
• Maintain company and product reputation
• Increase long-term success and avoid delays, shutdowns, 

and potentially the closure of projects







SIA has an effect through:

• working with regulatory agencies and financial 
institutions to contribute to decision-making and 
approval processes (including determining 
consent conditions)

• working with the proponent to improve projects 
through project (re)design, site selection, and 
design and implementation of mitigation 
measures and monitoring programs etc

• working with communities to assist in coping 
with change and planning for positive futures



SIA benefits

• Communities: more say in decisions, they become 
revitalised, social capital is built, harmful impacts are 
avoided, and project benefits are maximised.

• Private sector (proponent): improved relations with local 
communities, workforces, and important stakeholders; 
social license to operate; costly mistakes avoided; risk of 
future compensation payouts reduced; improved siting 
decisions.

• Government agencies (competent authorities): better 
information on which to make decisions

• Financial Institutions: better information on which to 
assess risks; compliance with Equator Principles; 
potential role in mentoring clients.



Free Prior & Informed Consent

• Free –  no coercion, intimidation or manipulation by companies 
or governments, and should a community say ‘no’ there must be 
no retaliation. 

• Prior – consent should be sought and received before any 
activity on community land is commenced and that sufficient 
time is provided for adequate consideration by any affected 
communities. 

• Informed – there must be full disclosure by project developers 
of their plans in the language acceptable to the affected 
communities, and each community must have a reasonable 
understanding of what those plans will likely mean for them, 
including of the social impacts they will experience if the project 
proceeds. 

• Consent – communities must have a real choice, that they can 
say ‘yes’ if there is a good flow of benefits and development 
opportunities to them, or they can say ‘no’ if they are not 
satisfied with the deal. 



Not just for Indigenous

• FPIC is an appropriate philosophy to apply 
to all communities.

• It demonstrates respect for communities
• It is consistent with the social licence to 

operate



Special Representative of 
the UN Secretary-
General on Human 
Rights and Transnational 
Corporations and Other 
Business Enterprises, 
John Ruggie 
2005-2008, 
2008-2011



‘Protect, Respect and Remedy’ 
Framework

• the state duty to protect against human rights abuses 
by third parties, including business; 

• the corporate responsibility to respect human rights; 

• and greater access by victims to effective remedy, 
both judicial and non-judicial.

• Endorsed by the UN Human Rights Council in 2008

Not pillars, by interconnecting
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2011 

A significant development

Led to the question:
Where was human rights 
in the environmental, 
social and health impact 
assessments (ESHIA) that 
were being done?



The corporate responsibility
• duty to respect human rights

• duty to avoid harm

• requirement to address impacts (even if not directly 
responsible)

• requirement not to be complicit in human rights abuse 
by third parties

• duty to apply leverage

• duty for a company to be prepared to deal with 
human rights issues



Human Rights is everything

• Human rights are being construed as being more than 
the democratic rights normally understood as human 
rights

• All international legal instruments are being scrutinized 
for reference to things that might be construed as 
human rights, including access to health care, water, 
clean environment

• Not stakeholders with social impacts, 
but rights-holders with legal standing whose human 
rights have been affected



Source: Nomogaia (2012) HRIA 3.0 Toolkit (available online: http://www.nomogaia.org/
HRIA_Tools.html) 

Human rights and emerging rights

http://www.nomogaia.org/HRIA_Tools.html
http://www.nomogaia.org/HRIA_Tools.html


Some useful resources

• SIAhub 

    www.socialimpactassessment.com

• International Association for Impact Assessment 
www.iaia.org

• The practitioners platform 
http://managesocialperformance.com/ 
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